


The City in the Islamic World

Volume 1



Handbook of  Oriental Studies

Section 1, The Near and Middle East

Edited by

H. Altenmüller
B. Hrouda

B. A. Levine
R. S. O’Fahey
K. R. Veenhof

C. H. M. Versteegh

VOLUME 94



The City in the Islamic World

Volume 1

General editor

Salma K. Jayyusi

Special editors

Renata Holod, Attilio Petruccioli and
André Raymond

LEIDEN • BOSTON
2008





CONTENTS

VOLUME ONE

Preface and Acknowledgements  ................................................. ix
Introduction  ................................................................................ xiii

PART ONE

GENERAL TOPICS

Some Historiographical Notes on the Islamic City with 
Particular Reference to the Visual Representation of  the 
Built City  ................................................................................. 3
Giulia Annalinda Neglia

The Spatial Organization of  the City  ....................................... 47
André Raymond

Law and the City  ........................................................................ 71
Besim Hakim

Inherited Cities  ........................................................................... 93
Hugh Kennedy

Founded Cities of  the Arab World From the Seventh to the 
Eleventh Centuries  .................................................................. 115
Sylvie Denoix

PART TWO

REGIONAL ASPECTS

The Ottoman Cities of  the Balkans  .......................................... 143
Pierre Pinon

Iranian Cities  .............................................................................. 159
Heinz Gaube

Indian Cities  ............................................................................... 181
Marc Gaborieau



The Ottoman Town (Fifteenth-Eighteenth Centuries)  .............. 205
Gilles Veinstein

PART THREE

CASE STUDIES

Baghdad in the Abbasid Era: A Cosmopolitan and Multi-
Confessional Capital  ............................................................... 221
Françoise Micheau

Marinid Fez: Zenith and Signs of  Decline  ................................ 247
Halima Ferhat

The Spatial Organization of  Tunis Medina and Other Arab-
Muslim Cities in North Africa and the Near East  ................ 269
Roberto Berardi

The Mamluk City  ....................................................................... 295
Doris Behrens-Abouseif

Islamic Jerusalem or Jerusalem under Muslim Rule  ................. 317
Oleg Grabar

Aleppo: From the Ottoman Metropolis to the Syrian City  ...... 329
Jean-Claude David

At the Ottoman Empire’s Industrious Core: The Story of  
Bursa  ....................................................................................... 357
Suraiya Faroqhi

The Ottoman Tripoli: A Mediterranean Medina  ..................... 383
Ludovico Micara

Algiers in the Ottoman Period: The City and its Population  ... 407
Federico Cresti

The “Citadel, Town, Suburbs” Model and Medieval 
Kirman  .................................................................................... 445
Lisa Golombek

Istanbul 1620–1750: Change and Tradition  ............................. 465
Maurice Cerasi

Bukhara and Samarkand  ............................................................ 491
Attilio Petruccioli

Shiraz: The City of  Gardens and Poets  .................................... 525
Mahvash Alemi

Mughal Agra: A Riverfront Garden City  .................................. 555
Ebba Koch

vi contents





PART FIVE

THE MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY CITY

A. Tradition and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century
Modernization of  the Cities of  the Ottoman Empire 

(1800–1920)  ...........................................................................  953
Jean-Luc Arnaud

Mediterraneanism: French and Italian Architects’ Designs in 
1930s North African Cities  ..................................................  977
Mia Fuller

Algiers: The Colonial City  .......................................................  993
Attilio Petruccioli

B. The Modern City
Casablanca: The City in the Islamic World  ............................  1009

Jean-Louis Cohen

C. Transformations
Identity, Globalization, and the Contemporary Islamic City  ...  1035

Hasan-Uddin Khan
The Growing Pains of  Dubai: A City in Search of  its 

Identity  ..................................................................................  1063
Deeba Haider

Cairo Between Traces and Liberal Re-foundation: 
Demographic Stabilization, Extension of  the Metropolitan 
Area, and the Renewal of  Forms  .........................................  1085
Eric Denis

The Reconstructions of  Beirut  .................................................  1115
Joe Nasr, Eric Verdeil

Plates  .........................................................................................  1143

Index of  Names, Personal and Dynastic  .................................  1465
Index of  Places  .........................................................................  1475
Index of  Terms  .........................................................................  1486

viii contents



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book was initially created by the urge that has taken hold of  me 
almost thirty years ago: to enhance the beleaguered and suppressed 
knowledge of  Arabic culture and of  Arab/Islamic civilisation outside 
the Arab world; to try to demonstrate the similarities but also the dis-
similarities, the points of  convergence and the points of  divergence 
in major avenues of  Arab and non-Arab, mainly Western, traditions, 
and, by this means, perhaps to help bring out the underlying unity of  
human cultures. This was made especially urgent by the paucity, outside 
the Arab world, of  material representing Arabic culture, thought and 
literature, and Arab/Islamic civilisation.

I founded East-West Nexus/PROTA for this purpose, with the specifi c 
aim of  providing the English-speaking world, to the best of  my ability, 
with some of  the fi nest manifestations of  the Arab creative talent, past 
and present. I believe, indeed, that the creative fruits of  all cultures are 
the rightful inheritance of  all peoples, and there is confi rmation of  this 
in the interest people show in reading the novels and poems of  other 
cultures in translation, of  gazing at their monuments and works of  art, 
of  listening to their music and watching their dances and performances. 
It was crucial, I felt, that an attempt was made, at this juncture in time, 
to foster a genuine understanding of  other human triumphs, and of  
another human civilisation, the Arab-Islamic, that has made such a 
contribution to the progress of  world culture. A Eurocentric emphasis 
vis-à-vis human progress is not merely fl awed. It leads further to the 
deepening of  negative factors between peoples—something whose con-
sequences have become only too evident in recent times. Only when 
the resplendent gifts, proffered by all the peoples of  the world, for the 
furtherance of  aesthetic, philosophic and spiritual goals within humanity 
are recognized—only then can true civilisation be fi nally achieved.

In my efforts to foster such understanding, I was upheld and invigo-
rated both by a select group of  colleagues in America where this work 
had its beginnings, and also by colleagues in Europe and the Arab 
world who shared this view with me.



THIS BOOK:
It was Lewis Mumford’s book, The City in History, which fi rst awoke 

in me the idea of  providing, for a world audience, a volume on ‘the 
city in the Islamic world’. In his elaborate and beautifully written 
book, Mumford failed to speak of  a single Islamic city—as though 
such cities were created and inhabited outside the built world, indeed 
outside human history itself. He had not a word to say of  centuries of  
a luminous civilisation, of  an urbanity grounded in magnifi cent cit-
ies that were citadels of  learning and discovery, of  invention and art, 
boasting urban gardens and magnifi cent architecture—nowhere fi ner 
than in the Andalusi metropolises to which fl ocked so many seekers 
of  knowledge from East and West, who having learned and translated 
all they could, took the fruits of  their knowledge back with them to 
their own countries.

My own love of  cities was an additional spur. As a child I was struck 
with awe when reading the elaborate descriptions of  Jurji Zaydan 
(1861–1914) in his many novels, of  pre-modern Islamic cities in various 
parts of  the old Islamic empire. A Lebanese Christian, he was a genuine 
admirer of  the heritage Arabs and other Muslims had handed down in 
the sphere of  urban culture, and his writings were eye openers to the 
high level of  sophistication and complexity Islamic cities had attained 
in their time. My young mind was imbued with images of  great events, 
processions, palaces, libraries, of  public baths and fragrant gardens, of  
spacious and elaborately designed mosques. Mumford’s omission of  
all cities Islamic brought these childhood images surging back to my 
mind, and I resolved forthwith to bring out a specialised book on the 
city in the Islamic world.

However, I was faced at the outset with two major challenges: the fi rst 
to obtain fi nancial sponsorship for a work I visualised as a voluminous, 
comprehensive account of  the Islamic city, the second to engage the 
interest of  some of  the leading specialist scholars on the Islamic city, 
who would undertake the specifi c editing of  the work.

It was clear that such a major work would perforce need a subsidy. 
It took me eleven years to fi nd one, when I fi nally sought the help 
of  my friend, Abdallah al-Nasir, the Saudi Cultural Representative 
at the Saudi Cultural Mission in London. His understanding of  my 
work in general, and of  the need for disseminating Arabic culture in 
the world, had been always profound, manifested in a constant readi-
ness to help whenever he could. He it was who spoke to Dr. Khalid 
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role in facilitating this work and for his thorough understanding of  the 
need to give Arabic culture and civilization their rightful place within 
contemporary world culture.

Salma Khadra Jayyusi
Editor of  Islamic Civilisation Series
EAST-WEST NEXUS/PROTA
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INTRODUCTION

Recent calamitous events have shone a light of  attention and renewed 
curiosity on the Islamic world in a most insistent fashion. Whether it 
was the attack on the World Trade Center, the search for the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, the war in Iraq, the unsolved problem of  Palestine or 
even the most recent assault on Beirut, all have put the Islamic world 
in the centre of  media attention. Yet, beneath that roiled surface, there 
is much that warrants a deeper, more sustained look. The purpose 
of  this book, then, is to focus on the sites of  life, politics, and culture 
where current and past generations of  the Islamic world have made 
their mark. These are, of  course, its cities, large and small, forgotten 
or dynamically growing. Such an initiative is all the more important as 
there has been much new research on the nature of  these cities in the 
past decades. Yet, in spite of  this large body of  detailed information, 
there are few recent volumes attempting to present a new summary or 
digest of  it all; and none in the Arabic language.

Since this volume is a contribution of  many authors, the approach 
must be as inclusive as possible, looking from different perspectives and 
with varying methods for urban studies at functions and on special or 
regional cases. The single leading concept, nonetheless, has been to 
consider the city as a living organism. The city, then, consists of  parts 
that are deeply interconnected, with patterns of  residence, circulation, 
public spaces, and facilities, mutually and dynamically collaborative, 
to yield a culture of  urban life. And as any living organism, the city 
should be seen in continuous transformation and not in frozen images. 
The city has a birth and a death as well.

Unlike many previous volumes dealing with the city in the Islamic 
world, this one has been specially expanded not only to include snap-
shots of  historical fabric but also to deal with the transformation of  
this fabric into modern and contemporary urban entities. Rather than 
focusing on specifi c historic fabrics alone, often the sites of  political and 
nationalist image-making, attention has been drawn to the entire fl ow 
of  urban processes up to and including the present, encompassing such 
phenomena as the introduction of  wheeled transport, the impact of  
colonial structures and administration, and the overwhelming changes 
brought about by demographic migrations of  recent years.
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We have chosen to title this volume “City in the Islamic World” spe-
cifi cally to circumvent the no longer productive discourse on the “Islamic 
City.” These issues have been debated for some decades now and are 
refl ected in the review of  the literature in the fi rst chapter. Rather, by 
assembling specifi cally focused studies on the organic, regional, and 
chronological aspects of  the city, we hope to bring a richer database 
into circulation; and from it derive a more viable view of  how cities 
functioned and continue to function as loci of  identity and culture.

While the large-scale changes in cities have been suffi ciently docu-
mented by offi cial sources and maps, the smaller-scale impact of  indi-
vidual decisions can now be better retrieved and made apparent. 
Thanks to an almost continuous stream of  new publications dealing 
with archival data, we have a closer and closer view of  the concerns 
and transformations of  urban life. For example, the social service centres 
dotting the cityscapes were founded and funded by various members, 
male and female, of  the ruling elites. These are now better known, 
thanks to the publication of  numerous pious foundation documents 
(Arabic waqf  or hubus, Persian vaqf ). As well, continuous work on offi -
cial and private family archives has illuminated aspects of  urban life 
and change. The massive Ottoman material, including cadastral and 
taxation records, throws new light on regional variations. The greater 
availability of  materials in the former soviet Central Asian republics 
allows for a larger comparative scope. And the increasing attention 
to, and availability of, family papers, whether held in chests or stored 
in reused olive oil dolias, allow for microanalysis down to the single 
domestic unit.

For the presentation of  the city as a continuous and dynamic organ-
ism, study of  the near past, namely the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, clearly becomes crucial. In this pursuit, all colonial archives as well 
as material stored in the planning offi ces and agencies of  municipalities 
are invaluable. For example, the Vincennes Archives de la Guerre, Les 
Archives d’Outre-Mer in Aix-en-Provence, the India Offi ce Library in 
London, and similar such collections can yield data that change our 
perceptions about the early modern city.

Materials such as cadastral surveys and insurance maps created for 
a different initial purpose have now begun to be utilized for the inter-
pretation of  the history of  urban fabric. For example, the Pervititch 
map of  Istanbul of  1922–1945 for fi re insurance, the cadastral sur-
veys in the French tradition at the scale of  1:500 in areas of  former 
French control and impact (such as Syria and Algeria), and even the 
survey recording the church properties of  Toledo, can be regarded 
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as palimpsests of  urban life. More recently, new tools applied to the 
analysis of  urban form ranging from satellite imaging to geographic 
data collected through GIS and GPS have further strengthened and 
deepened the basic data. Further, discourse about urban form analyses 
has been accelerated through new centres and systems of  diffusion of  
information. These are, for example, the Centre for the Study of  the 
Built Environment (CSBE) in Jordan, the Equipe Monde Arabe et Médi-
terranée/(URBAMA/EMAM) at the University of  Tours, IREMAM 
at the CNRS and the University of  Aix-en-Provence, the School of  
Architecture of  Bari, the Archnet website (archnet.org) sponsored by 
the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, and a burgeoning list of  periodicals 
on architecture and urbanism produced anywhere from Morocco to 
Turkey and Iran.

While few historical studies of  cities have extended their attention 
into contemporary time, dealing with the urban setting as it has been 
experienced by its users holds great promise. The urban experience 
has been recognized as a rich source by many writers, among them 
most recently Orhan Pamuk, in his Istanbul. More anthropologically 
conducted studies, such as that on Sefrou in Morocco by C. Geertz, 
H. Geertz, and L. Rosen also show that every urban dweller has a 
specifi c experience of  a place, while sharing in even the densest envi-
ronment. These experiences are very much a product of  age, class, 
status, and gender.

The images of  urban settings with their monuments as well as 
small-scale daily activities are windows into the social and economic 
life of  the city. The publication and increasing accessibility of  historic 
photographic collections such as those of  the Library of  Congress, 
the University of  Bamberg Collection, and the volumes of  cityscapes 
comparing old and new (for example, those of  Morocco, gathered by 
Said Mouline as Repères de la Mémoire), anchor our ideas about individual 
city settings.

The method for studying urban fabric, begun by Saverio Muratori 
and continued by the school of  Versailles, has been applied to cities in 
the Islamic world since the 1980’s, and has brought ever-richer results. 
Either at the scale of  buildings or at the scale of  urban fabric, this 
method has allowed for the integration of  data from maps, texts, and 
excavations, as is the case of  the Cairo study by Philippe Panerai and 
Sawsan Noweir, or in several of  the articles in this volume.

Contributions of  archaeological investigations over the last four 
decades have brought to light massive detail about the construction, 
continuity, expansion, and usage of  urban fabric. Whether in projects 
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Mughal capitals such as Isfahan, Fathepur Sikri, Agra, or Shahjah-
anabad. These environments were generated out of  Timurid garden 
and landscape thinking on an exploded scale. They also became the 
sites of  an expansive public culture, epitomized by parades and court 
viewings, theatrical performances, markets, coffee shops, and banquets. 
The Ottomans made the Bosphorus their garden and viewing space, 
while the inherited city of  Stambul remained a grouping of  villages in 
an extensive cultivated landscape interspersed with monumental sultanic 
and elite social service complexes (kulliye). And similarly, in the entire 
Ottoman Empire, the city would remain without further planning or 
layout until the Tanzimat period of  the nineteenth century.

The establishment of  a public ferry system (Shirket-i Hayriye) in 
Istanbul in the 1850s marked the arrival of  “modern” life. Over the 
horizon of  the nineteenth century, city life was impacted dramatically, 
as the telegraph, the railroad, and public lighting also made their 
appearance. While these new technologies were means to a greater 
unifi cation of  the territory of  the city, the capital in particular, and 
selected provincial centres as well, their adoption also ushered in closer 
controls. From taxes to hygiene, all aspects of  “new” urban life were now 
within the purview of  the central state government. These techniques 
of  organization brought with them increasing European infl uence, if  
not outright control, in Istanbul as well as in Cairo. Additionally, what 
had been an insistently pedestrian city, with densely packed habitation 
zones, was now making room for the newly reintroduced wheeled 
transport. Systems of  production previously organized through guilds 
disappeared in favour of  imported technicians; agricultural monocul-
tures fed an extensive export network replacing an earlier organization 
of  territory. With the arrival and expansion of  colonialist empires, 
many nineteenth and early twentieth century cities in the Islamic world 
became the recipients of  a different model of  urban space and social 
interaction. Not unexpectedly, these habits of  receiving urban ideas did 
not stop with the colonialist era. The newly independent states have 
continued implanting the large-scale developments, whether commercial 
or state-funded, and often the least successful of  European or American 
planning and building practices.

As a result, we are now looking at a massively changed picture of  
urban life. The present manner of  urban planning and layout has been 
separated from earlier urban experiences that, in fact, had defi ned the 
Islamic world. Not only have most urban centres grown exponentially 
in population and territory, they have already set aside, or are at the risk 
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of  forgetting, their own past experiences with urban living. The area 
of  historical fabric per city probably does, at best, not reach more than 
10–15 percent of  the built-up zone. Nevertheless, the older urban fabric 
still has valuable lessons to teach, among them a complexity of  spatial 
and chronological relationships, rather than a mechanical linearity of  
experience. Even if  only preserved as a museum of  forms, it functions 
as a guarantor of  local identity. More importantly, it serves as a reposi-
tory of  design principles and ideas in opposition to self-referential plans 
invented by “star” architects. Its potential to generate alternative models 
for a habitable environment has yet to be fully activated.

Renata Holod
Attilio Petruccioli
André Raymond



PART ONE

GENERAL TOPICS





SOME HISTORIOGRAPHICAL NOTES ON THE ISLAMIC 
CITY WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO THE VISUAL 

REPRESENTATION OF THE BUILT CITY

Giulia Annalinda Neglia

The Orientalist Approach

At the beginning of  the twentieth century European scholarship on the 
Islamic city was based mainly on two approaches: one who attributed 
the structure of  Islamic cities to social and religious factors and another 
one who sought to describe their structure through an approach which 
was more dependent on an analysis of  the urban structure and its 
physical features. The fi rst of  these approaches comes from English 
and particularly German Orientalist studies for which the Islamic city 
represented a theoretical rather than an actual horizon informed by 
archaeological, historical, and social interests: it was an urban system 
connoted by a “different” structure from the “western” one since it was 
based on a different social organization. The second approach comes 
from Orientalist studies of  French derivation for which a knowledge 
of  the Islamic city was much more immediate and tangible since it 
was born from the actual conquest of  extensive territories around the 
Mediterranean. For this approach the Islamic city represented a system 
to be described in detail in order to be controlled politically. Actually, 
these two approaches were never completely separate. Instead, they con-
stituted two different attitudes that travelled in tandem for a long time 
until modern historiography subjected them to a critical revision.

The origin of  Orientalist studies on the Islamic city1 springs from 
an interest in the cities of  North Africa that was cultivated, from the 

1 Some of  the most important works that have sketched the main lines of  this debate 
in relation to urban studies are: M. E. Bonine, E. Ehlers, T. Krafft, and G. Stöber, eds., 
The Middle Eastern City and Islamic Urbanism: An Annotated Bibliography of  Western Literature 
(Bonn, 1994); M. Haneda, “An Interpretation of  the Concept of  Islamic City,” in Islamic 
Urban Studies: Historical Review and Perspective, ed. M. Haneda and T. Miura (London 
and New York, 1994); M. Kisaichi, “The Maghrib,” in Islamic Urban Studies: Historical 
Review and Perspective, ed. M. Haneda and T. Miura (London and New York, 1994); 
P. Guichard, “Les villes d’al-Andalus et de l’Occident musulman aux premiers siècles 
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1920s onwards, by historians such as William and Georges Marçais, 
Roger Le Tourneau, Louis Massignon, and Robert Brunschvig. These 
historians described the salient features of  Islamic cities from various 
points of  view: architectonic-urbanistic and socio-economic. Though 
they used different approaches and methodologies in their studies, 
they all postulated the unity of  Muslim urbanism. Using the specifi c 
knowledge derived from their research into North African cities, they 
formulated an urban model that was then applied to all Arab-Islamic, 
Turkish, Iranian, and Berber-Andalusian territories. Infl uenced by Max 
Weber’s2 and Henry Pirenne’s3 work, the descriptions of  the charac-
teristics of  cities in the Islamic world had a universalizing tendency, in 
opposition to the descriptions of  European cities.

Even though William and Georges Marçais4 deserve credit for having 
shifted scholarly attention from the study of  monuments to the study 
of  the urban fabric of  Islamic cities, their theories nevertheless apply 
the principles of  urban organization verifi ed for the Maghreb without 
distinction to all regions of  the Islamic world. Starting from refl ections 
on the importance of  the role of  religion in the codifi cation of  Islamic 
urban form, on the idea of  confl ict between urban populations and 
nomads, and the stagnation of  Islamic society, the two Marçais hypoth-
esized a representative model for the structure of  the Islamic city based 
on: the presence of  the congregational mosque at the heart of  the city, 
the suq structure organized hierarchically from the mosque to the city 
gates and associated with the presence of  specialized buildings, a divi-

de leur histoire. Une hypothèse récente,” in Genèse de la ville islamique en al-Andalus et au 
Maghreb occidental, ed. P. Cressier and M. Garcia-Arenal (Madrid, 1998).

2 M. Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (Tübingen, 1922).
3 H. Pirenne, Les villes du moyen âge (Brussels, 1927).
The two above-cited texts have considerably infl uenced European historians’ vision 

of  the medieval European city. Weber’s theories in particular have led Orientalist his-
torians to use a universalizing and comparative methodology to describe the structure 
of  the Islamic city.

4 W. Marçais, “L’Islamisme et la vie urbaine,” in Comptes rendus de L’Académie des Inscrip-
tions et Belles Lettres (1928), 86–100; G. Marçais, Tunis et Kairouan (Paris, 1937); G. Marçais, 
“L’urbanisme musulman,” in 5e

 
Congr. De la Fédération des Soc. Savantes d’Afrique du Nord, 

Tunis, 6–8.4.1939 (Algiers, 1940), 13–34; G. Marçais, “La conception des villes dans 
l’Islâm,” Revue d’Alger 2 (1945): 517–533; G. Marçais, L’Architecture Musulmane d’Occident: 
Tunisie, Algérie, Maroc, Espagne et Sicilie (Paris, 1954); G. Marçais, “Considérations sur 
les villes musulmanes et notamment sur le rôle du mohtasib,” Recueils de la Société Jean 
Bodin (Brussels) 6 (1954): 249–262; G. Marçais, “L’urbanisme musulman,” in Melanges 
d’histoire et d’archeologie de l’occident musulman, Articles et Conferences de Georges Marçais 
(Algiers, 1957), 219–231.
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sion of  the different neighbourhoods on the basis of  different ethnic 
groups, and the absence of  any type of  municipal organization.

In numerous essays of  a socio-economic character on North African 
cities, Fez in particular, Roger le Tourneau5 confi rmed the Orientalist 
vision of  the Marçais brothers, delineating the organizational features 
of  Islamic guilds on which his theory of  the urban structure was based, 
and describing the characteristics of  the Islamic city—the main ele-
ments of  which comprised the suq, the Friday mosque, the citadel, and 
the city walls—as if  it had sprung up spontaneously, without any plan, 
in opposition to the countryside, and without any change throughout 
what Orientalists considered as a long Middle Ages.

Louis Massignon6 formulated a comparative theory of  medieval 
professional guilds in Europe and medieval Islamic guilds in which he 
identifi ed the basic structure of  the Islamic city formalized on an urban 
scale in the physical structure of  the suq.

Robert Brunschvig7 adopted the Marçais’ spatial model and shared 
the widespread tendency of  Orientalist studies to defi ne the urban 
form of  Islamic cities as “irrational” and without any plan. In his 
studies he attributed this spontaneous or unplanned form to the legal 
and administrative organization of  Islamic society which determined 
the modes of  construction of  urban forms as well as the spatial and 
structural relations between the different neighbourhoods.

Despite this general tendency to ignore the structural complexities 
and different “declinations” of  each individual urban organism and to 
read the salient features of  the Islamic city in terms of  a dichotomy 
between a progressive European and a stagnant Muslim world, the 
work of  these scholars represents the starting point for modern studies 
on the Islamic city.

5 R. Le Tourneau and L. Paye, “La corporation des tanneurs et l’industrie de 
la tannerie à Fès,” Hespéris 21 (1935); R. Le Tourneau, Fès avant le Protectorat: Etude 
économique et sociale d’une ville de l’occident musulman (Casablanca, 1949); R. Le Tourneau, 
Fez in the Age of  the Marinides (Norman, OK, 1961); R. Le Tourneau, La vie quotidienne 
à Fès en 1900 (Paris, 1965); R. Le Tourneau and H. Terrasse, “Fas,” in Encyclopaedia 
of  Islam, 2nd ed. (1965), 818–823; R. Le Tourneau, Les villes musulmanes de l’Afrique du 
Nord (Algiers, 1957).

6 L. Massignon, “Les corps de métiers et la cité islamique,” Revue Internationale de 
Sociologie 28 (1920); L. Massignon, “Enquête sur les corporations musulmanes d’artisans 
et de commerçants au Maroc (1923–1924),” Revue du Monde Musulman 58 (1924).

7 R. Brunschvig, “Urbanisme médiéval et droit musulman,” Revue des Etudes Islamiques 
15 (1947): 127–155.
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In the same period, while the Marçais brothers were conducting 
research on North African cities, the French historian Jean Sauvaget8 
was doing the same in the Middle East, using a different methodol-
ogy. Indeed, modern historico-morphological research on Syrian cities 
changed signifi cantly after 1934, when Jean Sauvaget published his 
article on Latakia. It emerged from his studies that beneath the Late 
Antique and Islamic urban fabric of  many Syrian cities there was a 
Hellenistic plan with a mono-directional axis. While proposing clear 
and plausible schemes which were the precursors to later archaeologi-
cal investigations and urban studies Sauvaget’s approach to the study 
of  the Islamic city was still considered Orientalist, since it was based on 
the interpretation of  the structural fabric of  medieval Syrian cities as 
the product of  a progressive degradation of  the classical plans beneath. 
Yet Sauvaget deserves credit for having had important intuitions about 
the morphology of  the urban fabric of  these cities, gleaned from his 
pioneering use of  French cadastral surveys.

The case of  the Syrian administration under the French mandate 
and Sauvaget’s studies are emblematic due to the close temporal 
relation between the redaction of  modern cadastral surveys and the 
development of  urban studies based on a morphological approach.9 
A similar phenomenon is to be found throughout the colonized ter-

8 J. Sauvaget, “La citadelle de Damas,” Syria 11 (1930); J. Sauvaget, “Le plan de 
Laodicée-sur-Mer,” Bulletin d’Études Orientales de l’Institut de Damas 4 (1934); J. Sauvaget, 
“Esquisse d’une histoire de la ville de Damas,” Revue des Etudes Islamiques 8 (1934); J. Sau-
vaget, “Le plan de Laodicée-sur-Mer (Note complémentaire),” Bulletin d’Études Orientales 
de l’Institut Française de Damas, 6 (1936); J. Sauvaget, “Le ‘tell’ d’Alep,” in Mélanges Syriens 
offerts à M. R. Dussaud (Paris, 1939); J. Sauvaget, Alep: Essai sur le développement d‘une grande 
ville syrienne des origines au milieu du XIXe siècle [texte, album] (Paris, 1941); J. Sauvaget, 
“Le plan antique de Damas,” Syria 26 (1949); J. Sauvaget, “L’enceinte primitive de la 
ville d’Alep,” Mélanges de l’Institut Français de Damas, Tome 1, 133–159.

9 For Syria, for example, see the cartography produced in Aleppo between 1919 and 
1931 after the French survey of  the urban fabric: (1919) “Alep (édition provisoire),” 
this is the fi rst map of  Aleppo published under the French mandate, edited by the 
Bureau Topographique de T. F. L. in Beirut, scale 1:5000 or reduced to 1:10000; 
(1926–30) cadastral plan of  Aleppo compiled under the direction of  C. Durrafourd 
(201 cadastral sheets, 133 intra muros and 68 extra muros), the sheets of  the ancient 
city are on a scale of  1:500 and only the sheets for the central part of  the suq are on 
a scale of  1:2000, while the citadel and the less densely populated districts are on a 
scale of  1:1000; (1930) “Ville d’Alep. Plan d’ensemble du territoire de la ville . . .,” scale 
1:20000; (1930) map of  Aleppo, scale 1:10000; (1931) “Ville d’Alep. Plan general,” 
four sheets on a scale of  1:5000. In Syria, the work of  measuring and drawing the 
urban fabric was also carried out for Damascus, Tartous, Latakia, and Hama where, 
except for slight revisions, the 1930s French cadastral surveys are still in use, especially 
for cartography on an urban scale.
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ritories along the borders of  the southern Mediterranean, from North 
Africa to the Middle East. In the period in question English, but more 
especially French surveys become the most effi cient tool for the physical 
description of  the urban organism and a morphological approach to 
urban studies on Islamic city.10 Indeed, French cadastral surveys not 
only constituted a means of  control of  landed property in the newly 
colonized territories, but were, more importantly, the fi rst precise instru-
ment for representing the urban organisms of  these regions, providing 
a knowledge and description of  the pre-modern structure and form of  
Middle Eastern and North African cities, and laying the foundations 
for later urban studies.

In general, beginning with the use of  cadastral surveys in urban 
studies, the Orientalist approach that had characterized the Western 
attitude towards the study of  Islamic cities which was based on an 
interpretation of  these cities as esoteric and mysterious because little 
known entities was partly supplanted by a more structurally based 
epistemological approach, favoured by a better knowledge of  the urban 
fabric. From this moment, interest in the physical structure of  cities 
in these regions was no longer the exclusive domain of  simplifi ed sur-
veys, visual representations, or literary descriptions, but became part 
of  a more widespread interest in urban and architectonic classifi cation 
carried out by colonialists, beginning in the eighteenth century with 
the Description de l’Egypte and culminating in the redaction of  cadastral 
surveys.11

10 For cities in Algeria and Egypt, cadastral surveys of  the urban fabric were begun 
at the end of  the nineteenth century. For Algeria, as an example, see some of  the 
cartography for the city of  Blidah: “Plan General d’Alignement de la Ville de Blida” 
of  1842, “Ville de Blidah” cadastral plan of  1866 or 1915, or the series of  historical 
plans, beginning with “Blidah” in 1935. For cities in Egypt, cadastral surveys of  the 
urban fabric began when the Egyptian Survey Authority compiled a series of  maps 
and plans of  Cairo on a scale of  1:500, 1:1000, 1:5000 at the end of  the nineteenth 
century. The Egyptian Department of  Survey has integrated the existing cartography 
on Cairo with the “Map of  Islamic Historical Monuments in Cairo” on a scale of  
1:5000 and based on a 1947 survey.

11 In Islamic cities cadastral surveys were only introduced in the twentieth century as 
a direct result of  European colonization. Prior to this time there were other methods for 
the registration of  landed property and for taxation, such as the endowment property 
registers, called waqf  in the Middle East and habous in North Africa. While they did 
not provide a cartographic reconstruction of  the urban fabric, they did nevertheless 
give the data necessary for any attempt to reconstruct the individual property units.

These registers, which have represented the main source for important studies on 
the Islamic city, do not allow one, however, to describe the physical urban organism 
as a whole, since the waqf  registers did not cover all the property in a city. Moreover, 
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Research publications from the same period on the physical structure 
of  cities in those areas of  the Islamic world that had not been colonized 
by Europeans were less numerous than those on North Africa and the 
Middle East, partly because of  the lack of  adequate descriptive tools. 
Though, at the beginning of  the twentieth century, measured drawings 
of  the cities of  Central Asia, the Anatolian Peninsula, and Iran were 
made by local scholars.

The bases of  urban studies on central Asian cities were laid before 
the Soviet Revolution by the Russian scholars W. Barthold12 and V. A. 
Shishkin.13 By studying the main Arabic and Persian written sources on 
central Asian urban centres in pre-Mongol medieval Russia (Turkestan), 
they were able to produce a cross-section of  the historical topography 
of  cities in this region.

While European scholars were studying in this period the cities of  the 
Near East and North Africa using the Orientalist approach described 
above, Soviet scholars introduced the semantic fi elds of  “feudal city” 
and “medieval city” and described the structure of  Central Asian cities 
as well in terms of  a dichotomy between their urban structure and that 
of  western European and Russian cities.

As with Central Asian cities, only a few studies, when compared 
to the large number of  studies on North African and Middle Eastern 
cities, were carried out in the fi rst decades of  the twentieth century on 
urban physical structures in Iran. Moreover, even though during the 
Shah’s reign cadastral surveys were compiled,14 in the fi rst decades of  
the twentieth century scholarship was focused above all on the study 

their descriptions are codifi ed in such a way that it is not always possible to reconstruct 
the plan of  the property in question.

For the debate on the representation of  the Islamic city before the twentieth century 
see: D. Behrens-Abouseif, “Alternatives to Cadaster Maps for the Study of  Islamic 
Cities,” in “Urban Morphogenesis: Maps and Cadastral Plans,” ed. A. Petruccioli, 
Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1–2 (1993): 
92–95; A. Raymond, “Cartographie et histoire des villes arabes, quelques remarques 
générales,” in “Urban Morphogenesis: Maps and Cadastral Plans,” ed. A. Petruccioli, 
Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1–2 (1993): 
22–31.

12 W. Barthold, Istoriko-geografi cheskii obzor Irana (St. Petersburg, 1903); W. Barthold, 
Turkestan down to the Mongol Invasion (fi rst published in Russian in 1910; London, 1928). 
Later, with his excavations in Samarkand, Barthold spread throughout the future 
Soviet Union a methodological approach to urban studies that combined historical 
and archaeological enquiry.

13 V. A. Shishkin, Goroda Uzbekistana (Tashkent, 1943).
14 In Iran, too, cadastral surveys were compiled under the Shah on a scale of  

1:2000.
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of  Iranian art and architecture or, again from an Orientalist perspec-
tive, on the archaeology of  pre-Islamic strata rather than the physical 
structure of  Islamic cities.15

In this period the most important urban studies were those carried 
out by the French urbanist Eugene E. Beaudouin and the American 
historian Arthur Upham Pope on Isfahan16 which remained without 
sequel for many years.
Despite the fact that in Anatolia, at the beginning of  the twentieth 
century, accurate surveys of  the main cities were compiled17 which 
would have allowed the further development of  studies on Islamic 
urban structure, even here European scholarship was mainly focused 
either on the archaeology of  Hellenistic or pre-Hellenistic sites or on 
the capital, Istanbul, which represented the vestiges of  the ancient 
world and the cradle of  European civilization. Thus, the strata of  the 
Islamic phases in the construction of  the city were ignored.18 In this 
period, urban studies were mainly conducted by local historians for the 
Turkish government,19 while research by European scholars only began 

15 E. Herzfeld and F. Sarre, Archäologische Reise im Euphrat und Tigris Gebiet (Berlin, 
1911–20); G. Bell, Palace and Mosque at Ukhaidir (Oxford, 1914); D. T. Rice, “The City 
of  Shapur,” Ars Islamica 2 (1935): 174–189; A. Godard, “Isfahân,” Athâr-é-Irân. Annales du 
Service Archéologique de l’Iran 1 (1937): 7–176; L. Lockhart, Famous Cities of  Iran (Brentford, 
1939); E. Herzfeld, Geschichte der Stadt Samarra (Berlin, 1948).

16 E. E. Beaudouin and A. U. Pope, “City Plans,” in A Survey of  Persian Art, ed. A. U.
Pope and P. Ackerman (London, 1939), 1391–1410; E. E. Beaudouin, “Ispahan sous 
les grands chahs (XVIIe siècle),” Urbanisme 2, no. 10 (1933).

17 Already in the Ottoman period accurate maps and surveys were made of  Istanbul 
and Smyrne. Then in 1904–1906 the “Plans d’assurance d’Istanbul et de Smyrne” by 
C. E. Goad, scale 1:600, 1:3.600. In the fi rst decades of  the twentieth century a cadas-
tral survey of  Istanbul was compiled. In 1922–1945 the “Plans d’assurance d’Istanbul 
de Pervitich” was completed by J. Pervitich, on a scale of  1:250, 1:375, 1:500, 1:600, 
1:1000, 1:2000, 1:2400, 1:4000. For this subject, see: P. Pinon, and S. Yerasimos, “Rele-
vés après incendie et plans d’assurance. Les précurseurs du cadastre Stambouliote,” in 
“Urban Morphogenesis: Maps and Cadastral Plans,” ed. A. Petruccioli, Environmental 
Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1–2 (1993): 112–129.

18 H. H. von der Osten, “An Unnoticed Ancient Metropolis of  Asia Minor,” Geo-
graphical Review 18 (1928); D. T. Rice, “Nicaea,” Antiquity 3 (1929); D. T. Rice, “British 
Excavations at Constantinople,” Antiquity 4 (1930); E. Mamboury and T. Wiegand, 
Die Kaiserpaläste von Konstantinopel zwischen Hippodrom und Marmara-Meer (Berlin, 1934); 
R. Mayer, Byzantion-Konstantinupolis-Istanbul: Eine genetische Stadtgeographie (Vienna and 
Leipzig, 1943); E. Mamboury, “Istanbul: Un nouvel élément pour la topographie 
de l’antique Byzance,” Archäologischer Anzeiger: Beiblatt zum Jahrbuch des Archäologischen 
Instituts 49 (1934): 50–61; C. Alzonne, Istanbul (Paris, 1936); R. Bova Scoppa, Stanbul 
(Milano, 1933); R. Busch-Zantner, “Zur Kenntnis der osmanischen Stadt,” Geographische 
Zeitschrift 38 (1932): 1–13; A. Cuda, “Stadtaufbau in der Türkei,” Die Welt des Islams 
21 (1939): 1–84.

19 O. Ergin, The Historical Development of  Urbanism in Turkey [in Turkish] (Istanbul, 
1936).
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once they were allowed access to the Ottoman archives after the fall 
of  the Ottoman empire.

The Revision of  the Orientalist approach

This initial phase of  scholarship on the Islamic city, and especially 
of  urban studies on North African cities, produced a representative 
model of  the structure of  the Islamic city that was too homogeneous. 
This model was subjected to an initial critical revision in the 1950s, 
when Edmond Pauty20 elaborated the theories of  William and George 
Marçais, Henri Terrasse,21 and Henry Pirenne on North African cities 
and refi ned the models proposed by them, thereby beginning a process 
of  classifi cation of  diverse urban structures based on geographical, 
social, historical, and economic factors that would predominate in the 
following years.

Emphasizing the role of  Islam as an urban religion and proposing 
an urban model in terms of  its divergence from the medieval European 
city, he suggested a distinction between spontaneous and planned cities, 
concluding that in most cases Islamic cities were founded by dynasties 
or monarchs and, thus, did not develop autonomously. Pauty’s distinc-
tion not only represented the starting point for a process of  revision 
of  Orientalist studies, but also allowed scholars to focus their attention 
on the necessity of  dealing with the actual history and form of  these 
cities instead of  their theoretical models.

In the following years, Pauty’s theories were taken up by Gustav von 
Grunebaum, Ira M. Lapidus, Xavier de Planhol, H. A. R. Gibb, and 
Harold Bowen, who examined the salient features of  the Islamic city 
mainly in terms of  the socio-political organization of  its inhabitants.

Gustav von Grunebaum22 based his work on the Islamic city on 
the Marçais’ theories (from which he partially distanced himself  by 

20 E. Pauty, “Villes spontanées et villes créées en Islam,” Annales de l’Institut d’Études 
Orientales 9 (1951). 

21 H. Terrasse, Villes impériales du Maroc (Grenoble, 1938); H. Terrasse, “L’architecture 
musulmane d’Occident,” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 4 (1956): 137–144; R. Le Tourneau and 
H. Terrasse, s.v. “Fas,” Encyclopaedia of  Islam, 2nd ed. (1965): 818–823.

22 G. E. von Grunebaum, “Die Islamische Stadt,” Saeculum 6 (1955): 138–153; G. E. 
von Grunebaum, “The Structure of  the Muslim Town,” in “Islam: Essays in the Nature 
and Growth of  a Cultural Tradition,” Memoirs of  the American Anthropological Association 
81 (1955): 141–158; G. E. von Grunebaum, “The Muslim Town and the Hellenistic 
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drawing a distinction between rural villages and urban agglomera-
tions, for which he held their theories to be valid) and, to some extent, 
Brunschvig’s studies. Grunebaum ascribed the origins of  certain ele-
ments in the urban structure—such as the narrow, winding streets—to 
the spontaneous, unplanned nature of  Islamic cities and their internal 
chaos, as well as to the hectic nature of  neighbourhood life. Focusing 
his attention on the socio-political structure of  urban organization, he 
stressed the absence of  municipal institutions and community structures, 
in the European sense, and even concluded that the—self-enclosed 
and autonomous—neighbourhoods themselves were what defi ned their 
residents as a community.

Referring to a vast geographical area, from Egypt to Central Asia, 
Ira M. Lapidus23 applied a fl exible analytical model to the study of  the 
Islamic city which could be modifi ed according to period and region, 
though he tended mainly to describe urban society rather than urban 
form. Moreover, he substituted the term “Islamic city” with either “Mus-
lim city” or “Islamic society,” while in his studies on Mamluk society 
in Syria he introduced the concept of  a “mosaic” society: an organic 
network of  ethnic and religious groups at the basis of  urban morphol-
ogy which found its essential conformation in the neighbourhood.

Gibb’s and Bowen’s24 theories enriched the debate by drawing on 
von Grunebaum’s work which made a distinction between city and 
rural village, and Lapidus’ vision of  a mosaic society.

Still from an Orientalist perspective, Xavier de Planhol25 underlined 
the lack of  civic government in Islamic cities and societies, and attributed 
this scarce civic sense to the nomadic origins of  its inhabitants.

Town,” Scientia, 1955, 364–370; G. E. von Grunebaum, “The Sacred Character of  
the Islamic Cities,” in Melanges Taha Husain, ed. A. Badawi (Cairo, 1962); G. E. von 
Grunebaum, “The Structure of  the Muslim Town,” in Islam: Essays on the Culture and 
Growth of  a Cultural Tradition (London, 1961). 

23 I. M. Lapidus, Muslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1967); I. M. 
Lapidus, ed., “Muslim Cities and Islamic Society,” in Middle Eastern Cities: A Symposium 
on Ancient, Islamic and Contemporary Middle Eastern Urbanism (Berkeley, 1969), 47–79; I. M. 
Lapidus, “Traditional Muslim Cities: Structure and Change,” in From Medina to Metropolis, 
ed. C. L. Brown (Princeton, NJ, 1973), 51–69; I. M. Lapidus, “The Early Evolution 
of  Muslim Urban Society,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 15 (1973): 21–50; 
I. M. Lapidus, “Muslim Cities as Plural Societies: The Politics of  Intermediary Bodies,” 
in Urbanism in Islam, ed. Y. Takeshi (Tokyo, 1989), 133–164.

24 H. A. R. Gibb and H. Bowen, Islamic Society and the West: A Study of  the Impact of  
Western Civilization on Moslem Culture in the Near East, vol. 1 (London, 1950). 

25 X. de Planhol, The World of  Islam (Ithaca, 1959); X. de Planhol, Les Fondements 
Géographiques de l’Histoire de l’Islam (Paris, 1968).
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Eliyahu Ashtor26 and Claude Cahen27 revised von Grunebaum’s 
theoretical model and applied it to a different geographical region, 
that of  Syrian and Iraqi cities in the tenth-twelfth centuries. Using the 
example of  Damascus in the early medieval period, Ashtor sought to 
demonstrate the existence of  an urban autonomy in Islamic cities based 
on the role of  the rais, muhtasib, and qadi. Cahen, on the other hand, 
stressed that the guilds were a motive of  urban dis-aggregation, due 
to their religious orientation which tended towards mysticism, and that 
civil order was maintained by organized groups of  urban bandits.

In this debate on the structure of  the Islamic city the theses of  
Shmuel Tamari28 shifted attention from a social to a more structural 
perspective, reintroducing an interest in morphological data and urban 
structure. With his classifi cation of  Islamic cities into four types—Hel-
lenistic-Mediterranean, Iranian-Mesopotamian, Southern-Arabian, and 
Residential—he demonstrated that, while the Islamic city was the result 
of  diverse schemes and infl uences, it then developed autonomously, 
fi nding its own morphological individuality through time.

Equally interested in urban morphology, Sauvaget’s pupil, Nikita Elis-
seeff,29 carried out urban studies on Damascus, refi ning on the former’s 
method and asserting the impossibility of  applying Massignon’s theories 
to Damascus, since Islamic urban form was determined by social and 
economic factors more than by legislative ones.

Despite these isolated attempts to extend the debate on the Islamic 
city to other regions of  the Islamic world and to deal with it from the 
perspective of  its physical structure, until the 1960s this debate was the 
almost exclusive terrain of  French historians and English sociologists 
who continued to study North African cities in order to delineate an 
urban model that would be valid for all cities in the Muslim world.

26 E. Ashtor, “L’administration urbaine en Syrie médiévale,” Rivista degli Studi Orientali 
31 (1956); E. Asthor, “L’urbanisme syrien à la basse-époque,” Rivista degli Studi Orientali 
31 (1958): 181–209; E. Ashtor, “Républiques urbaines dans le Proche-Orient à l’époque 
des Croisades,” Cahiers de la Civilisation Médiévale 18 (1975).

27 C. Cahen, “Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain dans l’Asie musulmane 
du moyen age,” Arabica 5, no. 3 (1958), 6, no. 1 (1959), 6, no. 3 (1959); C. Cahen, 
Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbane (Leiden, 1959); C. Cahen, “Y a-t-il eu des 
corporations professionelles dans le monde musulman classique?” in The Islamic City: 
A Colloquium, ed. A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern (Oxford, 1970), 51–64, in which he 
criticizes Massignon’s theories on the guild corporations.

28 S. Tamari, “Aspetti principali dell’urbanesimo musulmano,” Palladio, nos. 1–4 
(1966): 45–82.

29 N. Elisséeff, “Damas à la lumière des théories de Jean Sauvaget,” in The Islamic 
City, ed. A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern (Oxford, 1969), 157–177.
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Many of  the contributions to the debate on the structure of  the 
Islamic city which marked the scholarship of  this period were pub-
lished in the proceedings of  conferences, including those organized 
by Ira M. Lapidus in 196930 and Albert H. Hourani and Samuel M. 
Stern in 1970.31 The latter conference in particular traced the course 
of  these studies, in the wake of  Hourani’s observations on the North 
African origins of  the model that G. Marçais extended to the whole 
of  the Muslim world, of  the impossibility of  generalizing this model, 
and of  Stern’s criticisms of  the theories put forward by Massignon, 
von Grunebaum, Ashtor, and Cahen. Stern rejected the possibility 
of  a comparative hypothesis between medieval European and Islamic 
urban structure, since in the latter case autonomous organizations were 
still in their infancy.

After 1970, following this revision of  the approach to research on 
the Islamic city, the debate began to diversify, due to the contribution 
of  English and American geographers, sociologists, and architects who 
rejected the unifi ed and abstract model proposed up to that time. They 
focused their interest, instead, on the role of  religion in the codifi cation 
of  Islamic urban form and society, or on the structure of  cities in other 
regions, especially the Middle East.

In this period anthropologists such as Dale Eickelman and Kenneth 
Brown proposed different urban models from those already delineated 
by sociological studies, though their research remained tied to the 
Maghreb. Beginning with an analysis of  a neighbourhood in the city 
of  Boujad in Morocco and comparing it with other regions, Eickel-
man32 considered the theories of  Massignon and Marçais inadequate to 
outline a defi nitive model of  the Islamic city. Rejecting Lapidus’ model 
of  a mosaic society and his theories on the neighbourhood which were 
only useful for describing social rather than urban models, Eickelman 
identifi ed in the neighbourhood an intellectual rather than a physical 
structure, based on a mutual sense of  nearness and on the dynamic 
structure of  social relations.

30 I. M. Lapidus, Middle Eastern Cities: A Symposium on Ancient, Islamic and Contemporary 
Middle Eastern Urbanism (Berkeley, CA, 1969).

31 A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern, eds., The Islamic City: A Colloquium (Oxford, 1970); 
A. H. Hourani, “The Islamic City in the Light of  Recent Research,” in The Islamic 
City: A Colloquium (Oxford, 1970), 1–24; S. M. Stern, “The Constitution of  the Islamic 
City,” in The Islamic City: A Colloquium (Oxford, 1970), 25–50.

32 D. Eickelman, “Is There an Islamic City? The Marking of  a Quarter in a Moroc-
can Town,” IJMES 5 (1974). 
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Brown33 extended the work of  scholars such as Lapidus, Stern, 
and Hourani on Middle Eastern cities to North African cities. In his 
essay on Salè, he moved away from Lapidus’ theories and closer to 
Eickelman’s and Gibb’s ideas, demonstrating that in a city which had 
the typical morphological structure of  a North African medina, the 
sense of  community, autonomous organization, and solidarity was 
instead very strong.

In the 1980s the debate on the structure of  the Islamic city became 
more heated and a series of  conferences—especially those organized 
by Robert B. Sergeant (1980),34 Ismail Serageldin and Samir el-Sadek 
(1982),35 Aydin Germen (1983),36 Kenneth L. Brown (1986),37 Carl L. 
Brown,38 Abdulaziz Y. Saqqaf  (1987),39 and Takeshi Yukawa (1989)40—
marked the transition to this new phase of  scholarship.

Since there was a growing awareness that every urban organism 
has its own unique identity, which is different from others in terms of  
geographical and historical circumstances, the perception of  the impos-
sibility of  using generalizations to describe a unifi ed model determined 
a change of  approach and a new attitude dominated the fi eld of  urban 
studies on the Islamic city. The arguments which epitomize this debate 
are those of  Eugen Wirth, Besim Selim Hakim, Jean Claude Garcin, 
and Janet Abu-Lughod.

Hakim41 sought the derivation of  the urban structure of  cities, still 
generically defi ned as Islamic, in Islamic law. Applying a methodol-
ogy similar to Brunschvig’s he maintained that the general lines for 
the construction of  the Islamic city had been determined on the basis 

33 K. L. Brown, “An Urban View of  Moroccan History: Salé 1000–1800,” Hes-
péris–Tamuda 12 (1971): 5–106; K. L. Brown, People of  Salé: Tradition and Change in a 
Moroccan City 1830–1930 (New York, 1976).

34 R. B. Serjeant, ed., The Islamic City (Paris, 1980). Studies on Arabia and Yemen.
35 I. Serageldin and S. el-Sadek, eds., The Arab City: Its Character and Islamic Cultural 

Heritage (Riyadh, 1982).
36 A. Germen, ed., Islamic Architecture and Urbanism (Dammam, 1983).
37 K. L. Brown, M. Jolé, P. Sluglett, and S. Zubaida, eds., Middle Eastern Cities in 

Comparative Perspective (London and Ithaca, 1986); K. L. Brown et al., eds., Urban Crisis 
and Social Movements in the Middle East (Paris, 1989).

38 C. L. Brown, ed., From Medina to Metropolis: Heritage and Change in the Near Eastern 
City (Princeton, NJ, 1973).

39 A. Y. Saqqaf, ed., The Middle East City: Ancient Traditions Confront a Modern World 
(New York, 1987).

40 T. Yukawa, ed., Urbanism in Islam: The Proceedings of  the International Conference on 
Urbanism in Islam (ICUIT), Oct. 22–28, 1989 (Tokyo, 1989).

41 B. S. Hakim, Arabic–Islamic Cities: Building and Planning Principles (London, 1986); 
B. S. Hakim, “The ‘Urf ’ and its role in diversifying the architecture of  traditional 
Islamic cities,” Journal of  Architectural and Planning Research 11, no. 2 (1994): 108–127. 
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of  statutory rules and regulations. Thus, Arab cities could be called 
Arabo-Islamic, since Islamic law functioned as a guideline both for 
building and for urban life.

In line with other morphological studies, Wirth’s42 theories set out to 
describe an urban model based on a comparison between the structures 
of  pre-Islamic cities in North Africa, Western Asia, and the Middle 
East. Indeed, his theories, together with those of  Sauvaget, are at the 
basis of  morphological studies on the Islamic city. While scholarship 
in the Orientalist tradition used a generalized scheme, deriving from 
the observation of  specifi c urban structures in specifi c cultural and 
geographic areas which then became a general point of  reference for 
urban structures that were actually widely differentiated in terms of  
time and space, the work carried out by Wirth and Sauvaget brought 
specifi c morphological data, geographical differentiation, and a reading 
of  the urban fabric to bear on this more generalized debate, thereby 
paving the way for modern studies on the Islamic city. Beginning with 
a comparative analysis of  the functions and morphology of  cities in 
North Africa and Western Asia, Wirth concluded that it was not possible 
to defi ne such cities as “Islamic,” since none of  their characteristics 
could be directly related to Islam as a religion. Rather, the structure 
of  the medieval Islamic city derived from its oriental substratum. The 
tree-lined routes, the cul-de-sac system, the division into separate and 
mutually independent neighbourhoods, the dog-leg entrances, the 
courtyard dwelling type were all already present in the most ancient 
cities of  Mesopotamia. Only the suq seemed to be an element unique 
to the Islamic city, since it was present neither in the ancient East nor 
in Europe. On the basis of  these considerations he suggested replacing 
the term “Islamic” with “Oriental,” rejecting the term “Arab”, since 
the same urban characteristics could be found in Turkish and Iranian 
cities.

In the same period the debate on the structure of  the Islamic city 
was enriched by Hicham Djaït’s work on al-Kufa.43 Through a careful 
analysis of  texts relating to the primitive city of  al-Kufa, Djaït revealed 

42 E. Wirth, “Die Orientalische Stadt. Ein Überblick aufgrund jüngerer Forschungen 
zur materiellen Kultur,” Saeculum 26 (1975): 45–94; E. Wirth, “Villes islamiques, villes 
arabes, villes orientales? Une problématique face au changement,” in La ville arabe 
dans l’Islam, ed. A. Bouhdiba and D. Chevallier (Tunis and Paris, 1982), 193–215; 
E. Wirth, “Zur Konzeption der islamischen Stadt: Privatheit im islamischen Orient 
versus Öffentlichkeit in Antike und Okzident,” Die Welt des Islams 25 (1985): 50–92; 
E. Wirth, Die Orientalische Stadt im islamischen Vorderasien und Nordafrika (Mainz, 2000).

43 H. Djaït, al-Kûfa: Naissance de la ville islamique (Paris, 1986).
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the ordered character of  urban topography in the early phases of  
anthropic development and demonstrated that in the case of  cities 
built over military encampments, the structure of  the urban fabric 
derived from the original military layout which was divided internally, 
for political reasons, according to ethnic groups. In his theories he 
criticized Wirth’s approach, since it was based on purely geographical 
presuppositions and had rejected the term “Islamic.” He shared, in 
some respects, the notion of  continuity and related the structure of  
the Islamic city to that of  the Greco-Roman and ancient eastern city.

Janet Abu-Lughod44 confi rmed that the model of  the Islamic city 
so far defi ned was the result of  an Orientalist perspective based on 
the observation of  a few case studies in a limited area. In her essays, 
she warned of  the dangers of  generalizing specifi c morphological and 
geographical data that had led the so-called Orientalists to assimilate 
cities from widely differing geographical areas, and instead advanced 
an idea of  the formation of  the Islamic city through a morphological 
process based not only on legal, political, and religious systems but also 
on specifi c cultural factors.

Robert Ilbert’s45 contribution went along the same revisionist lines. 
Keeping to theoretical positions, his thesis transformed the concept of  
the Islamic city into a tool for abstract analysis. Starting from an analysis 
of  actual morphological data, he extrapolated general concepts, identi-
fying the Islamic city with a concept that did not correspond to actual 
urban structures, but rather to the critical selection of  certain features 
taken out of  their historical context and thereby invalidated by a series 
of  contrasts, due to the widely differing urban structures in question.

In order to conserve at least in part the urban model defi ned by 
Orientalist scholars, while at the same time recognizing its tendency 
to over-generalization, the French historian Jean-Claude Garcin,46 
using the example of  Cairo, based his theories on the chronological 

44 J. L. Abu-Lughod, “The Islamic City: Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Con-
temporary Relevance,” IJMES 19 (1987); J. L. Abu-Lughod, “What is Islamic about 
a City? Some Comparative Refl ections,” in Urbanism in Islam: The Proceedings of  the 
International Conference of  Urbanism in Islam (Tokyo, 1989).

45 R. Ilbert, “La ville islamique: réalité et abstraction,” Cahiers de la recherche architec-
turale, nos. 10–11 (1982): 6–13.

46 J.-C. Garcin, “Le Caire et l’évolution urbane des pays musulmans,” Annales Isla-
mologiques 25 (1991): 289–304; D. Behrens-Abouseif, S. Denoix, and J.-C. Garcin, “Le 
Caire,” in Grandes Villes Méditerranéennes du Monde Musulman Médiéval, ed. J.-C. Garcin 
(Rome, 2000).
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diversifi cation of  Islamic urban development and the division of  this 
over-simplifi ed Orientalist model into periods. The fi rst phase of  this 
division corresponds to the foundation of  a new urban centre or the 
occupation and reorganization of  an existing city. The second phase 
corresponds to the transformation of  urban centres with the advent of  
military aristocracies, while the third phase corresponds to the formation 
of  the traditional city, beginning with the crisis at the end of  the four-
teenth century. This was a city enclosed within its defensive walls and 
characterized by closed-off, separate, and specialized neighbourhoods, 
seemingly chaotic and labyrinthine, which constituted the prototype 
for Orientalist generalizations.

In this context, Andrè Raymond’s studies in the 1980s,47 especially 
The Great Arab Cities, have represented a cornerstone of  urban studies 
on the Islamic city, by rejecting the other major Orientalist prejudice, 
based on the notion of  stagnation and a vision of  Islamic cities as 
economically backward. In his essays on Cairo, Aleppo, and Tunis, 
Raymond has demonstrated that the Ottoman Empire represented 
a period of  expansion, rather than decline, for Islamic cities. Apply-
ing a methodology that combines an historical with a morphological 
approach—beginning with an examination of  waqf  archival documents 
in order to obtain a social, economic, and historical cross-section of  the 
dynamics of  urban development and with the aid of  morphological 
information on urban growth given by the position of  newly founded 
specialized buildings within the urban fabric—he has pointed out that 
the general decline of  Islamic cities began with European colonization 
after the fall of  the Ottoman Empire.

Finally, in these years, a further series of  conferences organized by 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture resulted in the publication of  
proceedings and texts on the architecture of  the Islamic city.48 Even 

47 A. Raymond, “Signes urbains et étude de la population des grandes villes arabes 
à l’èpoque ottomane,” Bulletin d’Études Orientales de l’Institut Français d’Études Arabes de 
Damas 27 (1974): 183–193; A. Raymond, “Le déplacement des tanneries à Alep, au 
Caire et à Tunis à l’époque ottomane: Un ‘indicateur’ de croissance urbaine,” Revue 
d’Histoire Maghrébine, nos. 7–8 (1977): 192–200; A. Raymond, The Great Arab Cities in the 
16th–18th Centuries: An Introduction (New York, 1984).

48 J. G. Katz, ed., Architecture as a Symbol and Self–Identity (Cambridge, MA, 1980); 
L. Safran, ed., Housing: Process and Physical Form (Cambridge, MA, 1980); L. Safran, 
ed., Places of  Public Gathering in Islam (Cambridge, MA, 1980); L. Safran, ed., Toward an 
Architecture in the Spirit of  Islam (Cambridge, MA, 1980); M. B. Sevcenko, ed., Adaptive 
Reuse: Integrating Traditional Areas into the Modern Urban Fabric (Cambridge, MA, 1983); R. 
Powell, ed., Regionalism in Architecture (Cambridge, MA, 1985).
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though the subject matter of  these conferences was mainly contempo-
rary architecture, they were part of  the rise of  a more general interest 
in the study of  the Islamic city as an actual physical space for research, 
not an abstract, speculative model. The role of  the Aga Khan Award 
for Architecture has been even more important, since, together with 
the above-mentioned conferences, it has made clear that a regional 
approach to the study of  the physical city linked to the study of  the 
specifi c morphological data, building types, and techniques of  construc-
tion of  the diverse regions that go to make up the Islamic world is 
needed in order to overcome the Orientalist impasse in the study and 
urban renewal of  Islamic cities.

The regional approach

In the 1980s, when a substantial amount of  knowledge on the Islamic 
city and its architecture had already been acquired, it was possible to 
compile a series of  historical-encyclopaedic works, such as the Encyclo-
paedia of  Islam49 and the Encyclopaedia Iranica,50 the precursor to which 
is recognisable in the bibliography on Islamic arts and architecture 
compiled by A. C. Creswell.51

In the same period, Paolo Cuneo’s book on the Islamic city was 
published.52 This probably represents the single most systematic work on 
the history of  the cities and different regions of  the Muslim world. Its 
historical approach was associated with a regional one, while the analysis 
of  the most salient urban features of  the different regions was conducted 
on the basis of  the underlying features and diverse infl uences that over 
time had determined a diversity of  urban forms. The uniqueness of  
this work is confi rmed by the fact that its comprehensive and organic 
treatment has been equalled only recently by Paul Wheatley’s work.53 

49 Encyclopaedia of  Islam, 2nd ed. (Leiden, 1960).
50 E. Yarshater, ed., Encyclopaedia Iranica (London, 1988).
51 K. A. C. Creswell, A Bibliography of  the Architecture, Arts and Crafts of  Islam, Second 

Supplement Jan. 1972 to Dec. 1980 (with Omissions from Previous Years) (Cairo, 1984), the 
third volume of  a bibliographic collection that began with K. A. C. Creswell, A Bib-
liography of  the Architecture, Arts and Crafts of  Islam to 1 Jan. 1960 (Cairo, 1961); K. A. C. 
Creswell, A Bibliography of  the Architecture, Arts and Crafts of  Islam, Supplement Jan. 1960 to 
Jan. 1972 (Cairo, 1973).

52 P. Cuneo, Storia dell’urbanistica: Il mondo islamico (Rome, 1986).
53 P. Wheatley, The Places where Men Pray Together: Cities in Islamic Lands Seventh through 

the Tenth Centuries (Chicago, 2001).
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Using a morphological and historical approach, the latter has described 
the urban structures of  the different regions of  the Muslim world both 
in relation to their territorial context and their urban structure.

From another perspective, Paolo Cuneo’s encyclopaedic approach 
represents an opposite trend with respect to the more widespread one 
of  the 1980s which consisted in an interest in specifi c cities in the Mus-
lim world and was often expressed through the formation of  different 
schools or groups of  scholars with a similar methodological approach 
or interest in the study of  the physical structure of  Islamic cities.

The fi rst identifi able school, and perhaps the one that has always been 
the most active in research on the physical structure of  the Islamic city, 
is the French school, mainly oriented toward the study of  cities in the 
regions of  their ex-colonies. This school has had its main theoretical 
points of  reference in the work of  scholars such as Andrè Raymond54 
and Philippe Panerai.55

Using the methodology developed by André Raymond, which com-
bines a historical with a morphological approach, the work of  scholars 
such as Jean Paul Pascual, Robert Ilbert, and Silvy Denoix56 has favoured 
an approach based on historical and archival research.

In his studies on the structure of  the Islamic city Philippe Panerai 
has adopted the urban studies methodology developed in Italy by Aldo 
Rossi and Carlo Aymonino in the 1960s which they applied to Italian 
and other European cities. He describes the model of  the Islamic city as 
radial, enclosed by walls, with the congregational mosque at the centre 
and the suqs linking it to the city gates. For Panerai the urban fabric 
develops in terms of  autonomous neighbourhoods based on a social 
organization and is thus somewhat similar to the mosaic city model.

Starting from Panerai’s methodology which is closely linked to an 
analysis of  morphological data, though adopting different approaches, 
Pierre Pinon has mainly used historical data to trace the various phases 

54 A. Raymond, “Signes urbains et étude de la population des grandes villes arabes 
à l’èpoque ottomane,” Bulletin d’Études Orientales de l’Institut Français d’Études Arabes de 
Damas 27 (1974): 183–193; A. Raymond, “Le déplacement des tanneries à Alep, au 
Caire et à Tunis à l’époque ottomane: Un ‘indicateur’ de croissance urbaine,” Revue 
d’Histoire Maghrébine, nos. 7–8 (1977): 192–200; A. Raymond, The Great Arab Cities in the 
16th–18th Centuries: An Introduction (New York, 1984).

55 P. Panerai, “Sur la notion de ville islamique,” Peuples Méditerranéens—Mediterranean 
Peoples 46 (1989): 13–30.

56 S. Denoix, “History and Urban Forms. A Methodological Approach,” in “Urban 
Morphogenesis: Maps and Cadastral Plans,” ed. A. Petruccioli, Environmental Design: 
Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Centre 1–2 (1993): 70–81.
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of  urban development, while Serge Santelli has used the measured 
drawing of  residential buildings as a means of  describing the urban 
structure mainly of  Tunisian, but also of  Middle Eastern and African 
cities.57 Jean-Charles Depaule58 has combined a descriptive-classifying 
approach to architecture with a sociological one, while Jean-Claude 
David has used a hybrid method in his study of  the structure of  the 
Islamic city. David’s methodology could be considered somewhere 
between Raymond’s and Panerai’s, combining a classifying approach 
to the study of  urban morphology, based on the measured drawing, 
with a historical one, based on the study of  waqf  documents, and a 
geographical one, based on statistical research. From this methodologi-
cal admixture, developed in his studies on Aleppo, David has obtained 
a completely original synthesis that has led him to have interesting 
intuitions on the morphology of  the Islamic city.

In France, the research centres where these studies have been carried 
out are: the Institut de Recherches et d’Études sur le Monde Arabe 
et Musulman in Aix en Provence59 which is especially concerned with 
the history of  the city; the Équipe Monde Arabe et Méditerranée (ex 
URBAMA-Urbanisation du Monde Arabe) of  the French C.N.R.S. at 
the University of  Tours, where geographers and town-planners carry 
out research on contemporary Arab cities,60 and the Maison de l’Orient 
Méditerranéen in Lyons,61 which is especially concerned with historico-
morphological studies.

57 Ph. Revault and S. Santelli, eds., Harar, une cité musulmane d’Ethiopie/Harar, a Muslim 
City of  Ethiopia (Paris, 2004).

58 J.-C. Depaule and S. Noweir, L’habitat urbain dans l’Orient arabe, éléments d’architecture 
(Paris, 1984); J.-C. Depaule, “Daily Life and Living Space in the Mashriq,” in Middle 
Eastern Cities in Comparative Perspective, ed. K. Brown, M. Jolé, P. Sluglett, and S. Zubaida 
(London, 1986), 203–211.

59 Groupe de Recherches et d’Études sur le Proche Orient, eds., L’Habitat traditionnel 
dans les pays musulmans autour de la Méditerranée (Cairo, 1988).

60 Centre d’Études et de Recherches sur l’Urbanisation du Monde Arabe, ed., Présent 
et avenir des Médinas, Fasc. 10–11 (Tours, 1982); Centre d’Études et de Recherches sur 
l’Urbanisation du Monde Arabe, ed., Petites villes et villes moyennes dans le Monde Arabe, 
Fasc. 16–17 (Tours, 1986); Centre d’Études et de Recherches sur l’Urbanisation du 
Monde Arabe, ed., Eléments sur les centres-villes dans le Monde Arabe-Material on City Cen-
tres in the Arab World, Fasc. 19 (Tours, 1988); Centre d’Études et de Recherches sur 
l’Urbanisation du Monde Arabe, ed., L’eau et la ville dans les pays du Bassin Méditerranéen 
et de la Mer Noire, Actes du Colloque de Rabat, 20–22 Octobre 1988, Fasc. 22 (Tours, 
1991); J.-F. Troin, ed., Recherches urbaines sur le monde arabo-musulman—Urban Research on 
the Middle East (Tours, 1993).

61 J. Metral and G. Mutin, eds., Politiques urbaines dans le Monde arabe, Études sur le 
Monde Arabe, no. 1 (Lyons: Maison de l’Orient Méditerranéen, 1984).
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In Italy interest in the study of  Islamic cities began at the University 
of  Rome, with the work of  a group of  scholars that included Attilio 
Petruccioli,62 Florindo Fusaro,63 and Ludovico Micara.64 Beginning with 
a general interest in urban morphological data, based on the work of  
Saverio Muratori and Ludovico Quaroni, they initiated studies on the 
Islamic, especially Mediterranean, city that were characterized by a 
keen interest in the physical structure of  urban fabric and so were close 
to those of  Panerai’s French School.

The research methodology on Islamic cities introduced by Attilio 
Petruccioli consists in a reading of  the urban fabric using epistemo-
logical tools developed in the fi eld of  morphological and typological 
studies. Considering the city as a living organism, Petruccioli’s research 
is based on the idea that the history of  every city is inscribed in its 
urban fabric and so it is possible to decipher the various phases of  its 

62 L. Micara and A. Petruccioli, “Metodologie di analisi degli insediamenti storici 
nel mondo islamico,” Istituto Poligrafi co e Zecca dello Stato, no. 4 (1986): 27–40; 
A. Petruccioli, “The Arab City neither Spontaneous nor Created,” in “Environmental 
Design: Trails to the East, Essays in Memory of  Paolo Cuneo,” ed. A. Petruccioli, 
Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Centre 1–2 (1997–98–99): 
22–34; A. Petruccioli, “New Methods of  Reading the Urban Fabric of  the Islamicized 
Mediterranean,” in Built Environment (Oxford), ed. N. Nasser, 28, no. 3 (2002): 202–216; 
A. Petruccioli, “La permanenza della città classica nei tessuti arabi del Mediterraneo,” 
in L’africa romana. Lo spazio marittimo del Mediterraneo occidentale: geografi a storica ed economica, 
ed. M. Khanoussi, P. Ruggeri, and C. Vismara (Rome, 2002), 3:2267–2278. Since 
1983 he is editor of  the journal Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental 
Design Research Centre; see especially the monographic issues “Urban Morphogenesis, 
Maps and Cadastral Plans” (1993) and “Urban Fabric” (1989); M. Cerasi, A. Petruc-
cioli, A. Sarro, and S. Weber, eds., Multicultural Urban Fabric and Types in the South and 
Eastern Mediterranean (Beirut, 2007); A. Petruccioli, After Amnesia. Learning from the Islamic 
Mediterranean Urban Fabric (Bari, 2007).

He has also organized numerous conferences on the Islamic city, amongst which, 
annual international conferences since 1982: for example, in 1989 “History and Project: 
the Historic Centres of  the Maghreb”; in 1991 “The Islamic Town from Cadastral 
Plans”; in 1999 the ISUF conference in Florence “Transformations of  Urban Form: 
From Interpretations to Methodologies in Practice. Six International Seminars on Urban 
Form” with a section dedicated to “The Islamic City”; and in 2003 the conference “The 
Planned City” in Trani (Apulia), which included several papers on the Islamic city.

63 F. Fusaro, La città islamica (Bari, 1984).
64 L. Micara, Architettura e Spazi dell’Islam. Le Istituzioni Collettive e la Vita Urbana (Rome, 

1985); L. Micara, “Ghadames: house and urban fabric in a Town-Oasis of  Central 
Lybia,” in Transformations of  Urban Form: From Interpretations to Methodologies in Practice. Six 
International Seminars on Urban Form, ed. R. Corona and G. L. Maffei (Florence, 1999); 
L. Micara, “Città storica e architettura moderna in Libia. Il caso di Tripoli,” in Architet-
tura Moderna Mediterranea, Atti del Convegno Internazionale, Bari 10 aprile 2002, ed. 
G. Strappa and A. B. Menghini (Bari, 2003), 81–96; L. Micara, “Scenari dell’abitare 
contemporaneo: Tripoli medina mediterranea,” Piano Progetto Città, Rivista dei Dipar-
timenti di Architettura e Urbanistica di Pescara, nos. 20–21 (2003): 134–141.
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transformation through a structural reading of  the building fabric. This 
approach begins with a reading of  cadastral surveys and compares the 
data obtained from them with historical data.
Other Italian scholars, though not trained in the Roman School, have 
developed a similar interpretative methodology. Amongst these is 
Roberto Berardi. With a keen interest in the morphology of  the city 
as a physical entity, he has managed to decipher the “alphabet” of  the 
urban fabric of  Tunis by breaking it down into its component parts.

Since the 1990s, the research centre in Italy where an interest in 
Islamic cities with a strong morphological orientation, continuing the 
tradition of  Saverio Muratori’s School, has been developed is the Facoltà 
di Architettura at the Politecnico di Bari.

In the 1980s in Germany various research groups conducted 
studies on Islamic, especially Middle Eastern, cities, using both an 
historical and a geographical approach. These were the geographers 
at the Institut für Geographie of  the Friedrich-Alexander-Universität 
Erlangen-Nürnberg,65 especially Eugen Wirth, the historians at the 
Orientalisches Seminar of  the Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen,66 
especially Heinz Gaube, and those at the Technische Universität Berlin, 
especially Dorothée Sack.

Wirth’s urban studies and his theoretical defi nitions of  the structure 
of  the Oriental-Islamic city, already begun in the 1960s, are based on 
a geographical-morphological approach that defi nes the specifi city of  
the Islamic city in relation to the commercial system of  the suqs.67

Heinz Gaube’s studies on the Islamic city use an analysis of  historical 
documents and inscriptions to reconstruct the history and structure of  
Islamic cities in the various phases of  their urban development. Based 
on a keen interest in the city as a physical entity, his studies have led 

65 A. Escher, Studien zum traditionellen Handwerk der orientalischen Stadt. Wirtschafts—und 
sozialgeographische Strukturen und Prozesse anhand von Fallstudien in Marokko (Erlangen, 1986); 
A. Escher and E. Wirth, eds., Die Medina von Fes. Geographische Beiträge zu Persistenz und 
Dynamik, Verfall und Erneuerung einer traditionellen islamischen Stadt in handlungstheoretischer 
Sicht (Erlangen, 1992).

66 One of  the main projects of  scholars in this research centre is the TAVO, the 
Tübinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients, Wiesbaden 1977–1993, especially the production of  a 
thematic cartography on the cities that have been the subject of  their research.

67 The work of  German geographers that began with Wirth’s research on com-
mercial systems and bazaars, continued with M. Scharabi, Der Bazar: das traditionelle 
Stadtzentrum im Nahen Osten und seine Handelseinrichtungen (Tübingen, 1985), which is prob-
ably the most systematic text on the bazaar in the Islamic world, with a collection of  
images, measured drawings, and bibliographies on the commercial structure of  the 
bazaar, divided by types.
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him, in tandem with the geographer Wirth, to elaborate interesting 
interpretative syntheses of  the urban structures of  Islamic cities, espe-
cially in Syria and Iran.

Beginning with her research on the urban structure of  Damascus, 
Sack’s studies—whose methodology is based on an historical approach 
but with a marked orientation toward a morphological approach—are 
moving toward a revived interest in the archaeology of  Islamic cities. 
Other scholars, such as the Swiss Stefano Bianca,68 are concerned with 
the urban renewal of  Islamic cities.

In the United States studies on the Islamic city began with Oleg 
Grabar’s research, who was the fi rst scholar to teach the History of  
Islamic Art in the USA, but were concerned more with architecture than 
with the city as a physical entity. An interest in Islamic architecture and 
urban form has become the objective of  many scholars and research 
centres: Renata Holod69 at the School of  Art and Science, University 
of  Pennsylvania; Nasser Rabbat70 at the Aga Khan Program for Islamic 
Architecture, MIT; Gülru Necipoglu71 at the Aga Khan Program for 

68 S. Bianca, Architektur und Lebensform im islamischen Stadtwesen. Baugestalt und Lebens-
ordnung in der islamischen Kultur, dargestellt unter besonderer Verarbeitung marokkanischer Quellen 
und Beispiele (Zürich, 1979); S. Bianca, Städtebau in islamischen Ländern (Zürich, 1980); 
S. Bianca, J.-C. David, G. Rizzardi, Y. Beton, and B. Chauffert-Yvart, The Conservation of  
the Old City of  Aleppo, Technical Report UNESCO (Paris, 1980); S. Bianca, “Evolution 
d’une politique de réhabilitation: le cas de Alep,” in La réhabilitation des cités anciennes, 
Actes du Colloque International tenu à Salé les 6–9 Octobre 1988, ed. Association 
Bou Regreg (Casablanca, 1990); S. Bianca, Hofhaus und Paradiesgarten: Architektur und 
Lebensformen in der islamischen Welt (Munich, 1991).

69 R. Holod, ed., Studies on Isfahan: Proceedings of  the Isfahan Colloquium, Iranian Studies 
(Special Issue), no. 7 (1974), especially the article by Lisa Golembek: L. Golombek, 
“Urban Patterns in Pre-Safavid Isfahan” (with Comments on Urban Patterns by Renata 
Holod) Iranian Studies, no. 7 (1974): 18–48; R. Holod and Khan H. Uddin, The Mosque 
and the Modern World (London, 1997). The latter’s interest in Islamic cities has led her 
to edit conference proceedings—for example, R. Holod, ed., Conservation as Cultural 
Survival. Proceedings of  Seminar Two in the Series: Architectural Transformations in 
the Islamic World, held in Istanbul, Turkey, September 26–28 1978 (Cambridge, MA, 
1980)—and to carry out research on archaeology and settlements in Tunisia.

70 N. Rabbat, “Writing the History of  Islamic Architecture in Cairo,” Design Book 
Review 31 (1994): 48–51; N. Rabbat, The Citadel of  Cairo: A New Interpretation of  Royal 
Mamluk Architecture (Leiden, 1995); N. Rabbat, “The City,” Encyclopedia of  the Qur’an 
(Leiden, 2001); N. Rabbat, “The Social Order in the Layout of  the Islamic City,” Al-
Mouhandis al-Arabi 78 (1984): 9–11. 

71 G. Necipoglu, Architecture, Ceremonial, and Power: The Topkapı Palace in the Fifteenth 
and Sixteenth Centuries (New York and Cambridge, MA, 1991); G. Necipoglu, The Age of  
Sinan: Architectural Culture in the Ottoman Empire (London and Princeton, 2005). Necipoglu 
is editor of  the journal Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of  the Islamic World, 
founded by Oleg Grabar.
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Islamic Architecture, Harvard; Irene Bierman and Donald Preziosi72 at 
the UCLA Center for Near Eastern Studies, in the Art History Depart-
ment, Los Angeles; and Nazar al-Sayyad73 at the Center for Middle 
Eastern Studies, University of  California, Berkeley, who has studied the 
history of  architecture in relation to its urban context.

Using an approach based on the study of  the history of  architecture 
and the archaeology of  the Islamic city in order to reconstruct its urban 
history, in 1974 Renata Holod edited the monograph on Isfahan for 
Iranian Studies, The American Journal of  Iranology, thereby initiating con-
temporary studies on Iranian cities.

Nasser Rabbat’s interest in the Islamic city, especially Cairo and Syr-
ian cities, is based on the study of  historical and archival documents 
which he uses as the principal means of  reconstructing the history of  
architecture in relation to the transformation of  its urban context.

Likewise, Gülru Necipoglu’s studies are based on an analysis of  
archival documents in order to reconstruct architectural history on an 
urban scale. In her studies on Topkapi Palace in Istanbul, by examin-
ing the Topkapi scrolls she has been able to elucidate its spatial struc-
ture in relation to the urban context and Turkish and Islamic cultural 
traditions.

Beginning with Lapidus’ theories on the Islamic city and a meticulous 
historical enquiry, Nazar al-Sayyad has examined the form of  Islamic 
military cites and the morphology of  cities in the early centuries of  Islam 
in order to defi ne the Arab-Islamic elements in their urban structure. 
His interest is now moving toward processes of  transformation of  the 
physical structure of  traditional and modern cities.

In the 1980s, starting from the interest of  the above-mentioned 
schools in specifi c regions of  the Islamic world, the scholarship and 
hence the literature on the different physical forms and structures of  
the traditional Islamic city proliferated. This fresh approach, applied 
to contingent geographical, political, social, historical, and economic 

72 I. A. Bierman, R. A. Abou-El-Haj, and D. Preziosi, eds., The Ottoman City and Its 
Parts: Urban Structure and Social Order (New York, 1991). 

73 N. Al-Sayyad, Streets of  Islamic Cairo: A Confi guration of  Urban Themes and Patterns 
(Cambridge, MA, 1981); N. Al-Sayyad, “Notes on the Islamic City: Aspects of  Physical 
and Non-Physical Structure. The Costs of  Not Knowing,” in Proceedings of  the 1986 
EDRA Conference, ed. J. Wideman (Madison, WI, 1986); N. Al-Sayyad, “Space in an 
Islamic City,” Journal of  Architectural and Planning Research 2 (1987); N. Al-Sayyad, Cit-
ies and Caliphs: On the Genesis of  Arab Muslim Urbanism (New York, 1991). Al–Sayyad is 
editor of  the journal Traditional Dwellings and Settlement Review: Journal of  the International 
Association for the Study of  the Traditional Environment.
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conditions, dealt with the specifi c—that is, not theoretical—problem of  
urban structure and form, and so managed to overcome the Orientalist 
impasse created by an over-generalized model. It has, thus, represented 
a methodological point of  reference for modern studies on the physical 
structure of  the Islamic city. Moreover, the interest of  international 
research centres has acted as a springboard for a renewed interest on 
the part of  local research centres in the morphological and physical 
specifi city of  their own urban centres.

Thanks to these combined efforts in the fi eld, today there are many 
studies on the urban structures of  the different regions that go to make 
up the variegated panorama of  cities in the Islamic world, even though 
there is still a notable imbalance in studies on urban physical structures 
in favour of  some regions rather than others.

Spain

In the 1980s, research on the Islamic city in Spain was mainly conducted 
by a Hispanic-French group of  scholars. Starting from the work of  the 
Orientalist Leopoldo Torres Balbás,74 they used data from archaeological
excavations as the main tool in their reading of  urban structure. 
Applying a methodology that combines archaeological research with 
an interpretation of  cadastral surveys, they produced various studies 
on Andalusian and Moroccan cities, thereby fi lling the void left by 
architects who had abandoned this fi eld of  research. Their work has 
often been part of  the projects of  the Casa del Velázques75 in Madrid 
(the French Cultural Centre), which is concerned also (though not only) 

74 L. Torres Balbás, “La ciudad musulmana,” Revista Universitaria 6, no. 25 (1938): 
97–112; L. Torres Balbás, “Hallazgos arquéologicos en la alcazaba de Málaga,” Al-
Andalus 2 (1934): 344–357; L. Torres Balbás, “Excavaciones y obras en la Alcazaba de 
Málaga (1934–1943),” Al-Andalus 9 (1944): 173–190; L. Torres Balbás, “Notas sobre 
Sevilla en la época musulmana,” Al-Andalus 10 (1945): 196–214; L. Torres Balbás, 
“Les villes musulmanes d’Espagne et leur urbanisation,” Annales de l’Institut d’Études 
Orientales (Alger) 6 (1947): 5–30; Torres Balbás L., “Los contornos de las ciudades 
hispanomusulmanas,” Al-Andalus 15 (1950): 437–486; L. Torres Balbás, “Estructura 
de las ciudades hispanomusulmanas: la medina, los arrabales y los barrios,” Al-Andalus 
18 (1953): 172–197; L. Torres Balbás, Resumen histórico del urbanismo en España (Madrid, 
1954); L. Torres Balbás, Ciudades Hispano-musulmanas (Madrid, 1971).

75 P. Cressier, “Histoire et archéologie de la ville islamique (Al-Andalus–Maroc). Les 
activités de la Casa de Velásquez,” Medina. Cité du Monde 2 (1996): 104–106; P. Moret 
and P. Cressier, “La Casa de Velázquez y los estudios ibéricos,” in La cultura ibérica a 
través de la fotografía de principio de siglo. Un homenaje a la memoria, ed. J. Blánquez Pérez 
and L. Roldán Gómez (Madrid, 1999), 43–47; P. Cressier, “Casa de Velázquez,” in 
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with research on the morphology of  Islamic cities in Andalusia, and the 
Centro de Estudios Arabes in Granada, directed by Antonio Almagro, 
under whose aegis numerous reconstructions of  the urban structure of  
Andalusian cities have been carried out.

Within this general frame of  reference, some of  the most important 
work on the Islamic city in Spain has been the historico-archaeological 
work carried out by the following: Julio Navarro Palazón76 on Murcia, 
under the aegis of  the Centro de Estudios Arabes, whose task was made 
easier by the demolitions that have allowed him to carry out archaeologi-
cal research on the urban fabric and residential buildings; Jean Passini 
on Toledo; and André Bazzana and Patric Cressier on Andalusia and 
Morocco. To these we may add Pierre Guichard’s77 historical studies 
on Spain, in particular Valencia, and B. Pavón Maldonaldo’s78 work 
on Spain in general.

Using a philological approach to the analysis of  fi fteenth century 
cadastral records, Passini’s79 studies have attempted a reconstruction 

100 imágenes: Pasado y presente de la Arqueología española, ed. J. Blánquez Pérez (Madrid, 
2000), 254–257. 

76 J. Navarro Palazón, “Siyâsa: una madîna de la cora de Tudmîr,” Annual Report 
on English and American Studies, 5 (1985): 171–189; J. Navarro Palazón, “Murcia como 
centro productor de loza dorada,” in Congresso Internazionale delle Università degli Studi di 
Siena (Florence, 1986), 129–143; J. Navarro Palazón, “Excavaciones arqueológicas en 
la ciudad de Murcia durante 1984,” in Excavaciones y prospecciones arqueológicas (Murcia, 
1987), 307–320; J. Navarro Palazón, Una vivienda islámica en Murcia. Estudio de su ajuar 
(siglo XIII) (Murcia 1991); J. Navarro Palazón, “Aproximación a la cultura material de 
Madînat Mursiya,” in Murcia musulmana, ed. F. Arroyuelo and F. José (Murcia, 1989), 
253–356.

77 P. Guichard, Structures sociales “orientales” et “occidentals” dans l’Espagne Musulmane (Paris, 
1977); P. Guichard, “Les Mozarabes de Valence et d’Al-Andalus entre l’histoire et le 
mythe,” Revue de l’Occident Musulman et de la Méditerranée 40 (1985): 17–27; P. Guichard, 
Les musulmans de Valence et la reconquête (XI e–XIII e siècles), 2 vols. (Damascus, 1990–1991); 
A.-L. de Prémare and P. Guichard, “Croissance urbaine et société rurale à Valence 
au début de l’époque des royaumes de Taifas (XIe siècle de J.-C.) Traduction et com-
mentaire d’un texte d’Ibn Hayyan,” Revue de l’Occident Musulman et de la Méditerranée 31 
(1981): 15–30.

78 B. Pavón Maldonado, Ciudades hispanomusulmanas (Madrid, 1992).
79 J. Passini and J.-P. Molénat, “Persistance parcellaire et évolution diachronique 

à Tolède. L’impasse de la Bajada del Pozo Amargo et sa mosquée,” in Mélanges de la 
Casa de Velazquez, 1992: 181–198; J. Passini, “Plan parcellaire et urbanistique médiévale 
islamique,” Le Moyen âge, Revue d’histoire et de Philologie 1, no. 99 (1993): 27–39; J. Pas-
sini, J.-P. Molénat, and S. Sánchez-Chiquito de la Rosa, “El barrio de Santa Justa 
y el Mesón del Lino al fi nal de la Edad Media,” Anales Toledanos 31(1994): 65–122; 
J. Passini, “La ville de Tolède au Moyen Âge: apport du parcellaire, du texte et du 
bâti à l’étude du quartier de San Ginés,” Les Cahiers de Saint-Michel de Cuxá 33 (2002): 
61–66; J. Passini, Casas y casas principales urbanas. El espacio doméstico de Toledo a fi nales de 
la Edad Media (Toledo, 2004). 
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of  the structure of  medieval Islamic cities in Andalusia, in particular 
Toledo. He has paid special attention to the relation between residential 
building typology and urban fabric and has been able to reconstruct 
accurately the urban structure of  these cities in the Islamic period.

Cressier’s80 and Bazzana’s81 work is based on an examination of  
the archaeological strata of  Islamic cities in Andalusia and an analysis 
of  cadastral records. They have attempted a reconstruction of  the 
urban structure of  cities in Andalusia and Morocco during the fi rst 
phases of  anthropic development. Cressier in particular has been able 
to investigate these urban structures without conducting excavations, 
by using a method similar to that of  the Italian School, of  reading 
the various phases of  urban development through an analysis of  the 
cadastral records.

Using a different methodology, Marianne Barrucand82 has studied 
Spanish and Moroccan cities, in particular Meknes, concentrating her 
research on the history and structure of  palace architecture in relation 
to urban context. Finally, though not concerned with the urban context 

80 P. Cressier, “L’Alpujarra médiévale: une approche archéologique,” Mélanges de 
la Casa de Velázquez 19 (1983): 89–124; P. Cressier, “Fonction et évolution du réseau 
castral en Andalousie orientale: le cas de l’Alpujarra,” in Castrum 3. Guerre, fortifi cation 
et habitat dans le monde méditerranéen au Moyen-Âge (Madrid and Rome, 1988), 123–134; 
P. Cressier, “Le Catastro de la Ensenada (v. 1752): La structure des petites ‘villes’ islamiques 
d’Andalousie,” in “Urban Morphogenesis: Maps and Cadastral Plans,” ed. A. Petruc-
cioli, Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Centre 1–2 (1993): 
38–43; P. Cressier, and L. Erbati, “La naissance de la ville islamique au Maroc. 
Campagne 1996,” Nouvelles archéologiques et patrimoniales 1 (1997): 13–14; P. Cressier and 
M. Garcia-Arenal, eds., Genèse de la ville islamique en al-Andalous et au Maghreb occidental 
(Madrid, 1998).

81 A. Bazzana, “Eléments d’archéologie musulman dans Al-Andalus: caractères spéci-
fi ques de l’architecture militaire arabe de la ragion valencienne,” Al-Qantara 1 (1980): 
339–363; A. Bazzana, P. Cressier, L. Erbati, Y. Montmessin, and A. El Aziz Touri, 
“Première prospection d’archéologie médiévale et islamique dans le Nord du Maroc 
(Chefchaouen–Oued Laou–Bou Ahmed),” Bulletin d’Archéologie Marocaine 15 (1983–84): 
367–450; A. Bazzana and P. Cressier, Shaltish/Saltés (Huelva): Une ville médiévale d’al-
Andalus (Madrid, 1989); A. Bazzana, “Urbanismo e hidráulica (colectiva y doméstica) 
en la Saltés almohade,” in Casas y palacios de al-Andalus. Siglos XII y XIII (Madrid and 
Barcelona, 1995), 139–156. 

82 M. Barrucand, L’Architecture de la Qasba de Moulay Ismail à Meknes (Rabat, 1976); 
M. Barrucand, L’urbanisme princier en Islam: Meknès et les villes royales islamiques post-médiévales 
(Paris, 1985); M. Barrucand, “Stadtgründungen als Herrschaftssymbol. Bemerkungen 
zur Architektur islamischer Herrscherstädte des 16. und 17. Jahrunderts,” in 22. Deutscher 
Orientalistentag 1983 in Tübingen. Ausgewählte Vorträge (Stuttgart, 1985), 395–403; M. Bar-
rucand, “Die Palastarchitektur Mulay Isma’ils: Die Qasaba von Meknes,” Madrider 
Mitteilungen 30 (1989): 506–523; M. Barrucand and A. Bednorz, Maurische Architektur in 
Andalusien (Cologne, 1992).
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as a whole, Pedro Chalmeta’s83 studies on the Spanish market system 
have provided interesting information both on the structure of  Spanish 
markets and suqs in general.

North Africa

From the mid 1980s there have been numerous urban studies on North 
Africa cities that favour a reading of  the city as a physical entity. These 
studies have used the cadastral surveys compiled in the fi rst decades 
of  the twentieth century as their main documentary source and have 
often complemented these records with detailed measured drawings of  
the urban fabric and architecture.

The cartographic representation of  the urban organism deriving 
from this extensive corpus of  measured drawings of  urban fabric and 
architecture has been carried out not only by European scholars but 
also by many local research centres that are concerned with the renewal 
and conservation of  North African medinas and has resulted in the 
redaction of  numerous plans of  the ground fl oors in the medinas.84

In Tunisia especially, the various Associations de Sauvegarde de la 
Médina which operate even for the medinas in smaller cities are pro-
moting research in collaboration with universities and international 
research centres as well as the compilation of  corpora of  measured 
drawings and the monitoring of  historic centres.85 Amongst the most 
active research centres on North African cities are the AIMS (Ameri-
can Institute for Maghreb Studies) and EMAT (Centre for Maghrib 
Studies in Tunis).

83 P. Chalmeta, El señor del zoco en España: edades media y moderna. Contributional estudio 
de la istoria del mercato (Madrid, 1973).

84 In Tunisia, for example, ground fl oor plans of  Tunis medina on a scale of  1:200 
were executed by the Association de Sauvegarde de la Médina; ground fl oor plans of  
Kairouan medina by Paola Jervis and Paolo Donati, redesigned by the draughtsmen of  
the Association de Sauvegarde de la Médina; ground fl oor plans of  Hammamet medina 
by Mario Face; and ground fl oor plans of  Sfax medina by Michel van der Meerschen. 
In Morocco, ground fl oor plans of  Essaouira are at present being completed by Attilio 
Petruccioli and Mirco Accorsi.

85 See, for example, the Atelier Méditerranéen Nabeul 2003 organized by the ASM of  
Nabeul in order to draw up the general guidelines for the recovery of  smaller medinas 
in Tunisian cities, in collaboration with the Institut National du Patrimoine (Tunis), the 
École Nationale d’Architecture et d’Urbanisme de Tunisi, the Institut Supérieur des 
Beaux Arts di Tunisi, the École Polytechnique d’Architecture et d’Urbanisme d’Alger, 
the Facoltà di Architettura del Politecnico di Bari, the Facoltà di Architettura di Palermo, 
and the École d’Architecture Languedoc-Roussillon di Montpellier.
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The tradition of  urban studies that has seen in the measured draw-
ing of  aggregates of  residential buildings the tool for describing urban 
form was initiated in North Africa by the work of  Jacques Revault.86 He 
classifi ed residential buildings in North Africa into four types, with each 
type based on the same compositional principles. Despite the fact that his 
studies have used a lower scale of  reference with respect to the subject 
of  the present article, describing the relation between residential build-
ings and urban fabric and the aggregative logic of  residential buildings 
within it, they have nevertheless constituted representative cross-sections 
of  the entire urban fabric. The importance of  such research resides in 
the fact that, unlike earlier studies, the Marçais’ especially, which was 
focused exclusively on specialized buildings, Revault’s work has initi-
ated a fresh scholarly interest in residential buildings. The studies by 
Mona Zakariya87 and Jean-Claude Garcin88 on Cairo have developed 
from Revault’s studies. Still on an architectural scale, Serge Santelli’s89 
research has documented the residential buildings in this region.

Amongst the works closely linked to a reading of  the physical struc-
ture of  North African Islamic cities as an aggregate of  residential and 
public buildings are Roberto Berardi’s studies on Tunis.90 They have 

86 J. Revault, Palais et demeures de Tunis (XVIII e et XIX e siècles) (Paris, 1967); J. Revault 
and B. Maury, Palais et maisons du Caire du XIVe au XVIII e siècle, 3 vols. (Cairo 1977–1979); 
J. C. Garcin, B. Maury, J. Revault, and M. Zakarya, Palais et maisons du Caire, vol. 1, 
Epoque mamelouke (XIII e–XVI e siècles) (Paris, 1982); B. Maury, A. Raymond, J. Revault, 
and M. Zakarya, Palais et maisons du Caire, vol. 2, Epoque ottomane (XVI e–XVIII e siècles) 
(Paris, 1983); J. Revault, Palais, demeures et maisons de plaisance de Tunis et ses environs (Aix-
en-Provence, 1984); J. Revault, L. Golvin, and A. Amahan, Palais et demeures de Fès (Paris, 
1985–1989); J. Revault, “Refl exions sur l’architecture domestique en Afrique du Nord et 
en Orient,” in L’Habitat traditionnel dans les pays musulmans autour de la Méditerranée, vol. 1,
L’Héritage architectural: formes et functions. Rencontre d’Aix-en-Provence, 6–8 juin 1984, ed. 
Groupe de Recherches et d’Études sur le Proche-Orient (Cairo, 1988), 315–321.

87 M. Zakariya, “Typologie de l’habitat dans le Caire médiévale: contribution à l’étude 
de l’espace central,” Cahiers de la recherche architecturale, nos. 10–11 (1982): 116–125.

88 J.-C. Garcin, B. Maury, J. Revault, and M. Zakariya, Palais et maisons du Caire (Paris, 
1982–1983); J.-C. Garcin, Espace, pouvoirs et idéologies de l’Egypte médiévale (London, 1987); 
J.-C. Garcin, “Le Caire et l’évolution urbaine dans des pays musulmans à l’époque 
médiévale,” Annales Islamologiques 25 (1991).

89 S. Mouline and S. Santelli, Rabat. Numéro spécial du Bullettin d’Informations Archi-
tecturales (Paris, 1986); S. Santelli, “Mahdiya,” in “Urban Fabric,” ed. A. Petruccioli, 
Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Centre 1–2 (1989): 54–59; 
S. Santelli, Atlas des Medinas Tunisiennes (Paris, 1992); S. Santelli, Médinas: L’Architecture 
Traditionnelle en Tunisie (Tunis, 1993); S. Santelli, Tunis: Le Creuset Méditerranéen (Paris, 
1995); S. Santelli, “L’Atelier Harar,” Archiscopie, no. 34 (October 2003).

90 R. Berardi, “Lecture d’une ville: la médina de Tunis,” L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, 
no. 153 (1970–1971): 38–43; R. Berardi, “Alla ricerca di un alfabeto urbano: la medina 
di Tunisi,” Necropoli 9–10 (1970): 27–48; R. Berardi, “Signifi cation du plan ancien 
de la ville arabe,” in La ville arabe dans l’Islam (Paris, 1982), 187; R. Berardi, “On the 
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Ottoman period using travellers’ accounts and the information found 
in the waqf  registers on the number of  mosques and baths.

Studies on Cairo and other Egyptian cities have also been carried 
out by scholars from various disciplines. Sylvie Denoix101 has used an 
historical approach based on an analysis of  archival and archaeologi-
cal documentation. Philippe Panerai,102 interested in the morphology 
of  the Islamic city, has based his research on measured drawings as 
well as on an analysis of  cadastral plans and the structural relations 
between the different parts of  the city. Robert Ilbert103 has studied Cairo 
and Alexandria from an historical perspective while also touching on 
morphological aspects. Jean-Charles Depaule104 has studied the resi-
dential systems of  Cairo using an approach that combines typological 
and sociological disciplines, while Wladyslaw B. Kubiak105 has used 
historical and archaeological sources in order to describe the structure 
of  al-Fustat.

Amongst the various research centres monitoring architecture in 
Cairo, the following have made important contributions: the Deutsches 
Archäologisches Institut in Cairo, which publishes its results in Mitteilun-
gen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts, Abteilung Kairo, and the Institut 
Français d’Archéologie Orientale du Caire, which publishes its results 
in Bulletin, Mémoires, and Annales Islamologiques.

Abbes,” in “Urban Fabric,” ed. A. Petruccioli, Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic 
Environmental Design Research Centre 1–2 (1989): 28–35.

101 S. Denoix, Décrire le Caire—Fustat—Misr d’après ibn Duqmaq et Maqrizi: L’histoire d’une 
partie de la ville du Caire d’après deux historiens égyptiens des XIVe–XV e siècles (Cairo, 1992); 
S. Denoix, ed., Le Khan al-Khalili et ses environs. Un centre commercial et artisanal au Caire du 
XIII e au XXe siècle (Cairo, 1999).

102 S. Noweir and P. Panerai, “Cairo: The Old Town,” in “Urban Fabric,” ed. 
A. Petruccioli, Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research 
Centre 1–2 (1989): 60–67.

103 R. Ilbert, Helipolis: Le Caire 1905–1922—genése d’une ville (Paris, 1981); R. Ilbert, 
“Note sur l’Egypte au XIXe siècle: Typologie architecturale et morphologie urbane,” 
Annales Islamologiques 17 (1981): 343–357; R. Ilbert, “Mèthodologie et idéologie: la 
recherche française sur les politiques urbaines en Egypte,” K. Brown, M. Jolé, P. Slu-
glett, and S. Zubaida, eds., Middle Eastern Cities in Comparative Perspective (London,1986), 
103–114; R. Ilbert, “Entre deux mondes: Archives et lecture d’une ville,” Revue de 
l’Occident Musulman et de la Méditerranée 46 (1987): 9–12.

104 J.-C. Depaule, L’habitat urbain dans l’Orient arabe, éléments d’architecture (Paris, 1984); 
J.-C. Depaule et al., Actualité de l’habitat ancien au Caire: le Rab’ Qizlar (Cairo, 1986).

105 W. B. Kubiak, Al-Fustat: Its Foundation and Early Urban Development (Cairo, 1987).
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in the Fatimid period. The research centre operating here is the centre 
for the study of  the Built Environment (CSBE).

In the 1980s, leaders in the debate on the physical structure of  Ira-
nian cities133 (albeit with different approaches and methodologies and 
drawing different conclusions) were: Heinz Gaube and Eugen Wirth,134 
with their research on the commercial structures of  the bazaars; Heinz 
Gaube,135 with his research on the structure and morphology of  Ira-
nian cities; and Michael E. Bonine,136 with his research on the relation 
between urban and territorial structures. In their monograph on Isfahan 
Gaube and Wirth have been able to draw more general conclusions 
concerning the historical development of  the whole urban structure 
from their fi eldwork and historical research on the structure of  the 
bazaar. In his book on Iranian cities Gaube identifi es common features 
in the urban structures of  Isfahan, Herat and Bam and other cities in 
the Islamic world, which he believes are recognizable in the structure 
of  the city walls, bazaars and mosques, as well as those features not in 
common, given the importance of  water and the infl uence of  ancient, 
non-Western, pre-Islamic circular or square urban plans. Moreover, he 
identifi es the urban plan and structure of  Isfahan in the original pre-
Safavid route network and derives the square plan of  the Herat city 
walls from the infl uences of  Indian cosmology.

Residence at Aqaba, Jordan,” Annual of  the Department of  Antiquities of  Jordan 32 (1988): 
207–224; D. Whitcomb, Aqaba—‘Port of  Palestine on the China Sea’ (Amman, 1988).

133 Cadastral surveys on a scale of  1:2500 that cover the whole Iranian territory. 
Those of  the urban centres, even the minor ones, from the 1980s, are very interesting. 
The plans were drawn up by the National Cartographic Centre. Maps of  Iranian cities 
are also collected in: M. Mehryar, Sh. S. Fatullayev, F. F. Tehrani, and B. Qadiri, eds., 
Pictorial Documents of  Iranian Cities in the Qajar Period, Shahid Beheshti University and 
Iranian Cultural Heritage Organization (Tehran, 2000).

134 H. Gaube and E. Wirth, Der Bazar von Isfahan (Wiesbaden, 1978).
135 H. Gaube, Iranian cities (New York, 1979); H. Gaube, “Innenstadt-Aussenstadt: 

Kontinuität und Wandel im Grundriss von Herat (Afghanistan) zwischen dem X. 
und dem XV. Jahrhundert,” in Beiträge zur Geographie orientalischer Städte und Märkte, ed. 
G. Schweizer (Wiesbaden, 1977).

136 M. E. Bonine, “The Morphogenesis of  Iranian Cities,” Annals of  the Association of  
American Geographers 69 (1979): 208–224; M. E. Bonine, Yazd and its Hinterland: A Central 
Place System of  Dominance in the Central Iranian Plateau (Marburg/Lahn, 1980); M. E. Bonine, 
“Qanats, Field Systems, and Morphology: Rectangularity on the Iranian Plateau,” in 
Qanat, Kariz and Khattara: Traditional Water Systems in the Middle East and North Africa, ed. 
P. Beaumont, M. E. Bonine, and K. McLachlan (Cambridgeshire, 1989), 34–57.



 some historiographical notes on the islamic city 39

Herat has also been the subject of  research by scholars such as 
Abdul Wasay Najimi,137 Rafi  Samizay,138 and Terry Allen.139 Using the 
methodology of  the German School, Allen has published a history of  
Herat in the fi fteenth century based both on fi eldwork and historical 
research. In reference to the ancient city, and without deviating signifi -
cantly from Gaube’s theories, Najimi has stressed the common features 
Herat shares with other cities in the Islamic world: the cul-de-sacs, 
bazaars, and position of  the mosques within the urban fabric.

The close relation between the urban structure of  Iranian cities and 
their water systems has also been stressed by Michael Bonine, who 
has analyzed the relation between these cities and their surrounding 
environment, both natural and anthropic, and associated their regular 
structure with the channelling of  water. Donald Whitcomb’s work on 
Iranian anthropic structures,140 on the other hand, like his studies on 
Jordan, is based on an archaeological interest in the early phases of  
the Islamic conquest of  the region.

Finally, the work of  the Iranian scholar Mahvash Alemi141 has 
been directed toward a reconstruction of  the physical structure of  
Safavid cities, beginning with an interpretation of  historical docu-
ments and travellers’ accounts, such as those by Pietro della Valle 
and E. Kaempfer. In her article on Teheran, she used a reprint of  a 

137 A. W. Najimi, Herat: The Islamic City (London, 1988).
138 R. Samizay, “Herat: Pearl of  Khurasan,” in “Urban Fabric,” ed. A. Petruccioli, 

Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1–2 (1989): 
86–93.

139 T. Allen, Timurid Herat (Wiesbaden, 1983).
140 D. Whitcomb, “The City of  Istakar and the Marvdasht Plain,” in Akten des VII. 

Internationalen Kongresses für Iranische Kunst und Archäologie, München 7.–10. September 1976 
(Berlin, 1979), 363–370; D. Whitcomb, “Islamic Archaelogy at Susa,” Paléorient 11 
(1985): 85–90; D. Whitcomb, Before the Roses and the Nightingales: Excavations at Qasr-I Abu 
Nasr, Old Shiraz (New York, 1985).
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After the publication of  these works, various symposia on Islamic 
cities in Central Asia—such as the one organized in 1989 by the Insti-
tute of  History of  the Uzbek Academy of  Science149—were held in the 
1980s, in which, however, the city as a physical entity was given only 
a marginal treatment.

In the same decade individual studies on cities in this region were 
carried out and made a notable contribution to their urban history: 
for example, A. Anarbaev’s work150 in which archaeological data were 
used to interpret the architectonic and urban structure of  medieval 
Panjikant, Samarkand, and Nasaf, and the work by non-Soviet scholars, 
such as Ernst Giese.151

More recently, and partly thanks to the greater accessibility of  the 
sources, a keen interest in the physical structure of  Central Asian cities 
has developed and several monographs on Bukhara and Samarkand152 
have been published, especially after the International Symposium 
sponsored by the Samuel H. Kress Foundation and the Aga Khan 
Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard and MIT.153 The research 
carried out by Anette Gangler, Heinz Gaube, and Attilio Petruccioli 
on Bukhara,154 for example, has been collected in a recent publication 
in which the various phases in the evolution of  urban structure—from 
a large scale of  reference to individual architectural monuments—are 
analyzed. Finally, Robert D. McChesney155 is amongst the scholars who 

149 Many of  the papers have been collected in R. G. Mukminova, ed., Pozdne-feodal’nyi 
gorod Srednei Azii (Tashkent, 1990).

150 A. Anarbaev, Blagoustroistvo svednevekovgo goroda Srednei Azii, V-nachalo XIII v. (Tash-
kent, 1981).

151 E. Giese, “Aufbau, Entwicklung und Genese der islamisch-orientalischen Stadt 
in Sowjet-Mittelasien,” Erkunde 34 (1980): 46–60.

152 G. Andriani, D. Catania, F. Gigotti, L. Guastamacchia, L. Pisano, C. Rubini, and 
P. Traversa, “Samarkand: the Planned City,” in The Planned City? ISUF International 
Conference, ed. A. Petruccioli, M. Stella, and G. Strappa (Bari, 2003), 595–599.

153 A. Petruccioli, ed., Bukhara: The Myth and the Architecture (Cambridge, MA, 1999).
154 A. Gangler, H. Gaube, and A. Petruccioli, Bukara: The Eastern Dome of  Islam, Urban 

Development, Urban Space, Architecture and Population (Stuttgart and London, 2004).
155 R. D. McChesney, Waqf  in Central Asia: Four Hundred Years in the History of  a Muslim 

Shrine, 1480–1889 (Princeton, 1991); R. D. McChesney, “Reconstructing Balkh: The 
Vakfi ya of  947/1540,” in Studies on Central Asian History, ed. D. DeWeese (Bloomington, 
2001); R. D. McChesney, “Architecture and Narrative: The Khwaja Abu Nasr Shrine. 
Part One: Constructing the Complex and its Meaning, 1469–1696,” Muqarnas 18 
(2001); R. D. McChesney, “Architecture and Narrative: The Khwaja Abu Nasr Shrine. 
Part Two: Representing the Complex in Word and Image, 1696–1998,” Muqarnas 19 
(2002). 
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by I. Aslanoglu,163 J. Erzen,164 J. M. Rogers,165 A. Kuran,166 Godfrey 
Goodwin,167 Enis Kortan,168 S. Yérasimos,169 and Pierre Pinon,170 who 
has paid special attention to the study of  cadastral surveys. Amongst 
the scholars who have used waqf  documents as their main source for 
a reconstruction of  the urban history of  Istanbul, Haim Gerber171 has 
maintained, through his work on Edirne and Bursa, that the waqf  
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THE SPATIAL ORGANIZATION OF THE CITY

André Raymond

1. The Hypothesis of  the Muslim City

1.1

The concept of  a “Muslim” city was forged between 1920 and 1950 by 
the French Orientalist school of  Algiers, notably by its chief  protagonists 
William and Georges Marçais and, after them, by Roger le Tourneau.1 
It was then supplemented by Jean Sauvaget and Jacques Weulersse, of  
the “Damascus school.”2 This theoretical quest was accompanied by 
a noteworthy succession of  monographs on a number of  large Arab 
cities: by Gaston Deverdun on Marrakesh (1959); by Jacques Caillé on 
Rabat (1949); by Roger le Tourneau on Fez (1949); by R. Lespès on 
Algiers (1930); by Marcel Clerget on Cairo (1934); by Jean Sauvaget 
on Damascus and Aleppo (1934, 1941); and by Jacques Weulersse on 
Antioch (1934).3

All these scholars were, it will be noted, French; a fact pointed out 
by Stephen Humphreys who spoke of  “the great French tradition of  
Islamic urban studies” and of  “a thin but steady stream of  publications

1 See W. Marçais, “L’Islamisme et la vie urbaine,” in Articles et Conférences (Paris, 
1961); G. Marçais, “L’urbanisme musulman,” in Mélanges d’histoire et d’archéologie, 2 vols. 
(Algiers, 1957); and R. Le Tourneau, Les villes musulmanes de l’Afrique du Nord (Algiers, 
1957). Janet Abu-Lughod has shed a good deal of  light on the development of  this 
Orientalist tradition from the Marçais brothers to G. von Grunebaum in “The Islamic 
City,” IJMES (1987). I have myself  tackled this problem in “Islamic City, Arab City: 
Orientalist Myths and Recent Views,” British Journal of  Middle Eastern Studies 21, no. 1
(1994).

2 J. Sauvaget, “Esquisse d’une histoire de la ville de Damas,” REI 4 (1934); idem, 
Alep: Essai sur le développement d’une grande ville syrienne (Paris, 1941); J. Weulersse, “Antioche, 
Essai de géographie urbaine,” BEO 4 (1931); and Paysans de Syrie et du Proche-Orient 
(Paris, 1946).

3 G. Deverdun, Marrakech des origines à 1912, 2 vols. (Rabat, 1959–61); J. Caillé, La 
ville de Rabat jusqu’au Protectorat français, 3 vols. (Paris, 1949); R. Le Tourneau, Fès avant 
le Protectorat (Casablanca, 1949); R. Lespès, Alger, étude de géographie et d’histoire urbaine 
(Paris, 1930); and M. Clerget, Le Caire, 2 vols. (Cairo, 1934). For J. Sauvaget and 
J. Weulersse, see note 2 above.
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(the majority of  them by French scholars) on various aspects of  the 
topic.”4 This is not merely a feature of  scholarly sociology, of  particular 
interest by virtue of  an absence of  comparable work in the parts of  
the world dominated by Great Britain. France was during this period 
a colonial power whose sway extended over the whole of  the Maghreb 
and over the Levant; and, as such, it is not surprising that the work 
carried out by these noteworthy scholars should have been infl uenced 
by the spirit of  the time: a spirit that led members of  the dominant 
caste—the “ruling institution” in H. A. R. Gibb’s phrase—to regard the 
urban realizations of  subject populations (viewed as outdated and even 
backward) with a degree of  condescension. The colonizers’ profound 
antipathy towards the “Turkish” period which had preceded French 
colonization in all these parts was a further factor, inclining these 
scholars to discount what existed before the arrival of  the French—who 
regarded themselves as bearers of  a modern civilization with ambitions, 
indeed, to renew the Roman imperium.5

Such a rapprochement was hard to avoid, given that the colonized 
Mediterranean regions did in fact indelibly bear the mark of  an ancient 
civilization whose lustre and prosperity were notably in evidence in 
a wondrous network of  prestigious cities: Volubilis, Jamila, Timgad, 
Dougga, el-Jem, Palmyra, and Apamea were only some of  the pearls 
among the multitude of  ancient cities that developed, following the 
Hellenistic fl owering, in the lands conquered by the Romans. Roman 
ways had set in place there an urbanism whose regularity, quality of  
municipal institutions and vigorous civic spirit were regarded as diffi cult 
to match. The existence of  cities endowed with a grandiose, virtually 
perfect urban organization side by side with irregular Arab cities, full 
of  an exotic charm but apparently chaotic in structure, was a spur 
to noteworthy works like those of  Sauvaget on Damascus, Aleppo, 
and Latakia; but it provided food, too, for some peevish comparisons. 
“Nothing,” wrote Le Tourneau, “is more alien to a Muslim city of  the 
Maghreb than the rectilinear avenues of  a Roman city, or of  a modern 
city. The aerial photograph of  any Muslim city gives the impression 
of  a maze or labyrinth.”6 (fi g. 1) The parallel between Roman city and 

4 R. S. Humphreys, Islamic History (Princeton: University Press, 1991), 228.
5 An anthology of  “anti-Turkism” could be made out of  the work of  French scholars 

from H. de Grammont’s Histoire d’Alger (Paris, 1887) to J. Sauvaget.
6 Le Tourneau, Les villes musulmanes, 20.
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“modern” city (French, in the case of  the Maghreb) is not, needless 
to say, fortuitous.

1.2

There is no great diffi culty in defi ning the principles underlying the 
Orientalist approach vis-à-vis the Mediterranean Arab cities. Chief  
among these is the assumption that in a globalizing civilization like 
the Muslim one every phenomenon must be regarded as specifi cally 
Muslim. The Orientalists’ initial training (geared chiefl y towards the 
study of  religion and its superstructures) led them naturally towards 
such an extreme viewpoint. R. Ilbert judiciously notes in this regard 
that, “it is because most Orientalists started out from a simple initial 
assumption . . . of  the fundamental role of  Islam in the structuring of  
space that they found this when they came to the subject.”7 It is not 
astonishing, then, to fi nd Islam mentioned in connection with institu-
tions, with the organization of  political life, with social and economic 
activities, of  course; but also with the physical structure of  city or house, 
which, from this perspective, can only be designated as “Muslim.”

Viewed from such a religious standpoint, sub specie aeternitatis, urban 
phenomena appear as constants within a historical continuum stretch-
ing over some thirteen centuries, and within a Muslim world covering 
three continents, as far as distant China. In his “Urbanisme Musulman,” 
G. Marçais makes reference, one page after the other, to the Fustat of  
the Fatimids, to the Fez of  the Marinids, to the Algiers of  the Ottoman 
deys, in order to describe a city whose illustrative examples are barely 
more than Maghrebi and represent no more than the particular state 
of  the madina (the term used by geographers to designate the ancient 
centres) at the beginning of  the nineteenth century.

The comparison between an urbanism of  Antiquity, supposedly 
endowed with every perfection, and a “Muslim” urbanism character-
ized, at fi rst sight, by a profound irregularity and by a rejection of  all 
intelligible rules brought Orientalists to some discouraging conclusions 
regarding the physical structure of  cities. The observation of  R. Le 
Tourneau, quoted above, is characteristic of  this uncomprehending 
stance. “Besides,” sighs the despondent G. Marçais (without drawing 

7 R. Ilbert, “La ville musulmane: réalité et abstraction,” Les Cahiers de la recherche 
architecturale 10–11 (April 1982): 12.
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his conclusion), “it is not that Muslims are satisfi ed with narrow streets 
that they have failed to see the advantage of  the straight line as a path 
from one point to another.”8 This reference to the Ancient World had 
especially prejudicial consequences for J. Sauvaget, since it was precisely 
he who had studied—with precision—the structure of  the great Syrian 
cities in the Roman period; cities whose architecture is still evident in 
the layout of  modern Arab cities (fi g. 2). Damascus and Aleppo, he 
says, provide only “degenerate” images (he uses the word dégénérescence) 
of  the city, as refl ected in what has befallen the ancient colonnaded 
avenue to the suq. Of  this last he supplies a brilliant demonstration, 
supported by an eloquent diagram.9

Nor is the Muslim city any more endowed ( J. Sauvaget once again) 
with the municipal institutions that marked the cities of  Antiquity (and 
accompanied the development of  the medieval western communes). 
This observation is one of  his chief  contributions to the Orientalist 
conception of  the Muslim city.10 Bereft of  any specifi c administration, 
the city is directly subject to the authority of  the prince who governs 
it on the principles of  oriental despotism.

This concept of  a dislocated city, divided into antagonistic com-
munities, is perhaps the contribution of  J. Weulersse, based on the 
study of  a very particular city—Antioch—which was effectively divided 
between highly diverse communities (Sunni Muslim Turks, Alawis, and 
Christians) and was described by the geographer as disjointed, broken 
up into sectors closed in on themselves, and potentially hostile. From 
this fi nally rather local state of  affairs, stemming from an exceptional 
confessional and ethnic diversity, J. Sauvaget derives a law that he 
applies to Aleppo, where, he says, in the Muslim period, we may note 
the “dislocation of  the urban centre, its fragmentation into small cells 
that are individualized and particularized, sometimes even antinomic.”11 
Deeply impressed by the spectacle of  a Sunni Latakia plunged within 
a rural Alawi environment, J. Weulersse (cited above) makes a similar 
generalization:

In the East, the city gives the impression of  a foreign body, a cyst as it 
were, within the country, of  a creation imposed on the countryside it 
dominates and exploits . . . As such, the economic activity of  the cities 

 8 G. Marçais, “L’urbanisme musulman,” 227.
 9 Sauvaget, Alep, 247.
10 Sauvaget, “Esquisse,” 455–456. 
11 Sauvaget, Alep, 248.
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gives an essentially parasitic impression. The city . . . consumes without 
producing.12

These different themes have been regularly sounded in connection with 
other cities to be found in a totally different environment.13

1.3

The “Muslim” city is, then, characterized above all by what it lacks: 
the regularity, regulation, and civic spirit of  the city of  Antiquity; the 
communal institutions of  the medieval city. It is wedded to decline. 
Under the Ottomans, notes M. Clerget, Cairo “becomes slowly extin-
guished . . . allowing the fragments of  its glorious past to crumble little by 
little . . . Cairo is returning . . . to the kind of  dispersed population favoured 
by the fi rst Arabs.”14 Here we are concerned only with the Ottoman 
period so disliked by Orientalists. J. Sauvaget, though, goes still further 
with the following generalization. The Muslim period, he writes, with 
regard to Aleppo, “is marked by no positive contribution . . . All that 
might be attributed to it is the dislocation of  the urban centre.” The 
achievement of  Islam “is essentially negative.” The city becomes “a 
loose, inorganic assemblage of  quarters.”15

Dealing as we are here with a “non-city” and a “non-urbanism,” 
it is no surprise that, when they proceed to try and defi ne the major 
characteristics of  the structure of  the Muslim city, the authors should 
fi nd themselves a trifl e short on positive criteria and should limit 
themselves to a listing of  not very signifi cant and sometimes not very 
pertinent features. They conjure up city walls, palace, or fortress (which 
are not truly specifi c characteristics), the presence of  a central princi-
pal mosque (which applies equally to the central cathedral) generally 
linked to markets where a corporate organization is in evidence (this is 
found in the West), the existence of  public baths (proclaimed as Muslim 
because necessary for the carrying out of  ritual ablution, forgetting 
the opulence of  baths in Antiquity), separate quarters, an omnipres-
ent type of  house organized around a courtyard (invariably described 
as “Muslim,” even though its existence in Antiquity and its presence 

12 Weulersse, Paysans de Syrie, 86–88. 
13 See, for example, the refl ections on the baldi (city-dwellers) of  Algiers, described 

as an original population set within a different and hostile rural environment.
14 Clerget, Le Caire, 1:178–180.
15 Sauvaget, Alep, 247–248.
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throughout the Mediterranean are commonplace realities). Gustave von 
Grunebaum, whose “The Structure of  the Muslim Town”16 supplied, 
in 1955, the standard and approved Orientalist account, considers the 
elements noted immediately above, but without attempting to draw from 
them a description of  the structure of  the Muslim town as promised in 
the title of  his article. He gives detailed consideration to urban institu-
tions (the justice of  the qadi, the supervision of  morals by the muhtasib), 
which are, as one might expect, Muslim—as is the population (or the 
majority at least, since religious minorities are to be found there). His 
conclusion, while less abrupt than J. Sauvaget’s, is not unexpected: 
“The Islamic town did not represent a uniform type of  civilized life as 
had the Greek or Roman town.”17 It is only fair to note, nonetheless, 
that G. von Grunebaum marks a clear development in certain respects 
vis-à-vis strict Orientalist tradition: he points out the existence of  dif-
ferent models, in Iran and Turkestan; he notes the beginnings of  decay 
in the organization of  the world of  late Antiquity; he calls attention 
(in the wake of  the seminal article published by Robert Brunschwig 
in 1947)18 to the interest of  Muslim jurists regarding urban problems. 
The fact is that when von Grunebaum’s article was written Oriental 
doctrine on the Muslim city was already beginning to be revised; so 
that, in a certain sense, the article might be regarded simultaneously 
as the epitome of  the doctrine and its swan-song.

2. The challenge to Orientalist viewpoints on the Muslim city

2.1

There is nothing surprising about such a challenge. In the 1950s, the 
colonial era within which Orientalism had evolved was entering its 
fi nal phase. France herself, the favoured site for these urban studies, 
closed the colonial book in the 1940s (in the Levant) and the 1950s 
(in Morocco and Tunisia), before the fi nal closure in 1962 (in Algeria). 
The end had come for a latent Eurocentrism and for the tendency to 
undervalue civilizations which might, from now on, be more expediently 

16 G. von Grunebaum, “The Structure of  the Muslim Town,” in Islam, Essays in the 
Nature and Growth of  a Cultural Tradition (Routledge and Kegan, 1955).

17 Von Grunebaum, “Structure,” 154.
18 R. Brunschvig, “Urbanisme médiéval et droit musulman,” REI 15 (1947).
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viewed in terms of  an understanding and analysis of  differences, rather 
than emphasis on supposed inferiority against a Western model. It does 
not seem overstated to see this approximate time as marking the end 
of  Orientalism, the latter’s fi nal major enterprise being the publication 
by H. A. R. Gibb and H. Bowen of  their Islamic Society and the West 
(1950–57). These two introductory volumes were to be followed by a 
general picture of  Muslim society. This venture was in fact aborted; 
partly because research was then insuffi ciently advanced to bring it to 
fulfi lment, and partly on account of  the general approach, which (as 
the title refl ects) conformed very closely to the spirit of  Orientalism 
who saw the East as a mirror of  the West.

The reassessment—to which the historians of  the Turkish school 
of  Lufti Barkan contributed so greatly from the end of  the 1930s—of  
the importance and interest of  an Ottoman heritage assumed an equal 
supplementary importance, in so far as it led to a revaluation of  the 
pejorative vision imposed by Orientalists of  the Algiers and Damascus 
schools with respect to Arab cities prior to colonization. The develop-
ment of  a parallel interest in the inexhaustible archives of  the Ottoman 
period and the progressive use to which these latter were put served 
to confi rm that Arab cities had not, at this time, seen the generalized 
decline described by specialist and also that elements of  administration 
had been in place. Specifi cally, this revised viewpoint cast a vivid light 
on the problem posed in Sauvaget’s (in many ways magisterial) work 
on Aleppo and successfully resolved the obvious contradiction that 
existed between the unbelievably negative assessments he brought to 
bear on the Ottoman period and the glittering picture emerging from 
his own work—a contradiction from which he had contrived to free 
himself  only by an unconvincing fi nal pirouette: “The Aleppo of  the 
Ottomans is a mere trompe l’oeil, a sumptuous façade behind which lie 
only ruins.”19

2.2

The entry into the scholarly fi eld of  specialists from other disciplines 
clearly contributed to challenging the theory of  the implicit primacy 
of  Islam in studies of  the city and to breaking the kind of  monopoly 
established in these studies by specialists in religion. Historians brought 

19 Sauvaget, Alep, 239.



54 andré raymond

a more marked awareness of  the need to reset the development of  cities 
within a chronological context, stretching over twelve centuries, from 
the creations or refoundings of  the seventh century to the end of  the 
Ottoman period (beginning of  the nineteenth). In this context, Claude 
Cahen’s book, Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain, published in 
1959, was seminal. Sociologists brought to the debate an interest in 
social data and pointed out that, in fact, phenomena studied from an 
Islamic perspective were generally urban phenomena. Geographers 
contributed to restating these studies in terms of  space (and mapping 
the various aspects of  this), and to reminding that the Muslim world 
is not merely synonymous with the Arab (or simply Maghrebi) world 
studied by the Orientalists. In this respect, the contribution of  Eugen 
Wirth, recently manifested in his Orientalische Stadt (Mainz, 2000), has 
been of  prime importance.

2.3

An improved knowledge of  late Antiquity (to which we are especially 
indebted through excavations like those of  J. Balthy at Apamea) con-
fi rmed the intuitions given expression by J. Sauvaget, in extremis, in his 
Alep.20 The progressive disorganization of  layout within Antiquity was 
brought to light specifi cally by Claude Cahen in 1958, then by Samuel 
Stern in 1970, and, fi nally and very forcibly, by Hugh Kennedy in his 
article “From Polis to Madina” (1970) where he notes that in the urban 
communities of  fi fth- and sixth-century Syria “there was no classical 
town plan to affect later growth . . . The ‘streets’ were narrow winding 
paths, there was no agora, no colonnades, no theatre.”21 It is, then, quite 
fruitless to set a fl awless ancient urbanism (which no longer existed when 
the Arab conquest came) over against an anarchic Muslim urbanism. 
In addition, excavations carried out recently at Palmyra and Bet Shean 
have revealed signifi cant transitional stages between the late Roman 
period and the Umayyad period, suggesting continuity rather than any 

20 See, in his Alep, 248 (the penultimate page of  the book!), his observation on the 
“reduction of  the framework of  city life to forms more rudimentary actually set in 
place by the Byzantine period.”

21 Cl. Cahen, “Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain,” Arabica 5 (1958): 
226; S. M. Stern, “The Constitution of  the Islamic City,” in The Islamic City, ed. A. H. 
Hourani and S. M. Stern (Oxford, 1970); and H. Kennedy, “From Polis to Madina,” 
Past and Present 106 (1985): 13–14. 
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Indonesia to tackle the problems of  providing a city or dwelling with 
water from a solely Islamic perspective?

Equally thorny is the problem of  a-temporality that appears to be 
entailed in describing a city as a kind of  unvarying entity, from the 
time Islam was preached to the dawn of  the nineteenth century. This 
calls irresistibly to mind J.-Cl. Garcin’s questions about the Muslim 
house which cannot be provided with “an interpretation ne varietur,” 
and his enlargement on the subject: “Analogous observations might 
be made on the ‘interpretation’ still too often accorded to ‘the Muslim 
city’ and the way it is laid out.”25 It is because they have placed them-
selves beyond time that Orientalists—and indeed most contemporary 
interpreters—have behaved as though the ancient city whose remains 
they had before their eyes provided a directly usable image of  the 
“classical” (medieval) city, when in fact it is merely the “modern” (i.e., 
largely Ottoman) version of  the city, shaped by three or four centuries. 
The “classical” city can only be reconstructed, by means of  an analysis 
basing itself  on ancient sources. The history of  these cities has been 
too lengthy and has entailed too much contrast for it to be provided 
with a trans-historical, truly homogeneous interpretation.

2.5

These considerations lead one to think that there is no “Muslim” city 
of  the kind Orientalists have wished to identify. Moreover, the attempt, 
frequently made, to search out elements in the Quran or in Tradition, 
which might form the basis for the description of  such a city, have pro-
duced little more than a meagre harvest of  general prescriptions about 
the protection of  private life or the constraints of  neighbourhood. The 
only truly signifi cant text that can be produced is the oft-invoked hadith 
of  Muslim: “If  you are in disagreement about the width of  a street, 
make this of  seven cubits.”26 In contrast, judicial or jurisdictional deci-
sions made by judge or faqih have, over the centuries, enriched refl ection 
on the city. This is clearly shown in the work of  Robert Brunschvig and, 

25 J.-Cl. Garcin, “Habitat médiéval et histoire urbaine,” in Palais et Maisons du Caire, 
I, Epoque mamelouke, J.-Cl. Garcin et al. (Paris: CNRS, 1982), 216. 

26 See, for example, the interesting study by B. S. Hakim, Arabic-Islamic Cities (Lon-
don, 1986). See the observation by J. Berque, L’Islam au temps du monde (Paris: Sindbad, 
1984), 206: “To derive more on the matter from the Quran or the Sunna would surely 
be to go beyond any reasonable extrapolation.” 
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The twofold limitation, spatial and temporal, that we take upon 
ourselves will not, of  course, solve every problem, especially the one 
Orientalists have thought to be able to tackle from a religious perspec-
tive. The notion that there is a common urban domain, at any rate 
from Morocco to Afghanistan, does not rest solely on the impression of  
a vague set of  common features or of  a sense of  “déjà vu.” Certainly 
there is, far beyond the Arab domain, a common urban one: certain 
urban structural characteristics to which we shall return (a concentration 
of  markets in the heart of  the city, the existence of  enclosed quarters, 
the statistical predominance of  dwellings with central courtyard) will 
be found from Marrakesh to Herat. But there is nothing specifi cally 
Muslim about such features. Sometimes they predate Islam. They are 
bound up with the fact that these diverse regions where the natural 
constraints are fairly similar are occupied by populations whose com-
monly shared characteristics (notably concern for the protection of  
family life) are broadly determined by their religious affi liation; occupied 
by populations whose social and professional life is deeply affected by 
the existence of  institutions which themselves bear a Muslim character 
( justice, hisba). In short, these cities are (as Wirth noted) Muslim because 
they are inhabited by Muslim populations. Yet this statement takes us 
no further along the road to the defi nition of  any particular urban 
structure that might exist. It is in the bringing together of  features, some 
of  which are not specifi c to the Muslim sphere and others of  which 
exist in other Muslim countries, that we may hope to conjure up the 
picture of  an original urban system for which “traditional Arab city” 
seems the most appropriate designation. As Jacques Berque observes: 
“The meaning of  a whole lies not in its elements, but in the way it 
effectively combines these.”29

3. The structure of  the traditional Arab city

If  we limit our inquiry to a corpus of  large Arab cities situated from 
Morocco to Iraq, and from Syria to Yemen, in the period from the 
sixteenth century to the beginning of  the nineteenth (which, for virtually 
all of  them, represents the period of  Ottoman domination), the major 

29 Berque, L’Islam au temps du monde, 219.
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features of  urban structure appear fairly constant and exhibit a rationale 
such that we are justifi ed in speaking of  a coherent urban system.30

3.1

The basic features are the very marked separation existing between 
zones of  economic activity and zones of  residence, and the very strong 
centrality of  urban organization (fi g. 3). This structure determines the 
existence of  two strongly contrasted zones: a “public” zone occupying 
the city centre and a “private” zone chiefl y devoted to residence. The 
researches of  Baber Johansen have shown how Hanafi  jurists were 
perfectly aware of  this division of  the city, in connection with the 
reparation due for crimes where the perpetrator remained unknown 
(qasama). In the “public” zones, those marked out by the presence of  a 
broad avenue, a large market or an important mosque, responsibility fell 
on the political authorities. In the “private” zone, a residential district 
with cul-de-sacs, the people living in the neighbouring houses were to 
answer for the consequences of  any crime committed there.31

The urban centre was organized around the pairing constituted by 
the main suqs, generally set out around the “covered market” (qaysari-
yya or bedesten, according to region), and the principal mosque. This 
was well demonstrated by Louis Massignon in his studies on Iraqi and 
Moroccan cities, where he stressed the role of  the goldsmiths’ market 
(sagha), commonly the place where currencies were exchanged. The 
layout is a standard one: the “mother-cell” of  Fez, in the city of  the 
Qayrawanis, is made up “of  two mosques, the sanctuary of  Moulay 
Idris and the Mosque of  the Qayrawanis, and a central market, the 
Kisariya.”32 At Aleppo, the market district is set out around the Great 
Mosque and the suqs that constitute the qaysariyya. It is in this district 
that major and international trade takes place—whence the necessity 
of  the moneychangers’ market. In Cairo, a street bearing the signifi cant 
name “street of  clipped coinage” (al-Maqasis), situated behind the sagha, 
recalls these functions. Especially precious, costly articles were sold in 

30 I have tackled these problems in Grandes villes arabes à l’époque ottomane (Paris: Sindbad, 
1985), and in “La structure spatiale de la ville,” in Sciences Sociales et Phénomènes Urbains 
dans le Monde Arabe, ed. M. Naciri and A. Raymond (Casablanca, 1997).

31 B. Johansen, “Eigentum, Familie,” Die Welt des Islams 19 (1979): 19–24; idem, 
“Claims of  Men,” 64–66.

32 Le Tourneau, Fès, 122, plan on page 375.
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the “covered market,” which was sometimes an enclosed construction, 
or a grouping of  markets (Aleppo) and caravanserais (Khan al-Khalili 
in Cairo). Here were fi nd numerous caravanserais ( funduq, khan, wakala, 
samsara, according to the city), where international and wholesale trade 
were transacted. Also in this centre were markets (suqs) specializing 
in large-scale trade. Crafts of  special importance might also be found 
there, despite the nuisance this must have presented for neighbours; 
an example of  this is the presence of  the nahhasin (makers of  copper 
utensils and traders in these) in Cairo. These trades were organized on 
the principle of  strict specialization, which found expression in a division 
into professional bodies and a fairly rigid geographical distribution.33 
The presence of  the Great Mosque, which was also a university, some-
times of  international standing (as, for example, with the Qarawiyyin in 
Fez, the Zaytuna in Tunis, and al-Azhar in Cairo), made this quarter 
a district marked out by religion and culture alike. Al-Azhar, the chief  
centre for higher education in the Arab world, brought together a 
hundred or so teachers and three thousand students.

By contrast, the presence in this “hyper-centre” of  the political 
power and the administration was not uniform in character. The most 
important courts were to be found there situated, usually, in the main 
mosques, as were a number of  “administrative” services; in Cairo, the 
dikkat al-hisba was close by the trading zone that the muhtasib was sup-
posed to supervise. Quite often, though, the higher authorities (sovereign 
or governor) were settled on the edge of  the city (Cairo, Damascus), 
or even right outside (the Bardo in Tunisia); this was for reasons of  
security (so as to be safely away from possible popular uprisings) or of  
convenience (so as to have available the necessary space to lodge their 
troops). Thus, in Aleppo, the Ottoman pashas had abandoned the Cita-
del to take up residence outside the walls, in the monastery of  shaykh 
Abu Bakr. Algiers is exceptional in having a remarkable concentration 
of  the organs of  power in the centre of  the city: the palace of  the dey 
( Janina); the dar al-sikka (mint); the bayt al-mal (fi nancial administration); 
the premises of  the shaykh al-balad (city administration); the prison of  the 
mizwar (police); and so on.34 Only at a very late date (in 1817) was the 
Janina transferred to the Qasba, in the upper city, for reasons at once 

33 I shall return to these economic functions in more detail in a second contribution 
to this work, “The Economy of  the Traditional City.”

34 T. Shuval, La ville d’Alger vers la fi n du XVIII ème siècle (Paris: CNRS, 1998), 164–
172. 
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case is known of  the centre being moved. This was in Mosul, where 
the suqs, set normally around the Great Mosque, were moved and set 
up close to the Citadel and to the spot where the great trade route 
crossed the Tigris. The circumstances of  this, and the reasons for it, 
are unclear.36

Such a highly centralized structure gave the city considerable supple-
ness; for, in any period of  expansion, the central zone of  the markets 
and the Great Mosque could grow by biting into the residential districts 
stretching around them. A case in point occurred during the Ottoman 
period which saw a considerable expansion of  the great Arab cities 
of  the Empire. In Aleppo this urban development took the form of  
a virtual doubling of  the Mdineh, from 6 to 11 hectares. In Cairo, 
similarly, the zone of  major economic activity grew from around 40 
hectares to around 60.

3.2

Beyond this central region stretched the city’s “private” zone, chiefl y 
devoted to private dwellings. It was this zone that saw the development 
of  the “quarters” (hawma, hara, mahalla, according to the particular city) 
that are one of  the distinctive features of  the Arab city. They were 
relatively enclosed in most cases, communication with the outside being 
by a single street, this main thoroughfare (darb) then branching into the 
interior in usually irregular streets and ending, fi nally, in cul-de-sacs 
(fi g. 6). The separation of  one quarter from a neighbouring one was 
effected not by a wall but by a back-to-back structure joining the fi nal 
houses of  the quarter to the fi nal houses of  the quarters abutting. The 
gate (bab) allowed the quarter to be closed at night, this providing a sense 
of  security; but it was not a thorough-going defence against an attack 
from outside. The quarters were modestly equipped for inhabitants’ 
daily lives: with an oven, sometimes with a bath and an oratory (mas-
jid). But the essential feature was the suwayqa (minor market) of  which 
J. Sauvaget has provided classic descriptions for Damascus and Aleppo. 
This unspecialized market catered for the daily needs (food, articles for 
common use) of  the population which bought in any further provisions 
from the city suqs.

36 Dina Khoury, State and Provincial Society in the Ottoman Empire: Mosul (Cambridge: 
University Press, 1997), 202–203.
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This division into quarters should not be regarded as a totally nega-
tive factor, inclining the city towards fragmentation and anarchy, as 
suggested by J. Sauvaget and J. Weulersse. On the contrary, such a divi-
sion was an element that assured the city’s stability, made for effective 
government of  the population; it was conducive to its administration in 
the zone where the greatest part of  the population lived and certainly 
helped facilitate the urbanization of  newcomers recently arrived from 
the rural zones.

3.3

A further characteristic of  the city’s spatial structure was the fairly 
rigorous graduation of  activities and residence from the central district 
out towards the extremities of  the city. It was noted above how the city 
centre brought together the most lucrative economic activities, especially 
those linked to international trade (trade in cloths, and in particular 
products like coffee, which had begun to play a considerable part in the 
economy of  the region). From this centre, activities tended to spread 
outwards through the city on a principle of  decreasing importance: 
the less important the trade, the closer to the periphery. Here on the 
edge would be found activities requiring a good deal of  space (rope-
makers, mat-makers, traders in grain or other foodstuffs) or giving rise 
to nuisances not easily tolerable in the centre (ovens, slaughterhouses, 
tanneries).38 Any modifi cation of  a trade’s geographical position within 
this system may be interpreted as a sign of  its progress (if  coming 
closer to the centre) or its decline (if  moving further out). A recently 
introduced activity, like the major trade in coffee, found its immediate 
spot in the centre of  Cairo by virtue of  its economic importance; the 
62 wakala devoted to this business which appeared in the fi rst half  of  
the seventeenth century are all to be found close by the Qasaba, near 
the Khan al-Khalili, the Gamaliyya quarter, and al-Azhar.

An organization of  this kind was so logical and corresponded so 
clearly to a “natural” spread of  the activities in question that it might 
be viewed as broadly spontaneous in character. Such a fi nding must be 
qualifi ed, nonetheless, in the light of  what we know about the regular 
activities of  the muhtasib and of  the judges specifi cally concerned with 
the inhabitants’ welfare; in the light, too, of  surviving records of  inter-

38 See further in “The Economy of  the Traditional City,” in this present work. 
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vention by the authorities in the most serious cases. The removal of  the 
tanneries in Aleppo, Cairo, and Tunis to more outer districts—made 
necessary by a phase of  urban development—sprang from a decision 
made at the highest level of  the political authority.

Such graduation seems, likewise, to characterize the way in which 
the city was divided with regard to the residence of  the different social 
strata. This has been shown in various recent studies, which, on this 
point, portray a situation totally at odds with the Orientalist thesis of  
a social mix stemming from an egalitarianism supposedly characteristic 
of  Muslim society. Jacques Revault’s research on high-grade dwellings 
in Tunis clearly shows how the residences of  the élite described by him 
are localized in a district immediately around the central zone (fi g. 9). 
In her work Habiter au Caire, Nelly Hanna identifi es three zones, moving 
from the city centre outwards, that have witnessed the development, 
respectively, of  a prosperous dwelling, an average dwelling and a modest 
dwelling. Studying the various kinds of  ancient construction in the city 
of  Aleppo, J.-C. David localizes them as follows: in the centre, close 
to the Mdineh and the Citadel, a zone of  high-grade dwellings; in a 
district further out a zone of  more modest dwellings; and in the periph-
eral zones a popular dwelling.39 Such an arrangement is thoroughly 
logical. The bourgeoisie of  merchants and shaykhs stuck to the zones 
near the centre, site of  the markets and the great mosque-university 
where they carried out their activities. In those zones characterized by 
a great density of  construction, land was scarcer and more expensive, 
while the peripheral zone, generally given over to poor and polluting 
economic activities, was devoted to popular dwelling. Nelly Hanna has 
calculated the annual rent for a piece of  land of  a hundred cubits as 
171 paras in the centre of  Cairo, 76 in the intermediate zone, and 17 
on the periphery. The average prices for the houses she studied (which 
merely, of  course, represent a sample, with the most substantial ones 
over-represented) amounted, respectively, to 20,684, 8,931 and 4,825 
paras in these same zones.40

In the districts close to the centre, then, was to be found a rich, 
bourgeois dwelling of  the type that has been well studied in Fez, 
Tunis, and Cairo: characterized by its development around a central 

39 J. Revault, Palais et maisons de Tunis, 4 vols. (Paris: CNRS, 1967–78); N. Hanna, 
Habiter au Caire (Cairo: IFAO, 1991); J.-Cl. David, “Alep, dégradation et tentatives 
actuelles de réadaptation,” BEO 28 (1975).

40 Hanna, Habiter au Caire, 185–207.
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3.4

The arguments developed above have already called attention to the 
importance of  segregational factors which—with respect to the spatial 
organization of  the traditional Arab city—are simply an expression of  
the profound inequality of  the social structure. Recent researches have 
shown, in this regard, just how erroneous the Orientalist conception 
of  an egalitarian society was: one that, in some degree, realized the 
religious equality existing within the community of  believers. What is so 
striking when studying the realities of  the social life of  Muslim societ-
ies in the modern age is, on the contrary, the depth of  social inequal-
ity. Perusal of  the inheritances preserved for us by the court registers 
(mahkama) shows the marked difference existing between rich and poor. 
Moreover, these registers mainly inform us about the patrimonies of  
the most comfortably off; those of  the poorest classes naturally eluded 
any kind of  record following these people’s deaths. In Cairo, during the 
two decades immediately preceding 1700, the proportion of  the most 
insignifi cant inheritance to the most substantial is that of  1 to 10,000. 
In Damascus, around 1700, the proportion is 1 to 4,000. Whatever the 
imperfections of  this kind of  calculation (which involves patrimonies 
rather than incomes), the margin is obviously a wide one. When we 
apply to this comparison an index designed to measure social inequality, 
that of  Gini (whereby 0.00 represents an equal distribution and 1 an 
absolute inequality), the resulting fi gures indicate a very strong inequal-
ity: the index is 0.74 for Cairo and Damascus round about 1700—a 
signifi cantly similar fi gure which appears to confi rm the reliability of  
such calculations. For Algiers at the end of  the eighteenth century, the 
index of  social inequality, at 0.80, is higher still.46

46 A. Raymond, Artisans et commerçants au Caire au XVIII ème siècle (Damascus: IFD, 
1974), 2:375; C. Establet and J.-P. Pascual, Familles et fortunes à Damas (Damascus: IFD, 
1994); C. Establet, J.-P. Pascual, and A. Raymond, “La mesure de l’inégalité sociale 
dans la société ottomane,” JESHO 37 (1994); Shuval, Ville d’Alger, 141–142. By way 
of  comparison, in Algiers at the end of  the eighteenth century, the 10 per cent most 
substantial inheritances shared 74 per cent of  the total amount. In France, in 1996, 
10 per cent of  households accounted for 50 per cent of  patrimonies. (Le Monde, 2 
March 1996.) We might also mention Cairo, where, in 1996, according to M. Kharoufi  
(“Mobilité du centre ville au Caire,” in Naciri and Raymond, Sciences Sociales, 167), 
20 per cent of  the population appears to have had use of  40 to 50 per cent of  the 
national income.
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When compared to those for other societies and other periods, these 
fi gures point to an inequality so huge that it is hardly surprising it 
should fi nd expression in the spatial structure of  the city. Many writers, 
reluctant to abandon Orientalist theses, have hesitated to accept a real-
ity that appears beyond argument when we view the city overall, from 
a broadly statistical viewpoint, as has been done for Tunis, Cairo and 
Aleppo. The graduation outwards, from zones of  prosperous dwellings 
in the city centre to zones of  poor dwellings on the periphery, appears 
a perfect illustration of  those differences whose importance has been 
underlined above, even though many individual examples may, of  
course, be supplied of  rich and poor persons living side by side.

These tendencies towards a segregational organization likewise appear 
in the customary grouping of  religious and ethnic minorities; something 
which should not be regarded as a specifi cally Ottoman feature, even if  
the phenomenon was effectively accentuated by the Ottoman practice 
of  the autonomous running of  communities. The formation of  enclosed 
quarters for Christians and Jews is a fairly general feature in which the 
concern to live a separate, homogeneous communal existence with one’s 
own kind—a concern broadly shared by the dominant element (Muslim) 
and the dominated element (dhimmis, or “protected people”)—played an 
important role alongside the wish of  the dominant group to keep dif-
ferent communities apart (so as to supervise them as necessary) (fi g. 10).
This situation is general in the large Arab cities. What does vary greatly 
is the geographical siting of  the communities within the city itself. 
When, though, they possess a certain importance and are markedly 
distinctive, “minority” Muslim communities are grouped together in 
the same way: the Kurdish quarter of  Salhiyya, in Damascus, provides 
a very ancient example of  this. In some cities, grouping by community 
goes to extreme lengths; this is the case in Jerusalem, with its Muslim, 
Christian, Armenian, and Jewish sectors, and Antioch, where the city 
is divided into Turkish, Christian, and Alawi sectors, their siting refl ect-
ing their respective political and social importance—the Turks, as the 
dominant element, occupying the centre, and the Alawis, a poor and 
ill-treated minority, being thrust out to the edges of  the city.

By reason of  the dominant caste’s natural propensity to remain 
somewhat exclusive (reinforcing its concern to keep itself  apart from the 
“masses”), the quarters of  the élite were often voluntarily segregated: 
the Mamluk élite in Cairo isolated itself  in this way, in the district of  
the Birkat al-Fil pool, to the south of  Qahira; then, in the eighteenth 
century, in the district of  another pool, the Azbakiyya, situated broadly 
to the west of  the urban centre.
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4. Conclusions

It, therefore, seems that, with respect to the vast Mediterranean Arab 
domain, we may indeed speak of  an urban system; one whose coherence 
sits ill with the speculations of  Orientalists about the supposed disor-
der of  the Muslim city. The dislocation diagnosed by J. Sauvaget and 
J. Weulersse springs from a negative interpretation of  the city’s divi-
sion into separate units. If  we take, however, into account the city’s 
unarguable success (and its development even, in the period under 
consideration here), we might also say that these cells, far from threat-
ening the city’s overall unity, were actually, each in its own sphere, 
conducive to the organization and running of  the whole. Even in the 
apparently extreme cases of  Jerusalem and Antioch, so utterly split 
into their multiple religious and ethnic communities, a federating ele-
ment was at work to ensure the overall functioning; the part played by 
the market quarter in providing the link between apparently disparate 
components is evident enough.

In any case, it is not at all clear in principle how cities utterly 
formless and anarchic, like those described by J. Sauvaget in his most 
extreme theses, could have stood the test of  centuries. We rather need 
to acknowledge the existence of  a strong internal structure underly-
ing the development of  these cities into modern times—notably in 
the case of  Aleppo with whose destiny the historian has concerned 
himself  while making no attempt to resolve the glaring contradiction 
between a disaster he proclaims and a greatness that shows through 
almost despite himself. It is the very internal logic of  their organiza-
tion and their capacity to evolve—no doubt, with a certain robustness 
in the face of  time’s vicissitudes—that have rendered so lasting and so 
successful the most noteworthy examples of  this urban system, from 
Marrakesh to Baghdad.



LAW AND THE CITY

Besim S. Hakim

This contribution on the law and the city is about the interaction of  
societal values—which in Islamic culture are directly rooted in reli-
gion—with decision-making, the production process, and the resulting 
built form. The context of  the discussion is holistic, beyond the building 
scale, to produce a clear understanding of  the relationship of  the part 
to the whole, the building to its immediate surroundings and to the 
urban scale. An understanding of  the reciprocal effects of  the overall 
built environment and the various levels of  the environment, down 
to single buildings and their design, is crucial to a comprehension of  
architecture and the city in the context of  Islamic culture.

The levels of  the environment to be stressed are: the city, neighbour-
hood, clusters of  buildings, and the single building. That order is not 
always critical to the following discussions, but the relationship between 
levels should be kept in mind, particularly when trying to interrelate 
the impact of  values underlying decision-making and the nature of  the 
production and construction processes.

Pre-Islamic precedents

The Near East has witnessed in its history developments in law since 
the most ancient civilizations. Well-known and relatively late examples 
from Mesopotamia are the laws of  Hammurabi, King of  Babylon, 
who reigned from 1792 to 1750 B.C.1 There has also been a long and 
ancient tradition of  respecting local customs. Pre-Islamic settlement 
patterns, building typologies, construction techniques, and related deci-
sion-making processes infl uenced the emergent pattern of  built form 
in Islamic cultures. Some Muslim scholars interpret one of  the verses 
in the Quran, the holy book of  Islam, as an instruction to accept local 

1 For a detailed study of  Babylonian laws see G. R. Driver and J. C. Miles, eds., 
Babylonian Laws, vol. 1, Legal Commentary (London, 1952).









 law and the city 75

Understanding urbanism as process and product

Viewing the city as a process and a product is an effective analytical 
evaluation and planning tool and is indispensable for the study of  the 
Islamic city. The process encompasses decision-making in building activ-
ity as guided by Islamic values. It can best be appreciated by viewing 
the dynamics of  building decision-making as affecting two levels of  
the city: citywide and neighbourhood. Decisions about the citywide 
level were usually made by the ruler or government; they concerned 
the birth, growth, and revitalization of  a city, and would include the 
location of  the primary mosque, the distribution of  the land in the 
projected boundaries of  the city to various ethnic, familial, or tribal 
affi liations, and the location and confi guration of  the city’s gates and 
walls. All of  these were the result of  decisions taken in the fi rst few 
years of  a city’s founding.

Other typical primary decisions occurring during a city’s growth 
involved the building of  major public buildings such as mosques and 
public baths, or the location of  new cemeteries. Revitalization activity 
often took place under the leadership of  ambitious rulers and govern-
ments during eras marked by security and prosperity. Site conditions and 
the location of  determining factors, such as water and natural features 
useful for defensive purposes, had an impact on macro decision-making 
and, hence, the resulting urban form.

The dynamics of  decisions made at the level of  the neighbourhood 
tended to be of  a different nature and the results were of  immediate 
signifi cance. The effect of  numerous micro decisions by citizens of  a 
neighbourhood on urban form was indirect and usually obvious only 
on an aggregate basis, whereas the results of  the larger decisions by 
rulers—such as the location of  major mosques, of  the suq (market) and 
its confi gurations, and of  important industries tended to be individu-
ally discernible. Building decisions at the neighbourhood level had an 
impact on both the initiator and on immediate neighbours. Building 
activity and decisions involved the relationships and interdependence 
of  people, and more specifi cally neighbours; such activity was therefore 
the concern of  Islamic law.

Examining the city as a product clarifi es how a complex, heteroge-
neous, and sophisticated built form is achievable with a simple set of  
physical organizational components and a related mechanism of  verbal 
communication used in building decisions. The essential urban elements 
found in most cities of  the Islamic world are the courtyard building, 
the street system, and the elements above the street.
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The Courtyard Building. This is the basic module used for housing and 
public buildings. The ratio of  building area to plot is 1:1. In housing, 
the courtyard takes up approximately 24% of  the ground coverage, 
and the building is one, two, or occasionally three stories in height. 
Public buildings differ in their ratio of  courtyard size to ground cov-
erage, and the height is one story, as in mosques, but frequently is 
two stories, as in a funduk or khan (hostels for merchants). It should be 
noted that the Prophet affi rmed the use of  this plan type by building 
his mosque/residence soon after his arrival in Medina in the form of  
a square courtyard structure.

The Street System. Street systems are primarily of  two types: the 
through, open-ended street which was considered a public right of  
way and had to be at least wide enough for two packed camels to 
pass; and the cul-de-sac which, according to Islamic law, is considered 
to be the private property of  the people having access from it to their 
front doors (fi gure 3).

Elements Above the Street. The elements usually found above the street 
were a sabat, a room bridging the street, and the buttressing arches 
spanning between walls on either side of  the street to provide structural 
strength and support for both opposite walls (fi gure 4).

In addition to this basically simple set of  organizational elements, 
the Islamic city evolved a sophisticated communication system in the 
form of  a language or vocabulary of  building design that operated at 
all levels of  the built environment. At the level of  the city, it identifi ed 
urban elements such as building types, public squares, and other uses. 
At the building level, it identifi ed spatial confi gurations and related uses, 
as well as details of  construction, decoration, and symbolic motifs. An 
important attribute of  this language was that it integrated a physical 
component’s form and function into its name. This vocabulary was 
known and popular amongst most segments of  society involved in 
building activity, and it was an effective communication device between 
users and builders. Regional variations in the design vocabulary existed, 
but the language was unifi ed by the similarity of  the built form and 
its constituents.6

6 For a detailed presentation of  a design language at the urban level, see Chapter 2 
“A design language: urban and architectural elements” of  my book Arabic-Islamic Cities: 
Building and Planning Principles, 2nd ed. ([1979] 1986; London and New York, 1988), 
55–101. [Available from Books on Demand, UMI, Ann Arbor, MI].
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in time. Diversity is, thus, achieved in the built environment so that 
every locality and street becomes unique in character and contributes 
substantially to its identity. This in turn contributes to the richness of  
the total built environment. People’s customs are fully incorporated 
in the manner they build and can express their world-view in built 
form. The system also recognizes and adapts to changes in those cus-
toms across time.

There are numerous aspects of  the built environment which can 
clarify the working of  this system. Two concepts are introduced and 
briefl y defi ned. One is the spatial concept of  the fi na’ which is the 
space enveloping a building, usually in the range of  1 metre (3 feet) in 
width, and which surrounds all the exterior confi gurations of  a struc-
ture. Within it the owner has certain rights and responsibilities. The 
other is a physical entity called the sabat, which is a structure bridging 
a public right-of-way and is constructed for additional space. There are 
specifi c rules which must be adhered to for construction, especially the 
manner in which the supports are resolved. The working of  these and 
many more examples as governed by the above principles is available 
elsewhere.14

A simulation of  the building process

To appreciate the interaction between the mechanisms of  the building 
process, consider the following simulation which includes one example 
for each component of  a fi ve-part framework devised by this author to 
represent the physical factors that shaped the traditional Islamic city, 
particularly at its neighbourhood level. This framework encompasses 
all building activity issues touched on in the fi qh literature of  the Maliki 
School of  Law. The components are: (1) streets, including through streets 
and cul-de-sacs, and related elements; (2) locational restrictions of  uses 
causing harm, such as smoke, offensive odour, and noise; (3) overlooking 
issues, including visual corridors generated by doors, window openings, 
and heights; (4) walls between neighbours and their rights of  ownership 
and usage; and (5) drainage of  rain and waste water.

14 See pages 27–30 of  my Arabic-Islamic Cities (full citation in note 6 above). For 
how we can learn from traditional concepts, processes and techniques see my article 
“Learning from traditional Mediterranean codes,” in Council Report III/IV, published 
by The Town Paper (Gaithersburg, MD, 2003), 42, 43, 63.
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Imagine that a man wants to build on a vacant lot or to reuse a site 
on which a dilapidated house stands. If  the intention is to rebuild a 
structure for the same use, then he can proceed with no objections; if  
the plan is to build a public bath or bakery, however, then he will more 
than likely be faced with objections from the neighbours. The reasons 
given are that such new public uses will create harm in three ways; (1) 
by generating additional traffi c on the street(s) providing access to the 
facility, thus, causing the people living nearby to have to adjust to this 
new condition; (2) by the nuisance of  the smoke generated; and (3) by 
diminishing the value of  the adjacent houses because of  the impending 
adjacent public uses and the nuisances that will result. Two frequently 
cited sources supporting these complaints are used by the fuqaha’ (plural 
of  faqih, a jurisprudence scholar), for preventing the change in use. The 
Quran says: “And diminish not the goods of  the people, and do not 
mischief  in the earth working corruption” (26:183). From the sayings of  
the Prophet comes: “Do not harm others or yourself, and others should 
not harm you or themselves” (cited by Ahmad and Ibn Majah).

After exploring other uses for the site, the owner decides to build a 
house. He asks a local builder to construct it; the two will communi-
cate with each other about the design requirements by using the local 
design language. This is done by identifying each part according to its 
name in the design language. To illustrate, examples from the local 
language in the Tunis region are used: the owner requires one skifa 
(entrance lobby with entry doors placed so that no one can see directly 
into the courtyard from the outside), with two dukkana facing each other 
(built-in benches provided in the skifa, traditionally used by the male 
owner or occupant to receive casual visitors or salesmen). He specifi es 
that the wust al-dar (open courtyard in the centre of  the house) should 
have under it a majin (cistern for the collection of  rainwater from the 
roofs), and one burtal (a colonnaded gallery off  the courtyard giving 
importance and sometimes sun protection to the room behind) off  the 
main room. Around the courtyard he asks the builder for three bit trida 
(simple rooms) and one bit bel-kbu u mkasar (a primary room common 
in middle- and upper-middle-class houses), which is usually located 
opposite the entrance to the court. This primary room is divided into 
(1) a central alcove called a kbu, usually containing built-in seating and 
elaborate wall and ceiling decorations, and used to receive close relatives 
and friends; (2) two small rooms symmetrically located on each side 
of  the kbu called maqsura and used as bedrooms; and (3) two alcoves, 
constructed opposite each other, with built-in beds and/or storage. The 
built-in beds could be placed on one or both sides of  the alcove and are 
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usually framed with a decorative wooden structure called hanut hajiam. 
This listing could continue on to the smallest details of  decoration and 
fi nishes (fi gure 5).

If  the house is relatively complex, then the builder will more than 
likely sketch out the plan and any other details, but for his own use 
and not to communicate with the owner. When the design language is 
not adequate for both owner and builder to clarify a point, then either 
one, but more commonly the owner, takes the builder to see a house 
to indicate what he has in mind.

The builder is expected to know about the customs and traditions 
of  building practice and the principles to be followed and respected. 
Surprisingly, the detailed implications of  building rules were not com-
mon knowledge among the lower ranks of  builders. Often, references 
are made in ancient manuscripts to implemented building decisions 
that were violations and were later ordered by the local judge qadi to 
be demolished or corrected in response to a neighbour’s complaints. 
It seems, however, that the more established and older builders with 
many years of  experience who were often hired by affl uent clients had 
detailed insights of  the rules.

Having determined the usage of  the site and using the design lan-
guage for planning purposes, the builder and owner examine the likely 
effects on their requirements and decisions of  existing surrounding build-
ings. If  a window exists on one of  the neighbour’s walls, for example, 
then its location had to be taken into consideration in the building of  
the new house because of  the respect for the principle of  the earlier 
rights of  usage. The new owner of  the house had the responsibility to 
avoid creating a direct visual corridor from the existing window into 
his private domain; in effect he had to pre-empt problems that could 
arise from having visual access to his house.

Rather than building another adjacent wall, a neighbour’s wall 
could be used to insert beams for support. This practice was specifi -
cally encouraged by the Prophet: “A neighbour should not forbid his 
neighbour to insert wooden beams in his wall” (cited by Abu Hurairah). 
Nonetheless, there were elaborate guidelines to be respected for using a 
neighbour’s wall and for the associated problems of  subsequent main-
tenance rights. For example, the ratio of  the wall to be used depended 
on its ownership. In the case of  rebuilding a dilapidated house, correct 
identifi cation of  the ownership of  adjacent walls was therefore crucial. 
Careful examination of  the wall was guided by criteria that determined 
whether ownership was single or joint. The most common of  these cri-
teria was to discover the nature of  the akd or wall bond at the corners 
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contemporary period and for the future. The second suggests numerous 
areas for further research that are necessary to develop our knowledge 
and understanding of  the workings of  the traditional system and, by 
extension, enable us to develop a comprehensive theory of  the tradi-
tional Islamic city.

Learning from the past. The traditional system of  building and of  urban 
activities in most cities of  the Islamic world was an incremental and 
constantly rebalanced process of  development involving the synthesis 
of  religious and socio-cultural conventions. The system was self-regu-
lating, so that any signifi cant departure or contravention of  the rules 
and conventions created a situation where corrective action had to be 
undertaken; in the absence of  such action, the intervention of  the qadi 
(local judge) provided the prescription for normalizing the confl ict within 
the system, in line with the established norms and rules operational in 
the community.

Specifi cally, three experiences are valuable to the contemporary con-
text. The fi rst is the importance of  the legal framework as the prime 
shaper of  the urban environment, particularly environments at the level 
of  the neighbourhood. Certainly this is also true today with zoning 
ordinances, subdivision regulations, and building codes. However, the 
nature of  the legal framework is where the Islamic city can provide 
fresh insight. The fi qh building rules were derived from societal values 
based on religious beliefs and were supported by adequate elaboration 
of  the intent of  each rule. Specifi c numerical prescriptions were not 
indicated and only rarely cited as an example of  how a specifi c problem 
ought to be resolved. In essence, the rules functioned as performance 
criteria, as opposed to contemporary building and planning laws which 
are based on standards. The former is qualitative, intent- oriented, 
and responsive to changes in requirements or site conditions, whereas 
the latter is quantitative, numerically oriented, and not responsive to 
changes in requirements or location. Not only is the performance cri-
teria approach more sophisticated in terms of  addressing each building 
problem within its own context, but the aggregate results it helps to 
create as built environment are diverse and complex. Laws based on 
standards address all problems uniformly, with results of  repetitiveness 
and monotony in the built environment. The best examples are the 
thousands of  suburbs that were developed in the West, particularly in 
the United States during the twentieth century, and especially since 
World War II.
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The second lesson is the use of  a building “design language” as a 
communication and design-decision-making aid. The components of  
the language integrate the three-dimensional form and function of  
the design element being communicated. This mechanism helps the 
user and builder to communicate with each other. It also preserves 
and perpetuates design-confi gurations and forms which have proved 
their durability through experience without hindering diversity in the 
individual design solution.

The third primary lesson is in the nature of  the physical organiza-
tion. As mentioned earlier, the system of  courtyard buildings serviced 
by cul-de-sacs and through streets pre-dates Islam; however, Islamic 
civilization developed and refi ned this system and spread it across 
a vast geographic area, aided by the simultaneous development and 
acquisition of  fi qh knowledge as it pertained to interventions in the built 
environment. Some highlights of  the attributes of  this organizational 
system follow. The courtyard plan form is able to accommodate diverse 
uses. The densities created in housing are effi cient without sacrifi cing 
the privacy of  the individual unit. Streets as an access network are 
maximally utilized, as in the example of  the central portion of  Tunis 
Medina. All streets take up 12.5% of  the gross built up area and only 
13.3% of  those are cul-de-sacs serving 28.5% of  all buildings, i.e. a 
relatively low proportion of  cul-de-sacs serving a high proportion of  
buildings. Sabats (rooms over streets) are used to create extra space for 
private users, simultaneously providing cover to the public in the streets. 
In the central portion of  Tunis Medina, 8% of  all streets are covered 
by sabats, in addition to 7.5% covered by vaulting, providing coverage 
to a total of  15.5% of  the city’s streets.

There are numerous attributes in addition to those mentioned above, 
such as the use and details of  decoration and ornament in the realm 
of  art. Another important attribute which has received some attention 
before is the energy saving attributes of  the built form within the con-
text of  an arid region, aided by energy saving practices and devices 
such as the wind tower, air vent, cisterns for storing water and keeping 
it cool, and the ice maker.16 Other practices were the collection and 
storage of  rainwater in cisterns under the courtyard of  buildings, the 

16 Refer to the references in note 4 above, and see the numerous examples from Iran 
in E. Beazley and M. Harverson, Living with the Desert: Working Buildings of  the Iranian 
Plateau (Warminster, Wilts, England, 1982).
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effective use of  basements as living quarters during the hot season, and 
the recycling of  building materials.

Although this discussion addresses Islamic environments, there are 
universal benefi ts; it is hoped that the value of  this information will be 
of  interest and use to peoples of  other cultures today and in the future. 
Amos Rapoport clearly points out the relevance and importance of  this 
information, when he says:

The broader our sample in space and time, the more likely we are to see 
regularities in apparent chaos, as well as to understand better those dif-
ferences that are signifi cant. Thus, the more likely we are to see patterns 
and relationships, and these are the most signifi cant things for which to 
look. Being able to establish the presence of  such patterns may help us 
deal with the problem of  constancy and change. . . . It is very important to 
understand constancies as well as change, since our culture stresses change 
to an inordinate degree. Also, if  apparent change and variability are an 
expression of  invariant processes, this is extremely important because the 
reasons for doing apparently different things remain the same.17

Areas for further research. The following suggestions for study and research 
are not exhaustive, but should be considered as an essential prelimi-
nary list of  topics which are necessary to be undertaken for generating 
the knowledge and the building blocks, so that a serious attempt can 
take place in constructing a theory of  urban form in Islamic cultures. 
The list suggests topics dealing with the settlement level followed by 
those of  relevance at the cluster/neighbourhood level, and then those 
of  value at the single building level. Some of  the suggestions are of  
signifi cance to all three levels combined, and some to two levels. The 
list of  topics follows:

1. Pre-Islamic conceptions of  the urban settlement and the city in 
the Near East and especially in the western region of  the Arabian 
Peninsula. How did the Arabs who were converted to Islam apply 
the concepts in establishing new settlements and in adapting exist-
ing towns and cities, such as the case of  Damascus and Aleppo? To 
my knowledge, no substantive studies are available which address 
patterns in land tenure, ownership rights, and control of  space, and 
how those patterns affected the confi gurations of  buildings, streets, 
and the alignment of  shops in commercial areas and markets.

17 A. Rapoport, “Cultural Origins of  Architecture,” in Introduction to Architecture, ed. 
J. C. Snyder and A. J. Catanese (New York, 1979), 18.
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I hope that the above list of  topics will be valuable for those concerned 
with the lack of  a theory of  urban form in traditional Islamic cities. 
Topics addressing other detailed aspects can be developed and added. 
It is important to stress that we are at a point in the development of  
this fi eld which necessitates co-operative efforts to address the above 
issues. Cooperation can be achieved in many ways, through: (i) effec-
tive and accessible communication tools, such as the World Wide Web 
pages of  the Internet. Web sites can be created by individual scholars 
and institutions where the latest research is summarized and/or made 
available for downloading to personal computers; (ii) focused symposia 
and conferences; and (iii) testing in contemporary projects by recycling 
the principles underlying traditional ideas and procedures.26 If  all these 
are carried out, then an achievement of  this magnitude will not only be 
of  immense value to the Islamic world and its numerous sub-cultures, 
but it will also be a signifi cant contribution to our understanding of  
urbanism and the urban phenomenon as a cultural expression within 
a global context.

26 I have constructed a framework for action which was published in the article 
“Urban design in traditional Islamic culture: Recycling its successes,” Cities 8, no. 4 
(November 1991): 274–277. On June 7, 1997 I delivered a keynote address at a Vision 
symposium in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, which was organized by Arriyadh Development 
Authority (ADA), on the occasion of  the completion of  phase 1 of  a three-phase plan-
ning process known as Metropolitan Development Strategy for Arriyadh (MEDSTAR). 
One of  the proposals I made in that address was based on the principle of  bottom-
up decision-making at the neighbourhood level. This principle was operational in all 
traditional cities and settlements in the Islamic world and was replaced, in the case of  
Saudi Arabia, by a top-down decision-making structure during the mid years of  the 
twentieth century as a result of  Western infl uences and for reasons related to local 
political preferences. My proposal was to create neighbourhood organizations whose 
task would be to coordinate decisions affecting the well being of  a neighbourhood 
including matters related to design and planning. This would create a situation where 
neighbourhoods would be encouraged to compete with each other for the best ideas 
and designs which would alleviate or solve pervasive and common problems, such as 
safety in neighbourhood streets, greening of  streets by planting and maintaining trees 
and shrubs, and creating pleasant pedestrian paths which would ensure the safety and 
protection of  women and children. My other proposal was to rewrite the city’s planning 
codes in a manner, which will utilize the wisdom inherent in the traditional codes, in 
lieu of  trying to fi x codes which were formulated in the early 1980s and which have 
proved to be inferior, as it is evident in various parts of  the city. I have also addressed 
similar issues for the context of  historic towns in the Maghrib countries of  North Africa 
in a lecture titled: “Reviving the Rule System: An approach for revitalizing traditional 
towns in Maghrib,” at the conference titled “The Living Medina: The Walled Arab 
City in Architecture, Literature, and History” held in Tangier, Morocco, June 1996, 
sponsored by the American Institute of  Maghribi Studies (AIMS). It was subsequently 
published by the same title in Cities 18, no. 2 (April 2001): 87–92.



INHERITED CITIES

Hugh Kennedy

Many, if  not most of  the cities which existed in the early Muslim world 
had existed in one form or another before the coming of  Islam. There 
were important exceptions: Kufa and Basra in Iraq, Fustat in Egypt, 
Qayrawan in Tunisia, and, of  course, Baghdad and Samarra were all 
founded through government action to provide bases for Muslim set-
tlers and suitable new centres for government. Other new towns seem 
to have emerged more gradually in response to new patterns of  power 
and settlement: Murcia in eastern Andalus, Fez in Morocco, Mosul in 
northern Iraq, Shiraz in Fars, and Kirman in southern Iran are all 
examples of  this latter pattern. Political authority was also wielded 
from ancient centres: Córdoba, Damascus, Rayy, and Merv are all 
cities whose origins were lost in the mists of  antiquity.

The inherited cities of  the early Islamic period are an especially 
interesting fi eld of  study because they give us an opportunity to examine 
how the coming of  a new élite language and religion and the emer-
gence of  new political and military systems affected the structures of  
everyday life.

Archaeological evidence necessarily provides the foundations for this 
enquiry but in the way of  things it is very patchy and does not always 
answer the questions we are asking. Many of  the cities the Muslim state 
inherited are still thriving today and their past is diffi cult to recover 
beneath the modern streets and buildings. Damascus, Jerusalem, Aleppo, 
Córdoba, and Bukhara are all sites where the centre of  the ancient city 
remains the centre of  urban life today. But there are a signifi cant number 
of  other sites which survived from antiquity into the Islamic period but 
which have subsequently been deserted. Among these Jerash in Jordan 
(probably de-urbanized in the ninth and tenth centuries), Nishapur in 
northeastern Iran, and Merv in Turkmenistan (both effectively deserted 
after the Mongol conquests of  1218–20) are sites where the ancient and 
early Islamic cities are wide open to archaeological investigation. Balkh 
would be the same, if  political conditions in Afghanistan were more 
encouraging for archaeology. In some other cities, the urban centre 
has moved, thus allowing the site of  the ancient and early Islamic city 
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to be investigated. Such is the case at Samarqand where the walls and 
citadel of  the old city, destroyed at the time of  the Mongol invasions, 
lie just outside the modern city developed by the Timurids and their 
successors. Fustat presents a complex picture where the Roman fortifi ed 
citadel, dating from the reign of  Trajan (98–117), was expanded by the 
foundation of  the Muslim city to the north in the seventh and eighth 
century while this in turn was largely deserted during the twelfth century 
as the centre of  urban life moved further north to Cairo, eventually 
allowing both Roman and early Islamic centres to be investigated by 
archaeologists.

The archaeological evidence varies widely and different sorts of  
material enable us to ask different questions. Broadly speaking, we can 
make a division between the stone built cities of  the ancient Byzantine 
lands and the mud-brick and rubble cities of  the Sasanian east. The 
largely brick built cities of  early Islamic Egypt are only just beginning 
to be investigated. Spain and North Africa had some late antique 
urban centres in stone, though in general these have been subject to 
less thorough investigation than the material from Syria.

The importance of  these distinctions between regions and construc-
tion techniques is that they fundamentally shape the sort of  questions we 
can ask about the aspect of  inherited cities and the way they changed, 
stone architecture enduring more than mud. In all provinces of  the 
caliphate, we can make general observations about the distribution of  
cities and which ones thrived and which declined, but the nature of  
the evidence is quite varied. At a more specifi c level, the picture varies 
considerably from area to area. In Syria, and to a lesser extent in the 
Muslim west, we can look at the urban topography of  some cities, that is 
to say that we can observe how street plans and the design of  individual 
buildings evolved. In sites like Jerash1 and Baysan2 we can observe the 
evolution of  the street scene and even in a city like Aleppo, continuously 
overbuilt to the present day, we can make meaningful judgments about 
the way in which the street plan did, or did not change, with the coming 
of  Islam. Such precision is rarely possible from the Muslim east. Even 
from sites like Samarqand, Merv, and Qasr-i Abu Nasr where there 
has been some scientifi c excavation of  the urban built environment, 

1 On the street plan of  Jerash, Carl H. Kraeling, Gerasa: City of  the Decapolis (New 
Haven, 1938).

2 Yoram Tsafrir and Gideon Foerster, “Urbanism at Scythopolis-Bet Shean in the 
Fourth to Seventh Centuries,” DOP 51 (1997): 85–146. 
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the information yielded has been limited. The excavations in the old 
city of  Merv present late Sasanian housing but give little indication of  
later evolution, if  any; Samarqand gives some information about the 
evolution of  an élite centre, Qasr-i Abu Nasr the layout and evolu-
tion of  a small urban nucleus within the walls of  the citadel. Despite 
these limitations, the eastern Islamic material can give us a sense of  
the macro-geography of  the city, the extent to which pre-Islamic cities 
expanded in the early Islamic era or changed their sites.

In this chapter, I would like to examine three main areas of  the early 
Muslim world, greater Syria (Bilad al-Sham), Iran and the Muslim East, 
and the Muslim West, looking fi rst at the distribution of  inherited cities 
and then at the morphology of  individual sites.

The cities of  Bilad al-Sham3

It is the area of  Bilad al-Sham, the Levantine provinces, which had 
been ruled by the Byzantines that we fi nd the clearest evidence about 
the cities the Muslims inherited. Of  the larger cities in the area, 
Damascus and Jerusalem survived and remained important cities in 
the early Islamic period. Damascus certainly expanded in the period 
because of  its political role as capital of  the Umayyad caliphate from 
661 to 750 and, although we know little about the urban, as opposed 
to the monumental, history of  early Islamic Jerusalem, its position as 
a cult centre would suggest that urban life continued.

The other provincial capitals fared less well. Antioch had been the 
capital of  the whole of  the late Roman East, one of  the great cities 
of  the Empire and seat of  one of  the four ancient patriarchates of  the 
Christian church. Evidence, both written and archaeological, suggests 
that the city had been in decline, economically and physically since the 
mid-sixth century, but it retained its political primacy until the end of  
Byzantine rule. The city survived into Islamic times as a middle-sized 

3 The literature on Roman and Islamic Syria is vast. For an introduction to Syria in 
antiquity see Warwick Ball, Rome in the East (London, 2000) and Kevin Butcher, Roman 
Syria and the Near East (London, 2003). For changes in late antiquity, Clive Foss, “The 
Near Eastern Countryside in Late Antiquity: a review article,” JRA, Supplementary 
series, 14 (1995): 213–234; Idem, “Syria in Transition, A.D. 550–750,” DOP 51 (1997): 
189–270. For the changes in the early Islamic period, Hugh Kennedy, “From Polis to 
Medina: urban change in late antique and early Islamic Syria,” Past and Present 106 
(1985): 3–27.
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fi nds no little echo in the written sources. Similarly, the continuing, or 
revived, commercial importance of  Palmyra/Tadmur is suggested by 
the development of  a new suq along the old colonnaded street that 
had formed the spine of  the Roman city.

It is only in Bilad al-Sham that the archaeological record enables us 
to make some assessment of  the impact of  the Muslim conquests on the 
built environment and architecture of  the towns, and here we enter into 
the debate about the nature of  late antique cities. The question of  the 
shape and appearance of  the late antique city has been the subject of  
lively controversy. There used to be a tacit assumption that the classical 
city with its regular plan, broad colonnaded streets, and monumental 
buildings survived almost unaltered until the coming of  Islam introduced 
a new sort of  “Islamic city” with narrow winding streets, blank-walled 
houses, and no public buildings apart from the mosque. Recently this 
picture of  abrupt change has been challenged and modifi ed. It is clear 
that the regularity and monumentality of  the classical city, if  it had 
ever existed in any sort of  pristine state, had changed and developed in 
late antiquity. Many of  the monumental buildings of  the classical era, 
the theatres and huge baths, had fallen into disuse, not maintained in 
the changed circumstances. Even more signifi cant was the closure and 
ruination of  the great temples, a process begun in the mid-fourth century 
and largely complete by the beginning of  the sixth. These temples had 
formed the central point of  many town plans; the sacred ways which 
led to them were also the broadest and most prestigious streets and 
the arches and propylaea which added dignity to these processional 
routes were central features of  the townscape. The abandonment of  
the pagan temples in a city like Jerash in the fi fth and sixth centuries 
meant disruption of  the entire urban fabric. And, of  course, the rise 
of  Christianity meant new religious buildings inserted into the ancient 
city, creating new routes and spaces.

It was not just the monumental buildings that changed in late antiq-
uity. The broad streets and regular open spaces on the ancient city 
began to be eroded and encroached upon by housing and retail spaces. 
In towns throughout the Levant, the streets of  late antiquity came to 
look increasingly like the narrower lanes of  the archetypal, though 
later, Islamic city. The evolution was far from complete. In provincial 
capitals like Scythopolis, the governors laid out new streets and squares 
in the sixth century and when the Emperor Justinian gave orders for 
the restoration of  Antioch after the disastrous earthquake of  540, he 
made it clear that it was to be a classical city of  the old sort, with 
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stoas, agoras, theatres, and baths. When the same Emperor extended 
the cardo of  Jerusalem towards the Nea Church he was building, he laid 
out a broad, straight colonnaded street of  which Augustus or Hadrian 
might have been proud.

Of  course, the coming of  Muslim rule naturally affected towns. The 
most obvious difference was the appearance of  a new sort of  religious 
building, the mosque. The impact of  the mosque on the cityscape 
varied greatly from city to city. In Damascus the Umayyad mosque 
occupied the great temenos which had previously enclosed a pagan 
temple and a Christian cathedral. In Jerusalem, the vast precinct of  
Herod’s temple which may have been derelict since the destruction 
of  the building after the Roman conquest of  A.D. 70 became the centre 
of  the Muslim cult with the construction of  the Dome of  the Rock and 
the Aqsa mosque. In both these cases the new religious monuments 
occupied traditional sacred areas.

Both these cases were unusual. In other cities the mosque was built 
in an area that had hitherto been residential or commercial. Once 
again the clearest evidence comes from Jerash where we can see the 
emplacement of  the Christian cathedral of  the fourth century and 
the mosque of  the seventh or eighth in the existing urban structure. 
The mosque, only discovered and partially excavated in the last two 
years, was a large, rectangular, hypostyle building, erected by a cross-
roads in the classical street plan that seems to have been the centre 
of  the early Islamic settlement. In Aleppo the mosque, in the heart 
of  the suqs, may have occupied the site and adopted the footprint of  
an ancient forum, just across the street from the cathedral. In some 
cities there are literary records suggesting the sharing of  sacred space 
between Christians and Muslims, the mosque occupying part of  the 
church. This picture receives striking archaeological support from the 
small Negev town of  Subeita, where the tiny mosque occupied part 
of  narthex of  the south church without, apparently, interrupting the 
functioning of  the Christian building. Both church and mosque fell into 
ruin together when the town was abandoned, probably in the eighth 
or ninth century.

The effect of  the Muslim conquest on the ancient street plan has been 
much debated and is a central issue in the emergence of  the “Islamic 
city.” In his pioneering study of  Aleppo,11 Jean Sauvaget argued that 

11 Jean Sauvaget, Alep (Paris, 1941).
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establishment of  early Islamic settlements alongside the existing Sasa-
nian cities, contingent extensions.23 At Istakhr the early Islamic city was 
a walled enclosure some 400m square, with a mosque and a bazaar in 
the centre. At Bishapur, part of  the early Islamic settlement lay in the 
gardens to the west of  the Sasanian monumental city but evidence also 
suggests that some of  the formal architecture of  this Sasanian royal site 
was adapted to be used as mosques. In the round city of  Gur, the early 
Islamic settlement seems to have occupied a segment of  the original 
enclosure. In the case of  the fi ve provincial capitals of  Fars, the written 
and archaeological evidence demonstrate continued occupation, and 
perhaps expansion, in Sasanian and early Islamic times, followed by 
decay and desertion from the eleventh century on.

In Khurasan the cities which had been important in the pre-Islamic 
period continued to be centres of  population and political power down 
to the Mongol invasions. Rayy, Nishapur, Merv, Balkh, Bukhara, and 
Samarqand all throve on their Sasanian sites, though, as we shall see, 
they changed in other ways. In Khwarazm, Kath remained the provin-
cial capital and on the steppe frontier to the southeast of  the Caspian, 
Jurjan remained a city of  importance.

Continuity of  site did not mean continuity of  urban topography. 
Throughout the region we see Sasanian cities expanding far beyond 
their ancient fortifi ed nuclei and developing new suburbs, suburbs 
which sometimes came to replace the old city as centres of  power and 
high status dwelling.

Probably the clearest example of  this is the city of  Nishapur.24 The 
city that the Arab conquerors found consisted of  an ovoid citadel or 
quhandiz on one side of  a rectanctular shahristan or inner city. These 
were both surrounded by mud-brick ramparts which can be clearly dis-
tinguished in aerial photography. There is no evidence of  an extensive 
rabad or outer city beyond these limits. Bulliet calculates the area of  the 
city to have been approximately 17.6 hectares and, using a density of  

23 See Donald Whitcomb, “Trade and Tradition in Medieval Southern Iran” 
(Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of  Chicago, 1979). I am very grateful to Profes-
sor Whitcomb for having provided me with a copy of  this. On urbanism at Bishapur, 
see R. Ghirshman, Fouilles de Châpour: Bîchâpour I (Paris, 1971), 21–36; on Arrajan, 
Heinz Gaube, Die Südpersische Provinz Arragan: Küh-Gılüyeh von der Arabischen Eroberung bis 
zur Safawidenzeit (Vienna, 1973); on Darabjird, Peter Morgan, “Some Remarks on a 
Preliminary Survey in Eastern Fars,” Iran 41 (2003): 323–338. 

24 See Richard Bulliet, “Medieval Nishapur: a topographic and demographic recon-
struction,” Studia Iranica 5 (1976): 67–89.
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for the defence of  the area. As at Nishapur, the ancient city com-
prised a roughly oval citadel (known here as the Erk Kale or Citadel 
Castle), which was situated on one edge of  a sub-rectangular shahristan 
nowadays called Gyaur Kale (Castle of  the Unbelievers). Despite the 
similarities of  form, everything at Merv was on a vastly greater scale 
than Nishapur. The citadel alone is about 20 hectares, larger than both 
quhandiz and shahristan of  Nishapur combined. The rectangular city is 
about two kilometres square. This would give an area of  around 400 
hectares and, using Bulliet’s multipliers, between 40,000 and 80,000 
inhabitants, though it is not clear that the whole area within the walls 
was ever built up, still less clear that it was built up at the time of  the 
Muslim conquest in 650.

As at Nishapur, the fi rst centuries of  Muslim rule of  Merv saw the 
expansion of  the city beyond the walls of  the Sasanian site. A whole 
new quarter with mosques and markets grew up to the west of  the old 
walled enclosure along the banks of  the Majan canal. It was here that 
Abu Muslim built his great new dar al-imara after he took control of  
the city in the name of  the Abbasids in 747. As at Nishapur again, this 
extension remained unwalled throughout the early Islamic period and 
was only fortifi ed during the reign of  the Seljuk Malik Shah (1072–92). 
Meanwhile, the ancient citadel was neglected and gradually fell into 
complete disuse and much of  the rectangular Gyaur Kale was used for 
industrial purposes (steel making) or was simply abandoned.

In Samarqand the process was different. Here the old quhandiz was 
abandoned but the mound on which it stood became the site of  the new 
mosque and when Abu Muslim built a new dar al-imara in Samarqand, 
he chose to construct it high on the fl anks of  the ancient citadel. New 
commercial quarters grew up outside the ramparts of  the old city.

Merv is one of  the rare sites where we can fi nd something of  Sasa-
nian domestic architecture and this is important because in the old 
Gyaur Kale, the Sasanian city, an area of  housing has been uncovered 
which shows what might be thought of  as a traditional Islamic street, 
narrow and winding and bordered by small courtyard houses, the same 
general plan, in fact, that could be found in Iranian cities right down 
to the twentieth century. The Sasanian houses seem to have been the 
last built on the site and we cannot see how, if  at all, the coming of  
the Muslims affected the built environment they had inherited.
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The pattern of  urban development from the comparatively small 
Sasanian core to the much more extensive early Islamic city is a com-
mon feature of  Iranian urban history. Archaeology plays its part in 
uncovering these trends but literary evidence often points in the same 
direction.27 On the basis of  his analysis of  textual evidence, Richard 
Bulliet has argued that, “the ninth century witnessed the most rapid 
growth of  cities in Iranian history.”28 Without exception, these were 
inherited cities, expanded far beyond their ancient cores: there were 
virtually no Islamic new towns in the Iranian lands of  the caliphate.

Explanations for this phenomenon vary. Watson has suggested that 
improved agricultural techniques and new crops allowed the develop-
ment of  a market- orientated agriculture which in turn permitted the 
development of  very large cities.29 This view has been criticized by 
Bulliet who argues that the importance of  these changes was marginal 
at best.30 He argues that the key factor is conversion to Islam which 
encouraged, even forced, converts to leave their rural communities, 
where the old beliefs and social ties still ruled, and move into the Mus-
lim environment of  the city. This is an attractive hypothesis but it may 
underestimate the importance of  state structures. The early Islamic state 
made regular cash payments to a large number of  people, mostly in the 
military: it created, in fact, a very numerous salariat. This was a market 
no enterprising tradesman or would-be cook and bottle-washer could 
afford to neglect. Merv, for example, was where the military campaigns 
against the rich cities of  Transoxania were organized in the eighth cen-
tury, it was here that the soldiers were paid and it was here that they 
sold their shares of  the booty in the markets: no wonder immigrants 
from all over Khurasan fl ocked to the newly expanding market areas 
to cash in. On a larger or smaller scale, this pattern must have been 
repeated all over the Islamic East.

It can also be argued that the political and military elites moved 
into cities after the Muslim conquest. The admittedly scanty evidence 
suggests that great Iranian families of  the Sasanian period lived in 
rural castles and palaces and that the major fi re temples were in rural 
locations, often remote from urban centres: the Sasanian kings were 

27 Richard Bulliet, Islam: the View from the Edge (New York, 1994), 73–75.
28 Bulliet, Islam, 77.
29 Michael Watson, Agricultural innovation in the early Islamic world (Cambridge, 1983), 

132–136.
30 Bulliet, Islam, 67–70.
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crowned in Ctesiphon, but the religious part of  their inauguration took 
place in Shiz (Masjid-i Sulayman) in the Zagros mountains, far to the 
north-east. Apart from Ctesiphon and Bishapur, there is little evidence 
for elite residences within the walls of  Sasanian towns.

Al-Andalus and the Muslim West 31

In Roman times, the Iberian peninsula boasted a signifi cant number of  
cities, some of  them among the most important in the entire empire. 
Many of  these sites came under Muslim rule in the years following 
the initial conquest of  711. Of  the major provincial capitals, Braga 
(Gallaecia) was never really settled by the Muslims and Tarragona 
(Tarrconensis) was in a frontier zone and seems to have been mostly 
deserted in the early Islamic period. Toledo (Carthaginensis), Mérida 
(Lusitania) and Seville (Baetica) all became signifi cant Muslim centres. 
In addition, Zaragoza, a Roman city, which had not been as important 
in classical times, became the centre of  Muslim power in the Ebro 
valley and Córdoba, again a second rank city in the Roman hierarchy 
became the capital of  the whole of  al-Andalus.

The extent to which the Roman cities of  the peninsula had retained 
their urban aspect through the troubles of  the fi fth century and more 
than two hundred years of  Visigothic rule is not clear. There is almost 
no evidence for Visigothic building within cities, either ecclesiastical or 
secular, and in many sites it is diffi cult to fi nd any traces of  occupa-
tion during this period. While many Muslim cities occupied the sites 
of  their ancient predecessors and sheltered within the remains of  the 
late Roman walls, it is only in Zaragoza and the small Andalusian city 
of  Ecija that we can fi nd traces of  the survival of  the regular street 
plans of  the classical period, although at Zaragoza, this apparent con-
tinuity masked major changes in the physical structure of  the city in 
late antiquity.32 While the Umayyad capital at Damascus preserved the 

31 For late antique cities in the Iberian peninsula see Michael Kulikowski, Late 
Roman Spain and Its Cities (Baltimore and London, 2004). On early Islamic cities in the 
peninsula and Morocco, Vincente Salvatierra Cuenca, “The Origins of  al-Andalus,” in 
The Archaeology of  Iberia, ed. Margarita Diaz-Andreu and Simon Keay (London, 1997), 
263–278; Patrice Cressier and Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, eds., Genèse de la ville islamique 
en al-Andalus et au Maghreb occidental (Madrid, 1998). For a more general introduction to 
urbanism in al-Andalus, Basilio Pavón, Ciudades Hispanomusulmanas (Madrid, 1992).

32 See Kulikowski, Late Roman Cities, 244–249.
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their father’s lands. They did not become country squires as he had 
done, but moved into the developing city where one of  them became 
an authority on Islamic law and tradition, which is how we come to 
know about them.39

It is impossible to know how far the experience of  Ajlan and his fam-
ily was typical and, in more general times, how much continuity there 
was between urban elites in the period before and after the Muslim 
conquests. We can see the example of  the family of  Sarjun/Sergius 
in Damascus who served the early Umayyads as fi nancial offi cials and 
whose history we know a little about because the last recorded member 
of  the family was the great theologian, St John of  Damascus.

At an institutional level, the cities the Muslims inherited had little to 
pass on. Neither the Byzantine nor the Sasanian world had a tradition 
of  civic autonomy at the time of  the Islamic conquests. In the fi rst 
two and a half  centuries of  the Common Era the cities of  the Roman 
Near East had enjoyed a high degree of  local self-government, choosing 
their own councils, collecting their own taxes, and minting their own 
copper coinage. From the crisis of  the third century, these structures 
disappeared: real power in the late antique city was exercised by the 
governor appointed by the imperial authorities, taxes were collected 
by the imperial bureaucracy, and the copper coinage disappeared. The 
abolition of  the temple cults on which so much civic patriotism had 
been focused simply accelerated the process and though the Christian 
bishop was a leading citizen and the cults of  the local saints could 
provide a focus for local patriotism, they did not enjoy the institutional 
status of  the vanished town councils.40 In the Iranian world, any lin-
gering traditions of  civic government brought in by the Macedonian 
colonists of  Alexander’s army were long since extinct. There might be 
rich and infl uential local citizens, but there were no institutional struc-
tures through which they could articulate their power. In this sphere 
the coming of  Islamic rule simply continued late antique practice. It 
is not until the tenth and eleventh centuries that we fi nd civic leaders 
ruling towns and then only in certain areas, northern Syria, and al-
Andalus for example, where the other political structures were weak. 
In these areas the qadi sometimes emerged as a real representative of  

39 Bulliet, Islam, 78–79.
40 For the effects of  different power structures in two late antique cities, Hugh Ken-

nedy, “Gerasa and Scythopolis: Power and Patronage in the Byzantine Cities of  Bilad 
al-Sham,” Bulletin d’Études Orientales 52 (2000): 199–204.







FOUNDED CITIES OF THE ARAB WORLD 
FROM THE SEVENTH TO THE ELEVENTH CENTURIES

Sylvie Denoix

The subject of  founded cities has application to the fairly extended 
period within which cities of  major signifi cance were created. As such, 
the present contribution deals not with any specifi c age but with social 
phenomena arising at moments of  history that may be far distant from 
one another and may exhibit a variety of  facets. Depending on the 
precise time they were created, these settlements are refl ections of  one 
or another dynamic (the Muslim conquest, for example, or the accession 
of  a new dynasty) and are peopled by one or another type of  society. 
Herein lie, already, initial elements of  differentiation.

Since the topic of  founded cities concerns the initial moment only, 
not the development of  these cities down the centuries, we shall in each 
case limit consideration to a study of  the original age or of  successive 
foundations on the same site (the latter case permitting a study of  these 
phenomena over a particular period of  time)—even though these cit-
ies do, like other cities, develop from the point of  view of  population, 
functions, spatial organization, and so on. The fi rst questions, therefore, 
are to establish what the founders’ urban project was and what appear-
ance the city bore at that time. A further point is that the accession of  
a dynasty was often the occasion for the foundation of  cities designed 
to act as capitals. The subsequent progress of  the dynasty in question 
will obviously be crucial for the expansion of  these particular cities.

Moreover, even if  part of  the monuments and the street network date 
from the original period of  the cities under study, there is no question 
of  searching for traces of  hypothetical origins in these; it is not our 
purpose, therefore, to study the medinas and ancient quarters as they 
have come down to us.

There were, throughout history, so many cities founded by the Arabs 
that it would be an illusory exercise to try to make an exhaustive list, 
still more to attempt to consider them all. The aim here will simply 
be to bring out the different types of  foundation, and, also, to pro-
vide a few short accounts concerning certain of  these foundations—
those that have, perhaps, most caught the imagination of  later writers. 







































134 sylvie denoix

As at Fustat, writers have handed down a legend giving a crucial 
role to a bird. In the absence of  the Caliph, still back in Ifriqiya, the 
city’s ritual founding was entrusted to astronomers practising a kind 
of  divination—not, it should be said, a typically Muslim ritual—to 
establish the ideal moment for the foundation to take place. They 
observed the stars from a special spot. Small bells were attached to 
ropes, which were held by posts surrounding the city. These bells, so 
those directing the operation envisaged, were to be rung the instant 
the stars declared themselves favourable. Unfortunately, a bird of  ill 
omen, a crow, perched on the ropes and set the process off: the bells 
tinkled, and the work was set in motion. It so happened that the warlike 
planet Mars, or al-Qahir (whence the name given to the foundation), 
was then at its zenith. The astronomers predicted that Qahira, the 
Martial one, would end in war, conquered by a dynasty coming from 
the world of  the Turks.

What is the myth telling us here? On the one hand that a ritual foun-
dation took place and that, in the absence of  the Caliph, the heavenly 
powers were invoked and matters were taken from the hands of  those 
empowered to make the decision. Was the prince’s absence perceived 
as being so prejudicial? On the other hand, that the fi rst step was to 
demarcate the city: the works in question were not, initially, the erection 
of  any building like a mosque or palace, or the laying out of  streets, 
as the Romans had done in their own foundations, or the division into 
parcels of  land as the Arabs had done in theirs. The very fi rst act was, 
with a degree of  ceremony, to separate the caliphal city from the rest of  
the country. What we see, then, is that the chief  characteristic of  Fatimid 
princely cities was realized more fully at Qahira than anywhere else. 
That characteristic is their splendid isolation (brought about by distanc-
ing the caliphal city from the popular city, and by means of  a fortifi ed 
surrounding wall protecting the city from all intrusion); for, wherever 
they had been, the Fatimids had never been original inhabitants, and 
they saw their power from an élitist viewpoint. In their Ifriqiyan foun-
dations, al-Mahdiyya and Sabra ’l-Mansuriyya, as now at al-Qahira, 
the city was reserved for princes and for the princely court and army. 
There, too, was found what was necessary for courtly life.

The fi rst element was the wall, which set apart these sacred princes 
from their subjects. Protocol made them unreachable, excepting only 
processions organized with great pomp outside the caliphal city so that 
the common herd could wonder at this élite and venerate it. On these 
rare occasions (for example, at the festival marking the breaking of  the 
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the focus of  Idrisid Sharifi sm, and of  its diaspora that gave legitimacy 
to regional Sharifi sms, Fez has effectively contributed to a spiritual 
unifi cation of  Morocco.”36

Conclusion

The founded cities of  the Arab-Muslim world correspond to various 
types, whether in terms of  urban pattern or population, according to the 
periods in which they were created. Those of  the period of  Conquest, 
the amsar, allowed tribes of  diverse origin, and potentially in confl ict 
with one another, to live together; and they accorded shelter both to 
city-dweller and non-city-dweller, the latter being obliged to adapt to 
a new way of  life. This form of  population conditioned the ways in 
which the land was occupied and the physiognomy of  these camp-cities 
at the initial period; excepting an urban core, or a number of  urban 
cores, with “public utilities”: governorate headquarters and mosque, 
even a bath, the fi rst suqs of  the Muslim world, and the dwellings of  
“notables.” While the foundation ritual accorded to most new cities 
might be lacking (for reasons stated above), these centres were developed 
with what Hichem Djaït terms an “urbanizing intention,”37 stemming, 
in the fi rst instance, from the central power in Medina.

The urbanizing intention was clearly present in all those founded 
cities where the central power remained in evidence. These cities were 
an effective refl ection of  particular projects: at the outset, with the 
camp-cities, to house the conquering army and to give expression to 
the existence of  a centralized administration bound to Islam; in the 
Umayyad period, to articulate the power and splendour of  the princes, 
something already discernible in Wasit. The will of  the central powers 
is still more in evidence in the great caliphal or dynastic foundations 
of  later periods. If  astronomers presided at the beginnings of  foun-
dations, when they were ritualized, urbanists became a necessity for 
these cities—notably for Baghdad, which had been conceptualized 
beforehand.

36 Halima Ferhat, “Fès,” in Garcin, Arnaud, and Denoix, Grandes villes méditerra-
néennes, 232.

37 Djaït, Al-Kûfa, 89. 
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THE OTTOMAN CITIES OF THE BALKANS

Pierre Pinon

The city of  which we are speaking here is a formation consisting of  
morphological structures and urban fabrics. It is the city, on the one 
hand, of  the general organization of  quarters, major road layouts and 
urban facilities; and, on the other, that of  residential fabrics, of  sec-
ondary layouts and parcel divisions, and of  facilities within quarters. 
We shall, in the fi rst place, describe these structures and fabrics, but 
we shall, of  course, also try to understand them in relation to ethnic, 
economic, social, and judicial phenomena. Our objective is, however, 
less to explain than to reveal. It is in not at all evident that a society pro-
duces its urban spaces from a clear consciousness of  its own structures 
as applied to space. It does so in a confused manner and has, above 
all, to adapt its own needs and conceptions to the city it has inherited. 
A more modest procedure would be to observe in what fashion spatial 
structures, in this case urban morphologies, are able to bring to light 
phenomena that then become more or less easily explicable. In this way 
the study of  urban forms in the Ottoman world may, with the help of  
other procedures, contribute towards a defi nition of  what the Ottoman 
city is, and towards distinguishing certain areas within the Ottoman 
Empire; distinguishing, for instance, between “central provinces” and 
Balkan and Arab ones, as is currently done.

A problem of  defi nition always arises, moreover, in attributing the 
name “city” to a historical or geographical entity. Can there be one 
kind of  city only, in a period extending over several centuries? Is that 
the case for the Ottoman city from the end of  the fi fteenth century to 
the beginning of  the twentieth? Could it be true for an area covering 
several natural regions which has lived through different pasts? Is that 
the case with the Balkan city?1 In any case, the very notion of  city—with 
the exception of  new cities founded and evolving in a unique historical 

1 See the illuminating refl ections on the matter by G. Veinstein, “La ville ottomane: 
les facteurs d’unité,” in La ciudad islámica. Ponencias y communicaciones (Zaragoza, 1991), 
65–92, and “La ville ottomane,” in Sciences sociales et phénomènes urbains dans le monde arabe, 
ed. M. Naciri and A. Raymond (Casablanca, 1997), 105–114. 
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context over a certain period—stands in opposition to a defi nition that 
would enclose it within a narrow chronological period. If  we wish to 
speak of  a “purely” Ottoman city, we shall need to restrict ourselves to 
cities founded ex nihilo, from the end of  the fi fteenth century onwards, 
and this will immediately exclude Bursa, Edirne, and Istanbul: three 
capitals constructed within Graeco-Roman cities. The long period is 
visibly evident in the urban form; each physical state is merely the heir 
of  a preceding one and has been adapted to new requirements. Rather 
than speaking of  Ottoman cities, we should speak of  “Ottomanized” 
cities, since the Ottoman Empire contained cities with pasts as diverse 
as Graeco-Roman, Byzantine, Arab, and Seljuq.

Ottoman Cities

Traditionally, a division is made between Anatolian and Balkan cities, 
and between Arab cities of  the Mashriq and the Maghreb—that is, if  
they are not all thrown together into an “eastern” whole.2 Appearances 
do indeed plead for such a fusion (some would say confusion): “anarchic 
layout,” an inextricable network of  narrow, twisting streets (often cul-de-
sacs), the existence of  central bazaars, and the dominance of  mosque 
minarets in the landscape. Such a picture may border on caricature 
(in the past a slightly contemptuous one), but is it totally false? Only a 
thorough analysis of  structures and fabrics would be able to affi rm it; 
and such an analysis is often diffi cult to undertake because old city plans 
(preceding the transformations of  the twentieth century) and precise 
ones are lacking; or at least they are rarely accessible. A true study of  
urban fabrics is only possible through the use of  cadastral plans; they 
alone reveal the parcel divisions which provide a truly intimate picture, 
which allow us to read the traces of  earlier structures, to decrypt the 
land divisions, and to discover the ways houses were implanted. These 
cadastral plans have, however, appeared only in recent times (at the 
end of  the nineteenth century or in the twentieth) and it is diffi cult to 
gain access to them, unless one visits the land registries of  all the cities 
and is given authorization to take a copy.

2 On the notion of  the “eastern city,” see E. Wirth, “Die orientalische Stadt. Ein 
Überblick auf  grund jüngerer Forschungen zur materiellen Kultur,” Saeculum (1975): 
45–94; idem Die orientalische Stadt im islamischen Vorderasien und Nordafrika (Mainz, 2000). 
Anatolian and Balkan cities are not specifi cally dealt with in these studies. 
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As a working hypothesis, we shall suppose that the terrain of  Ottoman 
cities—the defi nitions and distinctions involved—may be deciphered 
through one of  these cities’ elements, namely the urban house; given 
that the latter is far better known than the city itself. Easy to recognize 
(even if  many have disappeared some decades since), to study and to 
classify by type, the Ottoman house of  the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries has for some fi fty years been the subject of  a multitude of  
monographs and syntheses,3 from Bosnia to Turkey, by way of  Serbia,4 
Bulgaria,5 or Macedonia.6 A look at the plans and photographs (leaving 
aside comments sometimes inspired by nationalism) is suffi cient to reveal 
the astonishing unity in the aspect and distribution of  Ottoman houses, 
outside the Arab provinces and Southeast Turkey. The distribution of  
Ottoman houses with hayat or sofa7 reveals that the division is not the 
one we might in principle expect: namely, that between Turko-Balkan 
and Arab worlds. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
(our knowledge of  houses before this is poor), the Balkans did not as 
a whole have the Ottoman house with all its characteristics—part of  
Albania partially escaped the infl uence8 which was still fainter in Wal-
lachia.9 Moreover, not all houses in Turkey are Ottoman, in the sense 
of  being organized around a hayat or sofa, (despite statements aimed 
at giving them a “Turkish” character).10 For instance, old houses in 
Cappadocia and the oldest houses in Kayseri (fi fteenth–seventeenth 
centuries) are distributed according to an inner courtyard and an iwan 

 3 See especially A. Arel, Osmanli konut geleneginde tarihsel sorunlar (Izmir, 1982), and 
D. Kuban, The Turkish Hayat House (Istanbul, 1995). 

 4 See, for instance, J. Krunic, Kuca i varosi u oblasti Stare Raske (Belgrade, 1994).
 5 See, for instance, B. Georgieva, I. Ivanchev, and L. Peneva, The Old Bulgarian House. 

Interior, Architecture, Design and Furnishings (Sofi a, 1980) [in Bulgarian], and B. Lory, Le sort 
de l’héritage ottoman en Bulgarie: l’exemple des villes bulgares (Paris, 1985).

 6 D. Gabrijan, Makedonska Kuca (Ljubljana, 1957), and, more recently, the mono-
graphs published in Athens by Melissa Editions for Northern Greece. 

 7 For a more precise defi nition of  hayat and sofa, see A. Borie and P. Pinon, La maison 
turque, supplement to no. 94 of  the Bulletin d’Informations Architecturales, 1985.

 8 If  the houses of  Skodër are visibly Ottoman with their çardak (a variant of  the 
hayat), those of  Tirana are arranged around a closed divana, while those of  Kruja, Berat, 
and especially those of  Gjirokastër have a çardak apartment set on a tower according 
to an original plan.

 9 The çardak is frequently present, and there is even a house with sofa in Bucharest 
(Melik house built in 1760).

10 It should be noted nevertheless that, in these marginal areas of  the Balkans or 
Turkey, the exterior aspect (overhanging roofs, corbelling), the interior decor (cupboards 
called dolap), and the arrangement of  rooms (oda), are strongly infl uenced by Ottoman 
domestic architecture.
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architectural typologies and urban morphologies, the Ottoman Empire 
needs to be divided into two major parts and not three. It is perhaps 
not immaterial to note that the “Arabo-Ottoman” part (again, for 
want of  a better term) of  Turkey is the one where Seljuq architecture 
is present (from Divrigi to Mardin, by way of  Konya and Kayseri), 
and especially where the Byzantine substratum was early covered over 
by the Arab and Seljuq conquests. By contrast, the “Turko-Balkan” 
part (from the ancient Bithynia to Serbia) is the one where Byzantine 
dominance persisted the longest. The existence of  “Arabo-Seljuq” and 
Byzantine bases would appear to lie at the origin of  this clean division 
with regard to architecture and the Ottoman city.

The “Ottomanization” of  Balkan cities

When the Ottomans took power in Northwest Anatolia, and when 
they conquered the Balkans and Constantinople, cities were numer-
ous; they barely needed to found new ones. As such, we should speak 
of  Ottomanized rather than of  Ottoman cities in the strict sense—at 
least with regard to urban forms, which are partly inherited and rarely 
reconstructed.

The Ottoman city of  the Balkans is more often than not simply an 
adaptation of  the Byzantine city; and this led, over the centuries, to 
transformations or extensions of  some importance. Thus, to speak of  
Ottoman Balkan cities means, on the one hand, attempting to identify 
the potentially diverse origins of  Balkan cities prior to the Turkish 
conquest, and, on the other, describing and interpreting developments 
from the conquest up to the beginning of  the twentieth century.

We shall regard the Ottoman Balkans as a very extended region 
stretching from Bosnia to Thrace, and from Peloponnesia to Wallachia; 
and we shall then examine this region’s urban development from the 
fi fteenth century up to the beginning of  the twentieth.

What precisely is “Ottomanization”? We shall make a distinction 
between the large cities (which are subject to transformation) and the 
small ones (which are subject to extension). With the exception of  
Constantinople and Salonica, there were no very large cities in the 
Balkans prior to the conquest. In the case of  Salonica, which had 
preserved its ancient road layout structure, Ottomanization consisted in 
converting numerous churches into mosques (even the mausoleum of  
Galerius), the installation of  neighbourhood facilities (such as hamams) 
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and, especially, the development of  a Turkish upper quarter which, up 
to the nineteenth century, was to be distinct from the remainder of  the 
city not only by virtue of  its “eastern” plan, but by the vivid colouring 
(reserved for Muslims, throughout the Empire) that characterized its 
houses, as opposed to the grey of  “minorities” (Greeks and, here, espe-
cially Jews). In Constantinople,16 a city already very much depopulated 
and in ruin, urbanization was progressively achieved through popula-
tions deported from all over the Empire, without the land walls ever 
being completely reached. Here practically all the churches (beginning 
with Hagia Sophia) were successively appropriated and transformed 
into mosques (after having served, temporarily, as residence for the 
relatives of  Sultan Mehmed II). There was, however, no architectural 
modifi cation except for the mihrab and the minaret. The nucleus of  the 
future Great Bazaar was rapidly set in place near the Seraglio (Eski 
Saray). The conqueror’s mosque was constructed on the site of  the 
Holy Apostles. At the end of  the fi fteenth century, a new geography 
was defi ned by the setting in place of  mosques (vakif concession) with 
their medrese and their dervish monastery (zaviye), and also of  the new 
quarters they brought in their wake (the establishments of  merchants 
and craftsmen around the Bazaar, and of  soldiers close by the walls or 
the sea). These quarters would appear to have taken the form of  vil-
lages more or less detached from each other. The fi rst cadastral plans 
(established in the second half  of  the nineteenth century on account of  
the great fi res)17 show, prior to reconstruction involving the European 
form of  land division, a structure made up of  one or two main streets 
(matrices) bordered by a narrow, deep parcel division whose origin, 
model, and date of  establishment all remain unknown.18 At the end 

16 See S. Yerasimos, “Istanbul ottomana,” in “Istanbul, Costantinopoli, Bisanzio,” 
Rassegna 72 (1997): 25–36. 

17 See P. Pinon and S. Yerasimos, “Relevés après incendie et plans d’assurances: les 
précurseurs du cadastre stambouliote,” in “Urban Morphogenesis. Maps and Cadastral 
Plans,” Environmental Design 1–2 (1996): 112–229; P. Pinon, “Topographie des lotisse-
ments et transformations urbaines d’Istanbul dans la seconde moitié du XIXe siècle,” 
in Histoire économique et sociale de l’Empire ottoman et de la Turquie (1326–1960), Collection 
Turcica, vol. 8 (Louvain and Paris, 1995), 687–703; idem, “Trasformazioni urbane tra 
il XVIIIe il XIX secolo,” Rassegna 72: 52–58.

18 This is the type of  urban fabric we called G in our “Essai de typologie des tis-
sus urbains des villes ottomanes d’Anatolie et des Balkans,” in 7 Centuries of  Ottoman 
Architecture, “A Supra-National Heritage” (Istanbul: Turkish Chamber of  Architects, YAYIN, 
2000), 185–186. However, we do not know whether these are urban fabrics established 
by the Ottomans after the conquest, or if  they correspond to fabrics more specifi cally 
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of  the sixteenth century, all the great imperial külliye (monumental 
complexes, including mosque, medrese, hamam, and perhaps imaret and 
hospital)—Süleymaniye, Beyazit, Fiehzade, Selimiye—were in place on 
the crest of  the Istanbul Peninsula.

From the fi fteenth–sixteenth centuries onwards (or in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, depending on the regions involved), cities were 
considerably developed and extended beyond their walls; new quarters 
(varosh) appeared around their mosques19 (or around their monasteries, 
as in Wallachia). At the same time, markets were created close by the 
Byzantine walls, as the specifi cation of  a quarter for trade was funda-
mental to the Ottoman city and to the Muslim city generally.20 This 
confi guration, consisting of  a Byzantine fortress, a bazaar (or çarsi ) and 
residential quarters, was developed in Bursa and was then reproduced 
in Edirne, Athens, Jannina, and Shkodër (Albania).21 The market, 
surrounded by caravanserais (han), is omnipresent in Ottoman Balkan 
cities, from Sarajevo to Plodiv, from Skopje to Jannina, and exists under 
various names derived from “çarsi” (carsija in Bosnia or Macedonia) and 
from “bazaar” (pazar in Albania). Albania and Kosovo, for instance, still 
have numerous bazaars,22 in Gjirokastër, Elbasan, Pec, and Gjakove, 
perhaps including a bedesten (or bezistan, meaning an enclosed market), 
as in Shkodër, Berat, Skup, Prizren, or Pristina. This çarsi is generally 
composed of  a regular and dense network of  alleys lined with wooden 
shops. More rarely, as in Kruja, it is linear, constituting the backbone 
of  the city.

After the manner of  Anatolia, the Balkans became mostly covered 
with religious monuments (mosques in every quarter) or civil monuments 
(such as the imaret of  Kavala). In the new quarters or in the old ones, due 
to the phenomenon of  architectural renewal, the Ottoman house took 
its place along the streets, especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, creating an urban landscape that would later be designated 

used by minorities in their quarters, since, in the current state of  research, they are 
found only in Greek, Armenian, or Jewish quarters.

19 On Albania, for instance, see E. Riza, “Aperçu sur l’urbanistique de la ville alba-
naise (XIIe–XXe siècle),” Monumentet 17 (1977): 47–73.

20 On the structures of  the Ottoman city, see M. Cerasi, La città del Levante. Civiltà 
urbana e architettura sotto gli Ottomani nei secoli XVIII–XIX (Milan, 1986).

21 It is likewise found in Anatolia, at Afyon, Kütahya, and Tokat.
22 See E. Riza, “Les ensembles des marchés et leur restauration,” Monumentet 15–16 

(1978): 117–38; S. Shkodra, La ville albanaise au cours de la Renaissance nationale, 1813–1912 
(Tirana, 1988).
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as typically “Turkish” (the “old Turkish quarters” of  the tourist guides). 
From Ohrid to Plovdiv, from Verria (in Greece) to Tetovo, and as far 
as Bucharest, roads lined with houses with corbelling (çikma in Turkish) 
and overhanging roofs are closely similar, with only slight differences of  
detail, even though the structures of  the urban fabrics may differ; and 
they are also similar to those in Bursa, Tokat, or Kütahya.

Ottoman urban fabrics of  Balkan cities

Ottoman cities, as they appear in the most ancient plans known to 
us, dating, with the exception of  Cairo (thanks to the plan drawn up 
by surveyors in Bonaparte’s expedition), back to the mid-nineteenth 
century, appear at fi rst sight to be a mere sub-group of  a hugely exten-
sive group that comprises Arab, Persian, or even North Indian cities. 
Without surrendering to commonplace or caricature, we may say that 
the Ottoman city is organized around a great mosque which is close 
to the market and the caravanserais, and that it is made up of  a resi-
dential urban fabric almost without hierarchy, with a small number of  
“matrix” streets in irregular layout and alignment, and with numerous 
cul-de-sacs.23 Without entering the debate on the role of  cul-de-sacs in 
designating “eastern” urban fabrics (there are, as we know, numerous 
cul-de-sacs in medieval Mediterranean cities which were never Muslim, 
as in Sardinia, at Sassari),24 we believe that cul-de-sacs in “eastern” cities 
are structural, whereas in medieval western cities (where they are also 
found), they are circumstantial, that is, simply answering to particular 
situations. Moreover, in the latter they do not exist when they can be 
avoided, whereas in “eastern” cities they are a major constituent of  
the very genesis of  ordinary urban fabrics. In the case of  Istanbul, in 
fact, sixteenth-century texts distinguish between main streets, streets 
leading to quarters, and functional streets within the quarters.25 Some 
of  these latter ones may, of  course, be cul-de-sacs.

23 We shall return in more detail to this problem, which we have already tackled 
in our “Essai de typologie.”

24 Cul-de-sacs may even be numerous in medieval western cities, as in Alsace, for 
example. See Fr. Himly, Atlas des villes médiévales d’Alsace (Strasbourg, 1970).

25 Yerasimos, “Istanbul ottomana,” 28. 
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To resolve the problem fully we should use cadastral plans, or at least 
ancient plans representing land parcelling.26 However, the lack of  this 
type of  plan for the Balkans (with rare exceptions like Sarajevo) makes 
such a procedure impossible in the current state of  research. In any 
case, studies of  urban fabrics are (outside Greece) extremely rare. Those 
published on urban morphology limit themselves to exploiting plans 
where only streets and buildings are shown. Hence, it is impossible in 
most cases to know either the form of  parcels (geometry, proportions), 
or the general network of  parcel organization (known as “generating 
lines” and their “fi gures”).27 In the majority of  Ottoman or, more gen-
erally, “eastern” cities, and even in the most apparently complex plans, 
these generating lines frequently form regular fi gures which stand in 
characteristic opposition to the irregular network of  public roads.

The most easily identifi able category of  urban fabrics is that of  cities 
founded in ancient times and having an orthogonal plan. Salonica is 
the best-known example; here, as in several cities of  Northern Syria 
(Damascus, Aleppo, Latakia, Antioch),28 the Hellenistic network is, 
despite some variations in the detail, particularly well preserved in lower 
quarters (Greek and Jewish). In Salonica, where (as in most colonial 
Hellenistic cities), the block module is 150m by 100m,29 the size of  
parcels (around 50 m in depth) was suffi cient to take Ottoman houses 
aligned along the streets with their gardens at the back (as was the 
case with subsequent buildings in the twentieth century, after the 1917 
fi re).30 The other, less evident, example is that of  Edirne (Adrianople, 
Adrianopolis) where the ancient network of  orthogonal roads remained in 
place in the Greek quarter of  the citadel (Kaleiçi ) until the 1905 fi re; we 
can reconstitute this through analysis of  the plan drawn up by Colonel 

26 In the case of  Turkey, an exceptional document exists: namely, the plan of  Suphi 
Bey (1862).

27 See Pinon, “Essai de défi nition morphologique”; idem, “La transición desde la 
ciudad antigua a la ciudad medieval. Permanencia y transformación de los tejidos 
urbanos en el Mediterráneo oriental,” in La ciudad medieval: de la casa al tejido urbano, 
ed. J. Passini (Cuenca, 2001), 179–213.

28 Traces of  the ancient orthogonal network are still clearly visible, if  less well 
preserved, in other Ottoman cities, especially in Turkey at Urfa, Izmir, and Bursa. 
See P. Pinon, “Survivances et transformations dans la topographie d’Antioche après 
l’Antiquité,” forthcoming among proceedings of  a colloquium entitled Antioche de Syrie. 
Histoire, images et traces de la ville antique (Lyon, 2001).

29 See M. Vickers, “Hellenistic Thessaloniki,” Journal of  Hellenic Studies 92 (1972).
30 See A. Yerolympos, The Replanning of  Thessaloniki after the Fire of  1917 (Thessa-

loniki, 1995). 
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Osmont in 1854.31 Thus, in the cases of  Salonica and Edirne, it is the 
ancient plan that reveals the general network of  the urban fabric. The 
development of  this fabric was effected through adaptations (variations 
in the road system through private space encroaching on public space), 
through the laying out of  new roads, and by re-dividing the parcels. 
The case of  Constantinople remains hypothetical; here the ancient and 
Byzantine plans were probably preserved in a certain number of  road 
systems as they still appear in the 1882 plan (published by E. K. Ayverdi). 
The present topography was extensively modifi ed by land division after 
fi res in the second half  of  the nineteenth century. The phenomenon 
is discernible in the quarters of  Süleymaniye, Koca Mustafa Pasa and 
the valley of  the old Lixus,32 where perfectly straight, perpendicular 
or parallel streets reveal the layout of  large late Roman avenues (the 
city of  Constantine and Theodosius) and sometimes even fragments 
of  ancient orthogonal road networks.

The fi rst morphological characteristic of  Ottoman cities following 
the creation of  the Empire is the absence of  a wall. The pax ottomana 
liberated cities from this constraint. The consequences of  this opening 
were numerous. City plans were no longer conditioned by an imposed 
frontier that limited extension and implied that the layout of  main streets 
had to pass through the gates. In the open city the plan was developed 
with more freedom. This does, however, not mean that constraints 
ceased to exist: the orography remained, which meant there were slopes 
to skirt around; the hydrography remained, which meant there were 
rivers to go alongside or to cross by bridges (another obligatory kind of  
passage). Even so, this limitation of  the physical constraints allowed the 
road network to assume more easily a functional distribution spreading 
outwards from a desired centrality: that of  the great mosque (or the main 
church) and of  the merchants’ and craftsmen’s quarter. Paradoxically, 
the form of  the Ottoman city which was often presented as anarchic 
(a feature it shared with all “eastern” cities) accords well with its own 
functionality, setting an extremely dense commercial centre against a 
distended residential periphery.

Once liberated from its limits, it was also liberated from contiguity 
that was neither obligatory nor desired. If  the Turks brought an original 

31 Architectural Archives, Vincennes. See A. Yerolympos, Urban Transformations in 
the Balkans (1820–1920): Aspects of  Balkans Town Planning and the Remaking of  Thessaloniki 
(Thessaloniki, 1996), 78–82. 

32 See Pinon, “Transición.”
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dimension to the city, it was that of  a link with nature.33 There was no 
house without a garden. The ideal—for house, kösk, or palace—was 
that of  the detached building. Even mosques and monastery churches 
were isolated within enclosures. Houses might often be aligned with the 
street on one of  their sides,34 which was not in fact the front through 
which one entered (direct entrances giving on to the street appeared 
only at the end of  the nineteenth century); but there was always a front 
courtyard-garden and a garden to the side or back. Terracing was gen-
erally confi ned to central quarters, to a few main streets. The Ottoman 
urban habitat (in the Balkans and Northwest Anatolia) was generally 
dispersed, which is something rare in the history of  cities before the 
appearance of  modern suburbs. The open city allowed the Ottomans 
to develop garden cities, from Sarajevo to Batak or Koprivstica (in 
Bulgaria), from Verria or Trikala (in Greece) to Bucharest, in large 
and small cities alike.

The road network of  Ottoman cities, like that of  all “eastern” cities, 
was only weakly hierarchical. It was limited to main streets (or “matrix” 
streets) and to roads (alleys or cul-de-sacs) for local use; there was hardly 
anything between the two. This gave the fi rst European travellers an 
impression of  chaos—one which, in reality, merely entailed misper-
ception of  an order different from their own (an apparent disorder 
concealing order). In any case, the “matrix” streets, while they might 
provide a number of  major arteries, were not in any deep sense crucial 
to the urban fabric. Once past the fi rst sets of  houses, there was a dif-
ferent system of  distribution. It was the confi guration of  parcelling that 
dictated an assemblage threaded through by alleys. If  the road layout 
in the residential quarters might be considered irregular, the parcelling 
was generally regular.35

Moreover, these “matrix” roads are rare: they amount to four or fi ve 
in the large cities, one or two in the small ones. In some cases there may 
be just the one, as in Kruja or Verria, where a trading street threads 
its way within a dispersed habitat.

33 See Cerasi, La città del Levante, 223–241.
34 With the apparent exception of  Bucharest, where houses are often isolated in 

their parcels (the 1846 Borroczin plan).
35 See Pinon, “Transición,” 182–186. 
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The most frequent “matrix” system is that of  a “fan,” whereby a 
space is distributed from a central, or obligatory, point towards the 
urban margins, these matrices then being continued by roads.

Generally the bazaar was adjacent to the citadel (hisar); this pairing 
frequently constitutes the centre of  the fan, as in Edirne, Skodër,36 and 
Skopje37 (where the centre is reinforced by the presence of  a bridge 
over the Duna or the Vardar), in Novi Pazar or in Pec.38 This bridge 
alone could result in the formation of  a junction, as on the left bank 
of  the Marica in Plovdiv;39 this is indeed a universal physical feature 
in the history of  urban forms (specifi cally, in other places besides the 
Ottoman world, beginning from urban gates). The junction allows the 
directing of  branch roads to the ends of  a single street (as in Verria, 
where an old wall still remained), or the distribution of  an isthmus 
site as in Kastoria (here too there was an old gate). The feature may 
become more complex, with two fans, one starting from the fortress-
bazaar pairing, and another providing a transverse link, as in Jannina. 
When the bazaar or the citadel do not back on to a hill or a river, the 
fan may spread through 180 degrees to form the fully radiating system 
that we fi nd around the episcopate and bazaar in Kozani (in Greece), 
around the central fortress in Plovdiv (right bank), or in Sofi a. Because 
the road network is highly centralized, direct links between quarters 
which have a degree of  autonomy are rare.

These quarters are internally served by local roads; the rationale of  
their layouts is impossible to grasp without knowledge of  the parcel-
ling. In fact, the formation of  large irregular blocks is perhaps related 
to the previous existence of  enclosures or “quarters” of  parcels now 
beyond analysis. The system of  cul-de-sacs is easier to explain, since it 
is certainly not specifi c to the Balkans. Cul-de-sacs are of  three types, 
which are found throughout the Ottoman Empire, including the Arab 
provinces:

– direct short cul-de-sacs serving houses set at a secondary depth behind 
the houses lining a street; mostly from “matrix” streets, as in Skodër 
(Perash quarter), Sarajevo, or Skopje;

36 1923 plan according to E. Riza.
37 1914 plan according to Mikailovitch (1929).
38 See Krunic, Kuca i varosi u oblasti. 
39 1891 plan by J. Schnitter.
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– longer cul-de-sacs with recesses to provide access to the heart of  large 
blocks, as, again, in Skodër and Skopje, and in Plovdiv, Kozani,40 
Trikala41 or Sofi a;42

– cul-de-sacs serving peripheral dead-end quarters, as in Skodër (Tepe 
quarter), Sarajevo, Jannina,43 Kozani (at the feet of  the hills) or 
Trikala. Cul-de-sacs are found in all the quarters of  Skopje, in the 
Turkish, Greek, or Slav quarters. However they can be rare, as in 
Verria.44

The series of  “matrix” streets, streets for local use and cul-de-sacs often 
forms a highly ramifi ed system, branching out like a tree: concentrated 
at the centre and distended at the periphery (Kozani, Plovdiv, Sofi a) 
thanks to the absence of  a wall, which allows a progressive extension 
on to the rural framework (roads, parcels).

The outline of  the blocks is by no means easily explained. The block 
has no internal structure specifi c to it. Its form results from the layout 
of  streets for local use, streets whose rationale generally eludes us. In 
some cases it may be presumed that local streets and alleys follow the 
layout of  rural roads. This is especially noticeable in peripheral quar-
ters where we can compare urban and rural fabrics and observe that 
they are similar in structure.45 These blocks are frequently quadrangu-
lar. However, most Ottoman blocks, large or small, have an irregular 
polygon form. We may imagine that these blocks were created from 
properties that were progressively divided—built fi rst at their centre, 
then progressively divided into lots, the central parcels being accessed 
by fairly long cul-de-sacs served by peripheral streets (on the edge of  
the initial properties), these latter then joining the “matrix” streets as 
they could. As such, the outlines of  blocks will be those of  the original 
large properties. Increasing density will have been the factor leading to 
the division into parcels and to the new road layouts.

These observations may be synthesized by reference to the example 
of  Sarajevo.

40 Nineteenth-century plan reconstituted by S. Avgerinou-Kolonia. 
41 According to F. Tsapala-Bardouli.
42 The 1878 plan. 
43 According to N. Rogoti-Kyrioupoulou.
44 According to N. Kaloghirou.
45 Demonstration of  this may be made in the case of  some Ottoman cities, such as 

Ayvalik on the Aegean coast of  Turkey. See Pinon, “Transición,” 177–179.
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Sarajevo

Bosna-Saray is the only city of  the Balkans to have been founded by 
the Ottomans, and it is also one of  the rare cities for which we pos-
sess a detailed plan46 representing the parcelling. Thus, we have here a 
privileged example from which we can attempt to develop a synthesis 
of  the morphology of  Balkan cities. The Turks took possession of  the 
place in 1428–1429 and settled there in 1435–1436.

With the exception of  the citadel quarter (Vratnik quarter), which was 
the initial site of  the saray of  Ishak Beg, the city, mainly developed in the 
sixteenth–seventeenth centuries on the two banks of  the Miljacka, was 
an open one. It was a green city: “The city is full of  gardens,” wrote 
the traveller M. Quiclet, who passed through in 1658.47 “Few houses do 
not have their own garden, and they are all fi lled with fruit trees.”

The road network converged towards the çarsi, fanning out towards 
the North and the East (palace quarter) and on the left bank (starting 
from the Carevi bridge), and using a more orthogonal system towards 
the Northwest (a “matrix” street parallel with the river, and perpen-
dicular streets).

The carsija was set alongside the fi rst caravanserai (the present Kolobara 
han), successively linked to other caravanserais, baths, and the mosque 
of  Hüsrev Beg (1530).48 It was arranged around the crossing point of  
two main streets (Saraci and Bascarsija) and was the site of  two bezistans 
(the Brusa Bezistan founded by Rustem Pasha (1551) and that of  Hüsrev 
Beg (in the form of  an arasta).

The 1882 plan allows a close analysis of  the urban fabric. Cul-de-sacs 
are few in the northern quarters, which were perhaps not developed 
before the eighteenth century. They are essentially of  the fi rst and 
third types defi ned earlier. We especially fi nd short cul-de-sacs on the 
northern bank of  the Cemalusa ulica in order to provide access to the 
large blocks that line it. In the Kovaci quarter, several long cul-de-sacs 
give on to the large “matrix” street that crosses the northern quarters 
(in a continuation of  the Bascarsija). This allowed the division of  large 

46 Austrian cadastral plan by L. Tautcher, A. Krezevic, and J. Matasic (Vienna, 
1882).

47 Voyage à Constantinople par terre (Paris, 1664).
48 For the history of  Sarajevo and its monuments, see R. Pelletier, Sarajevo et sa région 

(Paris, 1934).
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parcels into small strips (courtyard, house garden) having the regularity 
of  divided lots.

The Palace quarter provides an example of  the regularity of  parcel 
division to be noted in numerous “eastern” cities, even though it is cut 
diagonally by the street leading from the carsija to the Visegrad tower. 
The Elava quarter, for its part, shows how the urban fabric became set 
within the rural structure (still a universal phenomenon); the alleys, on 
an almost orthogonal network, follow the layout of  the limits of  the 
original parcelled blocs.

Hence, by the end of  the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, the urban 
structure and the fabric have been set in place to form one of  the fi nest 
preserved images of  the Ottoman urban landscape in the Balkans.

Understanding the unity of  Ottoman cities

Despite some variants, the picture of  the “eastern” city drawn by 
E. Wirth is applicable in part to the Ottoman city of  the Balkans, 
Anatolia, and the Mashriq. Certainly the Turko-Balkan city is a good 
deal less dense49 (especially on its periphery); and the urban landscape, 
dominated by overhanging roofs and corbelling, and by numerous 
openings to the streets, has a very different aspect. But the structures 
and urban fabrics seem essentially similar. How are we to explain this 
unity?

Certainly, research should be directed and refl ection developed on 
the basis of  the relation of  the house to the parcel and to the street. In 
the Ottoman city—and in the Balkans less than elsewhere—houses are 
not always aligned with the streets; or else they are aligned by a side 
other than the main façade (at least before the end of  the nineteenth 
century, the penultimate phase in the westernization of  the Ottoman 
house).50 They are terraced only in a few main streets (in which case 
the façade necessarily gives on to the street directly accessed from the 
entrance); or, at a later date, in the wake of  the same phenomenon 

49 Denser central quarters are, of  course, found in the Balkans (Plovdic), but above 
all in Turkey (Istanbul—the Fener or Kumkapi quarters before the fi res of  the second 
half  of  the nineteenth century—Bursa, Afyon, or Kütahya).

50 The fi nal phase being the adoption of  the apartment block, as seen in the Galata 
quarter from the end of  the nineteenth century. The central sofa nonetheless remained 
for a while longer. 
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of  westernization. In the “eastern” city, and hence in the Balkan city, 
alignment and terracing are secondary, whereas they constitute the very 
basis of  the form of  “western” cities.

If  terracing is absent or fails to play a fundamental role, this is 
because it is secondary with respect to the conception of  the house. 
Terracing does not defi ne the nucleus of  the house with a courtyard 
or the house surrounded by a garden. In “Arab-Ottoman” houses with 
a central courtyard, the connection with terracing is the way in which 
the ends of  the rooms surround the courtyard, which is itself  always 
geometrically regular. In the “Turko-Balkan” world, this role is assumed 
by the garden, or else by the independence of  the ground fl oor, which 
is adapted to the form of  the parcel, vis-à-vis the fi rst fl oor, which is 
always geometrically regular, too. In both cases, the system of  cul-de-
sacs, structural and not circumstantial (as in the West), also diminishes 
the role of  alignment.

The parallelism between houses with courtyards and houses “with 
a garden” is not in fact fortuitous. In the beginning (fi fteenth-sixteenth 
centuries), Ottoman houses were probably houses with courtyards (at 
least in Istanbul); then, progressively, the courtyard was transformed 
into a garden, isolating the dwelling, but without the conception of  the 
house as enclosed unit coming into question in its relation to alignment 
and terracing. No doubt it is this pre-eminence, in “eastern” cities,51 
of  house against roadway that explains the particular conception and 
confi guration of  the urban fabrics in question.

In the specifi c case of  “Turko-Balkan” cities, the infrastructures 
(road system and parcels) appear to have remained eastern up to the 
end of  the nineteenth century, despite a westernization that began, 
in the eighteenth century at least, with the multiplication of  windows 
giving on to the street, then with main façades giving directly on to 
the street. This would have facilitated the passage to the western city 
with its terraced alignment.

These refl ections confi rm that the Ottoman city (or at least the 
“Turko-Balkan” one) is situated, geographically of  course, but also 
historically, between East and West.52

51 Nothing indicates in fact that this system is specifi cally Islamic or even Eastern, 
since we fi nd one of  a similar kind in the Theatre quarter in Delos, and this is Hel-
lenistic.

52 See P. Pinon, “Les tissus urbains ottomans entre Orient et Occident,” in Proceedings 
of  the 2nd International Meeting on Modern Ottoman Studies and the Turkish Republic (Leiden, 
1989), 15–45.



IRANIAN CITIES

Heinz Gaube

1. Introduction

1.1. The Setting

In 1960, L. Lockart republished his book Persian Cities (fi rst published 
in 1939: Famous Cities of  Iran), a meagre description of  twenty-three 
Iranian cities, which did not contribute at all to an understanding of  
Iranian urbanism. Even so we still are far away from understanding 
all the rules that underlay the development of  Iranian cities. In 1979, 
I tried to approach the problem on the base of  fi eldwork and broad 
investigations into literary sources (Gaube 1979). Due to the political 
changes in Iran, I was not able to widen my horizon. Thus, in this 
chapter I shall trace the development and shape of  the traditional 
Iranian city, i.e., the city as it was before the 1920/30s when drastic 
changes reshaped the appearance of  Iranian cities as well as all the 
cities in the Near East. After an introduction which deals with the 
geographic and hydrologic preconditions as well as with the develop-
ment of  urbanism in Iran two characteristic cities will be presented and 
analysed, exposing, due to location and history, different methodological 
approaches. I shall start in the west with Isfahan where different stages 
of  development can be isolated, and an original planning concept, that 
of  the round Iranian city, can be detected. The main emphasis will be 
put on the pre-Safavid period, since Safavid Isfahan will be dealt with 
in another chapter of  this book. Then I shall go to the east, to Herat 
in present day Afghanistan. This city represents the Eastern Iranian 
type of  city. My approach is not descriptive, but methodological. In 
presenting these two cities I want to show, how fi eldwork and bookwork 
can come together.

Iran is a country of  deserts and barren, high mountains. In only a 
few places one fi nds contiguous settlements covering wide areas. The 
country is part of  the Eurasian mountain belt which runs from the 
Iberian Peninsula, through the Alps, the Balkans, the Carpathians, 
the Taurus and Pontus, and the Iranian highland rims of  the Elburz 
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ment, the centre of  intellectual and religious life, the locus of  economic 
activities, and the dwelling place of  a population engaged in these urban 
functions. As a consequence, in addition to the wall, a “real” city had a 
temple, originally the seat of  religious and political leadership. Later a 
differentiation took place, and as a new feature, the citadel, seat of  the 
political leadership, was introduced. Crafts and trade were concentrated 
in special areas (Mumford 1966; Weber 1958).

On the Iranian plateau and the neighbouring areas to the east 
and northeast urbanization started much later than in Mesopotamia. 
Whereas in Mesopotamia since the late fourth millennium B.C., cities 
characterized by walls, temples, and other monumental buildings as well 
as special areas for trade and crafts developed, in Iran and neighbouring 
areas to the east and the northeast “proto-urban” settlements developed 
in the Bronze Age, i.e. before ca. 2000 B.C. These “proto-urban” settle-
ments had monumental buildings and some special areas for certain 
crafts but missed other characteristics of  the city. Settlements of  this type 
were excavated between Fars, Kirmania, Sistan, and southern Turkestan 
(Tosi 1977). This statement, of  course, is based on the archaeological 
evidence, which is far from complete or representative. In the future, 
archaeological fi eldwork may reveal characteristics of  settlements in 
Iran and the neighbouring areas we cannot think of  today.

At the end of  the second/beginning of  the fi rst millennium B.C., 
Medes and Persians emigrated from the north into present-day Iran. 
From this period on we can speak of  Iranian cities in the proper mean-
ing of  the word. The earliest representations of  these cities are only 
shown schematically on Assyrian reliefs. However, by drawing upon 
Herodotus’ (I, 96–99) description of  Agbatana, the Hamadan of  today, 
which was the capital of  the Median state, the fi rst Iranian state, we 
can get an idea of  the essential elements of  the Median city. Herodotus 
writes: “. . . the Medes . . . dwelled in scattered villages. . . .” King Deioces (ca. 
727–675 B.C.) “required them to build a single great city now called Agbatana, 
the walls of  which are of  great size and strength, rising in circles one within the 
other. The plan of  the place is that each wall should out-top one beyond it by the 
battlement. The nature of  the ground, which is a gentle hill, favours this arrange-
ment in some degree, but it was mainly affected by art. The number of  the circles 
is seven, the royal palace and the treasuries standing within the last.”

Herodotus describes Agbatana as a round city. An Assyrian relief  from 
the eighth century B.C. where the Median city of  Kishesim is depicted 
conforms to the urban principles described by Herodotus. Here we see 
a sequence of  walls rising one above the other and we may assume the 
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of  city in its purest form, and Herat is geographically located between 
two areas of  possible origin of  this type of  city: India to the southeast 
and Central Asia and/or China to the northeast.

A possible Indian infl uence cannot be excluded, since close cultural 
contacts between India and Iran existed since very old times and reached 
a pinnacle in the Sasanian period. And, in fact, a search through ancient 
Indian literature, which is rich in treaties on architecture and urbanism, 
is rewarding. In the Manasara (Acharya 1934), an architectural manual 
which most scholars date back to the fi rst century B.C., we fi nd the 
following principles on city planning:

The ideal Indian city is orientated in the direction of  the cardinal points of  the com-
pass. Each city is surrounded by a wall, inside of  which a citadel is located. Outside 
the wall there is a moat. Generally there are four city gates, one in the middle of  
each of  the four sides. Inside the walls and adjacent to them, wide streets circle the 
city. In addition there are two broad streets, which connect the opposite gates of  the 
city. They cross each other in the centre of  the city, where there is a temple or a hall 
for the inhabitants to congregate. Thus the city is divided into four quarters each of  
which is again further divided by lanes. Along the two main streets which cross in the 
centre there are houses, on the ground fl oors of  which are shops. The rest of  the city 
consists of  living quarters. (Shukla 1938, 1: 247–248).

The plan of  Herat follows the principles of  city planning laid down in 
this book in seven of  its eight characteristic features. Thus, there is a 
probability that Herat was laid out according to a plan that originated 
in India, crossed Afghanistan, and reached Central Asia. But this is only 
one probability. The direction of  infl uence could have been opposite, 
too: from Central Asia and/or China to Eastern Iran.

A very voluminous, recently published study conveys a comprehensive 
survey of  the origins and formal development of  the Chinese city and 
the philosophical as well as religious roots of  Chinese city planning. 
In the introduction to his book the author emphasizes: “It is certainly 
no surprise to fi nd the ‘archaic’ world concept of  the well-organized 
cosmic order as the archetypical model of  settlement and the whole 
oikoumene, the world inhabited by sedentary societies. In China this 
was expressed and formulated in the pattern of  the ‘Magic Square,’ 
which is also well known as the mandala of  Buddhism. This is the 
ninefold square, called in Chinese jingtianzhi = the well-fi eld system 
of  the holy fi eld of  nine squares. This ‘Magic Square’ was used by 
the legendary culture hero, Yü the Great, the founder of  the fi rst (the 
Xia) dynasty, as an ideal frame for dividing China into nine provinces. 
It is also used by the Duke of  Zhou as the pattern for the layout of  
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the sacred capital of  the Zhou dynasty at the end of  the second mil-
lennium B.C. Up until the twentieth century it was used as the layout 
for the so-called ‘holy fi eld’ where the emperor, as the ‘fi rst farmer’ of  
his people, ploughed the fi rst furrows at the beginning of  spring each 
year . . .” (Schinz 1996, 9).

All over the more than four hundred pages of  his book the author 
tries to superimpose the concept of  the “Magic Square” on Chinese 
cities of  different periods and different parts of  China. I must admit I 
lack the ability to follow many of  his verbal and graphical arguments. 
But one fact becomes evident, the concept of  the Eastern Iranian city, 
as it was exposed above, and the concept of  the Chinese city, have 
only two things in common: the geometrical division of  the city space 
and the geometrical outline of  the city walls. The main feature of  the 
inner organization of  the Eastern Iranian city, the division into four 
equivalent quadrants, formed by crossing main streets in the centre, is 
not existent in the Chinese city. The same is true for the citadel which 
is the characteristic feature of  the Eastern Iranian city but which is 
missing in the Chinese city.

To conclude: there are three possibilities to explain the typical form 
and inner organization of  the Eastern Iranian city: 1. Independent, 
autochthon development in the region; 2. Indian infl uence; 3. Chinese 
infl uence. Chinese infl uence can be excluded to a very high degree. With 
a certain degree of  probability Indian infl uence is to be considered. 
But is it not also possible that this type of  city developed in Khurasan, 
Bactria, Transoxania? Despite the fact that an autochthonous devel-
opment in the region cannot be proven with a very high degree of  
probability, it cannot be excluded either. To organize a newly founded 
city according to geometrical principles is self-evident. This is proven 
for cities of  the Ancient Near East as well as for cities of  Ancient 
Egypt. And the Greeks did the same in their newly founded cities. 
Thus, geometrical regularity cannot be used as a mean to construct 
developmental dependence. We have to look at organizational ele-
ments beyond a geometrical regularity. In our case these elements are 
the two shop-lined main streets, which cross in the centre of  the city, 
the gates in the middle of  each side of  a (as a rule) square city and the 
citadel. At the moment the question whether we have to look at the 
Eastern Iranian city as the product of  an autochthonous development 
or as a city type which developed under Indian infl uences cannot be 
answered in a satisfactory way. There are at least two problems to be 
solved before an answer can be given. The fi rst is a precise dating of  







INDIAN CITIES

Marc Gaborieau

This paper is devoted to a general presentation of  the Islamic cities 
of  India. This term “India” is here taken in the historical sense of  the 
whole of  the Indian subcontinent or South Asia, which has been divided 
after 1947 into seven political units (Schimmel 1980; Gaborieau 1986, 
7–8). Only three of  them, situated in the margins of  the subcontinent, 
are now ruled by Muslims, namely Pakistan, Bangladesh, and the Mal-
dives; the heartland, with India and Nepal, is ruled by an overwhelming 
Hindu majority, while Buddhists govern Sri Lanka and Bhutan. The 
ever-increasing proportion of  Muslims to the total population of  the 
subcontinent is now around 29%. The total Muslim population in 2001 
reached about 400 hundred million people; each of  the three biggest 
countries sheltering about one third of  it: the Muslims, thus, make 
up 97% of  the population in Pakistan, 90% in Bangladesh, and 13% 
in India. In the small countries one fi nds 7.5% in Sri Lanka, 3% in 
Nepal and Bhutan, but 100% in Maldives. Muslims are now politically 
marginal in the subcontinent; but this was not the case during the six 
centuries—to which this paper is mainly devoted—which preceded the 
advent of  the British.

I will proceed in the following way. After a presentation of  the 
historical context and a few general considerations, I will survey the 
various types of  towns found in Muslim India and fi nally analyze 
the main research themes which have dealt with the subject.

1. Historical context: six centuries of  Muslim hegemony

This marginalization of  Islam was brought about by the British conquest 
at the end of  the eighteenth century, and even more by the Partition 
of  the subcontinent in 1947. But one must keep in mind that Muslim 
dynasties had been hegemonic for six centuries before that time. After 
the fi rst inroads of  Muslim merchants and conquerors on the Western 
coast between the seventh and the tenth century, the Turkish dynasty 
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of  the Ghaznavids, based in what is now Afghanistan, established in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries a fi rm stronghold on the Indian soil, 
in the Indus basin—roughly speaking in the territory now covered by 
Pakistan—with its southern capital Lahore. The next decisive step was 
the conquest of  Delhi, in the Ganges basin, at the end of  the twelfth 
century: it opened the way for the rapid takeover of  the whole of  the 
subcontinent in a little more than a century and the establishment of  
a Muslim hegemony exercised by Turkish and Afghan dynasties which 
was to last up to the advent of  the British. During this period India 
was an integral part of  the dâr al-islâm; far from being marginal in 
the Muslim world, it had an important demographic, economic, and 
cultural weight, which increased after the destruction of  Baghdad by 
the Mongols.

This paper is devoted mainly to these six centuries of  Muslim hege-
mony in India, since very little is known of  the urban history of  Muslim 
India before the foundation of  the Delhi Sultanate in the beginning of  
the thirteenth century. This long tormented period can be divided into 
four stages: the dream of  a unifi ed Indian Muslim empire never became 
a reality except perhaps briefl y under the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb 
in the second half  of  the seventeenth century; the two attempts at 
political unifi cation—with the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal empire 
respectively—were each followed by a period of  disintegration.

The fi rst unsuccessful attempt at unifying India was made by the 
Delhi Sultanate from the beginning of  the thirteenth to the second 
half  of  the fourteenth century (Gaborieau 1995a; Jackson 1999); it 
resulted at best in “a collection of  sub-kingdoms” both Hindu and 
Muslim ( Jackson 1999, 87) whose allegiance to the centre was shaky; 
they often rebelled.

A series of  such rebellions from 1338 on brought the end of  this 
political construction about and started a second period of  independent 
regional sultanates which was to last up to the middle of  the sixteenth 
century (Gaborieau 1995a, 2002a). The initiative came from the Eastern 
province of  Bengal, in the Ganges Delta, which became independent in 
1338. Then the governor of  the Deccan, the Southern plateau, founded 
the Bahmanid Sultanate which was later to be divided into fi ve different 
kingdoms: Bidar, Berar, Ahmadnagar, Bijapur, and Golconda; to the 
South of  the latter two sultanates fl ourished the powerful Hindu king-
dom of  Vijayanagar (1336–1565). On the Western coast the provinces 
of  Khandesh, Gujarat, and Sind became also independent. The inner 
land of  Northern India was divided between Malwa on the west of  
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emperor). Such was the case in Central and Eastern India with the 
principalities of  Awadh, Bengal, Carnatic, and Hyderabad, to which 
may be added a variety of  kingdoms created by Afghan adventurers 
(Gommans 1995) scattered over Northern and Western India like Ram-
pur, Farrukhabad, Tonk, and Bhopal. These new principalities could 
be also be ruled by non Muslims, as was mostly the case in Western 
India with the Marathas in the South, the Jats west of  Delhi and the 
Sikhs in what is now Pakistan. During these decades—which may be 
called the Nawwabi period—these principalities, although politically 
autonomous, maintained a formal allegiance to the puppet Mughal 
emperor who was confi ned in his Red Fort palace of  Delhi. The British 
East India Company which had taken its fi rst hold in India by sup-
planting the Nawab of  Begal was theoretically at fi rst a vassal of  the 
emperor and maintained this fi ction up to the Mutiny of  1857 when 
Queen Victoria replaced the Mughals as Empress of  India. This last 
phase of  Muslim domination—comparable to the earlier period of  
provincial sultanates—should not be mistaken for an era of  decadence 
(Alam and Suhbrahmanyam 1998, 55–68): it witnessed considerable 
economic development; the competition between the new political for-
mations, endowed with substantial fi nancial means, stimulated building 
activities and artistic creativity which continued for a long time after 
the British established their domination on the subcontinent between 
1765 and 1818.

This British period was in a way a prolongation of  the Mughal and 
Nawwabi periods: many towns continued to prosper. Such was the 
case of  Lahore and Karachi, now the two great towns of  Pakistan, 
and of  Dacca (Ahmed 1991), now the capital of  Bangladesh. In India 
one could cite the example of  Mughal provincial capitals like Patna 
and Allahabad, or of  a Nawwabi town like Lucknow. But the most 
interesting case is Delhi, a Muslim capital since the end of  the twelfth 
century, which was again chosen by the British to become the site of  a 
new gigantic imperial capital, New Delhi, inaugurated in 1931: strid-
ing over the ruins of  several of  the former seven juxtaposed Muslim 
capitals, it was contiguous to the Mughal capital of  Shahjahanabad, 
from then on styled as Old Delhi. The British also originated at least 
four types of  new towns. The fi rst one consisted of  the capitals of  
their three “presidencies” (main administrative subdivisions): Bombay, 
Madras, and Calcutta, the latter being also the imperial capital from 
1765 and 1931: they were at the same time administrative towns, ports 
and commercial cum industrial cities, and quickly evolved into mega-
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lopolises. They became the biggest agglomerations of  the subcontinent 
with Karachi (which was the capital of  Pakistan from 1947 to 1959) 
and Dhaka (present capital of  Bangladesh). The second category was 
that of  “junctions,” new commercial and industrial towns which sprang 
up at the crossing of  important railway lines, like Kanpur in Northern 
India in the middle Ganges valley. Thirdly, there were “cantonments,” 
i.e. garrisons towns which evolved into full fl edged cities, like Rawalpindi 
which still shelters the headquarters of  the Pakistan army and was the 
capital of  Pakistan between 1959 and 1969, before the creation of  the 
new town of  Islamabad nearby. Finally the famous “Hills stations,” 
situated in lower mountain areas, where the higher British offi cials 
spent the hot summer months; we may cite as examples Darjeeling, 
Nainital, and the most famous of  them, Simla (Spate 1957, 192–193) 
in the Himalayas.

Independence and Partition in 1947 did not fundamentally alter the 
urban pattern, except for the spectacular development of  the main 
towns of  the newly created Pakistan: Karachi in the Western wing 
(now Pakistan proper) and Dacca (Ahmed 1991) in the Eastern wing 
(independent Bangladesh since 1971). A curiosity of  these two new 
countries was the creation of  purely artifi cial capital towns built on 
an orthogonal geometrical pattern: Islamabad and the administrative 
new section of  Dhaka. In the whole of  the subcontinent, although 
many towns like Delhi (Dupont et al. 2000) and the other megalopolises 
reached a spectacular size, the population remained mainly rural; in 
the most urbanized country of  the subcontinent, India, the proportion 
of  the urban population to the total population grew only from 18% 
to about 30% since independence.

2. General considerations

During the period of  Muslim hegemony which ended in the second 
half  of  the eighteenth century India was already densely populated: 
the current estimation is between 100 and 150 million people for the 
Mughal period (Moosvi 1987, 393–406). Muslims however remained 
always in a minority and were conscious of  being in a minority, but 
they left no fi gures: at the time of  the fi rst enumeration, the British 
census of  1872–1874, they made up a little less than 20% of  the total 
population. It may be surmised that during the Mughal period their 
proportion was around 15% (against 29% nowadays). 
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They made, however, a great impact on urban life. As a whole, a 
greater proportion of  Muslims than Hindus is urbanized: 27% against 
18%, according to the Indian census of  1961; this statement should not 
hide the fact that the majority of  Indian Muslims are—and presumably 
have long been—rural. The foundation of  the Delhi Sultanate stimu-
lated urban growth and the development of  a large urban population. 
Although no statistics are available, reports of  foreign travellers puts the 
population of  the great Mughal towns at several hundred thousands 
for each of  them; on the basis of  such reports and of  fi scal documents, 
the school of  historians of  Aligarh Muslim University has estimated 
that the proportion of  the urban population (Hindus and Muslims 
confounded) was around 15% (Moosvi 1987, 305). These guesses are 
the only reasoned ones available; their credibility will be examined in 
the fourth part of  this paper.

In popular conceptions, refl ected in modern vernacular languages like 
Hindi, the urban phenomenon is linked with Islam. Words designating 
villages (gâûn) and lower administrative subdivisions (pargana) are local 
Indian ones, while those for subordinate administrative headquarters 
(qasba), commercial areas (bâzâr), and bigger towns (shahar) are all bor-
rowed from Persian and Arabic; it is only in the twentieth century that 
the Hindus, in an effort to de-Islamize the language, have replaced 
current words like shahar by learned Sanskrit ones like nagar to mean 
“town.” However, this does not mean that the Indian civilization 
ignored urbanization before the advent of  Islam. On the contrary, 
when Muslims reached India, there had already existed a several thou-
sand years old tradition of  town building—probably linked with the 
Mesopotamian civilization: the present town of  Patna in Bihar is on 
the site of  Pataliputra, the capital of  the Buddhist emperor Ashoka of  
the third century B.C., described by Greek travellers: there existed a 
learned theory of  town planning in the Sanskrit tradition, the principle 
of  which can still be seen underlying medieval towns in Nepal and in 
South India. One question to be raised in this paper will be that of  
how much pre-existing Hindu models infl uenced the development of  
urban life in the Muslim period.

Most of  what has been written about Islamic towns in Muslim India 
relied on accounts of  foreign travellers or on descriptions and studies 
of  the colonial period. The primary Indo-Persian sources are far from 
having been properly tapped (see however Naqvi 1968 and 1972), 
except in special cases like Delhi, which has been studied both exten-
sively over time (Frykenberg 1986; Spear 1994) and more specifi cally 
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for the Mughal period (Blake 1991) and the Deccan city of  Firozabad 
(Eaton and Michell 1990).

The state of  the research on Indian Muslim cities is not very 
advanced (Gaborieau 1989). While there are older (Marshall 1922; 
Brown 1956) and more recent (Asher 1991; Koch 1991) synthetic 
works on architecture, only inadequate preliminary surveys exist for 
urban studies, and they are not exclusively devoted to the period of  
Muslim hegemony (e.g. Ballhatchet and Harrrison 1980; Banga 1992). 
Scholars have been more interested in the trees than in the forest, i.e. 
more in the individual monuments than in the town (Asher 2000, 121). 
Discipline-wise, the studies of  towns were done mainly by art historians 
and general historians; urban geography took long to start (see the 
remarks of  Spate 1957, 191–196); urban anthropology made its way 
only recently (Kumar 1988). And very few cities have been thoroughly 
studied all over the Muslim period: the multiplication in recent years 
of  studies on Delhi through ages (Frykenberg 1986; Blake 1991; Gupta 
1981; Spear 1994; Dupont et al. 2000) is an exception. Therefore, we 
do not have at hand a corpus of  scholarly works substantial enough 
to provide a ground for generalizations: I can only provide a survey of  
the present state of  research, tentative statements on the main features 
of  the Indian Muslim towns, and an inventory of  the current themes 
of  research as well as of  the unsolved and of  the neglected questions. 
In the absence of  synthetic works, the bibliography is very dispersed 
and cannot be exhaustively quoted in this short essay: I will only men-
tion the main reference works and the publications dealing with the 
examples I quote.

3. Types of  towns

A well grounded typology being impossible for the time being, I will 
only list the four main descriptive categories used by scholars in order 
to give a glimpse of  the various types of  towns encountered: capitals, 
lower level administrative towns, commercial towns, pilgrimage towns. It 
should be clear that these are not discrete categories, each town having 
several functions: I have classifi ed them according to the most important 
function which presided on the development of  a given city.



188 marc gaborieau

3.1. Capital towns 

The best-known and best-studied cities of  Muslim India are those 
who have been used by sultans, emperors, and nawabs to govern their 
dominions.

Many of  them go back to the period of  the sultanates which was a 
great era of  town building. The most famous of  them is Delhi which 
was successively the siege of  a united Sultanate and, after Timur’s 
invasion, of  the local Sayyid and Lodi dynasties, before being fi nally 
reconstructed as a Mughal capital in the middle of  the seventeenth 
century, as we shall see presently. Each of  the dynasties built a new city 
by the side of  the preceding one, so that Delhi presents, on the remains 
of  an obscure Hindu town, no less then seven juxtaposed Islamic cities, 
all in deserted ruins except for the Mughal capital of  Shajahanabad 
(Sharma 1964; Frykenberg 1986; Spear 1994). This chain-abandonment
of  cities raises the question—discussed in the next part of  this paper—of  
how far Islamic cities of  India were permanent settlements or only 
temporary camps. Similarly, the fi rst great Sultanate of  the Deccan, 
that of  the Bahmanis, built three successive capitals (Michell 1993) in 
different locations: Gulbarga, Firozabad (Eaton and Michell 1990), and 
Bidar (Yazdani 1947).

The twelve provincial sultanates which emerged from the Delhi 
Sultanate and from the Bahmanis (see historical sketch above) had 
each its inherited or newly founded capital. The best known of  them 
are the following ones: the fi rst Portuguese travellers have left a vivid 
description of  Gaur, the capital of  Bengal in the east (Bouchon and 
Thomaz 1988; see also Eaton 1993); in the west Ahmedabad, founded 
as the capital of  Gujarat Sultanate, and also an important commercial 
centre, remained prosperous to this day through the Mughal empire 
and the colonial period (Gillion 1968; Markovits 1995); in the Deccan, 
Golconda, now in ruins but once famous for her diamonds, has been 
amply described by the European travellers, while Bijapur is known for 
her Sufi s (Eaton 1978); Agra, founded in the middle of  the fi fteenth 
century by the Lodi dynasty of  Delhi, became famous when Akbar 
turned it a century later into one of  the capitals of  the Mughal empire 
(Gupta 1986).

The Mughals who often lived in camps (Gaborieau 1995b) built 
also several capitals in a variety of  locations to suit political, strategic, 
or religious motivations. In the second half  of  the sixteenth century, 
Akbar left Delhi and elected as his fi rst capital Agra, which he extended 
and embellished. For ideological reasons, i.e., for the legitimation of  
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his dynasty through the Chishtiyya Sufi  order, he built around the 
tomb of  the saint Salîm Chishtî the short-lived Fatehpur Sikri (Koch 
1991, 56–60; Petruccioli 1988). At the end of  his reign, to suit his 
campaigns in Kashmir and Afghanistan, he moved north and built a 
last—still well preserved—capital in Lahore on the site of  the previous 
Ghaznavid town (Khan 1993). It was left to Shâhjahân (1628–1658) to 
build from 1638 the greatest and entirely planned Mughal capital of  
Shahjahanabad, which was then styled New Delhi, but became Old 
Delhi when the British built their own New Delhi (Blake 1991; Ehlers 
and Krafft 1993; Koch in this volume).

The emergence of  new regional states in the eighteenth century was 
also the occasion to develop or to create new royal and administrative 
towns which may be labelled as nawwabi capitals. Two have remained 
famous outside India: the city of  Hyderabad in the Deccan, once a 
suburb of  Golconda, which was developed by the Nizams, a Sunni 
dynasty which managed to survive as princely state throughout the Brit-
ish period (Mackenzie Shah in this volume); Lucknow, new capital of  a 
Shia principality in the middle Ganges valley, where Iranian infl uence 
was preponderant (Cole 1989; Graff  1997). Murshidabad in Bengal, 
once the prosperous seat of  another Shia dynasty, has now sunken into 
oblivion. Arcot, headquarter of  a Sunni principality in Tamilnad, on 
the Southeastern coast of  India is still remembered. But more famous 
still now are the capitals of  the new Afghan states of  Western India like 
Farrukhabad (Gommans 1995, 128–131), Rampur, and Bhopal.

3.2. Lower administrative towns 

Between the capital and the village there was a chain of  administrative 
centres which in the Mughal period—which formalized older classifi ca-
tions—comprised three levels (Trivedi 1998, chap. I). First, headquarters 
of  the provinces (sûba), which sheltered a miniature replica of  the central 
government with the governor (sûba-dâr) or viceroy (nawwâb) as repre-
sentative of  the emperor. At the middle level were sarkars, intermediary 
subdivisions, which we may call districts. They were systematized by 
Akbar on the basis of  former attempts. At the lowest level stood, since 
the beginning of  the Delhi Sultanate, the parganas, a kind of  county, 
consisting of  a collections of  villages under the smallest administrative 
town called qasba.

To my knowledge there is no specifi c study of  the towns of  the fi rst 
level. Dacca (Dhaka in the new spelling), now the capital of  Bangladesh, 
which was created as a province headquarter by the Mughals in the 
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beginning of  the seventeenth century, may be chosen as an example: 
in this new city, in addition to the governing nobility, the Mughals 
attracted merchants and scholars and developed their own architectural 
style quite different from the previous regional architecture of  Bengal 
(Karim 1964; Eaton 1993, 149–167). Most provincial capitals, like 
Patna, were, however, older towns.

The middle and lowest levels are treated here together; for no speci-
fi city seems to be assigned to sarkâr headquarters which, like pargana 
headquarters, are small towns. Curiously enough scholarly attention has 
been drawn mainly to this last level of  the qasba, which remained well 
into the Mughal and British periods the focus of  administrative, com-
mercial, and cultural life in the countryside; the Muslims were usually 
in a majority in these small towns, while they were in a minority in 
the surrounding rural areas (Richards 1993, 194–196). Historians have 
been interested fi rst in the administrative setup; for instance Batala in 
the Panjab, which was founded in 1465, had a population estimated 
between 15,000 and 18,000 in the beginning of  the eighteenth century; 
each religious community had its own demarcated area with distinct 
quarters for each caste and occupational group; there were the offi ces 
of  the revenue offi cials and of  the judge (qâdî ) appointed by the provin-
cial authorities; artisan production and commerce enriched the town, 
which was also the favourite residence of  Muslim scholars and Sufi s 
(Grewal 1975). Studies of  other towns have underlined the economic 
importance of  these small towns (Bayly 1980 and 1983) as well as their 
cultural and religious importance which increased from the second half  
of  the seventeenth century when grants to judges and scholars became 
hereditary (Alam 1986, 110–117).

The history of  the qasbas of  Northern India has been pursued through 
the nineteenth century (Pandey 1984), and even up to the end of  the 
twentieth century. A Franco-Indian team headed by Gérard Fussman 
of  the Collège de France has produced what may be considered the 
most thorough study of  an Indian Muslim city, which includes detailed 
computerized mapping (Sharma 1999; Fussman et al. 2003). This qasba 
is Chanderi, founded during the Delhi Sultanate and once the second-
ary capital of  the provincial sultanate of  Malwa. During the Mughal 
period, it was the headquarter of  a sarkâr; its importance diminished 
during the British period and in 1901 its population had sunk to 4,000 
souls. But it grew again after the independence, reaching about 20,000 
at the end of  the twentieth century. Its prosperity was mainly based on 
the hand weaving of  silk muslin saris that were considered as the fi nest 



 indian cities 191

in India, even above those of  Benares. This not yet fully published col-
lective study covers the history, the economy, and the social anthropol-
ogy of  this town. One third of  the population is Muslim, comprising 
a majority of  2/3 low status artisans, mainly weavers, and a minority 
of  1/3 elite. Around 12% of  the population consists of  merchants 
belonging to the Jain religion (an ascetic sect derived from Hinduism) 
who nearly monopolize the trade of  the town, including a large part 
of  the fi nancing and commercialization of  the silk saris. The rest of  
the population is Hindu belonging to 38 different castes, the two most 
numerous being the Brahmins (11%) who work as priests, teachers, 
white-collar employees, or traders, and the untouchable Kolis who are 
weavers. Of  special interest in this study is the detailed computerized 
mapping of  the social groups, showing clearly, as we shall see later, 
the location of  each religious community, and of  each caste or group 
of  castes of  comparable status within each community—for Muslims 
have also castes (Gaborieau 1993).

3.3. Commercial towns and ports

There is no single type of  commercial town in India. Many inland cities 
which had also a political role were mainly known for their commercial 
importance: Multan in Pakistan which tapped into Afghan trade; Patna 
in Northern India was at the start of  Himalayan networks; Burhanpur 
mediated the trade between Northern India and the Deccan. Let us 
remember that pilgrimage towns like Benares had also a large com-
mercial importance (Couté and Léger 1989).

The types of  coastal towns varied from area to area. Well known 
from the time of  early Muslim travellers are the ports of  the western 
province of  Gujarat; fi rst Cambay (Kânbaya) where a colony of  Muslim 
merchants was patronized by Hindu governors before the town was 
conquered and administered by the Muslims at the end of  the thir-
teenth century; because of  silting, it was gradually replaced by Surat 
which became in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the main 
Muslim port of  the Western coast from which pilgrims would embark 
for Mecca. Ports of  the southwestern coast of  Kerala where Muslims 
have always been the subjects of  Hindu rulers present another type 
where the community of  Muslim merchants, settled in a separate part 
of  the town, had acquired a sort of  monopoly of  the maritime trade, as 
was the case, for instance, in Calicut (Bouchon 1988) and Cannanore. 
Muslims also developed their own commercial towns in Tamilnad, along 
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of  silk saris). This town has been the subject of  the only monograph 
of  urban anthropology devoted to a Muslim population (Kumar 1988; 
Couté and Léger 1989).

Another type of  religious towns is that built by religious sects for the 
shelter of  their own members in isolation from the rest of  the Muslim 
community. The “utopian madînas” built by the millenarist sect of  the 
Mahdawîs in the fi fteenth and sixteenth century were the fi rst known 
examples; but they have been destroyed by persecution (Maclean 2000, 
241). Similar modern ventures were, however, started by the sect of  the 
Ahmadiyya in the twentieth century: the fi rst one in Qadian (Qâdi-
yân), now in India, as the fi rst headquarter of  the sect which had to 
be abandoned at the time of  partition (Spate 1957, 189–192); a new 
headquarter was built in Rabwah in Pakistan, near Lahore. Similarly, 
the politico-religious party of  Maududi has constructed its own com-
munity town, fi rst in Pathankot (now in India) and, after partition, 
near Lahore.

Starting in the second half  of  the nineteenth century, another devel-
opment of  the colonial period was the growth of  scholarly towns which 
sprang up around Muslim universities: the most striking examples are 
Deoband for the traditionalists and Aligarh for the modernists; in the 
latter, the attraction of  the University has led to the growth of  the 
Muslim population which is now about half  of  the 400,000 total popu-
lation, quite an unusual proportion in India. Similarly, the foundation 
of  a Muslim nationalist university in the Delhi suburb of  Okhla has 
led to the growth of  a town that is mainly Muslim.

4. Research themes

After this survey, let us analyze the main themes of  research which 
have appeared in the publications concerning Islamic cities of  India 
and point out unsolved questions and gaps in them in order to indicate 
further avenues of  research.

4.1. Towns or camps?

Let us dispose fi rst of  a controversy considering the ephemeral character 
of  the Islamic cities in India. On the basis of  remarks made by some 
Europeans travellers, which compared the Mughal capitals to military 
camps, undue generalizations were made regarding the ephemeral 
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character of  the towns constructed by the Muslims. It is true that the 
Mughal capitals had in their layout something of  the military camp 
(Gaborieau 1995b); and it cannot be denied either that, in the case 
where the emperor had left, part of  the nobility and its retainers who 
followed him deserted, thereby, the capital diminishing its population 
drastically. But variation in the size of  the population does not neces-
sarily mean abandonment. Actually, few cities have been completely 
deserted: in the Deccan, only Firozabad and Bidar were completely 
emptied of  their population, but this is due to the dismemberment of  
the Bahmani Sultanate and the rise of  the capitals of  the new smaller 
states, like Golconda and Bijapur, who grew out of  it; Golconda—a 
formidable hill fortress but ill provided with water—was defi nitely 
abandoned in favour of  Hyderabad only after the Mughal conquest 
of  1687 when it had lost its strategic utility; in the north, it is only in 
Bengal that Gaur and Pandua were deserted in favour of  the Mughal 
Dacca and of  the post-Mughal Murshidabad. Of  the four Mughal 
capitals, only Fatehpur Sikri was abandoned and for the reason that the 
town was in many ways atypical: it was situated out of  the way, with 
no suffi cient water, while other Mughal capitals were on the bank of  
rivers. It was also a folly of  Akbar built on a pilgrimage place at the 
time of  a mystical crisis, but could never fulfi ll any real administrative 
and commercial function; once the emperor deserted it, it became an 
empty shell. By contrast Agra, Delhi, and Lahore, built on the site of  
former Sultanate towns, prospered to this day. Delhi contains seven 
juxtaposed cities, six out which are now deserted: but the site was never 
really abandoned, each dynasty constructing a newly planned town by 
the side of  the former ones; even when it ceased to be a capital and 
was superseded by Agra and Lahore in most of  the sixteenth and the 
early seventeenth century, it never ceased to be an important centre for 
the economic, religious, and cultural life. Finally, most of  the Islamic 
cities of  India were permanent: such was the case of  inherited cities 
like Multan, Lahore, or Patna, but also of  newly founded towns like 
Ahmedabad, Ajmer, or Dhaka.

4.2. Rate of  urbanization

The main question discussed by the historians of  the Aligarh school—
projecting into the past the question of  the colonial censuses—was 
that of  the rate of  urbanization: on the basis of  the reports of  the 
Western travellers and of  fi scal documents, the school of  historians of  
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Aligarh Muslim University has estimated that the proportion of  the 
urban population (Hindus and Muslims confounded) was around 15% 
(Moosvi 1987, 305; Habib 1999, 83–85). These guesses, the only rea-
soned ones available, may, however, have been infl ated for ideological 
reasons (Islam 1991). For the Aligarh school it is axiomatic that Muslim 
conquest accelerated the rate of  urbanization, that the towns had an 
economic role comparable to (or even greater than) contemporary 
European cities, and that the British period was a time of  massive 
de-urbanization. In fact, there is no ground to substantiate such ups 
and downs. Considering that the census registered a growth of  the 
urban population from 9.3 in 1881 to 16.1 in 1951, it would be more 
reasonable to estimate that the population of  the towns in the Mughal 
period did not exceed 10%.

4.3. Administration

Another common theme of  political and administrative history is the 
question of  urban government. Indian historians have emphasized 
the fact that Muslim India compares very badly with Europe where 
towns became enfranchised early on. On the contrary, Indian towns 
had no political autonomy: they were directly under the authority of  
the king who was locally represented by a kind of  police offi cer called 
by the Indian name of  kotwâl: he had a police force at his disposal; he 
enforced law and order and public morality, controlling prostitution and 
the sale of  intoxicants; he carried out the commands of  the king and 
spied on his behalf; carrying out the orders of  the qâdî, he supervised 
prisons, had death sentences executed, and pilloried miscreants (Sarkar 
1920, 93–97; Qureshi 1966, 203–206; Singh 1985; Bosworth 1986; 
Gaborieau 1995b, 31–32; Trivedi 1998, 187–188). He combined in a 
way the duties of  the police offi cer and of  the classical muhtasib. It is 
only in 1659 that Aurangzeb revived this orthodox offi ce, but, accord-
ing to the reports of  travellers, the real power in the towns continued 
to vest in the kotwâls.

The town was traditionally divided into largely self-contained quar-
ters or muhallas, each inhabited by specifi c religious, ethnic, or caste 
groups. To reach the individual families of  these groups, the kotwâl had 
to go through the appointed head of  each of  these quarters which was 
recognized as their representatives (Qureshi 1966, 205–206). How this 
mediation worked is not known.
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4.4. Lay out and planning

Except for a few entirely planned cities like Firozabad in the Deccan 
or Fatehpur Sikri and Shajahanabad in the north, towns usually grew 
slowly, as in the case of  Agra or Lahore. It is, therefore, often diffi cult to 
fi nd a coherent pattern. This diffi culty is compounded by the presence 
of  mental images which do not correspond to reality: for instance, a 
representation of  Lahore on a route map as a symmetrical town with 
the fort in the middle may correspond to the ideal model of  the army 
camp, but is very far from the actual Mughal town where the fort is 
in the northern corner near the wall and the former bed of  the river 
(Naqvi 1968, plate facing cover page; Gaborieau 1995b, 26, 29). Such 
an eccentricity of  the fortress is found not only in Shajahanabad and 
Agra, but also in Sultanate towns like Ahmedabad (Markovits 1995). For 
the Deccan, Firozabad betrays a similar eccentricity towards the river 
(Michell 1993). But it is too early to offer generalizations on Islamic town 
planning in India. However, Attilio Petruccioli, in a bold essay entitled 
“Ad quadratum . . .,” has attempted to put forward some common fea-
tures of  Deccani Muslim towns, notably the orthogonal intersection of  
the main thoroughfares, pointing to an ideal division of  the town into 
the quarters, like in the ideal image of  paradise (Petruccioli 1993). The 
research of  Susan Gole on Indian maps and plans is of  a great help in 
the understanding of  the layout of  the towns (Gole 1989).

4.5. Urban texture, social hierarchy, and spatial segregation

Related to town planning is the question of  the distribution of  the social 
groups in the towns. Since most of  the buildings have disappeared, 
and since the descriptions of  the original sources are not precise on 
this point, it is diffi cult to reconstruct the urban texture, especially as 
far as the lower classes are concerned: it is impossible to know, for 
instance, how the artisans lived and worked—even in the not so remote 
Mughal period. Historical anthropology can be made only tentatively 
by extrapolation from contemporary observations and from colonial 
descriptions.

Three features should be noticed. First, the basic urban texture 
was made less of  homogeneous lines of  houses than of  juxtaposition 
of  estates of  the rich nobles, replicas in miniatures of  the emperor’s 
palace, each with an army of  retainers, servants, and artisans (Blake 
1991); the common people lived, as they could, in mud houses between 
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the mansions of  the noble (Gaborieau 1995b, 25–26), so that, accord-
ing to the French seventeenth century traveller François Bernier, 
Shahjahanabad looked like “several villages joined together (. . .) and 
like an army camp rather better and more comfortably placed than 
in the countryside” (Bernier 1981, 184–185). In addition, there were 
bazaars, and most probably reserved areas for unclean artisans, since 
in the Mughal period at least one normative text enjoins the kotwâl to 
allocate “separate quarters in the town for noisome and despised trades 
like those of  butchers, corpse-washers and sweepers” (Bosworth 1986, 
280; see also Qureshi 1966, 206).

Second, there was clearly a hierarchy with a higher town near the 
royal palace where the house of  the high class people, of  the nobility, 
was located, and of  a lower town to which the lower classes were rel-
egated in the opposite part of  the city: this is noted episodically in the 
sources; an attempt has been made to elaborate on this question from 
a map of  Shajahanabad dating from the fi rst half  of  the nineteenth 
century (Malik 1993).

Finally, people were spatially segregated according to religious com-
munities, ethnical origins, and castes. Such segregation is mentioned 
repeatedly in the sources, but we lack suffi ciently detailed data to 
reconstruct social maps. A glimpse at traditional towns like Chanderi 
may, however, help to imagine the past (Sharma 1999, detailed colour 
map on p. 123): the three religious communities (Muslims, Hindus, and 
Jains) live in distinct areas; for the Hindus and the Muslims, who are 
socially differentiated, higher caste people live in areas distinct from 
the lower castes. Weavers are regrouped in special areas where again 
Hindus and Muslims artisans have clearly distinct quarters. The same 
remarks can also be made about Benares, and especially the quarters 
reserved for the Hindu and Muslim artisans (Kumar 1988, 63–82; 
Couté and Léger, 11–38).

4.6. Interior and exterior: the limits of  the town

A town cannot be defi ned only by itself, but must be seen in relation to 
its exterior. The historiography of  the Aligarh school has mainly con-
sidered the socio-economic relations to the rural countryside (which of  
course are very important), but has bypassed the more critical questions 
of  the contribution the immediate surroundings of  suburbs, markets, 
and shrines made to the defi nition of  the town from strategic, ritual, 
and cultural points of  view.
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Physically the limits of  the town were marked by defensive walls usu-
ally reinforced by moats, as in the case of  Bijapur. The most impressive 
remaining ones are perhaps those of  Bidar which have been preserved 
with all their gates as they stood in the middle of  the sixteenth century, 
after the latest improvements were introduced to resist gun fi re (Yazdani 
1947). It is known that part of  the socio-economic life of  the town 
was prolonged beyond the walls with densely populated suburbs which 
contained warehouses and markets (Naqvi 1986, 148).

The religious and cultural life also extended beyond the walls in 
whose proximity often the tombs of  saints and kings were found: 
visiting these tombs was part of  the socio-cultural life. To take again 
the example of  Shajahanabad, the eighteenth and nineteenth century 
literature insists on the importance of  these visits in which women and 
men equally partook, particularly on Thursday nights and Fridays and 
on the festivals for the saints. For there were many places to visit outside 
new Delhi, in particular two sites which had been much beautifi ed by 
the later Mughals: fi rst, the complex of  Qutb al-Dîn Bakhtiyâr Kâkî 
(d. c. 1235), the patron saint of  Delhi, in Mehrauli, near the oldest Mus-
lim town, and the famous Qutb Minâr in the Southwest; then, in the 
Southeast, the area around the tomb of  Nizam al-Dîn Awliyâ (d. 1325)
which, to this day, remains the most lively centre for the religious and 
cultural life of  Delhi Muslims and contains also important Mughal 
tombs; the most important funeral complex, which contains also the 
oldest Mughal monuments in Delhi, is the monumental complex built 
over the remains of  emperor Humayun (d. 1556); situated in the middle 
of  a Mughal garden, it could also be used as a country residence by the 
imperial family (Asher 1991, 43–47). These “sorties” outside the walls 
were the routine of  the Muslim life in Indian cities. An anthropologist 
has even made the case that for Benares regular outings in the morn-
ing or on festive days are still an integral part of  life for both Hindus 
and Muslims (Kumar 1988, 83–110).

But there is another religious and juridical aspect which has been 
seldom mentioned (Gaborieau 1995b, 30–31). The walls are not only 
a physical defensive limit; they have also a religious signifi cance in 
canonical Islam for community prayers. The regular Friday prayer is 
conducted in the cathedral mosque which is located inside the wall, 
usually, in the higher part of  the town near the ruler’s palace; excep-
tional prayers, like the prayers at the end of  the month of  fasting and 
of  the sacrifi ce, as well as the prayer for rain in time of  drought, have 
to be performed outside the walls, in a place called in Arabic musallâ, 
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according to George Michell, of  the Deccan city of  Firuzabad, the 
square plan of  which resembles that of  Herat: it “can be understood 
only within the Persian context” (Michell 1993, 190).

For some other cities, however, Hindu models have been invoked. 
According to Stephen Blake, Shajahanabad—the plan of  which 
resembles an ark where the real centre is the emperor’s palace in the 
northeastern corner—consciously reproduces a Hindu model which 
owes nothing to Iranian inspiration (Blake 1991; see comments in 
Gaborieau 1995b, 32–34).

But for most of  the other cities, like Bidar with its circular plan, it 
is diffi cult to make such a clear-cut pronouncement. And it is usually 
agreed (Michell 1993; Petruccioli 1993) that there was much synthesiz-
ing of  the two traditions. I would add that tracing the origins of  the 
various elements in each case would be diffi cult, for, contrary to recent 
ideological constructions of  the fundamentalists, be they Hindu or 
Muslims, the two traditions are not as opposed as is usually conceived: 
the analogies they establish, for instance, in the domain of  the social 
and spatial hierarchy, often render it diffi cult to trace the exact origin of  
a given feature. Take, for instance, the assumption that the traditional 
Hindu town as well as the Muslim one is based on the centrality of  the 
king’s palace fl anked by the most important religious buildings; these 
central structures marked also the higher part of  the town inhabited 
by the higher classes, while lower classes are relegated to the other part 
of  the town, or even outside of  it.

Conclusion

This brief  survey has underlined both the immensity of  the domain 
which Islamic cities of  India represent and the paucity of  studies. Almost 
everything remains to be done. We may notice that the researches have 
been concentrated on a few towns which were mainly capitals, Delhi 
having the pride of  place. Perhaps the greatest amount of  scholarship 
has been devoted to Fatehpur Sikri, an abandoned and atypical city, 
which has fascinated the historians because of  its connection with 
Akbar’s politico-religious ideology. But it is not sure that this peculiar 
case enlightens us much concerning Indian Muslim urban history. 
Detailed studies—still awaited—of  other Mughal capitals like Agra and 
Lahore would probably be more rewarding. Small towns have also selec-
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tively attracted research. Middle level towns have been much neglected 
and more research should be done on them. Curiously enough, small 
towns or qasbas have often been better studied than bigger cities.

Concerning themes of  research, more studies would be needed on the 
administration of  the town, on the town texture, and the distribution 
of  communities and castes; and more generally, studies on the religious 
considerations which contributed to defi ne the interior structure of  
the town as well as its external limits. To accomplish this, an urban 
anthropology of  Muslim India would have to be developed.

Finally, against the present trend of  religious antagonism, it is neces-
sary to insist on the analogies between Hindu and Muslim traditions; 
it is only through these analogies that one can understand how the 
adherents of  the two religions could live in the same towns which 
were often jointly constructed and developed. Let us cite, at the end 
of  this paper, the example of  Lahore: built by Akbar and Jahangir, it 
has kept the typical layout of  the Mughal capital; for more than half  
a century, until 1849, it was the capital of  a Sikh kingdom; at the 
end of  the British period, the majority of  the population consisted of  
Hindus who had to leave at the time of  Partition. It is only after 1947 
that Lahore became almost entirely Muslim, with the only exception 
of  a small group of  former Hindu untouchables, mainly sweepers who 
had converted to Christianity and were still treated as untouchable by 
the Muslims.

References

Ahmed, Sharifuddin, ed. 1991. Dhaka: past, present, future. Dhaka: Asiatic Society of  
Bangladesh.

Alam, Muzaffar. 1986. The crisis of  the Mughal empire in Mughal India: Awadh and the Punjab, 
1707–1748. New Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Alam, Muzaffar, and Sanjay Subrahmanyam. 1994. L’État moghol et sa fi scalité. 
Annales HSS 1: 189–217.

——. 1998. The Mughal state, 1526–1750. New Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Ali, Athar. 1966. The Mughal nobility under Aurangzeb. Bombay: Asia Publishing House. 

(Rev. ed., New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997.)
Asher, Catherine B. 1991. Architecture of  Mughal India. The New Cambridge History of  

India 1: 4. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
——. 2000. Mapping Hindu-Muslim identities through the architecture of  Shajah-

anabad and Jaipur. In Beyond Turk and Hindu: Rethinking religious identities in Islamicate 
South Asia, ed. D. Gilmartin and B. Lawrence, 121–148. Gainesville: University 
Press of  Florida.

Ballhatchet, Kenneth, and John Harrison, eds. 1980. The city of  South Asia: Pre-modern 
and modern. London: Curzon Press.





 indian cities 203

——. 1996. Les saints, les eaux et les récoltes en Inde. In Lieux d’islam: Cultes et cul-
tures de l’Afrique à Java, ed. Muhammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, 239–254. Paris: Éditions 
Autrement.

——. 2002. a) chap. 2, The Indian states: The sultanates; b) chaps. 5–10, The Mogul 
Empire (1556–1739). In A history of  modern India, 1480–1950, ed. Claude Markovits, 
23–40; 79–183. London: Anthem Press. (Translation of  Claude Markovits, ed. Histoire 
de l’Inde moderne, 1480–1950. Paris: Fayard, 1994.)

Gillion, K. L. 1968. Ahmedabad: A study in Indian urban history. Berkeley: University of  
California Press.

Gole, Susan. 1989. Indian maps and plans from the earliest times to the advent of  European 
surveys. New Delhi: Manohar.

Gommans, Jos J. L. 1995. The rise of  the Indo-Afghan empire, c. 1710–1780. Leiden: E. J.
Brill.

Graff, Violette, ed. 1997. Lucknow. Memories of  a city. Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Grewal, J. S. 1975. In the by-lanes of  history: Some Persian documents from a Persian town. 

Simla: Indian Institute of  Advanced Studies.
Gupta, I. P. 1986. Agra: The Imperial capital: Urban glimpses of  Mughal India. Delhi: 

Discovery.
Gupta, Narayani. 1981. Delhi between two Empires, 1803–1931: Society, government and urban 

growth. Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Hambly, R. G. G. 1968. Cities of  Mughal India. New York and Delhi.
——. 1982. Towns and cities: Mughal India. In The Cambridge economic history of  India. 

Volume 1: c. 1200–c. 1750, edited by Tapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib, 434–451. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Habib, Irfan. 1999. The agrarian system of  Northern India, 1526–1707. 2nd rev. ed. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press. (1st ed., Bombay: Asia Publishing House 1963.)

Islam, M. Mufakharul. 1991. Urbanisation and urban centres in Mughal India: some 
general comments. In Dhaka: Past, present, future, ed. Sharif  uddin Ahmed, 584–594. 
Dhaka: Asiatic Society of  Bangladesh.

Jackson, Peter. 1999. The Delhi sultanate: A political and military history. Cambridge: Uni-
versity Press.

Karim, Abdul. 1964. Dacca, the Mughal capital. Dacca: Asiatic Society of  Pakistan.
Khan, M. A. 1993. The walled city of  Lahore. Lahore.
Koch, Ebba. 1991. Mughal architecture: An outline of  its history and development (1526–1858). 

Munich: Prestel.
Kumar, Nita. 1988. The artisans of  Banaras: Popular culture and identity, Princeton: Princ-

eton University Press.
Maclean, Derryl. 2000. La sociologie de l’engagement politique: Le Mahdawîya 

indien et l’État. In Mahdisme et millénarisme en Islam, ed. Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, 
239–256. Aix-en-Provence: Édisud. (Revue des Mondes Musulmans et de la Méditerranée, 
nos. 91–94 [2000].)

Malik, Jamal. 1993. Islamic Institutions and Infrastructures in Shâjahânâbâd. In Shâh-
jahânâbâd/old Delhi: Tradition and colonial change, ed. Eckart Ehlers and Thomas Krafft, 
43–64. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag.

Markovits, Claude. 1995. L’adaptation d’un espace urbain traditionnel à des fonctions 
nouvelles: Le cas d’Ahmedabad (Inde). In Cités d’Asie, ed. Pierre Clément, Sophie 
Charpentier, and Charles Goldblum, 47–56. Marseille: Editions Parenthèses. (Cahiers 
de la recherche architecturale, nos. 35–36 [1994].)

——, ed. 2002. A history of  modern India, 1480–1950. London: Anthem Press. (Transla-
tion of  Claude Markovits, ed., Histoire de l’Inde moderne, 1480–1950, Paris: Fayard, 
1994.)

Marshall, John. 1922. The Monuments of  Muslim India. In The Cambridge history of  
India, vol. 3. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



204 marc gaborieau

Michell, George. 1993. Firuzabad: Palace city of  the Bahmanis. In Islam and Indian 
Regions, 2 vols., ed. Anna Libera Dallapiccola and Stephanie Zingel-Avé Lallemant, 
1:185–191. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag.

Moosvi, Shireen. 1987. The economy of  the Mughal empire c. 1595: A statistical study. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Naqvi, Hamida Khatoon. 1968. Urban centres and industries in upper India, 1556–1803. 
London: Asia Publishing House.

——. 1972. Urbanization and urban centres under the great Moghals. Simla: Indian Institute 
of  Advanced Studies.

——. 1986. Shahjahanabad, the Mughal Delhi: An introduction. In Delhi through the 
ages: Essays in urban history, culture and society, ed. R. E. Frykenberg, 142–151. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Pandey, Gyanendra. 1984. ‘Encounters and calamities’: The history of  a north Indian 
Qasba in the nineteenth century. In Subaltern Studies III, ed. Ranajit Guha. Delhi: 
Oxford University Press.

Petruccioli, Attilio. 1988. Fathpur Sikri: La città del sole e delle acque. Rome: Carucci 
Editore.

——. 1993. ‘Ad Quadratum’: Notes on Deccani town planning. In Islam and Indian 
Regions, 2 vols., ed. Anna Libera Dallapiccola and Stephanie Zingel-Avé Lallemant, 
1: 193–202. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag.

Qureshi, Ishtiaq Husain. 1966. The administration of  the Mughul Empire. Karachi: Uni-
versity of  Karachi.

Raychaudhuri, Tapan, and Irfan Habib, eds. 1982. The Cambridge economic history of  India. 
Volume 1: c. 1200–c. 1750. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Richards, John F. 1993. The Mughal empire. The New Cambridge History of  India, vol. 
1: 5. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sarkar, Jadunath. 1920. Mughal administration. Calcutta: M. C. Sarkar.
Schimmel, Annemarie. 1980. Islam in the Indian subcontinent. Leiden: E. J. Brill.
Sharma, K. L. 1999. Chanderi, 1990–1995. Paris: De Boccard.
Sharma, Y. D. 1964. Delhi and its Neighbourhood. New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of  

India. (2nd rev. ed. 1974.)
Singh, M. P. 1985. Town, market, mint and port in the Mughal empire. Delhi: Adam Pub-

lishers.
Spate, O. H. K. 1957. India and Pakistan: A general and regional geography. 2nd ed. London: 

Methuen; New York: E. P. Dutton.
Spear, Percival. 1994. Delhi: Its monuments and history. 3rd ed. New Delhi: Oxford Uni-

versity Press. Updated and annotated by Narayani Gupta and Laura Sykes. (1st 
ed. 1943.)

Trivedi, K. K. 1998. Agra: Economic and political profi le of  a Mughal Suba, 1580–1707. 
Pune: Ravish Publishers.

Yazdani, G. 1947. Bidar: Its history and monuments. (Repr. New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1974.)



THE OTTOMAN TOWN 
(FIFTEENTH–EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES)

Gilles Veinstein

In the present state of  our knowledge, dealing with the Ottoman town 
consists primarily in pondering the very notion of  “Ottoman town,” 
not only in terms of  contents, but also of  application: is there a unique 
type of  town characteristic of  the Ottoman Empire as a whole that 
could naturally be stamped as “Ottoman town”, or are there suffi ciently 
marked differences between towns that would justify a distinction 
between different types throughout the empire?1 Which type would it 
then be most suitable to select as the Ottoman town and what would 
be the most appropriate geographical location for it?

There is apparently one generally accepted answer to this question 
to which most researchers tend to rally, at least implicitly: there exists 
a spontaneously established distinction between, on the one hand, 
Mashreq and Maghreb towns, whose kinship goes without saying 
and which are not Ottoman towns but “Arabic towns in the Otto-
man era”—to use André Raymond’s words—and, on the other hand, 
the towns of  “central” (relative to the capital) or better yet “nuclear,” 
provinces of  the empire, which are the real Ottoman towns. In other 
words, the dividing line places Arabic provinces on one side, Anatolia 
and Rumelia (Asia Minor and the Balkans) on the other. This means 
that the discrimination is based on ethno-cultural grounds and that it 
opposes the cities of  the Arabs to those of  the Turks. This can only 
suit nationalists on both sides who, to this day, have picked up and 
developed the theme without moderation. One must add that scholars 
more or less external to these ideological preoccupations naturally tend 
to embrace and reinforce this distinction insofar as it corresponds to a 
similar division in academics that opposes Arabic and Turkish special-
ists and, more precisely, specialists of  the Ottoman Empire: the empire 

1 Cf. G. Veinstein, “La ville ottomane: les facteurs d’unité,” in La Ciudad Islamica, 
Institucion Fernando el catolico (Saragossa, 1991).
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purportedly had two kinds of  towns, those pertaining to Arabic Studies 
and those pertaining to Turcology . . .

It is precisely this “evidence” that we must question fi rst through an 
a priori reasoning consisting in reviewing the various factors that may 
have infl uenced urban processes in the Ottoman Empire.

Beforehand, one must note a fact that raises a number of  refl ections: 
all these towns belong to one and the same empire. True, this empire, 
built “on three continents,” according to the accepted way of  saying, 
stretches far enough latitudinally and longitudinally to offer great variety 
in natural conditions, and marked differences in climate and available 
construction material cannot but affect housing. There is a clear distinc-
tion between zones of  stone architecture—Syria, southeastern Anatolia, 
and the Kayseri region—and zones of  wooden architecture. Wood was 
the main material when in good supply, as in the traditional houses of  
Istanbul and the yalı of  the Bosporus, and when in short supply was 
used only for building the framework, which was then fi lled in with 
miscellaneous material.

At the same time, the sultans of  Istanbul were not fi rst in bringing 
political unity to these disparate regions: these had all been part of  the 
Roman and Byzantine empires whose heritage at the time of  the Otto-
mans’ arrival was more or less recent and vivacious in some regions or, 
on the contrary, buried under subsequent strata. In any case, the effect 
of  this common fi liation on the urban landscape of  the Ottoman era is 
very concrete, not only because of  the, sometimes spectacular, presence 
of  antique and Byzantine monuments in most of  these towns, but also 
because of  subsisting traces in the topography of  Roman road patterns 
(which have survived to this day). What is a well-known phenomenon 
in many Western towns, notably in northern Italy, attested as well in 
several cities of  the Mashreq, thanks to Sauvaget’s work, is also found in
Salonica, Nicaea, or Rhodes or, as P. Pinon demonstrated, in Izmir, 
in the ancient Turkish quarter around the agora or, to a lesser extent, 
in Bursa, in the citadel quarter.2

As for the Ottoman period itself, the towns of  the empire share, as 
a whole, the fact that they belong to the same period, thereby gener-

2 Cf., among others, J. Sauvaget, “Le plan antique de Damas,” Syria 26 no. 3–4 
(1949): 314–358; G. Mansuelli, Urbanistica e architettura della Cisalpina romana (Brussels, 
1971); P. Pinon, “Les tissus urbains ottomans entre Orient et Occident,” in Proceedings 
of  the 2nd International Meeting on Modern Ottoman Studies and the Turkish Republic, Leiden, 
April 21–26, 1987, ed. E. Van Donzel (Leiden, 1989), 17.
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Moreover, we have last to consider a factor of  unity between the 
towns of  the empire that many would agree is decisive, to wit, Muslim 
towns, or at least towns under Muslim domination (many of  them, 
and this does not solely apply to the Balkans, had large minorities, or 
perhaps even non-Muslim majorities). Scholars who adhere to G. E. 
Von Grunebaum’s and G. and W. Marçais’ view that, as a doctrine, 
juridical system, and more generally as a culture, Islam determines a 
specifi c city model which they call “Muslim town,” will tend to liken 
the Ottoman town to the Muslim town (“Eastern” or “Levantine” 
town, in the words of  historians of  the Balkans) and will not a fortiori 
distinguish among Ottoman towns. And yet, we do note divergences 
between the Hanafi te, Malakite, and Shafeite schools of  jurisprudence 
that shared the empire’s regions and cut off  the Mashreq both from 
central provinces and the Maghreb, but it is nevertheless true that these 
differences had little effect on the towns aside from well-known diver-
gences in the styles of  mosques and minarets. Of  more signifi cance are 
perhaps the variations in antiquity and the conditions of  Islamization 
in the regions: we are defi nitely dealing here with a contrast between 
Arabic and central provinces. On the one hand, there are regions where 
Islamization took place several centuries before Ottoman domination 
and is interconnected with the Arabic language and culture. In the 
central provinces one must distinguish between central and eastern 
Anatolia, where Islamization, though much more recent than in the 
Arabic provinces, took place before the Ottomans’ arrival and developed 
in a culture strongly infl uenced by Persia; lastly, northern and western 
Anatolia and the Balkans, where Islam was brought by the Ottomans 
themselves, in a form descending from Anatolian Islam and therefore, 
marked by Persian culture.

These different situations engender obvious divergences, at least in 
architectural styles and terminology, though not necessarily in the real-
ity the latter denotes: the terms bazar, used for the commercial centre 
and bedesten (corrupted form of  bazzistan), used to designate the covered 
market where precious goods were traded and well looked after, are 
commonly used in the empire’s towns. But differences in naming defi -
nitely separate Arabic from central provinces: in central provinces, the 
han’s or kervansaray’s, which were simultaneously warehouses, inns for 
travellers and merchants, and centres for specialized wholesale trade, are 
not designated with the synonyms used currently in Arabic provinces 
(qaysariyya, funduq, wakala, or ukala). Central provinces only use the term 



214 gilles veinstein

dükkan to designate shops, to the exclusion of  hanut; streets and parts 
of  specialized streets lined with shops are called there charshı and not 
suq. The matter is purely linguistic, for all these terms designate the 
same commercial entities.

If  we attempt now to recapitulate the common features shared by 
all Ottoman towns, as well as the slight differences that we occasionally 
pointed out, we are inclined to postulate that these towns are certainly 
closely related (to wit the above urban economic centre) but, as we saw, 
some disparity is also possible, in terminology and architectural style, 
for instance. But if  we want better to evaluate the impact of  partly 
identical and partly different conditions on the basic particulars of  the 
respective urban fabrics, we must leave the speculative level and move on 
to concrete comparisons of  the data: drawing of  the general plan, plot 
plan, built-up surface, circulation area; but also the spatial distribution of  
functions and of  the population according to wealth or ethno-religious 
identity (most towns showed diversity in that respect, which brought the 
Mashreq closer to central provinces than to the Maghreb).

This type of  exercise naturally entails that specialists of  the different 
areas engage in a dialogue above the academic division between Arabic 
and Ottoman specialists mentioned above, but also, that the research on 
both sides be done at the same pace and in similar directions. To our 
view, this has been insuffi ciently done, at least until recently. Whether 
or not cities of  the Arabic and central provinces are fundamentally 
different, it is clear that they have been studied rather differently by 
different people. This disparity must and can be corrected: if  only by 
the very fact that all the cities in question belong to the same period 
and the same political-administrative structure, the conditions for their 
study, both fi eldwork and archival research, are by and large analogous. 
In this respect, the Maghreb is at a relative disadvantage compared to 
the rest of  the empire, since the Istanbul bureaucracy never undertook 
census registers in the area, which is also the case for other Arab coun-
tries (Egypt, Hedjaz, part of  Iraq). Furthermore, there are apparently 
fewer surviving qadi registers there.

Fieldwork is more advanced in Arabic provinces, thanks notably to 
the “French school” (a fact not unrelated to the colonial situation, of  
course), but recourse to Ottoman archives is infrequent, either because 
they were lacking (as the Ottomans did not take the census in Cairo, 
Algiers, Tunis, Baghdad, Mecca, and Medina) or because they were 
not accessible, at least at the start: hence the care with which these 
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scholars assessed the population level of  a given town and its evolu-
tion on the basis of  concrete “urban signs” (built-up surface, types of  
habitat, number of  hammams, variation in the surface of  khutba mosques, 
movement of  tanneries) when they adapted the methods elaborated by 
Torrès Balbas, the historian of  Medieval Spain’s Muslim towns. This 
inevitably paved the way to most concrete investigations.17

On the contrary, monographs on traditional towns (before nineteenth-
century reforms)18 are legion in the Turkish fi eld, but tend to be more 
“bookish,” to be overwhelmed by the overabundance of  Turkish archival 
material, to conform to what has been called “document fetishism” 
(Halil Berktay), and ignore the treatment of  questions, particularly those 
related to urbanism. In the best of  cases, when they do not fall within 
the province of  local scholarship (with both its merits and limitations), 
they are contributions to institutional and social history rather than 
studies on urbanism proper (Beldiceanu, Inalcik, Mantran, Todorov, 
Ergenç, Gerber, Faroqhi). It seems even that historians of  Arabic towns, 
notably A. Raymond, A. Rafeq, and A. Abdel-Nour, took the lead 
again in the exploitation of  qadi registers: which is not to say that these 
sources have not been the subject of  pioneering works in Turcology 
in a long time (Inalcik, Barkan, Jennings, Todorov, Ergenç, Özdemir, 
Faroqhi, Gerber), but, to our view, their authors and others later on 
did not clearly care to study these materials in the framework of  the 
town’s spatial structures and the distribution of  its population.

For all that, there is no need to exaggerate and the gap between the 
two approaches tends to be reduced: during the last decades, there have 
been suffi ciently numerous and serious studies on the concrete aspects of  
the town in central provinces to allow us to begin to draw comparisons 

17 Cf. L. Torrès Balbas, “Extension y demografi a de las ciudades hispano-musulma-
nas,” Studia Islamica 3 (1955). A. Lezine, Deux villes d’Ifriqiya (Paris, 1971). A. Raymond, 
“Signes urbains et étude de la population des grandes villes arabes à l’époque ottomane,” 
Bulletin d’Études Orientales 27 (1974).

18 Reforms of  urban institutions in the Tanzimat era and the general context of  the 
second half  of  the nineteenth century changed the conditions in Ottoman city planning: 
we are not considering this period in which the unity of  the Ottoman city acquired 
new characteristics, nor the literature on the subject, especially recent: cf. the handlist 
provided in the work referenced above, edited by P. Dumont and F. Georgeon.
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as well as Christians, as is confi rmed by the descriptions of  the Kitab 
al-Diyarat, composed by al-Shabushti at the end of  the fourth/tenth 
century:

This monastery is located on the most elevated point in Baghdad, to the 
east, near the house built by Ahmad ibn Buwayh the Daylami, near the 
Gate of  al-Shammasiyya. Its situation is excellent. It is a most agreeable 
monastery, with numerous trees and gardens. Near the place, there is a 
marsh and reeds. This monastery is large and is inhabited by monks, 
priests and ascetics. It is one of  those places we visit for leisure, and 
where we go to drink and to take walks.

The festivals of  Christians in Baghdad are divided between the various 
well known monasteries. Among these festivals are those of  the [four] 
Sundays of  Lent . . . the fourth is that of  the Darmalis monastery, and 
the festival of  this monastery is the most beautiful. The Christians of  
Baghdad gather there, and they are followed by all those who enjoy 
entertainment and leisure. People spend days there and go there at night, 
except during the festivals.34

Like the Christians, Jews, numerous in Mesopotamia before the Arab 
conquest, came into Baghdad. The Exilarchs settled at the caliphal 
court, and the major scholars of  the two great Talmudic schools of  
Sura and Pumbedita resided permanently in these, probably from the 
third/ninth century on. Baghdad attracted, at that time, students and 
scholars from Egypt, the Maghreb, Spain, Italy, and the Byzantine 
empire. If  the power of  Jewish fi nanciers in economic life was overes-
timated at the time, it is certain that the two great families, the Banu 
Natira and Banu Harun, sometimes allies and at other times rivals, 
dominated the community, and a number of  their members were 
bankers to caliphs and viziers.35

Zoroastrians, that is, adepts of  the dualistic religion of  Ancient Persia, 
are less known but were undoubtedly present. There was a street named 
darb al-Majus, meaning street of  the Zoroastrians. In the sixth/twelfth 
century, the nisba al-Majusi was borne by Muslim traditionalists simply 
because they lived in that place. It is believed that originally Persians 

34 Trans. G. Troupeau, “Les couvents chrétiens dans la littérature arabe,” La Nouvelle 
revue du Caire 1 (1975): 265–279, quoted in A.-M. Eddé, F. Micheau, and Chr. Picard, 
Communautés chrétiennes en pays d’Islam du début du VIIe siècle au milieu du XIe siècle (Paris, 
1997), 204.

35 G. Vajda, “Le milieu juif  à Bagdad,” Arabica 9 (1962): 389–393; and, especially, 
D. S. Sassoon, A History of  the Jews in Baghdad (Letchworth, 1949).
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day, strongly present in the imagination of  Arabs, expressing as they do 
nostalgia for a prestigious past and symbolizing as they do the dream 
of  a unifi ed Muslim umma. If  Baghdad is, in the stone, a city “without 
memory,” it remains, for Arabs, “a place of  memory.”
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that was extensively used for building; the villages of  Madchar Shatibi 
and Dimnat al-Baqul sent the salt used by the tanneries abundantly. 
Numbers of  small centres functioned as simple dependencies and taxes 
were levied from these to fi nance the embellishment of  the capital. 
Even Meknes was unable to escape this ascendancy, and the revenues 
from its olive oil works allowed certain monuments to be erected in 
the White City.5

Water: chief  endowment of  Fez, and its ornament

The role of  rivers and springs was crucial, and there had been major 
works of  canalization in the city since remote times; basins, tanks, water 
jets, and fountains (bila, fwara, saqqaya)6 were regularly noted, and writers 
reiterated longingly how Fez, with 360 springs, was richer in water than 
Damascus. Thanks to this water, the streets were regularly washed.7

Chroniclers attributed exceptional virtues to the city’s water. Luke-
warm in winter, it was cool in summer; it facilitated the removal of  
internal stones and cured certain skin diseases. Wad al-Jawahir (the 
river of  pearls) owed its name to its precious shells and provided large 
quantities of  fi sh.

Princes and patrons endowed the quarters, the streets, and the monu-
ments with fountains that were not simply designed to provide water, 
but were also true masterpieces decorated with zallij, those celebrated 
earthenware squares glazed in iridescent colours. Impressive numbers of  
structures equipped with running water are attributed to Abu ’l-Hasan: 
fountains, naturally, but also drinking-troughs, rooms for ablution, basins, 
tanks in the mosques, etc.8 The houses of  notables had long been sup-
plied with water, and the fi nest of  them had “richly decorated” fountains 
and tanks used as pools for swimming in the hottest season.9

This water was the glory of  the new royal city. An innovation of  
the Marinid kings was the installation of  the enormous water-wheels 

5 A. Ibn Ghazi, Rawd al-hatun fi  akhbar Maknasat al-zaytun (Rabat, 1964). Fez produced 
olives to the value of  50,000 dinars, almost double the production of  Meknes, which 
reached 35,000. Ibn Ghazi settled permanently in Fez in 856 A.H. (1452 A.D.).

6 See Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes, 1:137, 2:289.
7 Al-Gaznai, Zahrat, 34. In the time of  Leo Africanus the streets in Fez were still 

being washed (Description, 1:228).
8 S. A. Ibn Marzuq, Al-Musnad, ed. M. J. Viguera (Algiers, 1981), 417–441.
9 Leo Africanus, Description, 1:182–183.
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a redoubtable skill in trade, a frantic love of  gain, but also knowledge 
and a piety bordering on the pharisaical.

Wealth advertised itself, and the properties of  the city-dwellers 
extended over a vast district around the city. The division of  properties 
among the great city families was refl ected in the topography of  Fez, 
whose streets, riyads, funduqs, hammams and suqs would bear the name 
in question. The history of  the Banu ’l-Hajj, the Slalgi and the Banu 
Maljum merged with the history of  the city.27

Private houses were built high, with two, three, or sometimes four 
storeys. Those of  traders and notables were richly decorated with 
multi-coloured zellijs and contained gardens. The city was, however, 
overpopulated, and writers were inclined to take little notice of  mod-
est dwellings.

Public demonstrations and royal ostentation

The Marinid apparatus and Marinid pomp were expressed through 
extravagant expenditure. Royal audiences were carefully choreographed, 
for the sovereign needed to make public advertisement of  his power 
and authority.

The royal cortège displayed a solemnity designed to impress. The 
fi nest horses were harnessed with gold and precious stones, and the 
saddles were embroidered with gold thread. The cortège would advance 
to the sound of  drums and other musical instruments. A profusion of  
multi-coloured standards would be unfurled, dominated by the white 
that was the dynasty’s distinguishing mark. There are plenty of  descrip-
tions of  these processions, of  which the reception accorded to King 
Muhammad V of  Granada was an example.28

The different professional bodies were invited to celebrate these sol-
emn events. Freed from its toil for the occasion, the population would 
fl ock to gaze at the sovereign’s public appearances—departures and 
arrivals, receptions of  ambassadors—but also to rejoice in the circus 
games and the displays of  equestrian prowess.

The Marinids offi cialized the celebration of  the Mawlid and gave it 
an unprecedented lustre; nothing was spared to make this anniversary 

27 Al-Istibsar, 203, 204, 205; Buyutat, 44, 49. 
28 Ibn al-Khatib, Nufadat al-jarab (Cairo, n.d.), 184–185.
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against swallows nesting in the mosques. Copper lions have water fl ow-
ing from their mouths. There is a clock in the reception room where 
female fi gurines leave their cases to mark the hour.61 Such indications 
compel us to reconsider certain preconceived ideas.

61 Manouni, Waraqat, 269–270.





THE SPATIAL ORGANIZATION OF TUNIS MEDINA AND 
OTHER ARAB-MUSLIM CITIES IN NORTH AFRICA AND 

THE NEAR EAST

Roberto Berardi

Many years ago the study of  Tunis Medina (see Appendix) became 
the occasion for me to explore an urban reality for the fi rst time with 
original instruments conceived entirely with that aim in mind. It was not 
so much a matter of  understanding the space of  the medina through 
the differences, which this collective artefact showed with regard to my 
historical and practical knowledge of  western cities. It was more a mat-
ter of  trying to understand how a space defi ned as urban is organized 
within the historically specifi c culture that constructed it. I was lead to 
this condition of  tabula rasa by the realization that the spatial experience 
of  Tunis Medina awoke in me echoes, impressions of  differences, the 
desire to forge analogies, and a sense of  disorientation. These sensations 
revealed to me, above all, that my formal education had never gone 
deeply enough to arrive at any real knowledge of  the cities I had visited 
or studied. It was, thus, in a fresh relation with this reality that I would 
have to construct the appropriate tools needed to explore it.

The history of  urban societies never materializes automatically in 
the physical organization of  their cities. Nor have cities belonging to 
relatively homogeneous cultural areas appeared and developed in the 
course of  time following uniform and easily recognizable patterns. 
Until the twelfth and thirteenth century the European Middle Ages 
were a virtually unknown terrain, except in scattered fragments, and 
it included both the later degradation, or simply evolution, of  older 
urban bodies as well as settlement processes that were engulfed by 
successive phases of  urbanization. So I am not looking for a model or 
a prototype, but rather the order that a given space—the space of  the 
defence, of  the commercial and production activities, and the religious 
and social convictions of  a given urban culture—has imprinted on all 
preceding ones, either by absorbing or cancelling them. In the case in 
question, this culture was just one of  the many Arab-Muslim cultures 
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on the shores of  the Mediterranean; but it was important for me to be 
able to give a cogent analysis of  this particular city.1

More recently I have examined the topography of  Aleppo and 
Damascus in the extremely accurate French cadastres,2 and compared 
the planimetrical organization of  the Syrian capital in 1932 with the 
topographical survey carried out by Wulzinger and Watzinger in 1912. 
I have also utilized measured drawings of  the Fez suqs and Aleppo 
by Stefano Bianca, one of  Sfax by M. Van Der Meerschen, and one 
of  Kairouan by Paola Jervis and Paolo Donati. This work has led me 
to develop the hypotheses that I had formulated during my earlier 
research, and it has enriched the image I had formed of  a conscious 
organization of  space along the Mediterranean coast in various Arab 
countries. Nevertheless, I do not intend to affi rm that a type, or that just 
one type of  Arab-Muslim city exists, nor that all Arab-Muslim cities are 
alike. The Arab-Muslim world is vast enough, in time and space, to 
have been both distinct from and confl uent with other, earlier urban 
experiences. The relations of  the Arab peoples with ancient Syria and 
Mesopotamia began before the dawn of  written history. The Arabian 
territories saw the cohabitation of  pastoral and nomadic cultures with 
urban, mercantile, and peasant cultures, with which the nomadic life 
came to be integrated through trade, travel, and military expeditions.

In Città, Materia del Tempo I attempted to trace the extraordinary affi ni-
ties between these ancient, founding realities—built with much of  what 
we fi nd in the urban and architectonic organization of  Tunis Medina, 
but also of  Fez, Kairouan, Sfax, Aleppo, and Damascus—yet without 
being able to detect a common identity in the material confi guration 
of  these different cities.3 Perhaps it would be more interesting, to fol-

1 In this essay I have consulted and referred to my earlier publications: “Lecture 
d’une ville: La Médina de Tunis,” L’Architecture D’Aujourd’hui, 1970–1971; “Espace et 
Ville en Pays d’Islam,” in L’Espace Social de la Ville Arabe, ed. Dominique Chevallier 
et al. (Paris, 1979); Signifi cation du Plan ancien de la Ville Arabe in La Ville dans l’Islam, 
ed. Abdelwahab Bouhdiba and Dominique Chevallier (Tunis and Paris, 1982); Città, 
Materia del Tempo (Florence, 1995); Della Città dei Fiorentini (Florence, 1992); Capri, Porto-
lano della città (Florence, 1994); “L’Architettura delle Città nelle Epoche di Formazione 
dell’Occidente Cristiano e dell’Islam,” in Architetture e Città del Mediterraneo tra Oriente e 
Occidente, ed. Alireza Naser Eslami (Genoa, 2002).

2 See Jean Claude David’s work on Aleppo and its cadastral records, especially 
his essay “La Formation du Tissu de la Ville Arabo-Islamique; apport de l’Etude des 
Plans cadastraux de la Ville d’Alep,” in “Urban Morphogenesis,” Environmental Design 
1–2 (1993).

3 Yet we can not ignore the fact that many elements of  the ancient Sumerian, 
Akkadian, Babylonian, and Assyrian cities were systematically taken up and applied 
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low the trade routes, wars, and cultural transformations that led to the 
diffusion throughout the ancient world—from Mesopotamia to Crete 
to Archaic Greece—of  certain forms of  urban spatial organization, 
its architectural components, and route patterns. Until the innovations 
of  Hippodamus brought about a revolutionary notion of  space with 
regard to the legacy of  the past: it is as if, from that moment, the art of  
building the city knew a divergence between a Greco-Roman notion of  
space in the West and the persistence of  a Mesopotamian and Persian 
notion of  space in the Near East.

We seem to be able to verify this hypothesis through a chronological 
study of  the type of  dwelling with an internal patio, and all its vicis-
situdes and variations, from the fourth–third millennium in Uruk, Ur, 
and Nippur to Assur, Ancient Persia, Susa, and Parthia, on the one 
hand; and from Archaic Greece (for instance Phylakopi)—where the 
megaron, already present in prehistoric Anatolia, is combined with 
an internal courtyard, blind alleys, and the absence of  open public 
spaces—to the houses in Delos, Olinth, Miletus, and Priene, on the 
other. Here, despite an apparent similarity due to the presence of  an 
internal courtyard, another chapter in the history of  urban domestic 
space begins (a variant now independent of  type) to be followed by the 
Italic, and later, Roman domus.

I have mentioned both my own work and my sources in order to 
make explicit my research methodology, which is based on the convic-
tion that, in their physical confi guration, cities are logoi, that is, they 
give material form to a general order of  urban spatial composition.4 In 
the case of  Tunis Medina the principles and strategies used in its real-
ization, in terms of  architectonic and urban space, seem as clear as a 
set of  rules to me. Yet we can neither say whether these rules refer to 
social ideologies and historical traditions, nor whether they represent 
the fi nal evolution in terms of  a “forever possible” Arab-Muslim and 

to the Arab-Muslim cities in question: apart from the dwelling type, in a series of  often 
complex variants with multiple courtyards, devices such as the dog-leg entrance, the 
blind alley as a form of  aggregation around one or more important buildings, and the 
commercial streets near the gates of  the great Assyrian cities are just some examples. 
In Susa in the Achaemenid period we note, next to the rigid layout of  Darius’ palace 
(composed of  a summation of  courtyard dwellings of  varying sizes, store-rooms, and 
hypostyle halls, like all imperial palaces in the ancient Near East), a less rigid urban 
spatial organization and a freer experimentation with multiple-courtyard dwellings, 
both large and small.

4 This material form conforms to the general order through the variation of  its 
parts, yet with a fundamental respect for the principles governing it.
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later Arab-Ottoman space. We can only say that the models of  spatial 
composition for housing, trade, and production seem, in terms of  recip-
rocal inclusion or exclusion, to date back to well before the advent of  
Islam—or Rome and Ancient Greece even—in the lands of  the fi rst 
Arab Conquest: Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and North Africa.

As already mentioned, in the archaeological survey of  Mohenjo-
Daro there seem to be patterns of  interdependence between mono- or 
bi-cellular dwellings and larger, more complex building organisms that 
we could call palaces.5 These seem to form groups, or units, which are 
repeatedly proposed. If  the architectural models do not correspond to 
those of  the urban experience analysed here, nevertheless, the clusters 
of  larger houses and bi-cellular dwellings and the conception itself  of  
a route network internal to the large built-up areas situated within the 
major route system cannot be considered foreign to the later spatial 
organization of  Arab-Muslim cities in the Mediterranean.

Just as language—or writing, which is the material imprint of  clas-
sifying, narrating, evaluating, and computational thought—conserves 
within itself  the ancient roots that link diverse peoples and cultures 
descending from more or less remote civilizations, so cities—which 
are the imprint left by urban civilizations on the land—contain within 
themselves, in built form, the initially unrecognizable memory of  all 
their pasts.

The methodological tool on which I have relied is the measured 
drawing of  the city, in which the cadastral boundaries cease to delimit 
property and become fi lled instead with an architectonic organization 
of  space. This in turn is open to interpretations, in which time and 
custom act as basic variables through the changes they have wrought on 

5 For Mohenjo-Daro see especially A. Sarcina, “House Patterns at Mohenjo-Daro,” 
Mesopotamia 13–14 (1979). If  the Cretan palaces at Knossos, Phaestus, and Mallia seem to 
be palace-cities due to their functional complexity and the arrangement of  the buildings 
that go to make up the palace complex, then the Sumerian and Akkadian palaces of  
the third millennium BC reveal a similar conception of  architecture: that is, the palace 
complex as a closed city, and the actual extended city around it as having a different 
organization, both in terms of  scale and layout. In this context, Zimrilin’s palace in 
Mari is a good example. The urban space seems implicit in the general organization 
of  the palace, made up of  internal courtyard units linked by labyrinthine corridors, 
fortifi ed entrances, groups of  store-rooms, a series of  artisans’ workshops, archives, 
deposits, and sanctuaries. The whole is organized on a grid-like pattern, starting with 
a series of  atrium-s, vestibules, entrance courtyards, and courts of  honour that lead to 
the throne room and sanctuary. Despite their differences, the Caliph’s palaces of  the 
Abbasid period and later take up, with variations, this model.
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the urban organism. All this happens by means of  the organization of  
space, so that an urban society and the history of  its city are glimpsed 
through a limpid transparency, so to speak, or through a hypothesis 
and inquiry. The measured drawing is not just a complement to the 
cadastral survey of  a city; it is also a visit in which the mental acumen 
of  the draughtsman, the experience acquired through the exploration 
of  a given space and the relationship established with those who live 
there play a crucial role.

For this reason, not even the measured drawing is an absolute 
mirror-image of  reality, but is rather a text to be deciphered through 
the discovery of  those elements which, when combined on the basis of  
recognizable laws, produce a set of  variables that can be traced back to 
a general law. The interpretation of  a measured drawing only works, if  
it gives rise to an epistemological system in which all the elements are 
connected through a relation of  coherence and correspondence, link-
ing the smallest detail to the most complex organization, the simplest 
spatial component to a global sense of  urban space. This seemingly 
theoretical, a priori affi rmation is really the result of  a practical knowledge 
on the basis of  which we may then come to formulate a theory. The 
city in the measured drawing thus becomes a corpus of  knowledge that 
can be tapped by many forms of  analysis and interpretation.

The purpose of  my own measured drawings was to examine the ways 
in which an urban space is realized; to examine the architecture of  the 
city and the city as the general organization of  a space constructed 
by a society projected through time and change. I do not claim to 
identify the continuity or discontinuity of  a history in these measured 
drawings, though I may touch upon it or indeed provide its material 
elements. I have managed to glimpse this history through the spaces I 
have explored, and the conjunctions and disjunctions I have been able 
to discern in them.

Tunis Medina: its spatial confi guration

In my initial endeavour to understand the nature and modes of  
composition of  the built environment of  Tunis Medina I attempted 
to describe accurately the practical and conceptual foundations that 
form the compositional basis of  all the architecture of  this city and 
perhaps even of  most Arab cities in the Mediterranean and Near East 
(see Appendix).
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In the beginning was the basic element: the unit, three walls, a fl oor, 
and a covering. At the same time the primary system of  architectonic 
organization came into being: an open space surrounded by walls, which 
we might consider the negative of  the fi rst and which seems to be the 
basis of  all later architectonic genesis of  urban space. In the case of  
the dwelling type—an essential and universal component of  all cities—the 
fi rst two acts are followed by a reticulated organization of  different kinds of  
units around an open space. The differentiation of  the units establishes 
the type, the dar (house but also lineage and family), which is invariable, as 
opposed to the variables of  ownership or inhabitants. This type is able 
to organize most of  the urban space, either by following a double linear 
sequence or by “gemmation” around a narrow access lane.

The units around a central space can be doubled or combined, or 
they can form series and clusters. The skifa and driba take shape; these 
architectonic elements provide a link between the house and the spaces 
that can be freely traversed. Moreover, they are ways of  controlling who 
comes into the house from the outside. The courtyard6 is called the heart 
of  the house (wust ad-dar)—since it is the space where all the members 
of  the extended family gather, where guests are received and where 
internal passageways converge—though it is, nevertheless, external with 
regard to the bait-s7 (rooms built around this central core) where the life 
of  the various members of  the extended family is conducted in private, 
according to age, status, domestic duties, children’s education, and so 
on. The house (dar) is like the embryo of  a small village (douar), which 
like the former is the living space shared by family clans.

If  the courtyard is lengthened and the units are aligned on the two 
longer sides, the result is a segment of  a suq, terminating in a gate at 
either end. The end units are always doubled and are laid out at an 
angle with respect to one another in order to allow for a similar series 
at different angles. In many cases the suq units are doubled vertically 
and have a cellar. Their grid-like composition forms a fondouk of  two 
or more storeys, with the upper one used as the living quarters. This 
type of  fondouk is not very common in Tunisia, though it was once in 
Sfax, for instance (as described by Mourad Rammah in Ifriqia), in Cairo, 
Damascus, Baghdad, and even Venice and Istanbul.

6 The courtyard may have a stone facade in an expressive architectural language, 
using the motif  of  the arcade, and sometimes with inlaid work.

7 In the ancient Semitic languages bait meant a temple or a place sacred to a 
divinity.
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The suq segment can generate linear sequences by a summation 
of  the units, and these, too, form a network; the segments intersect, 
though they remain, nevertheless, closed off  by a gate at either end. 
The different segments correspond to different crafts, or different kinds 
of  merchandise on sale, which were never traditionally in competition. 
Thus, even a linear series of  units is organized on the principle of  
creating internal, empty spaces that are invisible from the outside and 
are diffi cult of  access. This reticular system—that is, the creation of  
a triangular or quadrangular intersection of  a series of  units, at the 
centre of  which is a courtyard, or the summation of  a succession of  
units in both orthogonal directions—is always generated by the basic 
act of  placing one or more empty spaces at the centre, around which the 
succession of  units is organized. Both house and suq are the result of  
such an articulation.

When applied to a succession of  units this reticular system can cre-
ate either the entire space of  the suqs or a new building: the fondouk, 
the workshop of  a group of  artisans (for the manufacture of  textiles, 
leather and copper goods, wickerwork, and so on); or the oukala, a 
temporary residence for those who have not yet found a house in the 
city or suburbs. The most articulate expression of  this system and 
of  a parallel sequence of  simple units is the kaisariyye. In the case of  
Tunis, from the Ottoman period onwards, it was entirely dedicated to 
the production of  chéchias, the profi ts from which were collected and 
administered directly by the sultan or bey.

The kaisariyye 8 is a covered enclosure with gates, in which a portion 
of  the suq network is contained. The sequences of  units here either 
face or back onto one another in parallel fashion. The empty space 
is limited to the passage of  men and merchandise. While the fondouks, 
madrasas, hammams, midhas, mesjeds, oukalas (and occasionally small groups 
of  houses) are situated in the empty space created by the network of  
suqs, the kaisariyye is a large, completely self-enclosed building covered 
by a single vaulted roof, similar to a bazaar and distinct from the rest 
of  the suqs, despite being composed of  the same elements. We can 

8 See, for example, Louis Massignon, Les Corps de Métier et la Cité Islamique (Paris, 
1920): “The kaisariyye is a closed environment, with sturdy gates and a kind of  great 
hall where imported merchandise and the precious materials of  the various guild 
corporations are kept.” See also the accurate description by Gustav von Grunebaum 
in “Die Islamische Stadt,” Saeculum 6, no. 2 (1955).
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compare this with the measured drawing of  Fez around the great 
Qarawiyyin mosque.9

The Qarawiyyin Mosque is surrounded to the north by dwellings 
served by interminable blind alleys, which seem to group together the 
more secluded clusters of  larger houses or houses arranged in succession 
along both sides of  an alley, in an inner zone far from the public thor-
oughfare. This kind of  spatial organization of  the streets and grouping 
together of  extended families is standard and is also found in Aleppo, 
Damascus, and throughout the Maghreb, particularly in Tunisia. These 
very long blind alleys are rare in the Central Medina in Tunis, while 
they are more frequent in the Bab el Souika suburb. The routes that 
link the more important streets are often divisible in discrete segments 
and can be barricaded or closed off  in case of  rioting unleashed by a 
foutouwa, for instance.10 In such cases the main routes (from the gate-
ways to the mosque, or from gate to gate) are broken up for defence 
purposes into sections akin to a series of  parallel dwellings served by 
isolated segments of  street networks. Whole areas of  the city, thus, become 
fragmented, closed off  and inaccessible.11 In peaceful times, however, the main 
routes regain their value as a circulation system within the long rows 
of  houses fl anking them.

In Fez, too, the kaisariyye of  precious materials and jewels, between the 
mosque and the Moulay Idriss mausoleum, forms a compact building 
made up of  a succession of  parallel units dovetailing with the other 
suqs. In the measured drawing of  Fez we see how the segments of  a 
suq can generate a number of  pseudo- foundouks, as in the djellaba and 
carpet suqs, which form closed organisms around an internal courtyard. 
In Sfax these formations around a blind alley or a small “square” are 
common in both suqs that link Bab el Djebli and Bab el Diwan, even 
though there are proper foundouks, too, as in the case of  the blacksmiths’ 
suq and others.

A further morphological similarity with the spatial organization of  
Tunis is the parallel arrangement of  two rows of  units (see the black-
smiths’ and dyers’ suqs in Tunis). These units invariably produce a 
kind of  courtyard onto which may face a prayer hall (see the carpen-
ters’ and other suqs in Fez). In Tunis, Fez, and Sfax the fondouks are 

 9 See Stefano Bianca, Urban Form in the Arab World (New York, 2000).
10 A foutouwa is juvenile violence coming from a zaouia.
11 See Stefano Bianca, op. cit.; also Jean Claude David op. cit.
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situated both within the network of  suqs and around their perimeter, 
as well as near the city gates and outside them. The same goes for 
Kairouan, where the morphology of  the Bab el Tunus environs is an 
exemplary case. There is also a similar spatial organization in Aleppo 
and Damascus.12

In the measured drawing of  Kairouan 30 years ago—a fragment of  
a city with a long history of  devastation, contraction, and transforma-
tion—the staples13 for caravans and their merchandise are concentrated 
between Bab el Tunus and the citadel, generating outside the city gate 
a kind of  immense “ante-gate,” an open space guarded by the troops 
based in the kasbah, or citadel. The gate itself  is a market, like Bab 
el Menara and Bab el Djedid in Tunis, and near the open space of  
the grain market rises the suburb that encircles the city centre to the 
west and northwest and faces onto the open space with the oukalas for 
foreigners who cannot spend the night in the city.

According to Paola Jervis14 the wide route that today crosses Kairouan 
from Bab el Tunus to Bab el Djelladin (with the cattle market at the 
far south–southeast end), like a breach in the otherwise compact city, 
was linked to the specifi c commercial function of  Kairouan: once a 
place of  rest and exchange for nomad and semi-nomad caravans with 
their cargoes of  slaves and textiles, today transformed into a tourist 
itinerary where rural products (leather, wool, and pulses) are bought 
and sold. The author also mentions a tanners’ suq near Bab el Djel-
ladin and a blacksmiths’ suq to the north of  the central suqs; outside 
the walls to the west are brick and pottery kilns, while to the east are 
the wool-weavers in two staples near the Mosque of  the Confraternity. 
The same segregation of  noisy, dirty and dangerous work occurs in all 
the Islamic cities I have ever explored.

Kairouan and Sfax (more than Tunis, Aleppo, or Damascus) both 
present this scheme of  a centre with a linear morphology, going basically 
in one direction (northwest, southeast for both). In Sfax this centre is 
situated between two parallel rows of  suqs linked by other, smaller ones, 
to which may be added a parallel network that includes the mosque and 
extends to the Bab el Diwan gate, itself  like a great fondouk from which 

12 See especially the measured drawing of  part of  the main street between Bab 
Qisnareen and the Bimaristan Arghun, published by Stefano Bianca (op. cit.), which 
I have integrated with the cadastral records from Aleppo.

13 Staples are authorized places of  trade for foreign merchants.
14 See Paola Jervis, “Kairouan,” Environmental Design 1–2 (1989).
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one enters and leaves the city. In Damascus and Aleppo many of  the 
suqs, arranged in parallel rows, include a hybrid fondouk-suq (between 
parallel suqs facing one another) with its own gate and completely invis-
ible from the outside. Since the markets concentrated near the Great 
Mosque in these two cities are covered by a kind of  continuous roofi ng, 
a space is created in which no one direction prevails and in which the 
unity of  the myriad parts is affi rmed by a sense of  disorientation, as in 
a hypostyle hall: for instance, the prayer hall of  an important mosque 
or even the maghzen of  an important staple.

The morphology of  the Tunis suqs is closer to that of  Damascus and 
Aleppo than Kairouan or Sfax, though the extensive network of  suqs 
in Tunis Medina thins out near the Bab el Bahr and Bab el Intjemmi 
gates15 (between the kasbah and the Central Medina) in the stretch 
called Rue de la Kasbah. The stretch called Rue Djamâa el Zitouna, 
on the other hand, bends back like an elbow with the name of  Rue 
des Selliers and ends at Bab el Menara, which is formed by a market 
and organized like a great entrance skifa to the city.

After this comparative description—and more especially in the case 
of  Tunis Medina—we need to examine the route connections, other 
than the more or less accessible and segmented street network of  the 
suqs. In other words, we must enter the city of  family clans, the space 
of  women and children, where men only spend the night. This is the 
vital heart of  the city, where its population is renewed and formed 
together with its religious precepts and the solidarity of  its citizens. 
This city is made up of  a dense mosaic of  dwellings which are con-
ceived as an enclosure erected around a courtyard providing light, air, 
and rainwater. In Tunis—but also in Aleppo and Damascus as far as 
I have been able to observe in the cadastral records—there are three 
different types of  dwelling:

1) Those aligned along a route, which are open to everyone and connected 
to other similar ones, or to which access is not prohibited. They open 
onto the street by means of  a dog-leg atrium (skifa) that prevents a 
direct view of  the courtyard, where all the activities of  family life are 
carried out: preparing semolina, drying vegetables to be conserved, 

15 I have used the name given by Robert Brunschvig—in La Berbérie Orientale sous 
les Hafsides (Paris, 1947)—to the gate that opened onto the medina from the kasbah. I 
have also based my reconstruction of  the original boundaries of  Bab el Djedid suburb 
on the same text.
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doing laundry, educating the children, and so on. The courtyard is 
the largest area in the house and is shared by all the women and 
children of  the household. It is surrounded by three or four rooms 
(baits), which in their most complete form constitute an upside-down 
T. The shaft of  the T is a kind of  living room, while the ends of  the 
crossbar are occupied by beds on trestles. The central part is called 
a qbou and terminates opposite the entrance in a rectangular niche 
furnished with chairs and shelves. Next to this niche are the doors 
to two smaller rooms (maqsouras), which may have a staircase leading 
to an upper room situated above one side of  the crossbar and from 
which the head of  the household can observe the activities in the 
courtyard, or simply shut himself  off  to read.

  In Tunis this arrangement is frequent, especially in the larger 
houses of  wealthy families. In others the qbou niche is reduced to a 
small recess in the wall. In Sfax this type is rarer, while in Kairouan 
it is common, both in the small suburban houses and the larger, 
more affl uent ones. Each house is composed of  three or four baits 
organized in a grid-like pattern around the courtyard.16 The houses 
do not have façades looking onto the street, but onto the court-
yard, sometimes in smooth stone or coloured marble, often with 
colonnaded arcades, especially in the fi fteenth–seventeenth century 
dwellings. That which in the West is meant for the admiration of  
passers-by—the façade—is here reserved for the inhabitants and 
their guests. The beauty of  the house is reserved for the family; only 
the wooden front door, decorated with rivets, framed by lintels and 
a carved sandstone arch, suggests the family’s status. As far as the 
layout is concerned, the house follows the same reticular organiza-
tion as the fondouks, oukalas, the urban fabric and mosque even, in 
a network of  smaller units (baits) around the courtyard. Precisely 

16 Almost all the residences of  the Omayyid and Abbassid Caliphs visibly contain in 
nuce, in their court apartments, the layout of  the family dwelling, with the baits organized 
on a reticular pattern around a great central hall (or courtyard): Qasr al-Qarrâna, al-
Qastal, Qasr al-Mushatta, and the Omayyid palace in the citadel of  Amman, where 
blind alleys (corridors and galleries) and iwans appear in the rigid geometry of  the 
architecture; Qasr al-Khayr al-Chargi, almost a village, with its peristyle dwellings; 
Ukhaydir, the most complex, where all the elements developed in the early centuries 
of  this civilization are present and where one can imagine the genesis of  the T-shaped 
baits from the amalgamation of  an iwan with a part of  its own side-wings. The iwan 
and an incipient form of  T-shaped bait were also found in the dwellings excavated by 
Gabriel Marcel at Fustat.
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because it is a family dwelling it can be doubled or tripled, while 
enclosing its privacy in the protection of  an impasse.

2) Those which have an entrance on a public route but are set back behind a driba, 
and look inward to the cluster of  houses. The driba opens onto a skifa 
and this in turn opens onto the courtyard of  the dwelling. Apparently 
these houses are not as old as the ones surrounding them, having 
perhaps been built on wasteland. They can be as rich and complex 
as those described below. They may have a service courtyard and 
are sometimes adjacent to a blind alley.

3) Those which are adjacent to or at the end of  a blind alley; they are usually 
large and are sometimes connected to others by means of  passage-
ways from one courtyard to another. They have a service courtyard 
for lavatories and are sometimes connected directly to a fondouk 
belonging to the owner. These dwellings turn their back on the public 
or semi-public routes. They are built in the innermost zones of  the 
street networks and the blind alley only reaches them across a distance 
or by means of  a change of  direction (a driba or skifa); that is, in terms 
of  an ever-increasing separation from the public thoroughfare. One 
might be tempted to think that a blind alley has always represented 
the original settlement area of  an extended family, or a clan with 
a common ancestry. Robert Bruschvig has demonstrated, however, 
that from the fourteenth century onwards there were quite strict 
laws prohibiting anyone owning property next to a blind alley from 
opening a door onto it.

Thus not even the morphology of  the blind alley represents an immu-
table social and spatial reality, but follows changes in ownership and 
human relations, introducing variations, however slight, in the confor-
mation of  the alley and its use. Nevertheless, the larger, wealthier, and 
more complex houses are grouped at the end of  the blind alley and 
the law traditionally prohibits the construction of  doors near the end 
of  the alley or facing existing ones, unless the oldest property owners 
agree otherwise. In Cordova, the consent of  all the neighbours was 
traditionally required for the opening of  a new door onto the alley, or 
the closure of  the entrance to the alley with a gate.17

If  we examine the measured drawing of  any Arab-Muslim city in 
North Africa or the Near East, we can see that next to the simple and 

17 See Robert Brunschvig, “Urbanisme Médieval et Droit Musulman,” Revue Des 
Études Islamiques, 1947.



 the spatial organization of tunis medina 281

straight impasses there are others which are fragmented and branch off  
at various points. These are the offshoots of  increasingly narrow lanes 
whose genesis is sometimes the result of  a building that has collapsed. 
Then, in the course of  time, another building rises over the ruins, due 
to neglect or the material impossibility of  removing the rubble. I do not 
wish to sustain that the genesis of  the impasses is this and only this, but 
simply that I have observed such situations in Tunis. And the reverse, 
too, in the agglomeration of  houses around Fondouk el Henna, bounded 
by Suq el Blat, Rue du Mufti, and Rue Sidi Ali Azouz: halfway along 
the present Rue Djamâa Ghourbal a great eighteenth century house 
must have risen over the ruins of  a small mosque, without using the 
prayer hall, however, which is now open to the sky. This hall was still 
in ruins when I made the measured drawing. The exit of  the lane onto 
Rue du Mufti, spanned by an arch (sabat), seems to have had a gate at 
one time, while the exit onto Rue Sidi Ali Azouz at the opposite end no 
longer shows any such traces. The other lane that traverses this cluster 
of  houses, Rue el Nayer, ends at Suq el Blat with another arch which 
may have had a gate. Thus, the decision of  one or more groups of  
families or neighbours could turn a relatively permeable space into a 
completely closed-off  zone, protected from whatever might happen in 
the public thoroughfares, Rue Sidi Ali Azouz and Suq el Blat. A further 
example is to be found in the neighbourhood block bounded by Rue el 
Khomsa, Rue de la Medersa Slimania, Suq el Blat, and Rue du Tresor, 
where a narrow lane that once linked Rue de la Medersa Slimania and 
Rue du Tresor has been incorporated in the adjacent buildings and, 
in sections, completely privatized for the use of  seventeenth-eighteenth 
century houses. The presence of  large maghzens suggests that there was 
once a fondouk here.

Such ambiguity—and impermanence—of  the rights of  entry, pas-
sage, and use is visibly possible in all the side streets linking what I 
have called the main routes that seem to cut through the physicality of  
the urban space, connecting every gate both with a network of  suqs 
and with another gate. This Y or V confi guration, which indicates the 
two-way character of  every route, is accompanied by a more or less 
compact alignment of  mesjeds, zaouias, madrasas, hammams, ovens, and 
small suqs selling foodstuffs.

These main routes are neither defi ned by their size nor by the 
conspicuous nature of  the buildings lining them. Discretion is the fi rst 
rule of  an urban aesthetics in which what is important is hidden from 
sight: the Djamâa el Zitouna behind the walls and vaults of  the suqs 
(though the type of  merchandise on sale—perfumes, clothes, carpets, 
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and books—signals its presence without revealing it); the mesjeds and 
zaouias indicated merely by a door frame in the white limestone wall; 
the red and green door of  the hammams and the parti-coloured laundry 
drying on the roof. The continuous and direct route from one gate to 
another, or from a gate to a suq, exists, but it is never straight, and is 
expressed through the smallest signs, which are nevertheless easy rec-
ognizable for those who live there. It is the frequency of  these signs, 
together with the help of  passers-by and shopkeepers that allows one 
to get one’s bearing and arrive at one’s destination.

When we visit a western city what gives us our bearings is not so 
much the regular network of  streets (in which we may easily get lost) 
as the great architectural monuments that soar above the lower build-
ings—cathedral spires, medieval towers, elaborately decorated pedi-
ments, domes silhouetted against the sky—or the sudden burst of  light 
that heralds a square at the end of  a street.

In Tunis, on the other hand, the web of  main routes establishes 
a network of  intersections that the more internal, secondary routes 
develop further. The steep street, ascending or descending, the string of  
mosques, ablution halls, and inns are the clues this space provides for 
those who traverse it, together with the query addressed to the passer-
by (the best way to get one’s bearings in my opinion). The distinct 
impression of  anyone who walks along these lanes is that they are all 
alike and that they all hide an invisible world behind their walls. Thus 
the fundamental web-like organization is experienced by everyone 
who crosses the city. And it is precisely this forgotten, unexpected order 
that disoriented so many nineteenth century European travellers who 
considered it irrational and meaningless.

The network is formed, not by streets, but by the intersections of  
architectural organisms: for instance, the walls of  two buildings that 
are separated by a passage. Within the network itself  there may be 
madrasas or even fondouks, sometimes connected directly to a wealthy 
residence, as we saw around the Great Mosque in Tunis.

Other signs connote the city gates,18 for instance: a market outside 
the city proper, yet within the architecture of  the gate, such as Bab el 

18 See Louis Massignon, “Les Corps de Métiers et la Cité Islamique” (a lecture given 
at the Collège de France on 4/2/1920) in Revue Des Études Islamiques, 1950: “The city 
functions merely as an extension of  the markets. It is the crystallization of  the market, 
which is transformed into a centre where the various materials bought and sold are 
crafted by artisans. Indeed, the weavers’ workshops, the mills, the dye-works, and the 
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welcome the outsider, and if  it opens onto a driba and the driba onto a 
blind alley, then the degree of  separation is at its most extreme. Nev-
ertheless, the skifa is often next to a room that does not communicate 
either with the courtyard or the baits where the family lives, and so it 
can be used to receive and welcome the outsider; like the scrittoio in 
European palaces, half-inside, half-outside, situated between the street 
and the house, and used for staff  and clients. The whole urban space 
thus seems saturated with two possible meanings, which are opposed 
but not always irreconcilable.

So we are in the presence of  a fl uid space, yet one which is pen-
etrable only under certain conditions and in certain zones, through 
degrees or levels of  access and vigilance; a negotiable space, yet one 
without architectural signs, apart from the minaret of  the congregational 
mosque, visible only from the outside, from the hills or roads leading to 
the city. Within the city everything is internalized; everything is known, 
though not offered to the gaze, for it is only from the inside that the 
city reveals itself  in recognizable forms to the foreign eye. Yet even this 
“inside” is broken up and reassembled by temporary prohibitions and 
familiarity with them, in other words, by the practices and customs of  
urban social life. The elected form of  community life that allows for 
social selection is indeed “urban”: the space for non-citizens is in the 
suburbs, where they can shake off  their established habits and acquire 
those of  a citizen; the space for citizens is in the centre of  the city with 
their crafts and wares. Nomads must remain outside the gates, organiz-
ing caravans and contracting the price to pay for their protection on 
a journey across the deserts.

Exchange is the relational agent that eliminates foreignness. It takes 
place within the network of  units which, as they intersect, can form 
either a single, penetrable body, or else an impenetrable labyrinth of  
closed gates. The system of  suqs20 is a permeable space open to the 
“other,” it is a topos within which vital communication takes place. 
Otherwise the city would be an opaque receptacle and have no relation 
with other human societies.

The system of  suqs and fondouks, the Great Mosque and madrasas 
(theological-juridical schools) constitutes a kind of  body within the body 

20 The suqs form a kind of  internal boundary within the city, in-between the 
residential areas, represented by the “void” of  the streets where trading activities take 
place.
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of  the city, often extending between two gates, and represents the space 
of  men, and their vocation as merchants or savants. We could call this 
system the place of  accepted practices and of  the production of  reli-
gious knowledge that has immediate social relevance.21 It is the place 
of  activities that give shape to exchange, of  the exercise of  crafts and 
the production of  wares. It is the place of  social cohesion that manifests 
itself  in the mosque, but also beats out the rhythms of  the day with its 
codes and rules. In every city, in every workshop and staple, or there-
abouts, is a guild mosque. In Damascus and Aleppo it was once quite 
common to fi nd a shrine in the centre of  a fondouk courtyard.

This intricate web, spun of  interlacing segments—suqs, shrines, and 
madrasas, the Great Mosque hidden behind the workshops, the most 
important staples concealed behind a door—animated by voices and 
footsteps, presents itself  to a foreigner’s perception as an indecipherable 
labyrinth, an infi nite sameness, a space of  disorientation, in which the 
underlying scheme does not surface or manifest itself. This space is all 
context, uniformity, in which the eloquence of  an architectural monu-
ment is stifl ed, our apprehension of  it problematic.

The whole city appears as an inexhaustible repetition of  itself; a 
compact, uniform, indivisible spatial whole. This perception of  the 
Arab-Muslim city as a whole or unity that cannot be broken down 
into its various parts—and in which the juxtaposition of  identical parts 
does not generate serial monotony, but rather the sense of  belonging 
to a single, yet articulate space expressive of  a norm materialized in 
its construction—easily takes us back to the Omayyid or Abbassid 
palaces. Here the apparent geometry of  clear and distinct elements, and 
of  their distribution, generates the same ambiguous sense of  a reality 
that continually eludes us visually, while never relinquishing the clarity 
of  its nomos.

The written account of  the foundation of  the fi rst cities of  Basra and 
Kûfah is more suggestive of  the layout of  a palace around its mosque 
than it is of  a topological survey of  a thirteenth–sixteenth century 
medina. Besides, we are unaware of  all that has taken shape on the 
sites we study, and how many transformations the concept itself  of  built 
space has undergone from the eighth century to the present. We can 

21 Cf. Louis Massignon (op. cit.): “It is an absolute certainty that an exchange of  
knowledge and learning around the mosque—that is, belonging to a specifi c community 
of  intellectual “providers” and clients, a community that organizes forms of  welcome 
for visiting scholars—has made the university the guild corporation par excellence.”
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not casual, but represents a fundamental order planned within a freer 
serviceability (“beyond these points anyone could build their dwelling”), 
applying criteria of  social and ethnic uniformity, and therefore of  rela-
tive segregation, within the urban space. The “Muslim peoples” settle 
on either side of  the same street; so we can imagine two parallel rows 
of  houses along the free zone of  the street. Tabari’s text mentions blocks 
(or groups of  houses?), secondary routes and lanes (it would be interesting 
to know the original meaning of  the terms). The secondary routes 
seem to develop an intricate network of  junctions recognizable in all 
the cities in question. Do we not glimpse in this description features or 
aspects of  the urban space that has come down to us?23

In the “Plan de la ville de Tunis dressé par Colin en 1860” Tunis 
Medina appears in its tripartite form: the Central Medina is enclosed 
within its own walls, while it is encircled to the south, west, and east 
by a second circuit of  walls, which encompasses the suburbs and is 
linked to the defensive walls of  the kasbah to the west–southwest and 
west–northwest. The latter opens onto the Central Medina, but not 
onto the suburbs, through an eastern gate. On the eastern side of  the 
Medina are pools and canals, the outline of  Avenue de France and 
Avenue Bourguiba, perhaps the remains of  the shipyard, and the railway 
station of  the Goulette-la Marsa-Gammarth line. In this area there are 
no city walls; in their place are marshlands and the Lake of  Tunis.

Two of  the suburbs (rbats), Bab el Djedid and Bab el Souika, do not 
communicate, except via the marshlands to the east; that is, by leaving 
the city and entering it again through another gate. They are linked, 
however, by what I have called the main routes, within the Central 
Medina, which may be reached via the gates in common to the Cen-
tral Medina and the suburbs. The latter have their own outer gates, 
often overlooking the cemeteries, and fl anked by fondouks and mesjeds 
or zaouias. Each suburb has its own mosque, equivalent to the main 
mosque, Djama el Zitouna: the Sidi Béchir Mosque, the Sidi Mahrez 
Mosque, and the Saheb Ettabaa Mosque.24

23 This space is naturally quite different today from the original, since both took a 
long time to reach completion.

24 I mention the Sidi Mahrez Mosque as an important peripheral mosque since the 
development of  at least a part of  the northern area of  the Central Medina (around 
the Suq el Grana and the Mosque of  the Holy Founder, protector and promoter of  
the integration of  the Jewish community) seems to date to the thirteenth century.
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None of  these three urban agglomerations have squares. Place Hal-
faouine, in the French survey of  1898, still did not exist in 1860. In 
its place there was a group of  buildings which was later demolished. 
Place Bab el Souika did not exist either. In the suburb to the south, the 
empty, level areas served as grain and horse markets. At Bab el Bahr 
there was a sort of  “ante-gate,” while the foreign staples were situated 
beyond this gate, outside the city walls.

In this period Tunis Medina, together with its suburbs, counted 
110,000 people and 22,000 families. If  its temporal duration, until 
the advent of  the French Protectorate, is that of  the Ottoman Empire 
and traditional time, then the Medina is heir to the metropolis of  the 
ancient world and the pre-industrial era. Or so it seems to me. Vegetable 
gardens and cemeteries (Muslim, but also Jewish and Christian) are 
scattered around its walls. Beyond these are orchards and woodlands, 
especially towards Djebel Houst to the north, and eastwards, along the 
road to Ariana and Biserta, and the road to Marsa.

In looking at these early plans of  Tunis, executed by European topog-
raphers,25 our impression is one of  a built mass incised by deep fi ssures 
branching out into other, narrower ones. It is as if  the original space 
of  the city and suburbs were a solid that the routes had cut through 
in its weaker parts, while the buildings had been forcibly wedged into 
this solid rather than into the empty spaces.

In actual fact, Tunis Medina is composed of  architectonic modules 
based on the most standard geometrical pattern: quadrangles open to 
the sky at the centre, which may be houses, staples, inns, or religious 
institutions respectively. Even the more important mosques have the 
same layout, internal articulation, and traditional geometry. And yet 
their composition in units seems like an intarsio in which topological 
procedures replace the Euclidean geometry so dear to the West and 
virtually inherent in its urban identity.

It is still diffi cult for me to say just what this solid is, within which the 
elementary geometry of  the buildings must adapt itself  to unexpected 
obstacles, bend, recede, advance. The only valid hypothesis seems to be 
that this solid is time; in other words, the material conditions that differ-
ent historical periods have imposed upon discrete building initiatives, 

25 That is, before a detailed plan on a scale of  1:250 of  all the building groups 
enclosed within a network of  routes, or at least those in the Central Medina, was 
drawn up under the French Protectorate, and a cadastral plan (in several sheets) on a 
scale of  1:1500 of  the medina and its suburbs.
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whether these be new buildings or re-buildings. Of  course, sometimes 
communication networks would have been blocked by rubble that was 
never removed, while in other cases it would have seemed logical to link 
branches of  blind alleys to which an obsolete division into family nuclei 
and clans no longer corresponded. Apart from neglect, phenomena 
such as earthquakes and fi res would have created new and unexpected 
situations. In order to affi rm this, however, a diachronic knowledge of  
the different intersecting and overlapping temporal phases—that is, 
reliable dating—would be needed.

The excavations at Nippur carried out by Donald E. McCown and 
Donald P. Hause26 (relating to the period from the fourth to the second 
millennium) are a pertinent example of  the development and intersec-
tion of  segments of  a city across two millennia, the spatial organiza-
tion of  which has marked affi nities with those described above. In the 
excavations of  the residential districts in Ur (third millennium), the route 
system—with communication routes inside the city and hierarchies of  
blind alleys—creates an urban space of  impressive congruence, just 
as in Nippur earlier. The dog-leg entrance (skifa) is the norm, both in 
houses and places of  worship. Here, too, we fi nd the important houses 
set back from the street by means of  covered passages, and the most 
important houses, those with two or three courtyards, located deep 
within the built fabric. A thousand years later the situation is virtually 
the same.

Whatever the transformations and substitutions of  meaning wrought 
by time, it seems that the tools for remodelling and reorganizing urban 
space have not changed and have acted as a constant in the intarsio 
design of  ancient cities as well as their more recent confi gurations. 
Only the acquisition of  new models—nineteenth century European 
to be exact—and the allure of  their diversity and novelty have been 
able to supplant the ancient ones, when traditional customs paled in 
the face of  the imposition of  European settlements right next to mil-
lenary cities.

In his now classic article27 Robert Brunswig identifi ed a juridical 
principle—fi nâ or the free space surrounding or facing a building, 
which the owner of  the building has a special right to use—recurrent 

26 Donald E. McCown and Donald P. Hause, Excavations at Nippur, University of  
Chicago Oriental Institute Publications, vol. 57 (Chicago, 1967).

27 See Urbanisme Médiéval et Droit Musulman, in op. cit.
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characterize Tunis Medina and other Arab-Muslim cities. Something 
comparable is to be found in every society in which the slow evolution 
of  property laws leaves the problem of  everyday practices temporarily 
unresolved. In Italy, for instance, in the passage from the early Middle 
Ages to the fi fteenth century, and then from the fi fteenth to the eight-
eenth century, the appropriation of  land of  uncertain ownership, which 
was apparently, perhaps even legally, neither public nor private, reduced 
the number of  side streets linking the more important streets, and saw 
the narrow chiassi (lanes) that separated the houses and isolated the more 
important properties from the minor, serial buildings swallowed up by 
the larger palazzi. In Florence, for instance, these are all recognizable, 
both inside and outside later constructions.

Even the legal and civic status of  medieval European courtyards, con-
nected to the public street via covered passageways, is similar to that 
of  the blind alleys on the opposite shores of  the Mediterranean. A 
similarity, not a mere imitation of  Arab-Muslim urban culture, which 
was known to Italian merchants through their travels and which had 
reached its most mature expression when the renascence of  the Euro-
pean city was still in its infancy. In the medieval European city, too, 
there was a physical separation between the world of  the family clan 
and the public world of  the merchants; but it was a vertical separation, 
perhaps deriving from the turreted city, which had not yet completely 
disappeared. So from the thirteenth century onwards in Europe there 
was a ground-fl oor city, which was completely open, and an upper-fl oor 
city, which was completely closed.

Another customary practice confi rms the particular vision of  the 
organization of  built space that we fi nd in Tunis Medina and, like-
wise, in other Arab-Muslim cities: no door can open directly opposite 
that of  another house, just as no inner door can open directly onto 
a courtyard. (The fondouks, on the other hand, have an entrance that 
gives directly onto the street, or blind alley, without a skifa.) Every house 
projects its own harim—that is, the defence of  its own uniqueness and 
intimacy—onto what is considered a public space. So it is possible to 
tie pack animals and leave bundles next to one’s door, or let groups of  
clients wait on a doukana.

Instead of  an appropriation of  public space, this practice suggests a 
concept of  built space that is not defi ned by property boundaries, but 
entails the potential extension of  every building towards the rest: a form 
of  possible intervention in a space which, rather than belonging to a 
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collective body, is considered communal, or shared by many. The blind 
alley, with its extensions branching off  in different directions—starting 
with the “stem” that links it to a public thoroughfare, main route or 
junction—seems to express this type of  classifi cation of  spatial com-
ponents. The dead-end of  each blind alley denotes both the extreme 
privatization of  the houses situated there and all kinds of  relations of  
kinship and solidarity that can at any moment form a barricade, mak-
ing access impossible.

The blind alley is the space used freely by the women and children of  
the houses that open onto it; like another wust ad-dar, only on a larger 
scale in terms of  kinship and solidarity. Taken together, the branches of  
the original blind alley seem to indicate a network of  close relationships, 
which were originally perhaps much wider (tribal even) and were later 
broken up and replaced by others, grouped together in a different form 
of  inclusion or exclusion. Even the outlying houses that make up the 
complex and interesting structure of  main routes and intersections can 
become part of  the morphology of  the blind alley on certain occasions. 
For instance, when a revolt calls for a fragmentation of  the space, by 
locking communal gates or barricading passageways.

Sometimes, when the rubble from a building that has collapsed is not 
removed, this can affect the layout of  the routes. A similar effect may be 
produced by certain social phenomena, such as a common origin from 
a given geographical area, devotion to the preaching of  a holy man, or 
political rivalry between different neighbourhoods—especially in these 
cities where the courts were non-existent, or else more concerned with 
civil order than with safeguarding urban integrity and hygiene.29

Thus at the heart of  the image of  urban space there seems to be a 
category of  ambiguity, or ambivalence, that makes of  it both a unifi ed 
whole and a realm of  distinction; a distinction based on ancestry, origins 
(whether from a nomad or sedentary culture, for instance), and the 
socio-religious interpretation of  the realities of  citizenship and foreign-

29 Cf. Gustav von Grunebaum, Medieval Islam (Chicago and London, 1946, 1953, 
1971): “One shouldn’t be surprised, therefore, if  the inhabitants of  an Islamic city 
haven’t developed any real administrative machinery . . . Under state administration a 
rudimentary neighbourhood organization continued to exist; this was merely a con-
tinuation of  tribal customs, the desire to be guided by the head of  one’s tribe. The 
population continued the late antique tradition of  the guilds, organizing themselves 
into a large number of  groups in which everyone could fi nd a place . . . In 1923 there 
were still 164 guilds in Fez, 115 in Marrakesh, and 106 in Meknes.”
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ness.30 So every citizen is sometimes an outsider (with respect to the 
house or impasse of  other groups, or the staples for foreigners), at other 
times a welcome guest, or the serene member of  the group or groups 
to which he belongs.

Perhaps precisely because of  this ambiguity, or ambivalence, urban 
space acts as an agent of  transformation. What seems even more relevant 
is that in the course of  time different social organizations have con-
ceived and realized a spatial order which has never been abandoned 
and which has left an indelible mark on every segment of  space in the 
Arab-Muslim city, whatever its origins.

Dignitaries and clients, merchants and artisans, rich and poor, reli-
gious foundations, but also citizens and not-yet-citizens, religious and 
legal authorities, city centre, and suburbs for rural immigrants and their 
preparation for citizenship ( just as in European, especially Italian, cities 
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries) go to make up this multifarious, 
often divided, yet strongly cohesive universe that assumes concrete form 
in the construction of  urban space. This distinction, this attribution of  
meaning forged in the urban melting pot, invests entire geographical 
areas, from the fortifi ed and protected centres to the kasbahs and trading 
and military zones: weekly fairs (Suq el Khemis, Suq el Arba, Houmt 
Suq, etc.), streets under surveillance, rbats, shipyards, ports, waterways, 
and pirate routes, traditional routes across deserts and seas, caravan-
serai, routes made safe through an alliance with nomadic tribes. This 
is the potentially boundless net cast by this civilization, materially and 
culturally, over the changing geography of  its own affi rmation.

(English translation by Lisa Adams)

30 Even in crafts and trade; von Grunebaum translates a part of  the Ihwân al-safâ: 
“. . . the crafts are differentiated in terms of  prestige when one considers them under the 
following fi ve categories: (1) the materials used: here the goldsmith and perfumer are at 
the top of  the scale; (2) the fi nished product: here builders of  complex instruments like 
astrolabes are at the top; (3) the demand that makes their work necessary: here weavers, 
agricultural workers, and masons are preferred; (4) general usefulness: here those who 
run the baths and the rubbish collectors are vital for city hygiene; and (5) those who 
are to be taken as they are, in terms of  their particular skill, without considering their 
usefulness, etc: magicians, painters, and musicians are justifi ed by their talent.”
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on the cemeteries. Referring to the cemetery southeast of  the Citadel, 
Maqrizi wrote:

The amirs followed by the military and all other people built tombs, mon-
asteries, markets, mills and baths so that southern and eastern cemeteries 
were urbanized. Roads multiplied and streets were pierced. Many wished 
to dwell there because of  the magnifi cent palaces that were erected there 
and which were called tombs, and because of  the charities bestowed upon 
the inhabitants of  the cemeteries.17

The Citadel founded by Salah al-Din, and completed by his successors, 
to be the center of  administrative and political power, evolved into a 
palace-city under the Mamluk sultans. The Mamluk additions to the 
Ayyubid fortress extended the southern section with a palace complex 
that commanded a panorama encompassing the two cities al-Qahira 
and Fustat with their cemeteries and far beyond. The Citadel, perhaps 
the largest of  its kind in the medieval world, has often been described 
as a city in itself, with its palaces and offi ces, barracks, dwellings and 
shops. Al-Nasir Muhammad replaced the old palaces and the mosque 
of  the Citadel with new buildings. His mosque (1318–35) facing the 
monumental palaces, the Great Iwan (1310–11) and Striped Palace, 
al-Qasr al-Ablaq (1313), remained for centuries the major landmarks 
of  the royal residence.18 For the construction of  the Hawsh, which 
comprised private apartments overlooking a pasture ground for cattle 
and sheep, al-Nasir initiated the gigantic undertaking of  carving it out 
of  the Muqattam hill, the plot on which the complex was erected. In 
addition to the aqueducts, his project to conduct water from the Nile 
up to the Citadel, through a canal and hydraulic installations, faced 
insurmountable diffi culties, and was abandoned.

The Citadel had a dynamic impact on the development of  the 
southern quarters of  al-Qahira, attracting to its neighbourhood the 
markets of  the horses and weapons to supply the demands of  the 
military aristocracy and the army. Princely religious foundations spread 
along the streets that connected the Citadel to al-Qahira’s southern 
gate, Bab Zuwayla.

During al-Nasir’s reign eight mosques were built at Husayniyya, six 
in the northwestern outskirts including Bulaq, six in the southwestern 

17 Maqrîzî, Khitat, 2:444.
18 On the Citadel in the Mamluk period, s. Casanova, Behrens-Abouseif, “Citadel,” 

and Rabbat, Citadel. 
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zone, ten within al-Qahira, 16 between Bab Zuwayla and Ibn Tulun, 
four in the southern cemetery and three in the Fustat-Rawda area.19

The Friday mosques in the suburbs were planned to form nuclei for 
new quarters, or to consolidate areas still in the process of  urbanization. 
The emirs usually built mosques near their residences, creating small 
urban entities that included commercial structures. When Emir Husayn 
built his mosque on the western Khalij shore, he built a bridge near it 
and even took the controversial decision to pierce a gate in the city’s 
west wall, in order to attract worshippers.20 Whereas the immediate 
northern and southern expansions proved to be durable and consistent 
with the city’s natural needs, the western expansion, except for Bulaq 
and the street leading to it, did not survive the crises of  the late four-
teenth century.21 The area around al-Nasir’s greatest mosque, built in 
1312 along the Nile shore facing the island of  Rawda, was abandoned 
prior to Maqrizi’s time.22

The mosque of  Sultan Hasan built in 1356–62, while introducing 
a new dimension to Mamluk religious architecture, interacted through 
its monumental scale with the Citadel and the Rumayla square it 
faced. Built on the site of  the palace his father al-Nasir Muhammad 
had erected to create an architectural vista for himself  to admire from 
the Citadel, its design and proportions satisfi ed such expectations. Its 
function as a combination of  mausoleum, Friday mosque, and madrasa, 
was an innovation that became henceforth the rule for all subsequent 
royal foundations.

The mosque of  Sultan Hasan was the culmination of  a period 
of  building activity, which went on beyond al-Nasir’s death in 1341 
despite the great calamity or Black Death in 1348. Cairo is estimated 
to have lost during the Black Death between one-third and two-fi fths 
of  its population.23 The building zeal of  the Mamluk aristocracy could 
go on because such catastrophes helped replenish the State Treasury, 
which was the ultimate heir, thus releasing funds for new foundations. 
According to data from the 1950s,24 Cairo inherited from the three 
decades following al-Nasir’s death an important number of  religious 

19 Raymond, Cairo, p. 136.
20 Maqrîzî, Khitat, 2:307.
21 Ayalon, “The Muslim City” and “The Expansion and Decline.”
22 Maqrîzî, Khitat, 2:304.
23 Dols, p. 169ff.
24 This list is based on Creswell’s Brief  Chronology and the “Index of  Mohammedan 

Monuments” of  the Egyptian Antiquities Organization. 
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historian refers to markets of  designers (rassâmîn),49 who served various 
arts and crafts. Also ceremonial gowns and weapons were produced 
in the city. The merchants and craftsmen of  the central markets were 
tenants and not the owners of  their shops and workshops, as were most 
inhabitants of  all types of  domestic and residential structures, including 
mansions and palaces.

The non-Muslim minorities were able to maintain their pre-Islamic 
sanctuaries in Fustat and in the outskirts of  Cairo. Greek churches 
and a synagogue built in al-Qahira during the Fatimid period could 
maintain themselves. The Mamluks did not allow the dhimmîs to found 
new religious buildings, but only to restore the old ones. For the Copts, 
who worked in the commercial centre and dwelt in some of  al-Qahira’s 
quarters along the Khalij and in the western suburbs, the churches of  
Fustat no longer corresponded to their demographic concentration. 
The situation was different for the Jews, who had a synagogue at Harat 
Zuwayla, which was the main Jewish quarter behind the complex of  
Qalawun. Whereas some quarters were predominantly inhabited by 
non-Muslims, there were many mixed areas so that no strict segrega-
tion seems to have existed between the communities.

The Metropolitan Style

The involvement of  the ruling aristocracy in the city’s commerce, and 
the potentials of  the waqf  system, that led the Mamluks to invest in 
urban estates, dedicating their revenue to their private and pious founda-
tions, had a signifi cant impact on the city’s image. With their mosques, 
dwellings, hammams, shops, and caravanserais integrated in princely 
patronage, Cairo’s main streets must have had a homogenous princely 
character, with no room left for common building projects.

The Mamluks inherited a capital with a long history of  unchallenged 
status as the capital of  Muslim Egypt whose urban and architectural 
traditions did not fail to inspire them. The supremacy of  the street 
aesthetic was a characteristic feature of  Cairene architecture since 
the Fatimid period further cultivated by the Mamluks. They used the 
device, already applied in the Aqmar mosque (1125), to split the axis of  
the mosque’s façade from that of  the Mecca-oriented interior in order 

49 Maqrîzî, Khitat, 2:101, 105.









ISLAMIC JERUSALEM OR JERUSALEM UNDER 
MUSLIM RULE

Oleg Grabar

In drawings by eighteenth and nineteenth century travellers or in pho-
tographs from the second half  of  the nineteenth century until the fi fties 
of  the twentieth century, Jerusalem was always presented in the same 
fashion. It was shown from the southwest, from the southern spur of  
the Mount of  Olives, where natural height and bareness of  occupation 
allowed the visitor to see the city in its totality, on the other side of  a 
deep valley fi lled with tombs. Beyond the realm of  the dead, there was 
a squarish area outlined by massive and well-preserved walls with few 
visible gates; the one most easily seen from that angle, the Golden Gate 
handsomely outlined on the walls of  the city, had been blocked since 
the seventh century and may never in fact been used as an entrance. 
That city seemed to be artifi cially perched on top of  a craggy and 
stony uneven terrain. Inside, partly covered with trees, the large and 
open Muslim holy place known as the Haram al-Sharif, “the Noble 
Sanctuary,” occupies the southeastern corner of  the walled enclosure. 
It harbours the startling and imposing Dome of  the Rock and, to the 
south of  it, a large congregational mosque known as the Aqsa Mosque, 
also with a high dome. Crowded streets and buildings occupied the 
rest of  the city, but the fairly modern domes of  the ancient Holy Sep-
ulchre, purposefully framed by the minarets of  two small mosques, or 
the much more recent domes of  Ashkenazi and Sephardic synagogues 
were clearly visible. Later in the nineteenth century, the tall Lutheran 
and Catholic towers served to identify yet another religious presence 
in the holy city as well as to evoke western Christian preeminence. 
No external sign or symbol identifi ed the sectarian allegiance of  these 
buildings, but local inhabitants knew what they were, because they were 
part of  the fabric of  the city, the indispensable means to its meaning 
and to its life. Most of  those who came to Jerusalem were also aware 
of  their existence, but the knowledge of  the pilgrims was probably 
restricted to the monuments of  their own faith or even of  a specifi c 
segment of  their faith.
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This walled city acquired its present shape in the sixteenth century 
and, while much has been done over the past fi ve hundred years to alter 
or to repair its individual parts, on the whole the character of  its basic 
structure remains the same; even the electric lights of  evening and night 
spectacles which have changed the looks of  so many historic cities are 
absent from the walled city of  Jerusalem. They have only reappeared 
on the western side of  the city to satisfy the needs of  a new tourism, 
just as the seventh century lights were left on the slope of  the Mount 
of  Olives that would lead the pilgrims into the Holy City. Changes in 
the urban structure of  Jerusalem occurred mainly outside the walls, as 
mostly foreign institutions—schools, hospitals, monasteries, institutes of  
all sorts, later hotels and administrative buildings—were constructed 
in the more open and relatively free spaces to the north and west of  
the city. Small clusters of  houses or single estates, usually fairly large 
ones, appeared there as well and formed the core of  what later became 
villages and eventually were incorporated, not always willingly, into a 
megalopolis in the making.

What creates the originality, in fact the uniqueness, of  Jerusalem is 
not its late nineteenth and twentieth century growth which it shares 
with hundreds of  other urban centres, but two unique features charac-
terizing the Old City. One is that its present shape was created under 
the leadership or rule of  Muslims over a Roman imperial transforma-
tion of  an ancient Jewish city. And the other is that its contents were 
Muslim, Jewish, and Christian in proportions and importance that 
varied according to the ebb and fl ow of  history and with an increasing 
presence of  secular functions and structures from the middle of  the 
nineteenth century onward. No other holy city in the world is holy, in 
one way or the other, to three different, if  historically and theologically 
related, systems of  faith and practices of  belief.

How did it happen? How did the city evolve? By what mechanisms 
did it endure? I will fi rst sketch what can be reconstructed for the seventh 
century when the city fell under Muslim rule and then identify some 
of  the primarily Muslim features which affected it over the following 
fourteen centuries.

Much is still mysterious about how Jerusalem became a Muslim 
city in or around 637 C.E. and it is unlikely that the truth will ever 
be known. Actually, what really happened is not as important for an 
understanding of  the city’s role in traditional Islamic art than what was 
imagined. What follows is a reconstruction of  events and attitudes as 
they seem to me to have occurred. The city surrendered by the Greek 
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and is cut from deep and tortuous valleys from which come the name 
of  Chebka (shabka = net) of  Mazab. This huge expanse is populated 
by different nomadic tribes and hosts, in the heart of  Mzab, the fi ve 
permanent settlements of  the pentatown. They are fi ve towns (El Ateuf, 
Bou Noura, Beni Isguen, Melika, and Ghardaia) founded by Ibadis in 
the fi fth century A.H. (eleventh century A.D.) and placed in an arrow 
along the valley of  the wadi Mzab, on a distance of  12 km. In this area 
everything is conditioned by the superfi cial water resources. In fact the 
underground strata do not have the capacity of  a natural reloading. 
The only agent which is able to reload these strata is the wadi, with its 
rare and violent inundations, appropriately deviated by barrages and 
dams which break the force of  the river in fl ood, and with a clever 
system of  shutters having the shape of  a reversed comb, capillaries 
distribute the water, nourish the several channels of  distribution in the 
open air which, entering the properties, directly irrigate the plantations 
of  date-palms. After this long way, water fi lters through the sand and 
recharges the deep stratum. Originally, the strata of  Wadi Mzab, of  
Wadi Nsa, or Wadi Metlili were fl ooded, without being obstructed, for 
distances of  100–200 km, before disappearing in the desert, but the 
restraint-dams built for the palm plantation, supporting the infi ltration 
and accumulation of  underground provisions, have produced signifi cant 
volumes of  water. The underground level of  the water stratum has 
raised the development of  wells 20–30 m deep.46 

Khirbat al-Mafjar,47 generally known as Qasr Hisham,48 is the modern 
name of  the ruins of  an uncompleted Omayyad castle, in the Wadi 
al-Nuwayima, in the north of  Jericho. The ruins include three sepa-
rated buildings: a real palace, a mosque, and a bathroom attached to a 

Kleinknetch, “Le probléme de l’eau au M’zab,” Bollettino della Società Geografi ca Italiana, 
1958; Berrien, “A Gardaia, le miracle de l’eau,” Renseignements Coloniaux et Documents du 
Comité d’Afrique Française 48, no. 12 (December 1938): 311–316.

46 In the Pentapolis, also the calcareous stone of  the soil keeps, in its hinterland, 
some water bags at a depth of  400 m. These waters are reachable with deep artesian 
wells but, in Guerrara and Zelfana, this water naturally fl ows at a strong pressure, on 
the surface, facilitating the irrigation of  very wide areas, even though it results in warm 
(45° to 55°) and rich of  impurities.

47 D. C. Baramki, Guide to the palace at Khirbat al-Mafjar (Amman, 1956).
48 Hisham, tenth caliph of  the Omayyad dynasty, during the fi fteen years of  its 

reign, mainly devoted to the agricultural and economical development of  the terri-
tory, going on with the provisioning works, started with his predecessors. F. Gabrieli, Il 
califfato di Hisham. Studi di storia omayyade, Memoires de la Societe Royale d’archeologie 
d’Alexandrie, 7/1 (Alexandria, 1935). 
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room. On the east side of  this complex, there is a pillared large square 
with an ornamental swimming pool in the centre. The foundations 
of  the wall, found in the north of  the site, suggest that the buildings 
were originally enclosed with a fi eld surrounded by walls, including 
cultivated fi elds, agricultural houses and, perhaps, a hunting reserve. 
A complex system of  irrigation, developed since the Roman period 
and based on three nearby sources—al-Sultan, Ayn al-Nuwayima and 
Ayn al-Duyuk—guaranteed the water supply for the residential build-
ings and the cultivation of  the lands. The modern name of  this place, 
which means “Place where water comes from the land,” is a witness 
to the abundance of  water in this area. We do not know much about 
this place, as other different settlements of  this nature, placed on the 
Syrian upland, are known as “castles of  the desert.”49 These places 
were considered as residences of  the Omayyad caliphs till Souvaget50 
supposed that these buildings, connected to wide farms with little 
villages and hunting reserves, were real urban villages, farmhouses 
organized around a castle, for the “good retirement” of  the princes. 
These fortresses are situated in the heart of  the Omayyad kingdom, 
at hundreds of  kilometres from the nearest borderland, but they can 
be explained as fortifi ed areas against the Byzantines.51 The building 

49 K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim architecture, A.D. 622–750 (Oxford, 1969), 1/2: 
561–576.

50 J. Sauvaget, Chateaux Umayyades de Syrie (Paris: Geuthner, 1968); U. Monneret De 
Villard, Introduzione allo studio dell’archeologia islamica. Le origini e il periodo omayyade (Venezia, 
1966); O. Grabar, R. Holod, J. Knustad, and W. Trousdale, City in the deserto Qasr al 
Hayr East, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978).

51 S. Tateo, “The Landscape of  the Limes Arabicus: From the Defensive Roman 
Castra to the Omayyadi Palaces” (doctoral thesis, tutor A. Petruccioli, Politecnico of  
Bari, Faculty of  Architecture, Bari, 2004). To the study and the analysis of  the Omayyad 
palaces we may refer to the following texts, P. Canivet and J. P. Rey-Coquais, eds., 
La Syrie de Byzance a I’Islam VII–VIII siecles: Acts of  the International Discourse (Damascus, 
1992). Particularly interesting are the following articles: H. Kennedy, “The Impact of  
Muslim Rule on the Pattern of  Rural Settlement,” 281–290; I. Shahid, “Ghassanid 
and Umayyad Structures: A Case of  Byzance apres Byzance,” 291–298. H. Kennedy 
underlines the deep interest of  the dynasty for the development of  the agriculture 
through the foundation of  huge land property near the lands already prepared dur-
ing the Byzantine epoch to avoid contrast with the local populations. All sites had 
important water works such as dams or channels. In particular, the excavations of  
D. Schlumberger in Qasr al-Hayr al Garbi confi rm that it deals with Omayyad and 
not Roman works. A central question is the reason for the concentration of  so big 
investments in areas as the steppes, where the rains are few and not reliable. The 
answers may be different, from the importance of  the hunt, to the necessity to live in 
contact with the badiyya, the steppe, from the nomad population. Kennedy underlines 
the fi nancial aspect deriving from the presence of  local markets. Shahid discovers in 
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the west side of  this place go down in the valley of  Sebou, crossing the 
valley of  the wadi Fas. This capital was extremely rich in water. Apart 
from that river (wadi Fas), the town had a great number of  sources—Leo 
Africanus counts 600—from where water was “distributed for differ-
ent uses and brought to the houses, the cult places, the colleges and 
hostels.”54 The presence of  the river guaranteed a supplementary fl ow 
employed for the function of  the mills, to bring the rubbish away, to 
fi ll fountains and basins and to irrigate gardens. During the time, some 
important works were undertaken, yet we can’t know exactly the type 
of  distribution within the urban space.55 The essential data tell us that 
the town has had a long net of  channels since a long time, some of  
them are superfi cial and other are underground, diffusing from the main 
channels through terracotta tubes, bringing water to each house and 
from here to the sewer crossing the different quarters.56 This complex 
water structure had probably its origin in the eleventh century A.D., 
reaching its greatest development during the Merinid epoch, in the 
fi fteenth century D.C.

In some regions, less lucky under the point of  view of  water, as the 
ghuta of  the pre-Libyan or the valleys of  the Moroccan atlas side,57 the 
few water resources confi rm a landscape characterized by several oases 
of  small dimensions. Among these, the case of  the Ghuta of  Damascus 
is particularly interesting.58 Damascus rises where the Barada, the only 
perpetual water fl ow of  the region, rises on the tableland after it went 
beyond the mountains of  the pre-Libyan desert. Thanks to a clever 
system of  irrigation, men learned to use this water, trying to remove a 
part of  territory from the desert, making in this way Damascus one of  
the richest farm regions of  the whole of  Asia and into a city that the 
Muslim tradition considers to be one of  the three Earthly Paradise, (the 
other ones are Samarkand and al-Ubulla).59 With its position, between 
the desert and the mountains, its fertile soil and the richness of  water, it 

54 Leo Africanus (sixteenth century A.D.), Description de l’Afrique, trans. A. Epaulard 
(Paris, 1956), 1:179–241.

55 R. le Tourneau, Fes avant le protectorat (Casablanca, 1949), 232–239.
56 MUHTE (Ministere d’Urbanisme, du Turisme et de l’Environment), Schema Directeur 

d’Urbanisme à Fes, annex 13: Notes sur les Fontaines de Fes (Fez, 1977); W. Betsch, “The 
Fountains of  Fes,” AARP, December 1977, 33–41.

57 J. Celerier, “Le paysage rural au Maroc,” Hesperis, 1943, 129–142.
58 R. Tresse, L’irrigation dans la ghuta de Damas, Revue des Études Islamiques 3 (Paris: 

Geuthner, 1929), 459–476.
59 R. Thoumin, “Notes sur l’amenagement et la distribution des eaux a Damas et 

dans sa Ghuta,” BEO 4 (1934), 1–26.
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of  Marwdasht. Near the dam, which is 36 m high and 84 m long, ten 
water mills were built, and its top was suffi ciently wide to let two knights 
placed one next to the other ride through the dam itself.83 The end of  
the seventh century A.H. (thirteenth century A.D.) and the beginning of  
the eighth century A.H. (fourteenth century A.D.) constituted an impor-
tant period for Medieval Persia which became rich with many dams. 
The arch dam of  Kibar (Kivar), 15 miles in the south of  Qumm, is the 
oldest existing example of  this type of  a structure so far away.84

5) Underground Channels

Settlements which depend on the canalization and transportation systems of  the 
underground systems (qanat, etc.)85

83 Le Strange, Description of  the province of  Fars in Persia at the beginning of  the 12th 
century A.D. (London, 1912). H. Goblot, “Dans L’ancien Iran: les techniques de l’eau 
et la grande Histoire,” Annales Economies Sociétés Civilisations 18, no. 3 (1963): 499–520; 
B. Fisher, “Irrigation System of  Persia,” Geographical Review, 1928, 302–306; F. Bemont, 
“L’irrigation en Iran,” Annales de Géographie 70, no. 377 (1961).

84 Built in a gorge which transforms into a deep ravine, the dam is 26 metres high 
and 55 metres long on the top, with a largeness between 4.5 and 5 metres. The bend 
radius is 38 metres. The dam has got a series of  vertical opening on the water, linked 
to wells and galleries to provide to the water passage through the walls of  the dam 
(even though their exact function is not sure); H. Goblot, “Du nouveau sur les barrages 
Iraniens de l’époque mongole,” Arts et Manufactures, no. 239 (April, 1973), 15–20; 
H. Goblot, “Kebar en Iran sans doute le plus ancien des barrages-voûtes,” Science-Progress, 
no. 3358 (February, 1965); H. Goblot, “Sur quelques barrages anciens et la genèse des 
barrages-voûtes,” Revue d’Histoire des Sciences, Cahier no. 6.

85 For further information about qanats and karezs (kehrezs) see:
M. Streck, “Kanat,” in Islame Ansiklopedisi, vol. 6 (Istanbul, 1967); M. Siroux, Cara-

vanserails d’Iran et petites Constructions Routieres (Cairo, 1949), 120–131; J. Bergren, Guide 
Français-Arabe Vulgaire (Upsala, 1844), 56; S. Sajjadi, Quanat/Kariz. Storia, tecnica costruttiva 
ed evoluzione (Tehran, 1982); G. B. Cressey, “Qanats, Karez and Foggaras,” Geographical 
Review 48, no. 9 (1958); P. W. English, City and Village in Iran: Settlement and Economy in the 
Kirman Basin (London, 1966); P. W. English, “The origin and spread of  Qanats in the 
old world,” in Proceedings of  the American Philosophical Society 112, no. 3 (1968): 170–181; 
W. B. Fisher, The Land of  Iran, The Cambridge History of  Iran, vol. 1 (Cambridge, 
1968); R. J. Forbes, Studies in Ancient Technology, vol. 1 (Leiden, 1964); PH. Gignoux, 
H. Goblot, “les qanats, une technique d’acquisition de l’eau,” Studia Iranica 9, fasc. 1 
(1980); H. Goblot, “Essai d’une histoire des techniques de l’eau sur le plateau iranien,” 
Persica, no. 8 (1979): 117–128; T. Jacobsen and S. Lloyd, Sennacherib’s Aqueduct at Jerwan, 
vol. 24 (Chicago: The University of  Chicago Press, 1935); L. Kolori, “Same Notes on 
Diffusion of  Qanats,” Orient 9 (1973); R. Lamt, Manuel d’Epigraphie Akkadienne, Librairie 
Orientaliste Paul Geuthner S. A. (Paris: l’Edition, 1963); S. H. Nasr, Islamic Science: an 
Illustrated Study (1976); A. T. Olmestead, History of  the Persian Empire, 6th impression 
(Chicago, 1970); A. Smith, Blind white Fish in Persia (London, 1953); A. T. Wilson, 
The Persian Gulf  (Oxford, 1928); H. E. Wulff, The Traditional Crafts of  Persia (Chicago, 
1967); E. Noel, “Qanat,” Journal of  the Royal Central Asian Society 31: 191–202; M. A. 
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The qanat represents one of  the oldest mineral techniques, consisting 
of  the exploitation of  the deep water strata through draining tunnels.86 
The qanat is an upside aqueduct and has the advantage not to disperse 
water for evaporation. The underground water is brought by gravity 
from the superior part, where the tunnel enters, to an exit on the sur-
face, in the low part of  the channel, through a tunnel (majra) with a 
very slight inclination (usually 1:1000 to 1:1500), tracing the alluvial 
soil and passing under the plain of  water up to fi nd out the aquifer. It 
is interesting to observe, as the length of  the qanat is extremely variable, 
that a qanat can reach lengths between 5 km and 15 km, and in some 
cases between the 25 km and 50 km, as it is shown by the different cases 
of  the Yard and of  Kerman (which seems to be the richest qanat with 
the presence of  almost 3900 chains).87 The presence of  qanat is bound to 
an arid climate, to the almost total absence of  superfi cial water sources, 
to the presence of  a pervious subsoil, allowing the formation of  deep 
strata, suffi ciently and continuously alimented, and to a morphologic 
condition of  the site, characterized by the presence of  mountain chains 
suffi ciently wide to guarantee the recharge of  the rain-collection, and 
on a slightly slope hill zone, useful for the percolation of  water along 
the galleries up to the collection point. These reasons are fundamental 
bonds for the presence of  qanat, but also for the determination of  a 
specifi c settling type.88 Almost all natural basins of  the Iranian upland 
respect these principles, making of  this region the main experimental 
area of  these water techniques.

At the foot of  the chain of  Elbourz is the site where the town of  
Tehran rises, a natural amphitheatre alimented by an illimitated num-
ber of  qanat which, arriving in proximity to the town, deviate their 
water along the distribution conducts of  the urban space. The cycle 
of  the utilisation of  water imposes a strong formal bond on the urban 
development. The qanat present two extremely interesting themes: the 

Butler, “Irrigation in Persia by Kanats,” Civil Engineering 3 (1933): 69–73; C. Braun, 
Teheran, Marrakesch und Madrid. Ihre Wasserversorgung mit Hilfe von Qanaten (Bonn, 1974); 
S. S. Seyyed Mansur, Qanat/Kariz Storia, tecnica costruttiva ed evoluzione (Tehran: Istituto 
Italiano di Cultura, 1982).

86 Similar structures in other regions of  the Islamic world take little by little the name 
of  foggara (Algerian Sahara) falaj (Oman); khittara (Morocco); viajes (Spain); H. Goblot, 
“Le problème de l’eau en Iran,” Orient 23 (1962): 46–55.

87 In the North of  Africa, the length of  the qanat is particularly reduced, reaching 
almost 500 metres.

88 X. de Planhol, “Geography of  settlement,” in The Cambridge History of  Iran, ed. 
W. B. Fisher, vol. 1 (Cambridge, 1968): 419–420.
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fi rst aspect is bound to the fact that the qanat, in their long ways from 
the piedmont areas to the settlements, subtract some space from the 
agriculture and, because of  their strong draining power, from each water 
reserve to the territories crossing them. This shows that the only possible 
forms of  orchards or gardens are those placed in proximity to the settle-
ments and alimented by the same water of  the qanat. A second aspect 
is bound to the impossibility to stop the water fl ow of  the qanat. This 
condition brings to the mouth of  the qanat a retaining tank which can 
control the distribution of  the liquid to prevent the waste of  the water 
resources. This last condition, similar to a water alimenting model 
like a natural waterfall, lets the settlements be always very compact 
and the territory be organized following a specifi c tree structure which, 
from the mouth of  the qanat or from the tank, progressively widens 
placing the different elements of  the settlements into the following 
sequence: qanat, retaining basin, village, enclosed orchards, secondary 
agricultural areas (cultivated in the season where the water provision-
ing is particularly abundant). Within the urban nucleus it is possible to 
observe a strong hierarchy, depending on the value of  water and the 
social role of  some local sirs. So, for example, in the settlements of  the 
Saharan oases and in the poles of  small to middle dimension of  Iran, 
a hierarchical order is respected, imposing the passage of  water fi rstly 
from the mosques (with proper drinking tanks) and then, in sequence, 
to the settlements of  the masters, to the bazaars, to the poorest urban 
quarters and, in the end, to the fi elds.89 The qanat have played an 
important role in Persia, infl uencing the nature and the shape of  the 
landscape, the settlements and the cultivations. Towns like Hamadan, 
Qazvin,90 Tehran, Nishapur, Kerman, Yazd, and many others owe their 

89 The installing data results are particularly important, so much as to push the water-
engineer Goblot to conclude that half  of  the cultivated lands in Persia are irrigated by 
the qanat, and that some areas of  the farm upland would not have been cultivated if  it 
had not been possible to install a village qanat in its proximity. H. Goblot, “Le probleme 
de l’eau en Iran,” Orient 23 (1962); R. J. Forbes, Studies in Ancient Technology (Leiden, 
1955–8), 1:153; J. Laessoe, “Refl ections on modern and ancient oriental waterworks,” 
Journal of  Cuneiform Studies 7 (1953): 5–26; R. Ghirshman, Iran from the Earliest Times to 
the Islamic Conquest (Harmondsworth, 1954), 239; H. Goblot, “Essai d’une histoire des 
techniques de l’eau sur le plateau Iranien,” Persica 8 (1979): 120.

90 The water of  the town of  Kazwin originally derives from wells. The fi rst qanat 
was only built after the fi rst urban expansion. The water of  this qanat served more 
than a quarter of  the town. Afterwards, a major numbers of  qanat was realised to 
serve the different urban quarters.
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The ruins found in the region of  Kairouan, in Tunisia, have also 
suggested the knowledge of  this water technique from the Romans, 
even though their origin in North Africa,96 as the fi ndings near Gafsa 
and Tunis97 show, is undoubtedly Arabic.

In the tenth century A.D., this technique was also introduced in Algeria, 
where it took the name of  foggara. It can be found in the oasis of  Touat, 
Gourara, Souf, Mzab, Tidikelt, and Figuig.98 Here, immediately after 
the mouth of  foggara, we may fi nd a series of  ramifi cations directly 
entering the gardens. These works constitute for the number and the 
role they have in agriculture the most important complex, after that 
of  the Iranian area. The case of  the oasis of  Gourara99 is particularly 
interesting to underline the incessant transformation of  the territory. 
The villages connect to the system of  foggara to exploit the purest water, 
whereas the palm grove extends soon after for a depth of  almost one 
kilometre. Then, at the stratum where the foggara inserts and tends 
to fi nish, one reduces the tunnels to fi nd out the deepest stratums. In 
this way, the exit point of  water is signifi cantly low and leaves at their 
shoulders the previous settlement and a part of  the palm grove, which 
falls into disuse because it cannot be provisioned any more. In this 
way, the settlement is moved into another place, in the lowest part of  
the valley.

II. Polar and Closed Water Shapes

1) Great Gathering Systems of  the Superfi cial Waters

Settlements rising near either natural or artifi cial depressions of  the territory 
(water basins, artifi cial lakes, etc.)
This refers to architectural signs belonging to the scale of  the landscape. 
and an urban dimension is only assumed in some cases, when we have 
monumental shapes bound, above all, to big main towns.

96 M. Solignac, “Recherches sur les installations hydrauliques de Kairouan et des 
steppes tunisiennes du VII au XI siecle,” AIEO (Alger) 10–11 (1952–1953): 1–272.

97 M. Solignac, “Travaux hydrauliques hafsides de Tunis,” Revue Africaine, Congrès 
de la Fédération des sociétés savantes de l’Afrique du Nord, 1936: 517–580.

98 J. Brunhes, “Les oasis du Souf  et du M’zab,” La Géographie 5 (1902): 180.
99 P. Laureano, “Wadi Villages and Sebkha Villages in the Saharan Ecosystem,” 

in “Water and Architecture,” ed. Carucci, Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic 
Environmental Design Research Centre 2 (1985): 16–25.
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Since the pre-Islamic epoch, almost each human settlement in the 
northeastern regions of  India needs one or more artifi cial lakes, follow-
ing a “sandwich among the waters” scheme, common to other cultures, 
as in the Guangdong in China. Often these lakes were pharaonic works 
made by stone, as that of  Kankaria in Ahmedabad. In the region of  
Rajasthan alone, the examples are numerous. To the Mughal period 
belong the Ana Sagar of  Ajmer with the gardens of  Jahangir and the 
great water works linked to the foundation of  Udaipur in 1567. The 
same Udaipur fi nds itself  in the centre of  three lakes: Pichola, Fateh 
Sagar, and Umaid Sagar with different little isles used for the summer 
residence. In the neighbourhood of  the town, the Jaisamand, built after 
1681, is the greatest artifi cial tank of  Asia, with a dam on the river 
Gomti 9 km long and 14 m wide.

Another interesting example for the relationship between the settle-
ment and the artifi cial lake is that of  Amber, in the valley formed by 
the hills of  the Kali Khoh, half  way between Malwa and Gujarat. The 
settlement lies in the highest part, near the Surya Mandir, the Sun 
temple, and is dominated by the volume of  the palace. The town is 
fl anked by two lakes placed at different heights: the Sagar Samovar and 
the Manta Samovar. The palace, collocated at an intermediate height, 
had direct access to the inferior lake through a terraced structure which 
directly led to the garden placed in the middle of  the lake,100 going 
beyond the access way to the palace.

In Sikri, in 1526, Babur, the founder of  the Mughal dynasty, built an 
artifi cial little isle in an artifi cial tank at the foot of  a hill, surmounted 
by a pavilion. In 1569, the nephew Akbar chose this deeply morpho-
logically articulated site to build the new capital Fathpur Sikri. The 
little tank of  Babur was transformed into an artifi cial lake through a 
bank traced perpendicularly to the hill to protect the existing village, 
whereas a system of  thirteen enclosures allowed an easy control of  
the water level. In this way, all elements, dominated by the new urban 
system, placed on the highest point of  the ridge (the royal Palace with 
the Harem, the Friday Mosque and the quarter of  Selim Chishti) 
were planned to overlook the water.101 All these cases correspond to 
a specifi c territorial type, composed by the sequence of  a fertile plain 

100 A. Petruccioli, “The artifi cial lake as territorial topology of  the Moghul India,” 
in Islamic Gardens: Architecture, Ecology, ed. M. Matteini and A. Petruccioli (Geneva: 
Microart’s ed., 2001), 3–7.

101 A. Petruccioli, Fathpur Sikri: Town of  the Sun and the Water (Rome: Carucci, 
1988).
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and tanks were preserved from the Middle Ages up to the twentieth 
century A.D., but with the modern expansion of  villages and towns, 
many of  these examples of  water architecture were fi lled up and their 
space used for residential purposes. In the South of  India some still 
survive and are used as places for picnics and holiday entertainment.

2) The Punctual Systems of  Superfi cial Waters Collection

Settlements rising around the water collection basins
In this sphere, the collection and preserving systems of  the superfi cial 
and meteoric waters in the big cisterns, the tanks, the basins in the 
open air and the covered ones was often bound to systems of  chan-
nels and aqueducts. These shapes, recurrent in the Islamic landscape, 
gather elements of  pure geometry as those of  Kairouan104 or organic 
shapes embedded in the mountain as in the Yemen, or big mirrors 
of  still water as in Morocco. In all these cases, we deal with shapes 
working on the building process of  the town, through the development 
of  elementary nuclei which progressively aggregate, even though they 
maintain a certain formal autonomy.

A fi rst interesting case is that of  Kairouan (al-Qayrawan), in Tunisia, 
whose elevated position was due to the necessity of  protection from 
enemy attacks and, above all, from the inundations which are, in these 
regions, rare but destructive. The problem of  the water provisioning was 
solved by Aghlabids, proposing a solution fi rstly offered by the Romans 
and than by the Arabs. At some kilometres south of  the town was built 
a water system called Qasr al-Ma (Water castle). This system, realised 
in the ninth century A.D., was alimented by an aqueduct, called Hanshir 
Dwimis, gathering the waters of  the river Mams, 33 km west of  the 
town. The Qasr al-Ma was a double basin system; the biggest one had 
a circular shape and 130m of  diameter.105 Immediately north there is 
a little basin of  small dimensions, called Al-Fisquiya, (the tank), receiv-
ing the water coming from the aqueduct and functioning as a valve, 
putting the water into the big basin through an opening called Es-Sarh 
(the tipping), when this last one overcomes the level of  two measures. 

104 P. Gauckler, ed., Enquete sur les installations hydrauliques des Romains en Tunisie, 2 vols. 
(Tunis, 1897–1912).

105 In the middle of  this basin there are some pillars supporting a pavilion used by 
the governors to relax at the fresh air during the summer evenings.
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Conclusions

In the Islamic world the idea of  a humanized landscape is constantly 
present, a landscape where parts of  the territory are wrested by human 
hands from a virgin nature, made up of  deserts and inaccessible places, 
and transformed into villages, towns, gardens, orchards. Here, water, 
which is never completely available, concretises into rivers, irrigation 
basins, tanks, wells and conducts. The humanized, cultivated, irrigated 
space becomes the counterpoint of  the desert. Space, defi ned by the 
cultures and the settlements, modulated in function of  the water 
ways, contrasts with the open and infi nite natural landscape. In this 
context, the artifi cial lakes, the basins, the wells, the tanks, become 
places devoted to exalt the value of  the hosting fl uid and to elevate 
the urban quality through the refl ections of  the light, the gushing of  
fountains and rainfalls, the capacity to evaporate at the shadow of  deep 
pavilions and to spread a light chill. Before the diffusion of  the Islamic 
culture, these shapes were bound directly to local building traditions 
and specifi c environmental exigencies. With the advent of  Islam, we 
witness an important unifi cation of  knowledge which often corresponds 
to the union of  technical shapes and sciences, deriving from distant 
areas (as it happens for the diffusion of  the qanat from Persia towards 
the whole Mediterranean basin), but which locally reach an important 
formal autonomy.

Furthermore, water architecture unfolds in the Islamic world on more 
basic scales, tending to vary from the dimension of  the territory (with 
shapes of  rivers or big lakes) to that of  the town and its gardens (with 
aqueducts, tanks, basins), to that of  the houses (with water conducts 
and basins), and assuming the dimensions of  isolated architectural ele-
ments (with fountains and wells). Independently from their dimensional 
scale, these shapes always express a deep connection with urban space, 
revealing different types of  links with the surrounding territory. In this 
sense, tables 1 and 2 try to explain the transition from open shapes, 
as those of  the artifi cial lakes, to more closed and contracted ones, as 
those of  the qanat and the tanks, as a result of  an adaptation process 
to the territory and the urban space. So, whereas in the Indian regions, 
alimented only in particular periods of  the year through the monsoon 
rains, the humidity of  the air, the great water availability and the 
scarce evaporation allow the development of  open and extended water 
shapes as those of  the artifi cial lake, where settlements open totally, we 
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progressively recur in more arid and drier areas, where the evaporation 
constitutes an important factor for the water balance, to more contained 
formal solutions (as in the case of  open tanks and piscine, but also cov-
ered tanks, cisterns, wells with steps), gathered within the living tissue, 
where it is easy to fi nd protection from the dominant winds and the 
sun, giving back to the urban space, more humidity and wealth.





THE ECONOMY OF THE TRADITIONAL CITY

André Raymond

1.

The Arab city is, above all, a market-city. The importance of  the 
economy and the “suq” in the formation and development of  the 
“Muslim” city was recognized long ago by one of  the fi rst Oriental-
ists to have devoted his attention to these problems: Louis Massignon, 
from his studies of  Iraqi cities, proposed the notion that the Muslim 
city is founded on the combination of  market and Great Mosque. 
This theme was taken up by all the major interpreters of  the Oriental-
ist school. “The suqs,” wrote Sauvaget, with reference to Damascus, 
“. . . are fi nally the chief  raison d’être of  the agglomeration.” And Eugen 
Wirth, on the basis of  research on the Islamic, Arab or Eastern city, 
concluded: “The cities of  the Middle East are specifi cally marked out 
by their suq, which is the main commercial quarter . . . The suq is, 
indeed, the characteristic sign and most striking distinctive feature of  
cities of  Islamic culture.”1 While the market can hardly be regarded as 
the sole distinguishing feature of  the Arab city, it must, nonetheless, be 
adjudged as representing the central element around which this city is 
created, organized, and developed.2 It is clearly of  importance to know 
the precise origin of  this specifi c feature; and we may, perhaps, learn 
this from an archaeological study of  the pre-Islamic Arab city.3

We propose here to make a study of  these economic functions 
within a group of  Arabo-Mediterranean cities, with the cities of  
Morocco, Iraq, and Yemen naturally included in our analysis; and 
we shall approach them from the viewpoint of  a period that might 

1 J. Sauvaget, “Esquisse d’une histoire de la ville de Damas,” REI 4 (1934): 454; 
E. Wirth, “Villes islamiques, villes arabes, villes orientales?” in La ville arabe dans l’Islam, 
ed. A. Bouhdiba and D. Chevallier (Tunis, 1982), 197.

2 On the general aspects of  the Arab city, see A. Raymond, “The Spatial Organiza-
tion of  the City,” in this present work.

3 See the studies of  A. al-Ansary, especially “Qaryat Dhat Kahl: Al-Fau,” in Sci-
ences sociales et phénomènes urbains dans le monde arabe, ed. M. Naciri and A. Raymond 
(Casablanca, 1997).
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northern section of  the avenue of  the Qasaba around which the city’s 
economic centre was set.

In a certain number of  cases, this urban production took on the 
character of  a veritable industry producing not only a current of  redis-
tribution to the rural districts but also an outward commercial fl ow that 
made its contribution to the overall economic balance of  the country. 
A few examples may be given.

In Tunis, the production of  red caps (sheshias), encouraged at the 
beginning of  the seventeenth century with the settlement of  thousands 
of  Andalusis expelled from Spain, was, around the end of  the eighteenth 
century, providing employment for 300 masters and 15,000 craftsmen 
(fi g. 1). These caps (sometimes assessed at 100,000 dozen in number) 
were exported to every region of  the Ottoman Empire, notably to 
Egypt, which bought to the value of  35.4 million paras (a full third of  
imports coming in from the Maghreb). The city of  Cairo was also a 
theatre for substantial textile activity: Evliya Chelebi, describing the city 
around 1660, estimated the number of  textile craft workers there at 
12,000; and surveys of  the judicial court registers (mahkama) at the end 
of  the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries show that around a third 
of  the craftsmen recorded were in fact involved in the manufacture of  
cloths. This whole production was the source of  a vigorous export trade.5 
At the beginning of  the nineteenth century, Nablus possessed 13 soap-
making works; and part of  this production—the most substantial in 
Palestine—was sold in Cairo, where the soap caravanserai (khan al-
sabun) was a centre for Palestinian trade (fi g. 2).6 With regard to textiles, 
Aleppo was a highly active production centre: the 12,000 looms to be 
found there at the beginning of  the nineteenth century provided for 
export as far as Europe. The quantities imported by Marseille had 
multiplied twenty-fold over the course of  the eighteenth century.7 All 
these examples show clearly enough how the notion of  a general eco-
nomic decline in the provinces of  the Ottoman empire at the end of  
the eighteenth century sits ill with the actual reality; and that a drastic 
reassessment is needed in this area.

5 A. Raymond, Artisans et commerçants au Caire, 2 vols. (Damascus, 1974), 1:299.
6 B. Doumani, Rediscovering Palestine (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1995), 

257.
7 A. Raymond, La ville arabe, Alep, à l’époque ottomane (Damascus: IFD, 1998), 

359–361.
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Tunis and Damascus, by Paul Sebag and Antoine Abdel Nour.10 It is 
not necessary to detail the variety of  produce transported to the cities 
in this way, to feed the inhabitants and give them the means to produce. 
It is, though, useful to point out that this local trade exerted a consid-
erable infl uence on the urban structure by virtue of  the siting, on the 
periphery of  cities, of  markets where agricultural produce was stored 
and made available for sale, and where commercial relations between 
city and country were concentrated. This is a point to which we shall 
return in connection with the economic structure of  the city.

It was the cities, obviously, that made possible the commercializa-
tion of  produce and products cultivated and manufactured in the rural 
zones. Moreover, it happened, in the context of  these relations between 
cities and their countrysides, that the process of  production gave rise to 
a full-fl edged cooperation involving a division of  tasks. In Egypt, with 
regard to fl ax and cotton, preliminary operations up to the spinning 
were often carried out in rural family workshops, with the weaving then 
being carried out in Cairo and other provincial centres. No doubt, the 
same was the case in other great cities. The most noteworthy case of  
an association of  this kind concerned the manufacture of  Tunisian 
sheshias: the knitting of  the caps was undertaken at Ariana, a suburb 
of  Tunis; they were then sewn in Tunis; the fulling was undertaken in 
the workshops at Tebourba, a small town on the banks of  the Mejerda; 
the carding took place in the suqs of  Tunis; the dyeing needed a 
further operation in Zaghouan; then they were given their fi nal form 
in the capital. Thus, there was, in this case, a constant to and fro of  
activity, throughout the process of  manufacture, between the city and 
the country.

2.3

Most of  the great Mediterranean Arab cities under consideration 
here were also the seats of  an intensive international trade which gave 
them their importance and ensured their prosperity. These cities were 
normally sited at strategic points on the great axes of  international 
trade: Tunis at the point where Europe joined Africa and the western 
Mediterranean basin was divided from the eastern; Cairo at the focal 

10 A. Abdel Nour, Introduction à l’histoire urbaine de la Syrie ottomane (Beirut, 1982), 217 
et seq.; Paul Sebag, Tunis au XVII ème siècle (Paris, 1989), 199, et seq.
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point between the three continents of  Asia, Africa and Europe (via 
the maritime route across the Mediterranean); Aleppo at the natural 
point of  contact between the caravan land commerce towards the East 
and the maritime traffi c towards the heart of  the Empire and towards 
Europe; and, fi nally, Mosul at a crossing point of  the Tigris, where the 
land routes towards the East, Mesopotamia and the West all met.

These cities were the places of  exchange for local and regional 
production, for manufactured products from Europe, and, tradition-
ally, for exotic products: the celebrated spices imported from the East 
were now supplemented by Yemeni coffee which had become an item 
of  major consumption around 1650; the oriental cloths brought from 
India continued to be the subject of  active trade; products from the 
heart of  Africa came via Algiers, Tunis and Cairo. Such international 
activity explains the power of  the commercial apparatus with which 
these cities were endowed (caravanserais and suqs), the prosperity of  
the great local traders (the tujjar) who carried out operations there (and 
whose importance has only in recent years been set at its proper worth), 
and, also, the presence of  signifi cant colonies of  western merchants. 
Of  these last, the most active were the French and the Italians who 
carried on their business there and whose “nations” were installed in 
the funduqs or khans (caravanserais) reserved for them.

Such diversity of  function, such production destined for local and 
international markets, such transit activity on all levels—all these things 
explain the prime importance assumed by economic activities in these 
cities. It is easy to understand how this pre-eminence would be visibly 
refl ected in the very spatial structure of  these cities.

3. Central activities

The Mediterranean Arab city was marked by a high degree of  central-
ization and by the pronounced separation that existed between, on the 
one hand, a centre devoted to major economic activities—and which, 
given the presence of  the Great Mosque and of  organs of  power and 
administration, might be termed the “public” zone—and, on the other, 
a residential zone almost totally bereft of  economic activities, and which 
might be regarded as “private.” From the centre of  the city out to the 
edges, activities were arranged according to their decreasing level of  
importance. Within this very logical organization, the various aspects 
of  economic activity were thus correspondingly refl ected, in spatial 
terms, in a differentiated localization.
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Over and above commercial activities linked to cloths, spices (plus 
coffee) and precious metals, which have been given special attention 
above, the centre was the scene of  a considerable variety of  other 
activities that were in general the subject of  major trade. Such a case, 
for example, was the trade in dried fruits (nuql ) imported from Turkey 
and Syria, whose market was to be found in Tunis close to the Great 
Mosque, and in Cairo in the Sukkariyya, at the southernmost point 
of  the Qasaba. The nuqliyyin were prosperous traders. The fresh fruit 
markets were, by contrast, situated towards the periphery, and the sell-
ers there were often poor fellows. Examples could be multiplied. The 
urban centres likewise brought together various craft activities. In many 
professions, in fact, the maker was also the trader in his products; there 
was no clear separation between the two processes of  manufacture 
and sale. Here in these central districts were to be found professions 
making items for everyday use, which could be fairly luxurious. There 
was, for instance, a wide variety of  shoes. In Tunis the balghajiyya were 
installed right alongside the traders in spices, in a privileged site; Yusuf  
Dey (1610–1637) built a suq for the bashamqiyya alongside his mosque. 
Most of  the Cairo qawwafi n were immediately outside Bab Zuwayla, 
and the emir Ridwan Bey built for them a splendid covered market 
that spoke volumes for the prosperity of  this craft; a fair number of  
shoemakers were in the Khan al-Khalili, in a still more prestigious spot. 
The types of  manufacture causing the greatest nuisance were, as we 
shall see, normally pushed out towards the periphery. Exceptionally, 
though, a craft as important as that of  the coppersmiths (nahhasin), 
which provided essential kitchenware and household implements, could, 
despite its noisy character, be installed in the centre. This was the case 
with the al-Nahas suqs in Tunis and Cairo.

3.2 

The greater part of  the considerable commercial apparatus to be found 
in the great Arab cities was concentrated in these centres. In Algiers, 
half  of  the 54 suqs identifi ed were grouped within the central district. 
In Cairo, out of  the 348 caravanserais whose site is known, 229 were in 
the Qahira district (fi g. 8). In Aleppo, 19 khans rose within the Mdineh 
district, and their overall surface area (4.4 hectares) represented almost 
half  that of  this central zone. An idea of  the enormous concentration 
of  economic activities within this central economic district may be 
gained from the example of  Cairo, where a study of  judicial court 
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Finally, the Mdineh in Aleppo was crossed by a line of  markets, double, 
triple, sometimes quadruple, following the layout of  the ancient Roman 
road, and linking Bab Antakiya to the Citadel, passing close by the 
Great Mosque.

3.3 

The central zones were, in general, extremely stable within the city, 
due to the virtually organic link that existed between the markets and 
the Great Mosque, and also, no doubt, to the complex links forged 
between the activities thus brought together in the heart of  the city. 
This did not rule out a degree of  plasticity. During periods of  expan-
sion, growth of  the central economic zone was effected by overfl owing 
into the residential zone surrounding it, the houses being replaced by 
suqs and caravanserais. A development of  this type has been noted in 
the cities of  Tunis, Cairo and Aleppo in the Ottoman period. For the 
last two, it has been possible to measure this, the surface area covered 
by the centre having increased from 40 to 60 hectares (with regard to 
Qahira) and from 6 to 11 (in the case of  the Mdineh). Just one example 
exists of  the urban centre being displaced. This is in Mosul, where the 
markets had been conventionally spread around the Great Mosque 
built by Nur al-Din in the geometric centre of  the city, and where the 
“centre” was then displaced to the north-east in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the quarter of  the major markets being set close 
to the Ottoman citadel and the crossing point of  the Tigris (fi g. 9).18

The markets, on the other hand, were doubtless less stable within 
these centres than L. Massignon suggested, when he conjured up a 
fi xed division into professional groups—the consequence, by his inter-
pretation, of  a stagnation of  techniques.19 This statement is valid in 
the case of  the goldsmiths (sagha); in Cairo, for example, we may note 
the permanent placement of  this market, on a site adjacent to the 
central part of  the Qasaba, from the time of  the Mamluks to that of  
the Description de l’Egypte—a period of  over fi ve centuries. On a more 
detailed level, however, we may in fact note movements, substitutions 
that are consequent to another rule regarding the siting of  professions: 

18 Dina Khoury, State and Provincial Society in the Ottoman Empire, Mosul (Cambridge: 
University Press, 1997), 202–203.

19 L. Massignon, Mission en Mésopotamie, 2 vols. (Cairo: IFAO, 1912), 2:92.















750 andré raymond

6. Conclusions

Study of  the cities shows (as Louis Massignon so emphatically noted) 
the degree to which their economic functions contributed to their 
organization. The spatial structure of  these cities owes much to the 
organization of  the economic life that unfolded there; in certain 
respects one might say it is the product of  this organization. In some 
extreme cases, the market district even played an intermediary role 
between forces that might have risked threatening the overall unity of  
the city—we are thinking here of  a city like Antioch, divided between 
religious and ethnic communities (Turkish Sunnis, Christians, Alawis) 
for whom the market district provided a geographical space accessible 
to every community (even if  the commercial space was itself  the subject 
of  inter-community division).

Arab cities were the theatre of  highly diversifi ed economic activities, 
designed not simply to satisfy the population’s daily needs but to nourish 
a regional and international trade. Europe, which had not yet acquired, 
in this sphere, the supremacy it would enjoy in the nineteenth century, 
received manufactured products such as cloths from the lands of  the 
Maghreb and the Mashriq. In the absence of  reliable statistics, the 
very structure of  the city supplies valuable information about economic 
activities, by the variety it reveals with regard to specialized, lucrative 
activities which had their place in the urban centres, and everyday, non-
lucrative activities, which developed some way off. The vitality of  the 
urban centres, and their development in the modern period, provide 
an interesting indication of  the maintenance of  a general economic 
activity not exclusively geared towards the production of  items for com-
mon use. There seems, then, no justifi cation at all for the verdict of  
irremediable economic decline, on the verge of  the nineteenth century 
that has so often been pronounced by the Orientalists.

It is not any truer to say that the cities played an exclusively negative 
role in their relations with their rural environment. As the producer of  
manufactured goods needed by the countryside, as the consumer of  
agricultural produce and of  raw materials necessary for its crafts, as 
the redistributors both of  imported products and of  goods produced by 
the countryside, the city was intimately bound up with the rural space 
surrounding it. It is unreasonable, then, to speak—as has so often been 
done, notably by J. Weulersse, in connection with Syrian cities26—of  

26 J. Weulersse, Paysans de Syrie et du Proche-Orient (Paris, 1946).
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“parasitism,” of  an exploitation of  the countryside by the city. There are 
rather, in reality, the signs of  normal co-existence and cooperation with 
regard to two complementary entities. This complementarity has been 
perfectly described by A. H. Hourani: “The village needed the town; 
but the town could not exist without the food produced by the peasant 
and delivered to the urban market, whether for sale or in payment of  
taxes. The basic unit of  Near Eastern society was the “agro-city,” the 
urban conglomeration together with the rural hinterland from which it 
drew its food and to which it sold part at least of  its manufactures.”27

27 A. H. Hourani, “The Islamic City in the Light of  Recent Research,” in The Islamic 
City, ed. A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern (Oxford, 1970), 16.





PILGRIMAGE CITY

David J. Roxburgh

And (Noah) said: “Embark. In the name of  God
be its course and mooring. My Lord is surely
forgiving and kind” 

          (Qur’an 11:41)

Of  all the cities, not to mention extra-urban sites, that one could 
introduce under the topic of  pilgrimage, this chapter focuses on the 
three pre-eminent cities of  Muslim pilgrimage, Mecca, Medina, and 
Jerusalem. And of  the many ways that one could explore cultural 
ideas about pilgrimage cities, here the chief  objective is to examine 
how these destinations were visualized for pilgrims and their families. 
The primary source of  this inquiry is a corpus of  eleventh- through 
early-fourteenth-century pilgrimage certifi cates that are characterized 
by a recurring visual programme which maps the principal sites of  
pilgrimage through immediately recognizable visual forms. Images of  
Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem are seen together in a rapid sequence, 
separated by texts describing the activities of  the pilgrim and selected 
excerpts from such sources as the Qur’an. For the pilgrim, the certifi -
cate provided material evidence of  an obligation met and instilled a set 
of  memories by its selective record of  things seen and actions made. 
While the certifi cates were composed as gatherings of  static images 
on one long page, the pilgrim’s kinetic memory activated relationships 
between the successive sites of  individual cities, or between cities, and 
the accompanying texts served as an inventory of  physical movements 
and the aural sensations of  invocation and prayer.

In essence, the pilgrimage certifi cates provide one example of  how 
one could combine the sites of  pilgrimage and the pilgrim’s activities, 
or recorded observations, in the study of  Islamic pilgrimage. It is an 
approach that has not yet been pursued in a systematic way, with some 
notable exceptions, including two pertaining to medieval Jerusalem. 
The fi rst is Oleg Grabar’s book about the Dome of  the Rock and its 
immediate setting, the Haram al-Sharif  (“the noble precinct”), a study 
organized through four successive chronological periods in the history 
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of  Jerusalem.1 Through Computer Aided Design (CAD) technology, 
Grabar developed observations about the topographical position of  
the Haram al-Sharif  and its monuments in relationship to the city’s 
topography, especially to its Christian landmarks (fi gure 1). The second 
study, by Amikam Elad, took a different tack.2 His book examined how 
specifi c signifi cances or associations—mostly linked to the timetable of  
Muslim cosmology, in the past and in the future—adhered to places 
and buildings on the Haram al-Sharif  and its wider environment, a 
landscape that Tarif  Khalidi styles “geo-theological.”3 For his study, 
Elad turned to one of  the earliest pilgrimage itineraries recorded by 
Ibn al-Murajja in the middle of  the eleventh century as well as numer-
ous written sources. Analysis of  Ibn al-Murajja’s text yielded a map 
identifying locations that were annotated in numerical order by their 
sequence of  visitation (fi gure 2).

Elad, like Grabar, understands the locus of  Muslim pilgrimage in 
Jerusalem as a dynamic entity, subject to developing and changing 
meanings over time. Each author embraces a multiplicity of  sources 
and methods—the buildings and sites of  a city and their archaeology; 
a panoply of  texts running from chronicles to visitor’s narratives and 
pilgrimage guides—and endeavours to correlate historically grounded 
arguments about the confi guration of  a sacred space with the spiritual 
choreography of  the pilgrim. Both studies are implicitly concerned 
with the impact of  the cityscape and its monuments on the visitor and 
how the formation or codifi cation of  practice shaped and directed the 
visitors’ itineraries. Both books might be described as inherently phe-
nomenological in approach, directed toward the experiential dimensions 
of  pilgrimage, though they are different in their emphasis.

Grabar’s book is conceptualized through the pilgrim’s apprehen-
sion of  a sacred landscape by vision, a landscape punctuated with 
visual nodes that attract attention, principally the buildings set over 
the platform called the Haram al-Sharif  and the Dome of  the Rock 
in particular. Elad’s book deals with the bodily movement of  the pil-

1 Oleg Grabar, The Shape of  the Holy: Early Islamic Jerusalem (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1996). Also see ibid., “Upon Reading al-Azraqi,” Muqarnas 3 (1985): 
1–7.

2 Amikam Elad, Medieval Jerusalem and Islamic Worship: Holy Places, Ceremonies, Pilgrimage 
(Leiden and Boston: E. J. Brill, 1999).

3 Tarif  Khalidi, “Space, Holiness, and Time: Palestine in the Classical Arab Cen-
turies,” in Studies in Arab History: The Antonius Lectures, 1978–87, ed. Derek Hopwood 
(London: Macmillan Press, 1990), 165–174.
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poetical descriptions of  Mecca and Medina. Images of  the holy sites 
of  Mecca and Medina fi gure prominently in the frontispieces to Muhyi 
Lari’s text, and others too, representations that had achieved iconic 
status by virtue of  a longstanding visual tradition. They draw on the 
traditions developed in the pilgrimage certifi cates of  earlier centuries, 
and like the Ottoman certifi cate, do not employ the way of  showing 
views associated with the cartographic and topographic modes.

It may well be that these new, alternative graphic modes that were 
being explored in the sixteenth century were pre-empted by the sheer 
weight of  an artistic tradition in the specifi c format of  the pilgrimage 
scroll, except that sacred spaces shown in the Ottoman scroll acknowl-
edge the force of  history, that these sites and their architectural con-
fi gurations had changed over time. At some level, then, the scroll could 
adapt to an external reality. One could also argue that the legal status 
of  the pilgrimage scrolls—documents proving the successful comple-
tion of  a religious duty by a person or his surrogate—also encouraged 
the development of  a routine visual language. And yet, that would not 
explain the easy transfer of  visual prototypes from scrolls to books.

In the fi nal analysis, the visual language of  these depicted sacred 
spaces—fi rst known in scrolls and later continued in scrolls and also 
transferred to books—favors continuity in the face of  change by retain-
ing a diagrammatic conception which privileges abstraction as its pri-
mary mode. We are called to recollect or imagine these places, and our or 
someone else’s itineraries through them, by way of  a series of  iconic 
wholes that evade description.38 While particularity is not completely 
eschewed—after all, each place is suffi ciently differentiated from the 
next—morphological and typological similarities are stressed. There 
is little to distract our attention, a focus held in tow by the aural and 
kinetic aspects of  the certifi cate that are embedded and encoded in its 
verbal texts, texts that are performed during the activity of  seeing the 
sacred sites represented on the scroll. In this respect, the encounter 
and experiences of  space imagined in the scroll, and reconstructable 
through our interaction with it, lies somewhere between the concepts of  

38 In a brief  assessment of  images of  the holy cities, Grabar noted the absence of  
description and proposed that they were intended as “evocations of  holiness” (“Upon 
Reading al-Azraqi,” 1). He goes on to contrast the visual polemic of  the images against 
the descriptive properties of  many visitors to Mecca and other holy sites. This com-
parison—between the nature of  experience fostered in pilgrimage accounts and other 
written sources and the images of  holy places appearing on pilgrimage certifi cates or 
books of  different sorts—merits further analysis.
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Grabar and Elad. The experience of  space proscribed in the certifi cates 
is one in which the pilgrim does see the material forms before him and 
is conscious of  the distances he traverses, but the pilgrimage cities are 
an aggregate of  signs that prompt him to do or say something, signs 
resonant with historical events and meanings.



THE MANAGEMENT OF THE CITY

André Raymond

The following treatment concerns the city that might be designated 
“traditional,” before, that is, the episode of  modernization that began 
in the nineteenth century. It is a city whose characteristic features are 
fairly well known to us, given that these are still visible in what remains 
of  ancient cities more or less preserved in the “medinas,” a city on 
which our information is especially plentiful thanks to the wealth and 
variety of  the sources available to us (historical records in particular) 
and to descriptions made of  it on the verge of  the contemporary era, 
based on a cartography now become scientifi c.

This study will limit itself  to the Mediterranean Arab cities, which 
are the best known, and whose characteristics are suffi ciently homo-
geneous for generalizations to be made about them—which would 
not be the case, if  we tackled the “Islamic” domain whose extent and 
variety make any overall description somewhat diffi cult. We shall thus 
be dealing, essentially, with the major Arab cities of  the Ottoman 
Empire, including Moroccan and Yemeni cities that are extensively 
and precisely documented.

1

We clearly need, fi rst of  all, to recall “classically” developed represen-
tations of  the administration of  the Arab city. Orientalist doctrine in 
this connection was essentially stated by Jean Sauvaget, in his studies 
of  Damascus and Aleppo, and then given its fi nal formulation in the 
work of  Gustav von Grunebaum. “The status of  cities,” J. Sauvaget 
wrote, “is the subject of  no specifi c provision on the part of  Islamic 
Law. There are thus no longer [in contrast to the city of  Antiquity] any 
municipal institutions. The city is no longer regarded . . . as an entity, 
as something having its own existence, complex and alive; it is now 
merely a meeting of  individuals with confl icting interests.” The city is 
breaking up, is becoming “an inconsistent and inorganic assemblage of  
quarters.” Scarcely administered, if  at all, abandoned to the arbitrary 
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decision of  the prince, the city is “the negation, as it were, of  urban 
order.”1 G. von Grunebaum speaks in similar terms: “The apparent 
inconsistencies which we observe in the administration of  any major 
Muslim town in which there does not exist any code regulating the 
competence of  government and citizenry are due largely to a concept 
of  governance which fails to set clear-cut limits to the executive and 
which, at the same time, seems to assume that, where the government 
fails to interfere, more or less normal, traditional bodies will take 
charge. Thence appears the impression of  jerkiness, of  whimsicality, 
and at any rate of  arbitrariness which is provoked by the spectacle of  
the frequent shifts from an extreme laissez-faire to an equally extreme 
regime of  state control.”2

A city thus bereft of  specifi c legislation and administration, and given 
over to the negligent and arbitrary ways of  its rulers, should, in fact, 
present a spectacle of  total urban anarchy. And this is indeed the fi rm 
impression given by writers of  classic works, like those of  Jean Sauvaget 
on Aleppo or Marcel Clerget on Cairo, in their general treatment. Yet, 
at the same time, the descriptions they provide show clearly enough that 
these cities have in no way sunk into the urban disorder propounded. 
There is an evident contradiction between theory and the practical 
observation of  cities which have endured and in most cases have pros-
pered; and this contradiction can be resolved only by a study of  the 
devices whereby these cities were nonetheless able to function. Some of  
these devices might bear a specifi c character and offer original solutions 
to problems tackled differently in another cultural environment.

2. Urban authorities

On highly distinct levels, and with highly diverse responsibilities, authori-
ties did in fact intervene in the management of  the city, however much 
it may have lacked its own proper status.

In the case of  cities belonging to the Ottoman Empire, the effects of  
central government intervention were felt in the provincial capitals—at 
least during the period when sultan authority was still perceptible in the 

1 Jean Sauvaget, “Esquisse d’une histoire de la ville de Damas,” REI 4 (1934): 
455–456; idem, Alep, 2 vols. (Paris, 1941), 247–248.

2 G. von Grunebaum, Islam (London, 1961), 149–150.
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provinces—and this was naturally more marked in those provinces that 
were closest to the centre. From this viewpoint, there is a large difference 
between distant provincial capitals like Algiers and Tunis, where it is 
virtually impossible to discern any intervention by the central power, and 
a province like that of  Aleppo, where the Sublime Porte’s concern over 
the city’s problems is manifested in Sultanic Orders (awamir sultaniyya) 
up to the beginning of  the second half  of  the eighteenth century. We 
may note, for example, decisions concerning the city’s water supply 
(upkeep of  the water conduits for the city, or for a quarter, in 1742), 
the organization of  abattoirs (1725, 1733, 1762), the organization of  
the road network (widening of  a road in 1739), measures concerning 
public morality (problems posed by the mingling of  the sexes in the 
markets or gardens, in 1739 and 1742).3 In contrast to this variety of  
concerns, the case of  Cairo, in a province which quickly escaped the 
direct infl uence of  the sultanate, reveals less frequent interventions, and 
these only in connection with the earliest period. The most noteworthy 
case is that of  the shifting of  the city’s tanneries (madabigh) from a site 
that had become too central (to the southwest of  Bab Zuwayla) to a 
more exterior location (round about Bab al-Luq); a sultan correspon-
dence, in 1552, instructs the Pasha of  Cairo to consider the shifting 
of  establishments that are “liable to cause harm to our children” to a 
more suitable place outside the walls.4 The transfer would be carried 
out around 1600.

Given their proximity, the local political authorities naturally played 
a more active role, though their interest in urban problems inevitably 
lessened as their political weight grew less; such was the case with 
the pashas sent by sultans into those provinces of  the Empire where 
the Porte still maintained a degree of  control over local matters. But 
governors could not neglect problems liable to provoke disorder in the 
province with which they had been entrusted. Over two centuries the 
pashas in Cairo demonstrated a real interest in urban affairs: Muham-
mad Pasha (1607–1611) had a cubit of  land removed in the streets of  
Cairo, where the level had been raised by the accumulation of  dust and 
rubbish; Muhammad Pasha (1652–1656) instructed those in charge of  
the Cairo mosques to have them repaired and whitened, which gained 
him the sobriquet “Abu ’l-Nur” (“father of  light”); Muhammad Pasha 

3 André Raymond, Grandes villes arabes (Paris, 1985), 128–129.
4 See A. Raymond, La ville arabe, Alep (Damascus: IFD, 1998), 38–40. 
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with the Maliki jurists of  the Maghreb in the medieval period, but it 
is clearly valid for every legal school and every period. The rulings in 
question concern problems of  the road system (streets and cul-de-sacs), 
of  the solidity of  the walls, etc. There can be no doubt that, over the 
course of  the Ottoman period, the jurisdiction of  the qadis showed 
a certain tendency to increase, to the point where it covered a very 
large area of  urban affairs; this is shown even by a relatively succinct 
inventory like that carried out by Galal el-Nahal in the archives of  the 
Judicial Court (mahkama) of  Cairo: interventions to allow freedom of  
movement in the streets (so as to ensure that “a mounted soldier or a 
loaded camel” could proceed without diffi culty), to safeguard privacy 
and the quality of  neighbourhood (troublesome noise), to check the 
effective solidity of  buildings, etc. With regard to a more modern era, 
S. A. Hathloul shows clearly how, in the detail of  decisions taken on a 
case by case basis in Medina, a clear and coherent doctrine has emerged 
regarding the main urban problems: ideal width of  streets, protection 
of  public ways against encroachment, protection of  private life, and 
of  access to light and air.6 It can be seen that the actions of  the qadis 
were above all suppressive: that is, they sought to provide a remedy for 
wrongs and possible abuses. Within these bounds, nevertheless, such 
actions allowed the resolution of  many of  the problems posed by urban 
life, and the formulation, indeed, of  a kind of  regulatory norm in the 
absence of  specifi c regulation.

We also need to take account of  the presence, in “traditional” cit-
ies, of  strictly urban offi cials responsible for resolving the problems 
posed—and this despite the somewhat radical statement of  J. Sauvaget: 
“As an integral, indivisible part of  the wider Muslim community, [the 
city] no longer has anyone enabled to manage its destinies, with full 
knowledge of  the case and in exclusive fashion.”7 Cities traditionally 
possessed two specialized offi cials: the muhtasib and the wali. Doubtless 
the muhtasib (“provost of  the markets”) had lost part of  the very broad 
prerogative for the censoring of  morals that the medieval offi cial had 
enjoyed—all the more so, perhaps, on account of  the growing part 
played by the judge. In most cities the activity of  the muhtasib focused 

6 Robert Brunschvig, “Urbanisme médiéval et droit musulman,” REI (1947); Galal 
H. El-Nahal, The Judicial Administration of  Ottoman Egypt (Minneapolis, 1979), 52–53; 
Saleh al-Hathloul, Tradition, Continuity and Change in the Physical Environment [thesis] 
(Cambridge: MIT, 1981), 83, 128.

7 Sauvaget, “Esquisse,” 440, 455.
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could now move around the city without making himself  known. The 
shaykhs of  the quarters were the natural intermediaries between the 
authorities and the population; they were expected to apportion urban 
taxes or exceptional contributions among the residents, and to call upon 
them when the authorities required the population to provide labour 
for works in the general interest.

It is clear, fi nally, that the quarter was the framework for the settle-
ment of  minor urban problems about which residents made application 
to the judicial authorities. This is shown by examinations made of  the 
Cairo court registers. In a matter relating to potential nuisance from the 
setting up of  a workshop, an inquiry is made on the order of  the qadi; 
the people of  the hara are in favour of  the project submitted to them, 
deeming it useful for the quarter, and the judge comes to a decision in 
accordance with this view. The inhabitants of  a quarter complain that 
their mosque has been neglected; the judge accepts this, and measures 
are taken for the pious foundation (waqf ) concerned to intervene to 
repair the building.13

When we consider the extent of  the zones thus broadly entrusted 
to groupings endowed with a degree of  autonomy (the central districts 
with respect to the professional bodies, the residential zones with respect 
to the quarter communities, the zones inhabited by religious and eth-
nic communities), we see that a very substantial part of  the city was 
delegated in this way by the Ottoman power to a local administration. 
Such a system was indeed liable to lead less to urban anarchy than 
to a supervision all the more rigorous for being carried out by the 
inhabitants themselves, in a regime of  collective responsibility whereby 
the whole community was stricken in case of  infringement. We are, in 
fact, very far from a population given over to individualism, in the way 
described by J. Sauvaget. We should rather view city-dwellers, enclosed 
within networks superimposed on one another and supplementing 
one another, as being subject to a close and permanent supervision, 
over the various phases of  their existence: by means of  professional 
communities in the framework of  their working activities; by virtue of  
quarter communities over the private part of  their existence; or else, in 
the case of  minorities, within ethnic and religious communities. These 
different communities in some degree mitigated the absence of  civil 
society, providing the social bonds that enabled life to be carried on in 

13 El-Nahal, Judicial Administration, 53, 55. See, in this work, pages 62 and 63.
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the context of  substantial collective structures. The city-dweller emerges 
not as an isolated individual, confronted by an often alien authority, but 
as a social being, fi tting closely within a network of  solidarities whereby 
he was controlled but also to some extent protected.

4. Religious foundations (waqf, habus)

A determining role was played, in the management of  cities, by the 
Muslim institution of  the waqf  (habus in the Maghreb).14 The general 
principle of  the waqf  is well known: “a mortmain good that has been 
declared inalienable by its owner, and the income from which is dedi-
cated to a precise use, specifi ed by the donor, in such a way that his 
foundation is pleasing to God.”15 In urban practice, the setting up of  
a waqf  for the purposes of  a monument or religious work was most 
commonly effected by the “mobilization” of  buildings used for economic 
purposes (suqs, shops, caravanserais, public baths, cafés), whose income 
would be set apart to ensure the permanence of  the institution. While 
it did sometimes happen that buildings “mobilized” in this way were 
already in existence and were acquired by the one setting up the foun-
dation (waqif  ), it was likewise common for the latter to construct them 
himself, with a view to their being used in the context of  his foundation. 
Since, for convenience of  organization and management, the construc-
tion benefi ting from the waqf  and the constructions erected to endow 
it were often situated in the same zone, the setting up of  a waqf  could 
become an urban operation; one which, in the most substantial cases, 
affected a whole quarter and fi nally led to a complete re-modelling of  a 
sector of  the city. In fact, this occurred frequently during the Ottoman 
period, when, for various reasons, there was a huge activity in the setting 
up of  waqfs and habus. The number of  waqf  documents preserved for 
the city of  Cairo alone is considerably more than ten thousand, while 
in Algiers, before 1830, it is considered that 840 houses and 258 shops 
were constituted into habus simply for the habus of  the two Holy Cities 
(Haramayn). Viewed in this light, waqfs are indicators of  urban fl ow, 
showing the sectors where the city’s dynamism was being asserted; and 

14 On these problems see, in the same work, Randi Deguilhem, “The Waqf  in the 
City.”

15 Dominique and Janine Sourdel, Dictionnaire historique de l’Islam (Paris, 1991), 849.
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they represented, indeed, a practice that ensured the city’s expansion 
during periods of  urban development, such as the Ottoman period was 
in most of  the major Arab cities.

It is hardly necessary to labour the point.16 We shall simply set down 
here some examples of  operations of  this nature that punctuated and 
shaped the urban expansion of  Cairo, Aleppo, and Tunis in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. In Cairo, three waqfs, brought into being 
by Iskandar Pasha (1555–1558), by Ridwan Bey (between 1629 and 
1647) and by Ibrahim Agha of  the Janissaries (between 1632 and 1657), 
and sited within the zone to the south of  Bab Zuwayla, accompanied 
the urban re-arrangement witnessed by this southern district of  Cairo, 
at the time when the city tanneries were being displaced—this also 
being a factor in the district’s urban development. In Aleppo four 
great waqfs (of  Khusru Pasha in 1544, Muhammad Pasha Dukakin 
Zada in 1555, Muhammad Pasha in 1574, and Bahram Pasha in 
1583), set up in the south of  the central economic Mdineh district, 
led to a complete remodelling of  this vitally important district and 
ensured that it virtually doubled in size within forty years or so, from 
6 to 11 hectares, vis-à-vis its surface area in the Mamluk period. 
In Tunis the works of  Yusuf  Dey around its Suq al-Bashamkiyya 
mosque (1615), a little to the west of  the Great Mosque (involving 
the building of  a madrasa, markets such as the Suq al-Truk, a public 
bath, and a café), were carried out by means of  habus and signalled 
the expansion, subsequently pursued, of  the central zone of  Tunis, 
whose surface area may be considered to have increased, within a 
few decades, from 4 to 6 hectares, a development of  fi fty per cent.17

The waqfs provided, then, a juridical framework allowing for the 
urban development of  cities in the context of  the architectural opera-
tions to which they gave rise. But, within the ambit of  its religious 
and charitable aims, the institution itself  permitted the building and 
fi nancing of  what we would regard as establishments of  public utility. 
The conception of  a pious work was suffi ciently broad to embrace, for 
example, not only educational institutions (elementary schools, madrasas, 
mosque-universities), and public health establishments (hospitals)—all of  
which functioned by means of  waqfs—but also what we would regard 

16 A. Raymond, “Les grands waqfs et l’organisation de l’espace urbain à Alep et au 
Caire,” in La ville arabe, Alep, 141–160.

17 Ahmed Saadaoui, Tunis, ville ottomane (Tunis, 2001).
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today as simple public services: the cleaning of  the city, for instance, or 
the provision of  water. It was in this last fi eld especially that recourse 
to waqfs proved crucial: there are numerous examples, whatever the 
particular means of  providing water for the city in question. We shall 
be returning to this point, and will just briefl y note a number of  
examples here. In Aleppo waqfs were employed, on the responsibility 
of  judges who supervised the use of  the sums available, for the upkeep 
of  canalizations bringing in the water. In Cairo the public fountains 
(sabil ), which could be stocked with water conveyed by porterage from 
the Nile, were likewise the subject of  foundations that regulated the 
use of  funds designed for their upkeep. In Algiers, where water was 
brought to the city by aqueducts, private habus were dedicated to the 
upkeep of  conduits and to the working of  fountains.18

It is, then, impossible to exaggerate the importance of  waqfs which 
enabled a number of  essential public services to be carried out, and, 
furthermore, provided the juridical framework for major urban opera-
tions. They were very much a fundamental urban institution, and 
only by taking them into account can we understand the functioning 
of  major Arab cities, lacking as these were in the communal or state 
institutions that fi lled an equivalent role in western cities.

5. “Public services”

In the absence of  charters or explicit statutory texts, the combination 
of  varied resources supplied by the wide-ranging panoply of  authori-
ties and institutions described above allowed in the major Arab cities 
the functioning of  what can be designated only very approximately, 
and at the risk of  an equally glaring anachronism, as “public ser-
vices.” Action in this sphere seems to have stemmed, most often, 
from ad hoc initiatives taken when a particular situation became too 
urgent to ignore, not from an organization taking account of  the 
various problems with which large agglomerations were faced. From 
this viewpoint we may note with interest the existence in Algiers of  
permanent specialized services which, in Arab cities of  the time, 
look exceptional: for instance, a “khodja el-aïoun who oversaw the 
provision of  water and administered the habus set up to this end,” 

18 Raymond, Grandes villes arabes, 155–167.
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6. Conclusions

Major Arab cities were thus not as totally lacking in administration 
as has often been suggested. Had such a defi ciency existed, indeed, 
it would be diffi cult to account for the way they have endured. The 
conjunction of  intervention in urban affairs by “national” and “local” 
political authorities, the action of  a number of  specialized urban 
offi cials, the existence of  communities of  various types, and the resort 
to waqfs/habus, ensured the management of  these cities, and even 
permitted them to develop in periods of  urban expansion, such as the 
Ottoman period was.

The security of  cities was generally quite well maintained, thanks, no 
doubt, to the severity of  the punitive measures taken to suppress crimes 
and misdemeanours, and thanks, too, to a tight framework of  collec-
tive controls weighing on inhabitants. These latter had few possibilities 
of  eluding a surveillance to which they were subject in every area of  
their collective lives; and this coercive pressure was all the more effec-
tive for being based on a self-supervision carried out by the collective 
entity in the various forms it assumed (professional, geographical and 
religious communities). Contrary to what is often propounded on the 
subject, the sphere of  private life was severely restricted by the existence 
of  a broad communal sector within which the individual was closely 
watched, and, if  necessary, denounced and punished for any deviance 
from the norm. The theoretically opaque walls of  the “Muslim house” 
did not really protect familial intimacy from the watchful eye of  the 
neighbourhood.

Paradoxical as it may appear, the lack of  specialized offi cers and 
administrations did not prevent the needs of  the population from being 
met in the area of  what we call “public services,” with an effi ciency 
that cannot but surprise us, given the rudimentary nature of  the means 
used and of  the procedures set in place.





THE COUNTRYSIDE:
THE ROMAN AGRICULTURAL AND HYDRAULIC 

LEGACY OF THE ISLAMIC MEDITERRANEAN

D. Fairchild Ruggles

The geographer Jean Brunhes wrote that “a town is not an independent 
unit, but depends on the soil that bears it, the climate it enjoys, and 
the environment on which it subsists.”1 His concept of  the “Terrestrial 
Whole” provides a useful framework for understanding relationships 
between city and country because it positions human agency within 
a larger ecological model of  interdependency in which humans are 
subject to the natural conditions of  the landscape and yet exert their 
will upon them. Whereas historical models emphasize human deci-
sions, social competition and interactions, and short-term temporal 
change, the geographical model pays more attention to what Brunhes 
called the “terrestrial realities” of  space, distance, and difference in 
level.2 This is a productive way to think about landscape because it can 
explain continuities in the human-land relationship that the traditional 
historical model often fails to recognize. In the essay that follows, I will 
balance a series of  dualistic concepts: architecture and landscape, city 
and country, autonomy and interdependence, Islam and Rome, and 
change and continuity. This dualism is as artifi cial and exaggerated as 
any structure-based model, but it serves to highlight important aspects 
of  the built environment of  the Mediterranean in the period of  change 
from the late Roman to the early Islamic period so that they may be 
examined and analyzed.

Architecture is built by the hand of  a builder and a patron and can 
be dated to a specifi c historic moment or series of  moments, but a 
landscape is a continuous ecological process. While it has stone slabs, 
walls, and fountains, it is also made of  water, earth, and living organisms 

1 Jean Brunhes, Human Geography, abridged, ed. and trans. E. F. Row (London: 
George G. Harrap, 1952), 26.

2 Brunhes, Human Geography, 229.
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that are renewed and recycled seasonally or even daily. The role of  
historical precedent is important in both the built and the cultivated 
environment, but it occurs at different levels of  human consciousness. 
In the Mediterranean, al-Andalus offers a good case study for the dif-
ferent ways in which human society has acknowledged or ignored the 
role of  history in the architecture of  its cities and the development of  
the landscape of  its countryside. This study will focus primarily on 
that historic time and place, but it will refer as well to many Islamic 
countries around the Mediterranean in the same period, eighth through 
twelfth centuries.

Islam emerged from the Arabian Peninsula, a desert that supported 
nomadic animal husbandry and trade but little settled agriculture. But 
as the Umayyad dynasty (661–750) began conquering the eastern and 
southern coast of  the Mediterranean—north and east to Syria, Jordan, 
Israel, Lebanon, Iraq, and most of  Iran, and west to Egypt, Tunisia, 
and the Maghreb (Morocco and Spain)—the growing population of  
Muslim converts began to include not only city dwellers and nomadic 
tribes people, but also agriculturalists who developed the land for their 
own use as well as future generations. These early Muslims farmed a 
landscape that had been developed fi ve hundred years earlier by the 
Romans (and served later societies such as Byzantines and Copts), and 
they used similar agricultural techniques and planted similar crops. 

While the Mediterranean rim itself  received seasonal rainfall, the 
inland areas were thoroughly arid. Agriculture was possible by means 
of  drought-tolerant crops like dates and olives, augmented by other 
more demanding crops such as fruit and grain that were only grown 
with regular irrigation by means of  collecting, storing, and transporting 
precious water. Irrigation was costly, but the technology offered eco-
nomic benefi ts to landowners and farmers who learned from Roman 
and Persian precedents. In many areas of  the Mediterranean, Muslim 
communities did not build new irrigation networks as much as they 
renovated and built upon older hydraulic works. However, despite the 
clear debt to Roman and Persian irrigation systems, historians of  the fi rst 
centuries of  Islam rarely acknowledged the material debt to the earlier 
empires.

For example, the cities of  Anjar (fi gure 1) and Rusafa (Sergiopolis) 
were pre-existing Roman and Byzantine sites that were expanded and 
settled by Islamic communities in the late seventh century. When the 
handsome gypsum walled city of  Sergiopolis was chosen by the caliph 
Hisham (r. 724–43) for the site of  his country estate, renamed Rusafa, 
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saffron crocus, spinach, cannabis, citron, sorghum, and henna from the 
eighth through fourteenth centuries led to botanical diversity which 
demanded that the botanists understand the practical business of  how 
to domesticate exotic plants and improve stock by techniques such as 
grafting, selection, and soil amendment.45 The eager reception of  the 
works of  the agronomists Ibn Wafi d, Ibn Hajjaj, Ibn Bassal, Ibn Luyun, 
and Abu’l-Khayr may have been due to their skill derived from direct 
practical experience with planting in combination with their knowledge 
gained from books.46

There is a sharp divide between those chroniclers who wrote about 
the building of  the walls and water systems of  al-Andalus and those 
scientists who wrote learned treatises. The latter took pride in knowing 
the wisdom of  the ancients and in constructing a kind of  isnad (chain 
of  transmission), whereas the chroniclers, historians, and geographers 
proudly pointed to the newness of  Andalusian construction. In a sense, 
they were writing propaganda, the purpose of  which was to glorify 
the reign of  the Umayyad dynasty, either for an Umayyad patron 
who in many cases commissioned the chronicle in the fi rst place, or 
for future readers who would look back to the Umayyad period as a 
golden age.

If  the historians failed to praise the aqueducts and to identify them 
as Roman, it may also have been because Islamic culture from its earli-
est decades fl ourished in a Mediterranean landscape that was already 
deeply and widely inscribed by the Roman Empire. It is here that the 
differences between architecture and landscape become apparent. The 
elements of  landscape, more than any other form of  art and material 
culture, become quickly naturalized in human eyes so that changes 
made to the landscape are hard to perceive. Whether in Roman, 
Visigothic, Islamic, Renaissance, or modern times, the same sun shines 
on the same river and the same alluvial soil is nourished by the same 
rainfall. Although the paths of  seasonal streams may vary, they still run 
down from the same mountains. In an unchanging pattern, the damp 
winter chill and dry summer heat alternately numbs and warms the 
earth. The climatic conditions are fairly constant, and so, barring big 

45 J. E. Hernández Bermejo and E. García Sánchez, “Economic Botany and Eth-
nobotany in Al-Andalus,” Economic Botany 52:1 (1998): 23; see also Andrew Watson, 
Agricultural Innovation in the Early Islamic World: the Diffusion of  Crops and Farming Techniques, 
700 –1100 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

46 Ruggles, Gardens, Landscape, and Vision, 21–29.
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changes such as the introduction of  exotic species or new genetically 
manufactured varieties, or extinction (such as occurred with aromatic 
balsam in the Dead Sea area in the sixth century)47 the same plants 
grow and reproduce themselves. The grapes, wheat and barley that were 
cultivated in the fertile Guadalquivir valley in the Islamic period were 
the same crops grown by farmers for centuries previously, and the olive 
trees that produced the major crop in the time of  Islamic al-Andalus 
were the genetic clones of  ancient trees made by successive cuttings 
taken from Roman and Visigothic stock (fi gure 14).48 

Although there was a transition from a dry-farmed, large-scale economy 
based on Roman latifundias to a more intensely irrigated, botanically 
diverse environment in the Islamic period, this was not a sudden change 
that occurred in a single decisive moment as a result of  a political con-
quest. Despite the improvements to agriculture in the eighth through 
twelfth centuries as a result of  the intensifi ed application of  fertilizers 
(each with mineral properties ideal for the enhancement of  specifi c 
types of  soil), the introduction of  new plant varieties, and increased 
irrigation leading to an overall intensifi cation in land use, it was not 
an instantaneous revolution but a steady incremental process achieved 
as a result of  the creative relationship between human society and the 
physical landscape of  water, soil, and plants. The investments made 
to the munya economy were stimulated by the tax and rent structures. 
The tenants and landowners were free individuals whose activities were 
guided by mutually benefi cial contracts that gave each party incentive 
to improve production. The landowner was responsible for capital 
improvements such as clearing the land, digging wells, and installing 
waterwheels, and might contribute to the purchase of  seed and draft 
animals. Taxes were regulated by market inspectors on the basis of  
pre-harvest calculations—in other words, on the land’s potential—with 
allowances made for changes in market prices and unpredictable mis-
fortunes.49 Indeed, Islamic law and administrative policy constantly 

47 Izhar Hirschfeld, recent excavations at Ein Gedi (Israel), described in an online 
news article by Abraham Rabinovich, 25 February 1997, in http://www.archaeology.
org/online/news/balsam.html (consulted 6 June 2004).

48 K. D. White, Roman Farming (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1970).
49 S. M. Imamuddin, The Economic History of  Spain (Under the Umayyads, 711–1031 

A.C.) (Dacca: Asiatic Society of  Pakistan, 1963), 48; Pedro Chalmeta, “Un formulaire 
notarial hispano-arabe du IV/Xe siècle: Glanes économiques,” Revista del Instituto Egipcio 
de Estudios Islámicos en Madrid, 23 (1985–86): 181–202; Ruggles, Gardens, Landscape, and 
Vision, 5–7.
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that causes water to be channelled across long distances or stored in 
reservoirs for use during the arid summer season. Although a new plant 
may be introduced through the agency of  one individual—such as the 
Dunaqal fi g that al-Ghazali hid in a stack of  books and smuggled from 
Constantinople to al-Andalus in the early ninth century53—it is always 
a major and widespread change that allows it to be adopted for general 
use in the human diet or industry. Trees grow slowly and are typically 
reproduced by rooting cuttings, but many seasonal plants grow quickly 
and are easily dispersed. A particularly fi ne melon in one vegetable 
plot can be made to grow in the neighbouring garden the following 
year—indeed, it can hardly be prevented from doing so. Similarly 
there is no such thing as one locust: they are a plague that besieges the 
entire community. Droughts and fl oods affect everyone. The solutions 
to these problems, as well as the responses to new opportunities, are 
communal and integrated.

The political and economic transformation of  the Mediterranean 
in the late eighth through eleventh century was reported in numerous 
historical texts, but the Roman precedents that allowed it to occur 
were ignored because of  a widespread—perhaps universal—percep-
tion of  nature and landscape. While art and architecture are perceived 
as social and historical creations, emerging at a particular time and 
place and made by human hands at the behest of  a specifi c patron, 
the landscape appears ongoing and timeless. It is precisely because 
landscape is constantly produced and everywhere, that it appears to not 
be produced at all, and for this reason, the Roman foundations of  
the Islamic landscape were nearly invisible: the Roman past was both 
continuous and too ubiquitous to merit description. Moreover, Islamic 
ideology did not have the goal of  carrying forward or reviving pagan 
Roman, Byzantine, or Visigothic civilizations. Theologically and materi-
ally, the Muslims of  al-Andalus took pride in replacing the old system 
with something better. Hence, the chroniclers did not emphasize the 
Roman origins of  the walls, bridges, gates, statues, water systems, and 
olive plantations that surrounded and sustained them because they 
truly saw the architectural reconstructions as new beginnings and the 
landscape itself  as without history.

53 E. García Gómez, “Sobre agricultura arábigoandaluza. Cuestiones biobiliográfi -
gas,” Al-Andalus 10 (1945): 134.
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List of  plant species identifi ed in the Kitab al-fi laha of  Ibn Bassal 
(from Hernández Bermejo and García Sánchez) “Economic Botany 
and Ethnobotany in Al-Andalus,” Economic Botany 52:1 (1998): 15–26.

acacia
almond
amaranth (2 varieties)
apple mint
apricot tree
artichoke
ash (3 varieties)
asparagus (3 varieties)
asparagus bean
balsam tree
barley
basil
beet
bindweed (3 varieties)
bitter apple (citrullus vulgaris)
black cumin
black mustard
black pepper
bottle gourd
box thorn
bramble
broccoli (brassica oleracea)
broom
broom (retama sphaerocarpa) 
broomcorn
bugloss
cabbage
caper bush (2 varieties)
caraway
cardoon
carob tree
carrot
celandine
chamomile (anthemis and 
 2 varieties of  chamaemelum)
chestnut
chick pea
chicory
citron
coco grass
madonna lily
mahaleb
maiden hair fern

cowpea
crocus (saffron)
cucumber
cumin
cypress
cyprus-turpentine (pistacia terebinthus)
date palm
dock
dyer’s broom
eggplant/aubergine
elm (2 varieties)
esparto grass
fi g tree
fl ax
foxtail millet
frankincense tree
garden pea
garlic
gingerbread palm (hyphaene thebiacca)
golden-shower (cassia fi stula)
grape (wine)
hackberry
hazelnut
henna
hollyhock
hyacinth bean
jasmine
jujube
kale
laurel
leek
lemon
lentil
lettuce
madder
rush (lygeum spartum and juncus)
saffl ower (2 varieties)
sea onion
sesame
snake melon
snowbell (2 varieties)
soft rush
sorghum
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mallow (althaea, 2 varieties)
matricary
melon
millet
morning glory
mulberry (2 varieties)
mullein
myrobalan
myrrh
myrtle
narcissus (4 varieties)
nut sedge
oak tree
oil grass (cymbopogon 
 schoenanthus)
oleander
oleaster
olive tree
onion
orach
orange (citrus aurantium)
panis grass
paradise tree
parsnip
peach
pear
pepper grass
pine tree
pistachio tree
plum tree
pomegranate
poplar (2 varieties)
poppy (2 varieties)
privet
purslane
quince
radish
rape
reed
rice
rose
rue
common anise
common apple
common balm
coriander
cotton (2 varieties)

spinach
stock
strawberry tree (arbutus unedo)
sweet cherry tree
sweet marjoram
sycamore
thistle
thyme
vetch (3 varieties)
viola
wallfl ower
walnut
watercress
watermelon
wheat
white lupine
white mustard
wild peas
wild teasel
willow (4 varieties)
wormwood
yellow sweet clover





CITIZENHOOD: PROOF AGAINST THE CENTURY

Mohammed Naciri

The twentieth century has seen two periods during which old citizen 
“citadins” in french, or “citadinite” for citizenhood societies have been 
the centre of  scholarly interest. The fi rst period corresponds to the fi rst 
third of  the century, when these societies were still under the infl uence 
of  the traditional urban order at a time when colonialism was seeking 
to impose its domination. The second corresponds to the last third of  
the same century; and it coincides with a time when old cities through-
out the Arab-Muslim world appeared to be defi nitively condemned by 
the exodus of  their original population and destined to dilapidation, 
degradation and neglect by the public authorities.

Between the middle of  the century and the beginning of  the 1980s, 
this interest weakened, even disappeared, except in history and anthro-
pology, from the fi eld of  urban research—as though citizens “citadins” 
in french, or “citadinite” for citizenhood and their spaces, whatever 
their nature, were not factors worth considering. The renewed interest 
in these societies over the past twenty years or so is a genuine paradox, 
since, in terms of  population, citizen society has been in constant decline 
and, in terms of  the occupation of  space old cities have been reduced 
to mere islets within the spread of  modern urbanization.

To follow the evolution of  a society’s socio-cultural state and its 
relation to the urban—that is, to its citizenhood—from the beginning 
to the end of  the twentieth century requires an overall assessment of  
the whole of  research into Arab-Islamic cities. Such a work is too vast 
and goes beyond the framework of  these brief  considerations about 
the evolution of  a notion (some would say of  a concept) that was long 
regarded as a totally obsolete and inadequate tool for the analysis of  
urban societies.

For historical and cultural reasons, and for reasons of  territorial 
confi guration and political structure with regard to urban powers, 
citizenhood poses complex problems: does it have the same meaning 
everywhere, in all cities and at all periods of  their evolution? There 
are, here, risks of  anachronism, of  inadequate comparison, and of  the 
obscuring of  the specifi c in the interests of  global character. What of  
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intangible state, but rather in terms of  its evolutionary and enduring 
dimension.

Nevertheless, despite the possible ruptures between citizenhood in 
cities and potential urbanity in megalopolises, the links between his-
torical spaces, individuals and groups do not disappear just like that. 
Citizenhood as a socio-cultural relation, one that remains meaningful 
from one generation to the next, structures the life of  society, marking, 
sometimes indelibly, practices, attitudes and mental representations of  
both individuals and contemporary social groups. Its infl uence may 
express itself  in the form of  a dominant cultural model, with apparent 
diverse effects on the architecture and decoration of  houses, and on fur-
nishing, on the organization of  domestic space and on gastronomy.

How does it relate to the human and social sciences? The conditions, within 
which refl ection on citizenhood appeared, the reasons for its eclipse, 
for some thirty years, from the middle of  the century on, and the con-
text of  its re-emergence into the fi eld of  disciplines attempting to give 
it a resolutely problematic dimension, are closely bound up with the 
contexts of  mutations within the social and human sciences. The start 
of  the century is marked by the quest for an autonomous status for 
disciplines in the process of  being formed; the end of  the century, by 
contrast, is characterized by the desire for reconciliation, and in some 
cases convergence, through collective research projects starting from 
problems jointly worked out. Each period, however, reveals a crisis in 
citizen society and a crisis in the problems used in order to understand 
it in its totality. Hence, the interest in citizenhood is revealing, simultane-
ously, dysfunctions within society and the incapacity of  available tools to 
permit a better understanding of  the circumstances and particularities 
of  the crisis. In both periods, “attempts” to foster an urban “science” 
are not the smallest contribution made by studies on citizenhood to the 
progress of  human and social sciences regarding the city.

The complexity of  citizenhood as a concept lay behind many ambi-
guities: misunderstandings, disagreements about its pertinence for present 
times, acceptance of  its use so long as this was restricted to the Arab-
Islamic world, or outright rejection, with citizenhood regarded as a tool 
to be consigned to the museum of  accessories. The reversing of  these 
tendencies fi nally allowed citizenhood to be given the rights of  the city, in 
the wake of  debates punctuated by a series of  scholarly meetings and 
pieces of  collective and individual research, over a long road whose 
principal stages we shall try to trace over the past century.
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1. Historical conditions of  the construction of  citizenhood

The periods of  major interest vis-à-vis the societies of  traditional cit-
ies are a refl ection of  the profound changes that have calibrated the 
historical development of  Arab-Islamic countries over the course of  
the century: colonization was marked by a profound political upheaval, 
which saw Arab-Islamic cities fall, some for the fi rst time in their his-
tory, under foreign domination. The beginnings of  independence saw 
the initial emergence of  a demographic revolution; one that gave rise to 
a complete reconfi guration of  social hierarchies and a remodelling of  
spaces within the city. Urban populations were becoming the major-
ity in a number of  countries where, to use the expression of  Jacques 
Berque, a rural rusticité (“rusticity”) had up till then been the dominant 
feature. Authoritarianism, and a turning back to religious values, was 
symptomatic of  considerable disarray. The elite turned out to be inca-
pable of  containing the rise of  internal and external perils, in a context 
aggravated by under-development, and of  social and spatial disparities 
that transformed urban space in cities growing ever more gigantic. 
These upheavals were accompanied by a triple deprivation—political, 
cultural and economic—that revealed the extent of  the crisis of  urban 
society, and, at the same time, explained the liveliness of  the debate on 
the evolution of  citizenhood.

Initial attempts at research into citizenhood took place, fi rst, in 
Morocco. The late colonization of  the country was the underlying 
reason for a remarkable conservation of  the old fabric, and for the 
relative maintenance of  its population during the fi rst decades of  the 
Protectorate.2

To understand better, and so dominate better

At the beginning of  the colonial conquest, cities had put up no notable 
resistance to occupation. It was assumed that the inhabitants would be 
hostile to the new invaders (especially those of  “Fez, a city regarded in 
the West as being more fanatical and more closed to foreigners than 
other cities”), but the reality had reserved an exquisite surprise. “The 

2 The term bidonville (“shanty town”), the initial term used to designate poor urban 
growths, was for some time specifi c to Morocco, before (to the best of  our knowledge) 
becoming generalized in its use and before its realities were regarded as a subject for 
research. Would this not be a paradox with regard to citizenhood?
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fi rst contact of  citizens with westerners was without violence. The urban-
ity of  the bourgeoisie was met, on our side, by a fi rm benevolence and 
an attentive respect for traditions. They [the citizens] are refi ned and 
cultivated people, who maintain in the city what remains of  a glorious 
Moorish civilization.”3

However, once the sway of  the colonial power had been ensured over 
the countryside, it was the cities, especially “citizen cities” like Fez and 
Salé, which, from the 1930s on, represented the major challenge to long-
term colonial continuance by virtue of  their passive or active resistance. 
A similar situation occurred in Aleppo, affecting the relation between 
urban society, the national movement, and the Mandate authority.4 In 
fact, the urban elites had lost the power over their own city, along with 
their own souls, while the State, whose protection they expected, was 
falling apart. This deprivation felt as if  their entire universe was put 
into question. It was the start of  an irremediable crumbling of  the old 
urban order. “At that point there began, for citizens of  pedigree, a time 
of  doubt, of  loss of  landmarks, of  a kind of  fl ickering of  referential 
thought.”5

The “colonials” had not waited for these reactions before paying the 
most considerable attention, from the beginning of  the Protectorate, 
to knowledge of  citizen society. The strategic requirements for this 
knowledge were best expressed by Georges Hardy, the eminent co-
worker with Lyautey, an ethnographer more than a geographer, a “geo-
politician” on colonial issues, and one of  the most prominent pioneers 
with regard to refl ection on citizen society. In his work L’Âme marocaine 
d’après la littérature française,6 he set out one of  his objectives. “We aim 
to convince authors of  every kind that their effort should preferably be 
oriented towards the only research that really counts in the troubled 
times in which we live: the knowledge of  men before us and beside us.” As 

3 Robert Montagne, Révolution au Maroc (Paris: Edition France Empire, 1957), 76.
4 Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, “Early, recent and future research on 

the modern history of  Aleppo: a review and some proposals,” in Middle Eastern Cities in 
Comparative Perspective, 290.

5 Robert Escalier, “Élites, pouvoirs et ville dans le monde arabe: éléments d’analyse 
de la citadinité,” in La citadinité en questions, ed. Michel Lussault and Pierre Signoles, 
Collection Sciences de la Ville no. 13, Fascicule de Recherches d’ Urbama 29 (Tours: 
URBAMA, 1996), 29.

6 Georges Hardy, L’Âme marocaine d’après la littérature française (Rabat: Éditions du Bul-
letin de l’Enseignement Public du Maroc, No. 73, April 1926; Paris: Librairie Emile 
Larose, 1926).
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a politician he recognized the contribution of  ethnographers in the 
realization of  this objective. “Most of  them were not simply passersby; 
they remained in contact with the living realities. They wrote not only 
for academies. They worked jointly with men of  action representing 
the colonial authorities.”7

A veritable landscape of  hierarchies within urban society was estab-
lished in the chapter of  his work entitled “citizens” (citadins).8 This term 
designated, at one and the same time, the city and its inhabitants. The 
mode of  life and cultural activity determined the quality of  citizenhood of  a 
city like Fez, here taken as a model. “Fez is the city of  citizenhood par 
excellence: we fi nd there a real luxury in housing, clothing, in the table 
kept; the language is purer than elsewhere, and literature is more hon-
oured. The inhabitants of  Fez, the Fassis, justly lay claim to forming the 
chief  oasis of  culture in the Empire.”9 Fez was also a true city by virtue 
of  its functions. It provided “that rare combination of  a learned city, a 
center of  academic, religious and theological studies, existing alongside 
a very active market and a vast manufacturing workshop; all Fassis are 
born tajer (traders), by heredity and by tradition, like the Phoenicians of  
Antiquity.” Fez was accounted a true city, fi nally, by virtue of  its capacity 
for integration and effulgence. It “functioned, at one and the same time, as 
a melting pot and a centre: a melting pot where various ethnic elements 
came together in an amalgam of  original Moorish and citizen imprints; 
a centre whose effulgence reached to the most remote parts of  the old 
Berber bloc, to soften it and enlighten it little by little.”

However, in order to be better supervised, “citizen cities” needed to 
remain apart from the colonial city. This seminal divorce, refl ected in 
the heterogeneous nature of  twentieth-century cities, was governed by 
“the absolute principle of  the separation of  the Moroccan city from 
the new European cities.” This marginalization of  traditional cities in 
space was accompanied by their being thrust into a remote past; for 
Lyautey “the old medinas were medieval wonders that had to be abso-
lutely preserved.” Georges Hardy recognized that few people escaped 
“the temptation to conceive of  Morocco as a surviving remnant of  our 
Middle Ages, and it is true that, in various aspects, a medina neces-
sarily evokes, even today, after fourteen years of  French Protectorate, 

7 L’Âme marocaine, 2, 155.
8 L’Âme marocaine, 118, 119, 117.
9 Montagne, Révolution au Maroc, 81.
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many an image of  our past.” Robert Montagne stated, for his part, that 
“. . . citizens form among themselves a society somewhat analogous to 
the one constituted in the Middle Ages in the great commercial cities 
of  Europe.”

The diagnosis was clear then: an unchanging society had endured 
through time, within a framework frozen over centuries. The expres-
sion of  citizenhood was understood through the prism of  representa-
tions that observers had of  their own past. Georges Hardy was not, 
however, fooled by this vision. This similitude between the past of  one 
society and the present of  another was, for him, a mere “superfi cial 
analogy.” “No possible parallelism should intrude between this social 
state [of  Morocco] and that of  feudalism,” he concluded, following an 
analysis of  the characteristics of  feudalism in general and the feudal 
city in particular.

From utilitarian aims of  knowledge to the scholarly project

Georges Hardy strove to go beyond “false analogies in time that are 
added to false analogies in space, to aggravate the confusion.” As such, 
he undertook to demonstrate the scope of  his project and to indicate 
the methods of  investigation used. “It should be understood that this 
Âme marocaine is, in the fi nal analysis, simply the outcome of  experiences, 
and that our preoccupations go beyond the domain of  colonial politics.” 
The intention was clear. This study of  citizen society should not be 
undertaken for circumstantial reasons, to provide a plan of  campaign 
designed for “colonials.” Its aim was to understand the “psychology” 
of  citizens through investigation of  their social categories and their 
professions, of  their powerful men and their notables, with a view to 
acquiring “the sense of  the indigenous.” This latter was characterized 
by patience, sensitivity and divination, and necessitated “prolonged, 
intimate, meticulous mingling with the groups to be studied. There 
exists a whole psychology to be reconstituted in order to know what 
affects this sense and attracts it, what shocks and repels it.”

This intuitive knowledge should take account of  systematic rules: 
psychological study should, in addition to systematically exploiting 
documentary sources, “delve everywhere into psychological information, 
should clarify it, supplement it, and cross-check it against scientifi c data.” 
He adds: “All the sciences of  humanity are already participating, more 
or less widely, in this movement of  research.” In setting itself  within 
the evolution of  “sciences of  humanity,” his seminal project for a new 
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research method stated that “literature, in its full sense, was inspired 
by scientifi c concern, and scientifi c literature never lost sight of  the 
psychological object in view.”10 This showed a manifest intention to 
build a bridge between disciplines for the new integrated knowledge 
that was being formed.

Who are the protagonists in the seminal project for this new knowl-
edge?11 First, ethnographers “concerned more with local psychology 
than with general psychology.” Considering the subject of  their stud-
ies, still in the course of  being developed, and their uncertain research 
methods, G. Hardy underlined the necessity of  knowing the practical 
lives of  citizens, of  knowing their attitudes towards religion, to go 
beyond research basing itself  on folklore. He insisted on the need to 
interpret their tales and legends, so as not to neglect “the rules of  the 
genre, the gap between observation and account, between the real 
and the imaginary.” He wanted to combine research on institutions 
with the study of  law, and to consider arts that needed to be liberated 
from “conventional orientalism.” He noted that linguists “were of  an 
astonishing fecundity,” but that they separated the language from the 
spirit, making little “study of  syntax, which ought to provide us with 
high quality psychological documentation.” Finally, he advised, in order 
to create this new “collective psychology,” the methodical exploitation 
of  a new source, of  “the plays of  physiognomy, gesture and attitude,” 
together with the “relations between details of  everyday life, and of  
ways of  thinking, with the different postures of  the body.” To this effect, 
he cited P. Odinot, for whom “the way of  sitting modifi es everything: 
the height of  windows, the height of  furniture, musical instruments; 
the whole of  life.”12

The contributions of  the various disciplines to his wide-ranging 
research project were unequal. For Georges Hardy, professional geogra-
phers “seem reserved to excess; they are held back by scientifi c scruples. 
Psychological geography, which has nowhere acquired a clear form as yet” 

10 L’Âme marocaine, 7, 10, 2, 154–55, 164, 155.
11 See Nellia Dias, “Une science nouvelle? La géo-ethnographie de Jomard,” in 

L’Invention scientifi que de la Méditerranée (Paris: Éditions de l’EHESS, 1998), 159–183. This 
article retraces the history of  the constitution of  ethnography within disciplines. 

12 L’Âme marocaine, 157–159, 162. Concerning the way of  sitting, Maurice Le Glay 
observes: “We are not a squatting race, and I have the impression that we may not, 
without losing our superiority over this [ Moroccan] people, adopt their ways of  life 
and methods of  work.” 
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could expect nothing from the discipline, though it should recognize, in 
geographers, the merit of  challenging the pitfalls of  determinism.13

Georges Hardy gave history a prime place within his procedure, since 
“historical explanations add nuance to ethnographic and geographical 
considerations,” thus restoring particularities to the local character. For 
him, “it is clear that in the study . . . of  every city, every social group, 
historical explanation should play an eminent role.”

A powerful preoccupation to begin with, a concern for knowledge, 
even a project for putting together a new knowledge about “collective 
psychology,” in order to understand not just citizens but the population 
of  the country as a whole. G. Hardy’s ambition to develop “scientifi c” 
research methods was still at the stage of  a sketch. He himself  recog-
nized its limits. “A whole treatise needs to be written about the method,” 
in order to resolve the more general problems.14

Though produced in quite different circumstances, Marcel Clerget’s 
work on Cairo showed similarities, up to a point, to this will to provide 
new problems of  research on the city. In 1934, M. Clerget “was the 
fi rst to demonstrate [in his thesis on the geography of  Cairo] that it is 
not possible to grasp the urban fabric without its historical, juridical, 
economic, demographic or social dimensions. It was a huge project, 
which was misunderstood at the time”15 by the academic bodies in 
France, as was the case with G. Hardy’s attempt.

This incomprehension, with respect to the scope of  these attempts 
to re-found disciplines geared to research on the city, was merely the 
initial indication of  a sustained crisis which was to affect the renewal of  
knowledge on traditional cities and the evolution of  their societies.

13 Georges Hardy criticizes ethnography, which cannot explain everything and 
advances ethnic temperament as a once-and-for-all piece of  data, needing to be supple-
mented and corrected by geography. Concerning this last discipline and its practice 
by some, “naturally, we neglect, out of  hand, that false geography, inaccurate and full 
of  sentiment, which explains everything and nothing, based on the poorly determined 
infl uence, merely apparent, of  atmosphere and landscape, and which depends almost 
exclusively on sensibility and ideas preconceived by the observer.” 

14 L’Âme marocaine, 164, 153.
15 Robert Ilbert, “Méthodologie et idéologie, la recherche française sur les politiques 

urbaines en Égypte,” in Middle Eastern Cities in Comparative Perspective, 103–114.
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Citizenhood as a link with the world: civilization or culture?

Two people have played an essential role in identifying the characteristics 
of  citizenhood. They represent the fi nal researchers of  the colonial era, the 
fi nal witnesses of  “citizen life.”

The picture of  Fassi society painted by Roger Le Tourneau shed a 
clear light on every aspect of  the complex life of  a large city in two 
stages of  its evolution, at the beginning and at the end of  a period 
stretching over half  a century. Despite his intimate knowledge of  Fassi 
society, however, he makes no mention at all of  its citizenhood. He 
analyses its evident expression in all the aspects of  the city and of  the 
life of  society, yet does not once use the term. He speaks of  a “great 
effort of  moral codifi cation,” but especially about the success of  the 
people of  Fez in “creating a way of  life specifi c to them, rich, full of  
nuance, and applying to every action of  life, from the way of  eating 
and receiving, to the highest intellectual relations. Such an effort is 
called civilization.” He underlines the “masterpiece” of  Fassis’ collec-
tive life, which is “reasonable and realistic,” and notes that “they had 
succeeded in constituting an original civilization even within Morocco, 
refi ned without excess and at ease with itself.”16 This is a stance, among 
others, within the tradition of  colonial ethnography, which makes the 
term “citizenhood” more complex and enriches its meaning.

To Jacques Berque we owe the use of  the term “citizenhood,” and 
also its conceptualization. The expression “citizenhood as perfection of  
a culture” makes the concept more complex and its use more delicate, 
since it refers to the polysemy of  the notion of  culture—which does 
nothing to simplify matters. He did not, however, content himself  with 
this elliptical formulation. Citizenhood was analyzed in a way that 
made it part of  judicial anthropology rather than embodying an eth-
nographic or sociological approach. Nourished by Islamic sciences, he 
was better fi tted than ethnographers to understand the profound impact 
of  institutions on the state of  society and the status of  the city. Huge 
agglomerations possessing all the attributes of  a “city,” with a mosque 
and sermons, hammams and suqs, could nevertheless not claim to be 
“citizen cities.” “Hence, to the statistical threshold that agglomerations 

16 Roger Le Tourneau, La vie quotidienne de Fès en 1900 (Paris: Hachette, 1965). See 
also, idem, Fès, avant le Protectorat. Étude économique et sociale d’une ville de l’Occident musul-
man (Casablanca: Société Marocaine de Librairie et d’Edition, 1949), 668 photos and 
maps. See pages 38, 302.
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need to pass, in order to be designated cities, we should add another 
threshold, related to what we call citizenhood.” He cited evident cases 
to support this approach. “In the Tunisian Sahel, Msaken, which had 
some twenty thousand inhabitants, is not considered a medina, while 
Monastir and Mahdia are such with only half  the number.” He made 
the same observation in the eastern sphere. “Paltry cities like Nablus 
in Palestine and Zahle in Lebanon breathe a lively citizenhood,” while 
huge agglomerations in Egypt were not “citizen cities.” Probably sens-
ing the limits of  this observation in defi ning citizenhood, he offered 
the following suggestions: “It stems from impalpable elements: urban 
tradition, historical memories, bourgeois outlines, and specialization 
in certain work, historical or spiritual aspects. Then there must be 
material ones: physical appearance, surrounding walls, architectural 
distinction.” Through computations and progressive touches, he came 
to specify that the passage from sizeable village to city depends “on 
the function the city has to fulfi l according to the Muslim ethic: to be 
a place of  exchange and testimony.” By showing the intricacy, in the prac-
tice of  civil law, of  exchange and testimony, he developed around the 
theme of  the suq and the mosque the elements that form the basis 
of  contradictory rationales of  the unity/division that govern urban life: 
between the peasant and the city-dweller with regard to exchange, and 
between the unitary expression of  the city, by virtue of  the sermon 
mosque, and the outpouring of  testimony through the multiplication 
of  weekly sermons in quarter mosques.

The citizenhood approach could not avoid a close analysis of  urban 
institutions: relations between the waqf  and the market, the relations 
of  these pious foundations to urban services, the fundamental division 
between the exercise of  property and right deriving from property accu-
mulation, which has an effect on the entire city economy. For J. Berque, 
the Muslim city is not an ideal of  virtue and organization, since “there 
reigns a tension between the reality of  the city and its juridical ideal.” 
The jurisprudence vis-à-vis the city and its institutions, represented by 
fi qh, functioned as a regulating element. “The fi qh is a rigorous censor 
of  citizenhood.” Because “the city, despite its vices, is the place of  faith, 
the place of  law.” This is probably what R. Le Tourneau meant by 
civilization when speaking of  citizenhood.

J. Berque did not, in determining the sense, even the “essence” of  citi-
zenhood, content himself  with refl ections arising from juridical anthro-
pology. In order to attain this objective, he crossed group lineages with 
their professions, so as to defi ne a “tri-functional order” which formed 
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J. Berque wished that “having lost its old h’isba, the guarantor of  citizen-
hood morals, [Fez] could fi nd a morality of  business and manufactur-
ing,”19 For a new citizenhood?

The reign of  disciplines with a “prescriptive fi nality”

In the weakening of  city structures and spaces under the infl uence of  
urbanization, the old medinas were forgotten. They served as an outlet 
for the rural fl ow. The former citizens and public authorities accom-
modated themselves to this evolution; the former for economic reasons, 
sometimes mercantile, the latter for motives of  socio-political regulation. 
Dilapidation and degradation had taken hold of  the old structure, due 
to the abandonment of  maintenance and to density pressure stemming 
from compression and grouping. In Morocco, as in Algeria, rehabilita-
tion projects were considered, but they remained unrealized.20 In Tuni-
sia, an urge to modernization threatened the destruction of  the old 
city in Tunis through the planning of  major inroads. Reconsideration, 
however, saved the city from real destruction.21 “Many a time destined to 
the wrecker’s pickaxe, the great Tunisian medinas nevertheless evolved, 
maintaining an original character while giving examples of  surprising 
adaptation in every fi eld of  citizen life.”22

In general, disciplines whose main subject of  study and research was 
urban found themselves helpless before the complexity of  citizen society 
and the particularities of  its articulations with regard to historical urban 
spaces. “In this fi eld, the conceptual voids, and the non-reference to 
the social, are as marked from Fez to Damascus and from Sanaa to 
Algiers.”23

On the level of  action, city administrators and experts from the large 
international study bureaux, and from urban research institutions,24 did 

19 Jacques Berque, “Fès, ou le destin d’une médina,” in De l’Euphrate à l’Atlas, vol. 1, 
Espaces et monuments (Paris: Sindbad, 1978), 380–415.

20 Daniele Pini, “Croissance urbaine et sous intégration, la Casbah d’Alger,” in 
Présent et Avenir des Médinas, 121–144.

21 Jellal Abdelkafi , “La médina de Tunis, des études aux actions,” in Présent et Avenir 
des Médinas, 237–255.

22 Paul Lowy, “Evolution des grandes médinas tunisiennes,” in Présent et Avenir des 
Médinas, 103–120.

23 Jean-Marie Miossec, “Recherche urbaine et politiques urbaines en Tunisie,” in 
Middle Eastern Cities in Comparative Perspective, 115–140.

24 Michèle Jolé, “La recherche sur les villes arabo-musulmanes et la notion de 



830 mohammed naciri

not in fact (with some exceptions) have the specifi c practical knowledge 
allowing them to intervene in an urban fabric fi lled with symbols and 
social values. Intervention in modern cities is based on techniques dif-
fi cult to adapt “without putting into perspective the role of  medinas 
in twentieth-century cities and without envisaging a large-scale social 
policy for the poor populations living there. It should also be noted that 
traditional architecture and urbanism of  the medina type have, with 
rare exceptions, not been reproduced.”25 Policy-makers acted as if  the 
city had no memory. Hence their actions had no imperative leading 
them to refer to history.

This crisis of  perspectives in the urban research of  the 1960s and 
1970s resulted from a triple convergence: that of  the diffi culty urban dis-
ciplines had in leaving the beaten tracks of  monography, the calculable 
results of  the growth of  cities and the description of  their activities and 
functions; that of  urban engineering, which regarded traditional cities 
as chaotic and could not comprehend the rationale of  space hierarchy 
and the capacities of  traditional urban institutions for framework and 
integration; and, fi nally, that of  States, whose management of  cities 
was conceived more as an instrument of  political control than as a 
tool for development.26 The time frames directing their actions were 
short ones, and geared to political goals; they were based on technical 
means of  resolving society’s problems.

From the middle of  the century on, individual research had taken a 
direction contrary to dominant approaches in the study of  urban phe-
nomena. Three currents open to the different approaches of  the social 
and human sciences made their appearances: the fi rst in the Maghreb, 
the second in Egypt, and the third in Lebanon and Syria. Their aim 
was to grasp the urban in its totality, to understand the change within 
its contradictions, to understand tradition and modernity with their 
ongoing tensions.

politique urbaine, instrument de classement ou instrument d’analyse,” in Middle Eastern 
Cities in Comparative Perspective, 93–102.

25 Miossec, “Recherche urbaine,” 124. See also, idem, “Identité tunisienne: de la 
personnalité géographique d’un pays du Maghreb, du Monde arabo-musulman et de 
la Méditerranée,” Revue tunisienne des sciences sociales (Tunis, Ceres) 36, no. 118 (1999): 
43–91, especially, 52–58.

26 Mohammed Naciri, “Les politiques urbaines, instrument de pouvoir ou outil de 
développement?” introduction to Politiques urbaines dans le Monde arabe, ed. J. Métral and 
G. Mutin, Collection Etude sur le Monde Arabe 1 (Lyons: Maison Méditerranéenne, 
1984), 13–42.
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2. Resurgence of  interest in the urban

The anthropology of  Morocco was mainly Anglo-Saxon and rural 
during colonization, citizen-based and North American following 
independence. From the 1960s on, the contributions of  the new 
generation—whose most eminent representative has been Clifford 
Geertz27—approaching anthropology from different disciplinary fi elds, 
have in various ways distanced themselves from the colonial literature 
on traditional cities.

In the Maghreb: the contributions of  anthropology

The Ahl Sala28 was the fi rst work to analyse, in depth, the intimate 
mechanisms whereby the citizen’s personality was formed. It is an accu-
rate analysis of  the life of  the citizen community, one that restituted, 
throughout the cycle of  life, how and in what circumstances—notably 
the manifestations of  the sacred impacting on existence—the individual 
and the community are involved in complex processes of  socializa-
tion. Citizenhood took the form of  an art of  living, of  a behaviour 
ethic translated into practices of  exchange and opening out, through 
activities, celebrations and religious rituals. It showed how society had 
changed over a century of  history, through multiple ruptures which 
had not in any way worn down the cultural unity of  the community. 
The progressive creation of  a hierarchy in Slawi society, and its deeply 
rooted conservatism, has not weakened its capacity for adaptation and 
cohesion. For the Slawis, bonds linking individuals within a social and 
cultural structure constituted a fabric of  total coherence, which gathered 
in social groups organized into networks and antagonistic coalitions. 
This is not the least of  the paradoxes of  its citizenhood.

After the fashion of  J. Berque, who stressed in his analysis of  the tra-
ditional city the central role of  the suq, whose “frequenting determines 
an area in space and a unity in economic and social life,” the team of  

27 Daniel Cefaï, “Le sûq de Sefrou, analyse culturelle d’une forme sociale,” intro-
duction to and translation of  Clifford Geertz’s contribution, “The Bazar economy of  
Sefrou,” published in Meaning and Order in Moroccan Society: Three Essays in Cultural Analysis 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). Translation entitled Le sûq de Sefrou 
sur l’économie du Bazar (Paris: Édition Bouchene, 2003), 9–53.

28 Kenneth L. Brown, People of  Salé: Traditions and Change in a Moroccan City (1830–1930) 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1976). French translation: Les gens de Salé, les 
Slawis, traditions et changements de 1830 à 1930 (Casablanca: Eddif, 2001).
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more the obliteration of  its importance in cities (sometimes becoming 
megalopolises) was accentuated, the more it became a major subject of  
interest for historical research. This paradox results, on the one hand, 
from the place and the conception of  the patrimony in public policies 
relative to the city, where modernization and its challenges leave hardly 
any place for real patrimonial policies for old cities, and, on the other 
hand, from the increasing interest of  the scholarly community in the 
cities of  the Arab-Islamic world.

The second area of  renewed refl ection on traditional cities, after that 
of  the Maghreb, was formed in Egypt, especially around historians like 
Jean-Claude Garcin and André Raymond, whose work on Cairo in 
the Mamluk and Ottoman periods gave a new impetus to the renewal 
of  historical research in this fi eld.32 A generation of  new historians, 
preparing their theses under the direction of  these two fi gures, had 
undertaken innovatory research on spaces and societies in the cities of  
Cairo and Alexandria.

We shall not analyse all this work here. We intend solely to indicate 
how they have contributed, from the sixties on, to the opening out 
of  new perspectives for urban research. At a time when the classical 
research of  geographers was unable to explain the global character and 
complexity of  these evolutions, as a result of  the dimensions assumed by 
the modern city in a context of  under-development, historians, served 
by remarkably rich documentary sources, new methods and creative 
intuitions, succeeded in reconstituting the interweaving of  urban frame-
works, with regard to the social fabric and the role of  institutional frames 
in the evolution of  urban society. This orientation of  historical research 
towards the long term had allowed the restitution of  the ruptures and 
continuities of  evolutions, emphasizing the diversity of  their dynamics 
in the past. The premises of  a re-creation of  refl ection on the urban 
issue appeared in a piece of  social historical research carried out by 

32 Jean-Claude Garcin and André Raymond have each produced a work of  remark-
able richness, marking a renewal of  historical research on the cities of  the Mashriq. See 
especially Jean-Claude Garcin, Un centre de la Haute Égypte médiévale: Qus (Cairo: IFAO, 
1976). Also, “Note sur la population du Caire en 1517” and “Le Caire” (in collabora-
tion with Doris Behrens-Abouseif  and Sylvie Denoix), in Grandes villes méditerranéennes du 
monde musulman, ed. J.-C. Garcin, with the collaboration of  J.-L. Arnaud and S. Denoix 
(Rome: École Française de Rome, 2000).

André Raymond, Grandes villes arabes à l’époque ottomane (Paris: Sindbad, 1985). This 
work is a synthesis whose major interest lies in its coverage of  problems regarding 
urban structures, institutions, functions, and activities that had not been suffi ciently 
considered before. The Orientalist approach has been fi rmly transcended.
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J. Berque on a quarter of  Cairo33 at the end of  the sixties. He was prob-
ably the initiator of  what we might call today a geo-history crossed with 
anthropology, which consisted in researching, over an extended period, 
the determining impacts of  political, economic and social decisions 
on the structure of  urban space in its historical evolution. Hence, it is 
possible, thanks to these past evolutions, to shed light on the reasons 
behind present types of  behaviour in the face of  change hampered by 
the multiplicity of  rationales governing the city.

Thus, the new research has set aside the fi xed representations of  a 
single Muslim city whose model of  organization has been repeated over 
the varied face of  history. By challenging this vision of  an archetype of  
the eastern city, the work of  historians showed the dynamics and diversi-
ties of  organization types in the cities of  Cairo and Alexandria, thus 
marking the factors of  rupture and continuity in their physical exten-
sion, together with the mutations of  their social hierarchy and their 
links to the dominant powers and social groups that had determined 
the city’s historical evolution.

The results of  historical research on institutions, among them the 
waqf, showed the fl exibility of  relations within citizen societies. Means of  
adjustment and means of  adaptation to urban realities may circumvent 
the evidently intangible prescriptions of  fi qh, without questioning the 
religious basis of  a society culturally unifi ed but socially heterogeneous. 
The spatial division of  social categories sheds light on the proportion 
of  poverty and wealth within the urban framework. Traditional cities 
have known contradictory rationales, the play of  powers, competition 
and battles for control of  the city and its resources. However, they have 
also built up (though sometimes infringed) an ethic that has permit-
ted group life and exchange between individuals. Historical research 
had not explicitly built a concept of  this culture of  living together, called 
citizenhood; but it showed its constituent elements through the exis-
tence of  mechanisms of  institutional framing and multiple solidarities 
linking different categories of  citizen society, thus attenuating the social 
contrasts involved. Understood in terms of  their cultural diversities, the 
integration processes of  groups and individuals within urban society 
therefore seemed diverse, contingent, and variable, according to social 
groups, to their origin and faith, their environment and particular space 

33 Jacques Berque and Mustafa al Shakâa, “La Gamaliya depuis un siècle: essai 
d’histoire sociale d’un quartier du Caire,” Revue des Etudes Islamique, 1974, 45–99.
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within the city, along with the forms of  framing and socio-political 
control entailed. Robert Ilbert, in Alexandrie,34 evokes “the history [of  
a citizen community] woven from a heterogeneous framework. Some 
elements disappear while others are maintained. Time seems to stop 
while new mutations are being prepared. The historian tries to untangle 
the threads, reconstitute facts and causes that might, if  not explain, at 
least partially clarify the evolutions, or make them less opaque.” This 
process is at the heart of  the search for a better comprehension of  
citizenhood, especially in its cosmopolitan expression stemming from 
universality, as this was translated in medieval megalopolises of  the 
Middle East.35

From patrimony to public space: inversion of  the role of  citizenhood

The third area of  preparation for refl ection on citizenhood was in Syria 
and Lebanon, where geo-history took on an element of  anthropology. 
Geographers, historians and sociologists were attracted by what I might 
call the disciplinary overfl ow. An iterative process going back into the 
past, leading to the construction of  a representation of  the evolution 
of  urban society in traditional cities, beginning from investigations of  
observable realities in the present city, and going beyond all special-
ist frontiers. A geographer adopting this approach is not afraid to go 
back into the past to tackle subjects that normally form part of  the 
competence of  a historian, or to explore the present in its political 
and socio-cultural dimensions, which is the task of  a political scientist, 
sociologist or anthropologist. He does not decline, either, to deal with 
the relations between the State, the future of  the historical patrimony 
in terms of  urban policy and the reaction of  the technical, intellectual 
and political elite to projects, on the part of  the Syrian and Lebanese 
governments, for the renovation of  old centres.36 The identifi cation of  

34 Robert Ilbert, Alexandrie: Histoire d’une communauté citadine, 1830–1930, 2 vols., Bib-
liothèque d’Etude 112/1 (Cairo: Institut français d’Archéologie Orientale, 1996).

35 Jean-Claude Garcin, “La notion de mégapole,” in Villes médiévales et orientales, 3–6. 
A report submitted at the meeting held on 10–11 February 1995 for the preparation 
of  Mégapoles en Méditerranée, Géographie urbaine retrospective, ed. Claude Nicolet, Robert 
Ilbert, and Jean-Charles Depaule (Paris: Maisonneuve and Larose; Aix-en-Provence: 
MMSH; Rome: École Française de Rome, 2000). See also J.-C. Garcin (with Thierry 
Bianquis), “De la notion de mégapole,” in Grandes villes méditerranéennes du monde musul-
man médiéval.

36 Jean-Claude David, a geographer, is typically representative of  this current of  
research. See his article “L’évolution des axes de circulation et d’activités à Alep de 
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contradictions between local powers and upper levels of  decision-
making may, thus, provide material for refl ection and research in politi-
cal sciences and in anthropology dealing with public spaces. Transverse 
thematics, such as rehabilitation policies, problems of  patrimony, the 
originality of  institutions of  traditional urbanism, attempts at adaptation 
to change in old quarters, the role of  tradition in modern urbanism, 
nourished meaningful research on the city. Thus was developed a new 
reading of  the historical heritage in its triple spatial, institutional and 
social dimensions, inducing a refl ection on the relation of  tradition to 
modernity. Such a process permitted light to be shed on the sometimes 
confl icting relations between upper levels of  decision-making, local 
powers and urban elites, giving rise to the emergence of  research on 
the nature of  civil society and the forms of  public and private spaces 
within traditional cities, together with the continuities and ruptures of  
their equivalents in the modern city.

The Lebanese civil war was an essential factor for progress in refl ec-
tion on the passage from an urban society, in the past governed and 
regulated by a citizenhood based on inter-confessional exchange, to a 
society of  dramatic confrontations between segments whose multiplic-
ity of  status had not, in the past, forestalled commerce in its primary 
sense. It was, thus, possible to see, within a context fi rst of  the State’s 
weakness and then of  the State’s absence, how implacable rationales 
of  power were able to destroy the co-existence of  diversity within a 
society whose relations were founded on codes of  behaviour and state 
of  being between the descendants of  old citizen generations. Soli-
darities had knotted together a whole complex network of  exchange, 
inscribed in the centrality of  the old fabric of  Beirut. There was, thus, 
a motivation to evoke and study the citizenhood which had sunk into 
war, and to explore the possibility of  its mutation into citizenship when 
the moment of  reconciliation came. The most remarkable thing about 
Beirut’s case was the debate on this citizenhood as a patrimonial basis 

1870 à nos jours: une continuité de développement urbain,” in Présent et Avenir des 
Médinas, 255–260; and “Politique et urbanisme à Alep. Le projet de Bab Al Faraj,” in 
État, ville et mouvements sociaux au Maghreb et au Moyen Orient/Urban crises and social movements 
in the Middle East (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1989), 317–324. See also Nabil Beyhum and 
J.-C. David, “Du sûq à la place, du citadin au citoyen,” in Sciences sociales et phénomènes 
urbains dans le monde arabe, ed. Mohammed Naciri and André Raymond (Casablanca: 
Fondation du Roi Abdul-Aziz Al Saoud, 1997); and Jean-Paul Pascual, “La Syrie à 
l’époque ottomane (le XXe siècle),” in La Syrie à l’époque ottomane. See the bibliographi-
cal data below. 
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for the reconstruction of  the old centre destroyed by the war.37 In 
contrast to the colonial era, the understanding of  citizenhood was not 
a way of  controlling society but rather the means of  access to a new 
modernity. This inversion of  the operational value of  citizenhood from 
the status of  a control tool to that of  an instrument for the cultural 
reconstruction of  a citizenship, through the rehabilitation of  its urban 
heritage, was one of  the evident signs of  its complexity. How, under 
these conditions, were the relations between citizenhood, patrimony 
and citizenship to be grasped?

3. Genesis of  the formation of  a consensus on citizenhood

To judge by the number of  collective works, in all the various disciplines, 
the debate on the Arab-Islamic city, the crisis in the social and human 
sciences, and the place of  the traditional city as a patrimony and an 
integral part within urban development, has been the subject of  abun-
dant research over a period of  20 years. The variety of  disciplines, the 
membership of  particular research traditions—European, Anglo-Saxon, 
Arab, and Japanese—allowed the development of  renovated problems 
on the theme of  citizenhood. These collective works did not, however, 
tackle the subject of  citizenhood directly, with the exception of  three 
collective publications of  which we shall analyze certain elements in 
connection with this concept. They have permitted a direct examination 
of  its validity, and have provided perspectives going beyond objections 
about the opportunity for, and effi cacy of, its use in urban research.

Citizenhood rediscovered

Since modern cities agglomerate without integrating, dissolve collective 
components and shake cultural identities without offering their inhabit-
ants new references to facilitate an anchorage on new solidarities, they 
hardly facilitate processes of  urban integration. Their spatial fragmen-
tation refl ects social and economic disparities that are constantly being 
aggravated, with no perspective for emerging from the crisis.

37 Nabil Beyhum, Espaces éclatés, espaces dominés: Etude de la recomposition des espaces 
publics centraux de Beyrouth de 1975 à 1990, 2 vols. (Lyon: Université 2 Lumière, Faculty 
of  Sociology, academic year 1990–1991). See also M. Naciri, “Succès de la ville, crise 
de l’urbanité,” Espaces et Sociétés (Paris: L’Harmattan), no. 65 (1991): 9–18.



838 mohammed naciri

In this context, a Franco-British colloquium held in London in 1984 
set itself  the objective of  “establishing an analytical and comparative 
assessment of  urban research on the Maghreb and Mashriq under-
taken in France and Great Britain.”38 Over and above a comparison of  
institutional research policies on the city in the two countries, debates 
were launched on the validity of  the concept of  Muslim city and on the 
specifi city of  Arab-Islamic cities. Are they Third World cities or have 
they kept, from their past, a socio-cultural and political element that 
differentiates them fundamentally from other cities of  the world? The 
differentiation with regard to Cairo, between a traditional city, a colo-
nial city and a megalopolis,39 takes into account the composite nature 
of  the Arab city and allows an understanding of  divergences within 
evolution dynamics: are we dealing with continuity or rupture in time, 
juxtaposition or fusion in space? Consideration of  the urban crisis, of  
social movements and public policies in urbanism, along with their 
relation to the rise of  the religious element, found their continuations, 
especially regarding this last thematic, in the second Franco-British 
colloquium held in Paris in 1986, under the title État, ville, et mouvements 
sociaux au Maghreb et au Moyent Orient.

What strategy might result from research on realities lived, observ-
able and analysed, in terms of  general explanatory principles for urban 
study? And indeed, according to what scale and meaningful magnitude 
should we apprehend the realities of  the social body? Urban anthro-
pology provides a better knowledge of  representations, discourse, and 
the practices of  daily life, so shedding light on the forms of  sociability 
within the old fabrics, and, in consequence, measuring the dimensions 
of  change and the transitions towards the societies of  modern cities. 
In his refl ections on the recent formation of  small Middle East cities 
in Syria, J. Métral has put forward some suggestions; and these are 
all the more signifi cant in that they propose a “from the bottom up” 
understanding of  “urbanity” as a cultural identity common to inhabit-
ants of  the city since its foundation. Gestation processes of  urbanity 
have supposed the identifi cation of  lineages when the small city was 
fi rst created. “For urbanity to be formed and developed is it not nec-
essary that there should be a number of  lineages that establish civil 

38 Introduction to Middle Eastern Cities in Comparative Perspective, 10.
39 Ilbert, “Méthodologie et idéologie.” See also Héliopolis, genèse d’une ville: Le Caire 

1905–1922 (Paris and Cairo: Éditions du CNRS, 1981).
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codes, among themselves, so as to regulate their neighbourly relations, 
of  cooperation and/or opposition?” Were these the celebrated nassabs, 
the lineages at the base of  citizenhood evoked by J. Berque? He further 
indicates that “a supplementary level of  urbanity is reached when the 
territory of  a lineage bears its name, becomes a quarter within an 
agglomeration.” This agglomeration would then become part of  an 
autonomous territory and be inserted within a network of  neighbour-
ing cities where frameworks of  alliance and clientage are deployed to 
confi rm its urbanity.40 Certainly we see here some of  the constituent 
elements for citizenhood seen in Sefrou and called by J. Métral urbanity. 
Was there reticence on his part to use the same concept? The London 
colloquium took the initiative in discussing this point. A presentation 
in the form of  research on the archaeology of  the concept showed the 
interest of  this path for understanding the past and present transforma-
tions of  urban societies.41 However, even though the state of  citizenhood 
might be a reality for those living it, or for those who make it a subject 
of  research, the problem still remains: “What research strategy is the 
most appropriate for its analysis?”

The diversifi cation of  approaches taken by the different disciplines 
and the confrontation of  their methods proved to be necessary. The 
taking into account of  sociolinguistics and literature, for example (and 
recalling, in this connection, the similar suggestions formulated in the 
twenties by G. Hardy), especially popular literature with all the rep-
resentations, legends and myths it contains, provided a possible close 
knowledge of  the complex processes of  identifying individuals within 
the social body, or of  rupture in the affi liation of  identity to the com-
munity. “This sociology of  the imaginary, of  the symbolic, of  the poetry 
of  space, of  the trace of  collective memory, seems to us able to lead 
to original refl ections on cities.”42 The exploration of  Arabic literature 
might likewise constitute a fi eld of  research, as a mirror of  the urban 
imagination, a domain expressing the gestation of  changes affecting 
urban life. The setting up of  a discussion panel on citizenhood by 
the Moroccan Union of  Writers refl ects the interest of  citizen culture 

40 Jean Métral, “Citadinité au Proche Orient,” in Middle Eastern Cities in Comparative 
Perspective, 271–282.

41 Mohammed Naciri, “Regards sur la citadinité au Maroc,” in Middle Eastern Cities 
in Comparative Perspective, 249–270.

42 Jean-Paul Blais, “Recherches urbaines et villes françaises,” in Middle Eastern Cities 
in Comparative Perspective, 53–58.
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for literary creation. The theme of  the old city is present in novelistic 
production. The writer Mohammed Berrada gives a special place in 
his novels to collective and historical memory in the organization of  
traditional urban spaces.

Urban actors: between powers, structures and culture

Ten years after the London symposium, the colloquium held in Casa-
blanca in November 1994, on “social sciences and urban phenomena 
in the Arab world,”43 constituted a new phase in refl ection on Arab-
Islamic cities with a view to following their evolution, to identifying 
their ruptures and continuities through the vicissitudes of  time, and to 
understanding how Arab-Islamic traditions, from the physical structure 
of  the city to social institutions and architectural forms, were per-
petuated, evolved or were transformed; and how they appear today in 
contemporary cities, or are disappearing before the redoubled blows 
of  modernization.

One of  the problems at the heart of  the debate was the diffi culty in 
identifying the nature of  the dominance of  the different cultures that 
marked cities and acted on the management of  their spaces. Indeed, 
the evolution of  these infl uences over time renders their identifi cation 
problematic. To what extent did the interpretation of  law for a better 
adaptation to social practices, or the consequence of  the management of  
religious foundations according to the norms of  property, infl uence the 
mutations of  private and public spaces, or favour mixing, or engender 
the segregation of  social categories? From the house to the street and 
the quarter, how did the forms of  organizing space become differenti-
ated, and how are we to appreciate the effects of  the interpenetration 
of  populations of  different origins on the evolution of  these spatial con-
fi gurations, and on the individualization of  social groups beyond their 
confessions, origin or activities? Do the zawiyas and the corporations 
go across social bodies, irrespective of  their status, hence attenuating 
their awareness of  class, when it is known that the Maghreb medinas, 
or the Aleppo Mdineh, or the madina ’l-qadima in Damascus, for example, 
in the Mashriq, were not socially homogenous but had poor and rich 
quarters simultaneously. On the cultural level, that of  citizenhood, it 
was possible to be perfectly well a citizen and also poor. Wealth was 

43 Naciri and Raymond, Sciences sociales et phénomènes urbains.
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not necessarily a means of  integration into citizen society. The length 
of  stay in the urban entity, the nature of  the activity undertaken, the 
alliances or affi liation to corporations or to a network of  clientage, 
could facilitate access. The difference in status was not essentially one 
of  money, but of  culture. In Morocco, the authority of  Makhzen, 
within the city, was represented by agents of  rural origin, who were 
not regarded as citizens despite the prestige they had acquired through 
the exercise of  power and through wealth.

These investigations did not solely concern the spatial reading of  
complex legacies from the past; they also sought to understand the 
social, cultural and political dynamics and the potential continuation of  
these into the present. What was the role of  the State and/or of  popu-
lations in the transformation of  old cities, following displacements of  
centralities towards modern cities, and what were the consequences of  
this for policies geared to their protection, rehabilitation or renovation? 
Did the inhabitants of  cities pass, like the State, “from culture-effect to 
appearance-effect,”44 from the discretion of  the traditional city to the 
ostentation that spreads through the modern city?

The explanation for this state of  affairs lies in the major ruptures45 
citizen societies have experienced. The propositions advanced to iden-
tify the mutations in their culture had a double objective: to restitute 
the relations between groups and individuals that permitted social and 
cultural reproduction, while remaining conscious of  the way their iden-
tity allowed them to form a united community—one which was not, 
nonetheless, free of  internal contradictions, oppositions and ambigu-
ous relations with the authorities. The other objective was to identify 
the processes that permitted the integration of  individuals within the 
community of  citizens. One of  the essential conclusions of  this search 
to identify the attributes of  a citizen culture is the quite fundamental 
need to speak of  citizenhoods rather than citizenhood, so as to grasp the 
specifi cities of  articulation among spaces and societies characteristic of  
each urban ensemble. Citizenhood is a historical accumulation subject 
to transformations, erosions and even multiple mutations. It sheds light 
on the past culture of  old cities; but can it be effective in facing up to 
present identities and in opening up to modernity?

44 Robert Escalier, “Élites, pouvoirs et villes dans le Monde arabe, éléments d’analyse 
de la citadinité,” in La citadinité en questions, 21–32.

45 Mohammed Naciri, “La culture citadine est-elle une culture citoyenne?” Preface 
to the French version of  Brown, Les Gens de Salé.



842 mohammed naciri

The concept of  citizenhood in the mirror of  disciplines

Since the London symposium, the welcome accorded to the concept of  
citizenhood has varied according to the particular discipline involved. In 
the discussions that followed attempts to explore the concept in depth, 
the fi rst reactions of  geographers were to challenge its pertinence, on the 
grounds that the notion of  citizen culture remained extremely hazy, 
all the more so in that it made no reference to space. And yet the 
perception of  city territories lies at the heart of  representations of  the 
citizen. Space represents, for him, a place of  anchorage and identity. 
The fact of  being born and growing up in the same street, of  having 
lived in the same quarter, creates for people, throughout their lives, 
complicities that go beyond political or ideological distinctions. Sub-
sequent work has shown that citizenhood is consubstantial with space. 
“The citizenhood-object thus opens up another access to geographical 
space . . . a terrain where the various regulatory registers of  the urban 
group are crystallized.” The modern mutations of  this group create 
conditions whereby the regulation is weakened, due to losses affecting 
the proximity of  people and places. In these conditions, M. Lussault 
asks, “how can the individual link this violently divorced space within a 
homogenous material, appropriate it, organize it in a formal structure 
endowed with a meaning for himself  and for others, i.e., something 
that, simultaneously, makes it conformable and distinguishes it?” Social 
practices may revalorize or de-categorize spaces by virtue of  the mobil-
ity of  men and products.46

During a panel discussion of  the Union of  Moroccan Writers, orga-
nized in Rabat in 1996, the geographer Mohammed Ameur conceded 
that citizenhood was a richly meaningful historical accumulation of  
a highly developed culture, permitting an accurate knowledge of  old 
urban societies. He noted the pertinence of  citizenhood in explain-
ing the realities of  the city of  today. The heterogeneous nature of  rural 
immigrant populations prevents all integration into the former citizen 
culture. This has been expressed by another geographer in his state-
ment that “there has been a passing from the integrating city to today’s 
segregating and fragmented city,”47 for which citizenhood cannot be an 

46 Jean-Charles Depaule and Franck Mermier, “Chroniques des années 1980,” in 
Yémen, ed. Samia Naïm (Paris: Maisonneuve and Larose, 2001), 29–30. See also Michel 
Lussault, in La citadinité en questions, 44, 47.

47 Escalier, “Élites, pouvoirs et villes,” in La citadinité en questions, 27.
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operational concept. These arguments are not entirely false. However, 
they result from another sense of  citizenhood, whose polysemy remains 
a constant stumbling block.

During the Casablanca colloquium, historians found that citizen-
hood provided a partial solution to their quest to identify the cultural 
infl uences on space in the traditional city, within the dynamic of  
their historical evolutions. There remained some objections that the 
debate failed to clarify. If  the notion of  network seemed pertinent 
to an understanding of  the functioning rationales of  urban societies, 
citizens’ knowledge of  fi liations by virtue of  lineage was contested, 
since lineage had too strong a rural connotation to be identifi ed as a 
signifi cant element of  citizenhood. In the Rabat panel discussion, the 
same objection was advanced by a rural sociologist. For him, strategies 
of  kinship and of  matrimonial alliances were specifi c to the countryside. 
And yet, citizens’ knowledge of  the genealogy of  families—and not just 
their own—permitted them to know the ramifi cations of  networks and 
to identify the degree of  kinship between one another. This was, he 
considered, a veritable grid for the analysis of  individual behaviour and 
family strategies, and entailed the possibility of  adopting, opposing, or 
simply understanding their rationales. The use of  the term bayt/buyut 
or buyutat, which might be translated as “family lines,” might remove 
this double objection.48

The disentangling of  groups, on the level of  the Arab world, by dis-
tinguishing an Andalusi integrative citizenhood, an associative Ottoman citizenhood 
and a Khaliji (from the term khalij, meaning Gulf ) disparate citizenhood, 
likewise gave rise to a debate on the ambiguities of  this representation 
of  the Arab world on the basis of  the urban cultures of  these societ-
ies.49 The distinction seems to have been founded on heterogeneous 
bases: reference to a culture, reference to an empire, reference to a 
territory—there were discrepancies in the historical levels used. Indeed, 
a cross-section would have been more suitable for the comparison. In 
all three cases, however, citizenhood was the product of  a process of  
accumulation, though having neither the same nature nor the same 
historical depth. The fi rst is marked by a specifi c culture of  a society 
whose historical experience has demonstrated its integrative dimension 

48 See the debate in Naciri and Raymond, Sciences sociales et phénomènes urbains, 156.
49 Mohammed Naciri, “Le Rôle de la citadinité dans l’évolution des villes arabo-

islamiques,” in Naciri and Raymond, Sciences sociales et phénomènes urbains.
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well enough; the second is a rationale of  empire, hence an associative 
one, one of  communities, faiths and ethnic groups within the urban 
space. The third, for its part, is based on a territory where mobility 
favours an inclination to dispersal and monetary consideration, a pro-
pensity to prodigality; as such, it is dissipative. This is not to prejudge 
the worth of  one at the expense of  another. Each type of  citizenhood 
has its own characteristics. In the Maghrebi sphere, Tunisian citizens, 
for example, opposed the power of  the Sublime Porte, not the beys who 
governed them.50 The case was different in Morocco, where Makhzen 
and urban cities had highly ambiguous relations. As such, they were 
urban groups with different historical experiences; experiences that still 
mark the contemporary societies more or less, according to the degree 
of  development involved.

A historian—and a citizen, what’s more—who intervened in the 
Rabat discussion panel wished to use not the term “citizenhood” (al-
tamadduniyya), but rather the term urban culture—of  which, he said, we 
did not know a great deal.51 For that reason he proposed an analysis 
of  citizenhood in terms of  a triangular relation between rural world, 
Makhzen and cities; and, since these last had seen a regression since the 
Middle Ages, it was essential to take into account the periodization of  
their evolution, if  we wished to avoid reducing cities to an a-historical 
model, viewed as valid regardless of  the period considered. On the 
basis of  these considerations, he inferred the need to tackle citizenhood 
on three levels—of  social practices, of  spatial forms, and of  values 
and symbols—if  we were to grasp, for example, the relations between 
the mode of  housing, extended family, identity and familial networks. 
Rupture between the three levels in question produced mutations that 
caused the traditional city to lose its functionality, thereby reducing it 
to a refuge for identity and memory, without any possibility of  passing 
from tradition to a new urbanity.

It was sociologists and anthropologists, especially those in urban 
anthropology, who were the most sensitive to the light that refl ection 
on citizenhood might shed on their research into urban societies. 
Knowledge of  behaviour, of  citizens’ attitudes as seen through their 

50 Abdelhamid Hénia, Propriété et stratégies sociales à Tunis (XVIe–XIXe siècles), University 
of  Tunis, IV Série Histoire, vol. 34, Faculty of  Human and Social Sciences (Tunis, 
1999).

51 Abdelahad Sebti, “À propos de la culture citadine”; and Mohammed Ameur, 
“Observation sur la problématique de la citadinité et de la citoyenneté,” Afaq, Revue de 
l’Union des Écrivains du Maroc, 1996–1998 [ in Arabic]. 
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practical use of  space, their frequenting of  places for social purposes, 
and their relations on territorial levels accessible to the rhythms of  daily 
life, will permit an understanding of  their representations of  space, 
an issue now common to anthropologists and historians. In trying to 
understand citizenhood in its historical dimension and in the way it is 
lived today, they were able to point out the passage from the heritage 
of  the past, that of  tradition, to its present practice open to change, 
even to modernity. For example: “When we speak of  contemporary 
habitat and tradition, we are not talking only about architecture and 
architectural types, but also, of  course, of  usages, ways of  living, i.e., of  
what Henri Lefebvre calls concrete space: gestures, paths, body and memory, 
symbols and meaning.” It is thus possible to distinguish lasting traits of  
evolution and others that are less lasting.52

In general, taking account of  cultures as factors for explaining the 
evolution of  old urban societies makes possible an intelligible reading 
of  present societies in their socio-spatial interstices; a reading that 
makes sense. The meeting of  historians and anthropologists in this 
fi eld, especially in the interpretative anthropology of  C. Geertz, not 
only allows advancements in the interpretation of  the present world 
but also offers a renovation of  “outworn paradigms which had inspired 
large sections of  the research in social sciences from the end of  the 
nineteenth century on.”

4. The redeployment of  a concept in the fi eld of  
human and social sciences

The reticence of  geographers and anthropologists, with regard to citi-
zenhood, had been clear from the beginning; it was a hazy concept, 
they felt, belonging neither to space, nor to the class struggle, nor to 
citizenship. Its problematic scope could, at most, be of  concern solely 
to the area of  Arab-Islamic culture,53 to the exclusion of  other cities 
elsewhere in the world.

52 Jean-Charles Depaule, “Contribution au thème ‘habitat traditionnel et traditions,’ ” 
in Naciri and Raymond, Sciences sociales et phénomènes urbains, 215–221.

53 “Refl ection on citizenhood does not pertain exclusively to the cultural area of  the 
Arab-Muslim world, but is also of  the greatest interest vis-à-vis western cities.” Such a 
statement is a measure of  the change in attitude towards citizenhood. [See the preface 
to La citadinité en questions, p. 6. For the relation of  citizenship to citizenhood, see “La 
culture citadine est-elle une culture citoyenne? ”.]
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Three factors seem to explain the resumption of  refl ection on citizen-
hood, twelve years after it appeared in the fi eld of  urban research: the 
fi rst is the “spreading” of  the theme by the multiplication of  research 
in the social sciences, in particular in urban anthropology, about the 
thematic “citizenhood—urbanity—citizenship” applied to the study of  cit-
ies in the western world. The second results from theses and research 
on urban subjects that have shown how citizenhood can provide an 
accessible “way in” for exploring, in an original fashion, the complex-
ity of  the urban phenomenon. Finally, there is the role of  individual 
investment in the organization and undertaking of  collective refl ection 
on the wealth of  meanings, and also of  ambiguities—which is of  some 
importance—in the concept of  citizenhood. We should here cite Ridha 
Lamine54 and Michel Lussault, both geographers. Their work testifi es 
to the pertinence of  their contributions in affecting a breathing space 
for citizenhood, beyond their discipline, in the fi eld of  the human and 
social sciences.

The interest of  La citadinité en questions,55 a collective work published in 
1996 is that it specifi es the content of  the concept and its multiple meanings. 
Its objective was to “try to construct the object ‘citizenhood,’ ” since it 
would be possible from then on to advance further with the concept. It 
was, fi rst, about “practices of  distinction allowing individuals to affi rm 
their membership of  a community,” thus establishing a link between 
citizenhood and identity. Next was underlined the process of  integration 
within the city and the appropriation of  its culture and identity, by 
individual or collective practices that lead to a citizenhoodization (istimdan 
in Arabic). Finally, historical citizenhood, wherein the major diffi culty lay 
in the “hiatus between the old order as presented by research [and also 
by memory] and the present order, this hiatus not having always been 
thought through with precision.” These clarifi cations, despite their utility, 
merely formalize the current perceptions of  anthropologists.

Starting from a refl ection on the complex elements of  the urban 
fabric encasing both individuals and groups, in “a subtle interlacing 
of  correspondences allowing us to have a place on the social chess-

54 Ridha Lamine, Villes et citadins du Sahel central (Sousse: Faculty of  Letters and Human 
Sciences; Tunis: Édition l’Or du Temps, 2001). R. Lamine was behind the initiative 
that led to the publication of  the collective work La citadinité en questions.

55 All quotes are from the text of  Michel Lussault, “La citadinité: pour une approche 
problématique,” in La citadinité en questions.
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board,” Michel Lussault56 affi rms the irreducible identity of  each of  us 
and of  each city. “Of  this fundamental complexity, our disciplines—the 
human and social sciences—wish to discourse. And citizenhood might 
indeed well be an interesting instrument for clarifying the haziness of  
urban phenomena.”

What then, he asks himself  at the end of  his itinerary, is citizen-
hood? His answer seems to arise obviously: “Simply the relation of  
a subject—i.e. a social actor whether he is an individual or these 
particular actors that are groups and institutions—to an object, in this 
case, the urban world.” The latter is not “obviously reducible to the 
spatial dimension only.”

Thanks to the wealth of  his references, M. Lussault constantly ampli-
fi es the scope of  the meaning of  citizenhood he has developed, almost 
step by step, by trial and error. Referring to literature, he shows how 
the individual, before two different urban facts, fi nds himself  facing 
the citizenhood of  belonging with regard to two possible relations to the 
urban, “two ways of  conceiving the city (his city), of  understanding 
it, of  acting in it, and of  existing in it,” and of  doing the same for 
those of  others; in sum, two modes of  relations grasped within the 
framework of  mental schemes of  habitus. As such, citizenhood will be 
a highly complex structure of  representations serving as a basis for practices. 
He attributes, to each social actor, citizenhood: a protean phenomenon 
engendering a way of  life, a source for a way of  acting, for practices that 
come into being and whose evolution acts, in its turn, on citizenhood. 
Hence the latter integrates technical and intellectual skills, constraints 
and collective rules, competences of  individuals and institutions, allow-
ing “the condensation of  personal praxis in a coordinated societal and 
spatial structure.”

Does this reduction of  citizenhood to the sphere of  individual, and 
therefore parcelled, competence risk dissipating it, diluting it in frag-
mentary behaviours, with no production of  meaning or anchorage in 
society and space? However, the fragmentation of  urban society, like the 
explosion of  spaces in the city, poses a problem today for individuals 
who fi nd themselves dissipated within a more or less extended area of  
mobility. The social networks of  insertion and the spatial frameworks 

56 Dictionnaire de la géographie et de l’espace des sociétés, ed. Jacques Lévy and Michel 
Lussault (Paris and Berlin, 2003).
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of  inclusion are in fact sewn with considerable hiatuses: how do individuals 
take upon themselves such a scattering of  the environments and places 
of  co-existence within the urban? M. Lussault concedes to “represen-
tations constituting the immaterial face of  citizenhood” the virtue of  
re-knitting social bonds and re-sewing the torn fabric of  the citizen’s 
individual space. Hence, a whole mythology is developed around the 
identity of  space, patrimony and cultural action, in order to give a 
meaning to a dislocated territory. For him, “the overall citizenhood of  
a society at a given historical moment is deployed in the articulation 
of  all the particular types of  citizenhood, thus forming a meaningful, 
complex and dynamic system.”

M. Lussault attributes the diversity of  the environment for the pro-
duction of  citizenhood, which is a factor in the diversity of  its mean-
ing, to “engineers, urban planners, architects, geographers, sociologists, 
anthropologists, historians, and philosophers, each in their own way 
thinking they can account for urban reality.” He seems, however, to 
miss one aspect: that of  the ordinary citizen who does not take account 
of  knowledge but rather acts daily through his practice. It is also by 
virtue of  his action that citizenhood emerges into the political space. The role 
of  citizen confers on citizenhood dimensions such that it acquires a 
power embracing the urban, regardless of  localization. Hence citizen-
hood has found itself  liberated from its supposedly exclusive land of  
validity, the Arab-Islamic cultural area. Comparisons with other places 
of  urbanity in the world therefore acquire a meaning and permit the 
comprehension of  the urban through literature, language, signs, accounts 
of  action emitted by actors in the political game, and indeed through 
the media, along with billboards and their effective territorialization, as 
was the case between fi ghting factions in Beirut during the war.

Michel Lussault concludes: “True dynamic multi-national confi gura-
tion, indissolubly linking practices and accounts, setting in motion the 
meanings, bodies, psyches of  each and every one, so as to make one 
dizzy with its abundance, a maze whose least turning we should try 
to determine, citizenhood seems able to constitute one of  the keys for 
understanding the social world and its spaces.” M. Lussault goes far in 
his energetic refl ection: he extends the multiple meanings of  citizen-
hood to American cities. There is ground for doubting the pertinence 
of  such a broadening of  the concept to the urban realities of  these 
cities. In fact, citizenhood proceeds from a culture of  proximity and 
sociability, while, according to the work of  Richard Sennet to which 
he refers, “the aspect of  [American] cities refl ects the great hidden fear 
of  their inhabitants to expose themselves.” Their urban spaces have the 
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function of  “dissipating the threat of  social contact.”57 We are therefore 
far from the fi rst meaning of  citizenhood, which is a genuine construc-
tion of  the social bond and that of  places of  co-existence thanks to the 
constant effort to maintain its continuity.

* * *
Here, then, are two authors, Georges Hardy and Michel Lussault, 
separated in every way, at the two ends of  the century, but who are 
brought close together by their will to establish a knowledge constituted 
by means of  a scholarly project on citizenhood. The motives of  the 
former have been noted: “There will be, in this respect, a whole new 
discipline to create.” We have also just indicated the scope of  the latter’s 
“problematic approach,” aimed at constructing the object of  citizen-
hood. The question posing itself  concerns the context in which the 
desire, or rather the requirement, for the renewal of  a social knowledge 
imposes itself. The path taken by this concept is curiously conjoined 
with the evolution of  the social sciences in their approaches to the city; 
approaches made up of  hesitations and certitudes, progress and regres-
sion, even crises, on the way to understanding the structures of  space 
and the confi gurations of  the social body, subjected in the past to slow 
mutations, but presently faced with a rapid growth that gives rise to 
transformations in every aspect of  life and existence in the city.

Citizenhood (or citizenhoods) seems to become an active concept in 
moments of  crisis. Crises of  society? Crises of  disciplines? Or both at 
once? Are these crises consubstantial with the concept? If  the answer 
is yes, citizenhood will have permitted, throughout the course of  a 
century, a rich and contradictory refl ection on the urban, on the part 
of  producers of  knowledge from all disciplines. Is it not some merit 
for this concept to have helped, greatly, to promote the interrelation of  
specialists in the social and human sciences, and, therefore, the emer-
gence of  the inter-disciplinary approach? Has it not been, too, a way 
of  consecrating citizenhood, to have placed it, for the fi rst time, into a 
French dictionary, a specialized one at that: the Dictionnaire de la géographie 
et de l’espace des sociétés? Finally, might this consecration of  a concept, in 
the wake of  a secular evolution, not permit the understanding of  the 
urban, in its infi nite abundance throughout the world? Citizenhood has 
some fi ne days in prospect, to delve ever deeper.

57 Richard Sennet, The Conscience of  the Eye: The Design and Social Life of  Cities (New 
York, 1990). Translation from English entitled La ville à vue d’oeuil, urbanisme et société 
(Paris: Plon, 1992).
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HOUSE AND FABRIC IN THE ISLAMIC 
MEDITERRANEAN CITY

Attilio Petruccioli

Introduction

Due to its enclosed form that hides and protects the internal parts, the 
courtyard house is identifi ed tout court with Islamic culture. This culture 
has put at the centre of  its philosophy the protection of  the family and 
the separation of  women from public affairs. With a few exceptions, the 
large majority of  traditional urban Islamic fabrics adopt a type related 
to the enclosure. Actually, a careful examination of  the walled Islamic 
cities would record the presence of  more elementary forms of  dwelling 
next to the large and hairy dars. Those are simple one-room houses with 
a unique access on the main front that provides air and light to the 
interior. These elementary units are either the residual of  rural types or 
abusive invasions of  leftover public spaces of  the city; they are in any 
case typological variations. They are called alwi at Algiers, for instance, 
where they rise two levels above the ground. These mono-cellular types 
once aggregated in series have generated the row house type in the 
western medieval cities. In the Islamic cities, on the contrary, they have 
always shown a marginal and disaggregated character.

Due to the limited space of  this essay, these minimal types will be 
out of  consideration.

Studies of  the courtyard house rest on an ever-present ambiguity 
that tends to perpetuate the image of  a generic and universal type, 
indifferent to the site and immutable over time. However, the work of  
Orientalists and Arabists, celebrating the courtyard as the heart of  the 
dar, of  the extended family, has muddied the waters in architectural 
terms. Satisfi ed with generic symbolic and functional virtues, they have 
omitted structural and typological components that are essential to the 
full appreciation of  the courtyard house. They have failed to recognize 
the historical phases which mark the change of  the type and its various 
translations in different geographical locations.

In the following passage Vittorio Gregotti underscores the tectonic 
importance of  the courtyard as an architectural act par excellence, 
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“the enclosure not only establishes a specifi c relationship with a spe-
cifi c place but is the principle by which a human group states its very 
relationship with nature and the cosmos. In addition, the enclosure is 
the form of  the thing; how it presents itself  to the outside world; how 
it reveals itself.”1 Given the fact that the archetype courtyard house 
represents a primordial act of  enclosure and construction, it is senseless 
to establish primogeniture for something that is as essential to mankind 
as the wheel. Nevertheless, it is necessary to consider that every cultural 
region developed shelter and enclosure along different lines, through 
the choice of  a specifi c elementary cell or by addressing the typological 
process in a specifi c direction.

This chapter seeks to describe the typological processes inherent in 
the evolution of  the Mediterranean “Islamic” courtyard house with 
reference to the forces intrinsic to the building plot. It will also discuss 
the complex problems found at the level of  the aggregation of  building 
types and the accumulation of  the courtyard house into the character-
istic Middle Eastern city.

The Courtyard House

In the typological history of  the courtyard house there was a critical 
moment when in a precursor an area around a mono-cellular unit was 
marked off  by an enclosing wall. After that, the enclosing wall became 
a reference point, with an aggregation of  more cells around a central 
space. Unlike the side-by-side placement of  serial cells, the enclosure 
simultaneously suggests the fi nal form of  the courtyard house and 
emphasizes its inward looking content.

Much has been written about the sacred signifi cance of  the court-
yard house. For example, it has been suggested that the courtyard 
of  an Arab house evokes the Garden of  Eden.2 Gottfried Semper3 
associated the enclosure with a southern Mediterranean agricultural 
society that must struggle to coax a harvest from a grudging soil and 

1 V. Gregotti, “Editoriale,” Rassegna 1 (December 1979): 6.
2 J. E. Campo, The Other Sides of  Paradise: Explorations into the Religious Meanings of  

Domestic Space in Islam (Columbia: University of  South Carolina Press, 1991); P. Oliver, 
Dwellings: The House Across the World (Austin: University of  Texas, 1987); G. T. Pether-
bridge, “The House and Society,” in Architecture of  the Islamic World: Its History and Social 
Meaning, ed. G. Michell (London, 1978), 193–204.

3 G. Semper, The Four Elements of  Architecture and Other Writings (Cambridge, 1988).
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protect it from the elements; G. Buti used linguistics to tie it to Indo-
European nomadic people. The type is, however, a generic domestic 
form of  residence which independently evolved in various places from 
the Egyptian-Sumerian civilization to the Mediterranean, Asia Minor, 
and right up to the Indus Valley.4 The closed and reinforced courtyard 
house is, thus, a product of  cultural polygenesis dating to the Bronze 
Age, and it has endured in the Mediterranean basin in the form of  
the classical Roman atrium and Greek pastas house.

The kernel of  the type is the concept of  the organism or better, the 
specifi c balance between a serial and/or an organic attitude of  put-
ting together forms that is the genetic patrimony of  every culture. A 
courtyard house in Jilin, China, a courtyard house in Fez and a domus 
in Italica, Spain are, however, deeply different in spite of  a generic 
similarity. The Chinese house disposes its pavilions inside the enclosure 
in a scattered manner, scarcely related to the wall of  the perimeter. 
The house in Fez lays out the elementary cells enmeshed along the 
border of  the plot, while double symmetry controls the regularity of  the 
patio, but without infl uencing the whole building. The domus in Italica 
disposes the cells around the peristyle in an organic way, ordered by a 
bi-axial symmetry that crosses the whole building from the entrance to 
the exedra. Spaces have different sizes and are hierarchically composed 
in a variety of  ways in spite of  their superfi cial similarity as courtyard 
houses.

In order to better understand the courtyard model in all of  its guises 
it is useful to introduce the fundamental typological differences between 
the courtyard house and the row house. The row house always lies on 
a road, faces onto it, and is directly accessible to it from the outside. 
Its pertinent area is behind, to be covered in subsequent stages as the 
area is fi lled in. The pre-eminence of  the building site and the high 
property value attached to its facing front determine the dimensions of  
the lot, the front of  which is equivalent to the size of  the elementary 
cell, usually around fi ve metres. The courtyard, on the contrary, has 
a superior sense of  the familial territory, so that the form coincides 
with borders of  the same territory. The same strict relationship to the 
road does not apply in the courtyard type, so any side of  the lot can 
face the street without interfering with the internal organization of  
the house. A fi rst building is even conceivable in which the courtyard 

4 G. Buti, La casa degli Indo-europei. Tradizione e archeologia (Florence, 1962).
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is in some distance from the road. The unbuilt area dominates the 
built area because the former must mediate between the inside and 
the outside of  the enclosure as well as distribute the organism from 
within. Furthermore, the courtyard-house type lacks external openings: 
they appeared only recently in both East and West following a lengthy 
process and exclusively in urban areas. The fact that a room has only 
one source of  light, that is, from the courtyard, limits its depth to six 
metres or less, depending on the size of  the elementary cell used by a 
society. This depth can be extended by adding a ground-fl oor portico 
into the courtyard with a loggia on the upper level. The building bay 
can be doubled only by making an opening in the wall that faces the 
street, which then allows the portico to be enclosed.

Guy Petherbridge offers an overall explanation for the dispersal 
of  the courtyard-house type by distinguishing two varieties: “The 
interior courtyard house, where the house encloses a courtyard, char-
acteristic of  urban areas; and the exterior courtyard house, where 
the courtyard borders the house, providing a protected area con-
tiguous with the dwelling units but not enclosed by them.”5 Andre 
Bazzana fi nds that this distinction holds for the Iberian Peninsula; 
he calls the fi rst   “block-like” and the second “attached.” According 
to Bazzana the difference between the two is a result of  a differ-
ence in economies: the exterior courtyard was used by semi-nomads; 
the interior courtyard, patterned after the ksar of  the Sahara, was 
originally inhabited by sedentary farmers.6 Such a schematic analysis is 
doubtful since it is conducted at an insuffi ciently low level of  typological 
specifi city. Petherbridge’s contrast between the two models assumes a 
stereotyped dichotomy between urban mercantile and rural society 
which does not allow for a plethora of  intermediate positions. The con-
trast is artifi cial and is less the result of  an Orientalist mentality than of  
the mind set of  geographers, who focus on territory, and historians, such 
as Torres Balbas, who concentrate on exceptions, such as the opulent 
and lavishly decorated homes of  merchants and city offi cials.

Furthermore, if  we look closely at local typological processes in the 
Maghreb and Andalusia, we not only discover the inappropriateness of  

5 G. Petherbridge, “The House and Society,” 176.
6 A. Bazzana, Maisons d’al-Andalus. Habitat medievale et structures du peuplement dans 

l’Espagne orientale (Madrid, 1992), 169. For a more general discussion, see C. Flores, 
Arquitectura espagnola popular, 5 vols. (Madrid, 1973).
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the closed and open models of  the courtyard house as an explanation, 
but also that the Arab-Islamic city, whose fabric gives the impression of  
being frozen in time between the thirteenth and eighteenth centuries, is 
not monotypological at all. On the contrary, it is based on a wealth of  
variants which in no way jeopardize the fundamentals of  the courtyard 
type. Misconceptions like Bazzana’s result from the fact that the idea 
of  an elementary courtyard lingers in the cultural memory long after 
its physical demise, and is replicated and reused in the same area even 
after a substantial lapse of  time.

General Nomenclature and Typological Process

The approach here is to begin the analysis of  typological processes 
with the study of  the rural version of  the courtyard house. The limited 
changes it undergoes allows for a clearer reading of  the matrix type and 
early diachronic phases. Generally, there are two types of  rural buildings 
in the same enclosure: the residence and the annexes which include 
stables and a shed for tools and farming equipment. Annexes are usually 
located on the side opposite the house. When the  residential part of  a 
structure in an enclosure is located on the side in front of  the entrance, 
they either line up parallel to the entrance or on the perpendicular side. 
In North African Arab-Islamic urban houses, traces of  these annexes 
coincide with the kitchen or metbah, the pantry area or bayt el-hazim, 
and the bathroom, and are grouped together on the side opposite the 
main bayt.7 The dimensions of  the enclosure are in no way restricted 
by the built area: such interdependence is a feature mainly of  urban 
planning. In the Mediterranean, one fi nds it in both the ancient Greek 
pastas house, whose frontage varies between 9 and 18 metres8 and the 
Roman domus, whose frontage measures between 12 and 18 metres.9

Two key factors determine in the fi rst phase the whole growth of  
the house: orientation and access. The building unit is oriented to 
take the greatest advantage of  direct sun, which in the Mediterranean 

7 J. Revault, Palais et demeures de Tunis XVIIIe et XIXe siecles (Paris, 1971).
8 More precisely, 9 m and 18 m facades are found at Priene in two different quarters; 

15 m at Olinto and Kassope; 18 m at Dura Europos, and even 21 m at Abdera. The over-
sized facade of  the last example can be explained by the fact that the courtyards there 
line up with the predominant side parallel to the route onto which the entrances open. 
W. Hoepfner and E. L. Schwandner, Haus und Stadt im Klassichen Griechland (Munich, 1994).

9 On Roman metrology, see A. Martini, Manuale di metrologia (Turin, 1883).
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basin corresponds to a south–southwestern exposure. Because choice of  
orientation relates more to production needs than to the building itself, 
this rule is rigid in rural areas but not so strictly adhered to in towns, 
although it is still prevalent in the majority of  the town houses as well. 
Given the prevalence of  a southern orientation, the built part within 
the enclosure is either parallel or perpendicular to the road. There are 
then only three possible access variants for the courtyard house. In the 
fi rst case, when the building is parallel and adjacent to the route, entry 
is through the building unit, where in order not to limit the distributive 
possibilities of  the building, it is pushed to a far end. In the other two 
cases, the building is either opposite or perpendicular to the road, and 
the entry lies in the centre of  the free side.

The fi rst fi gures demonstrate situations that produce different dia-
chronic variations, their relative processes, and the most interesting 
transitions in these processes. These transitions, in turn, are capable of  
generating parallel processes of  synchronic variants which, for reasons 
of  space, are not represented in the various diagrams.

In the A 1–2–3 series the elementary courtyard is gradually trans-
formed as more and more of  its area is covered, so that activities that 
once took place outdoors begin to take place indoors. This is achieved 
through the addition of  rooms on the opposite side of  the initial cell; 
these new rooms are then consolidated with a portico, after which 
the two parts are unifi ed by a covered passage, and the process ends 
by forming an enveloping courtyard around the centre. Because the 
example in this series is single family, mezzanines and other possible 
vertical additions typical of  different processes are not included, although 
it is common to reserve at least one cell with an independent external 
entry for newlywed couples or house guests.10

In this fi rst series, the house has a rather low level of  specialization. 
The plot size even in an urban area is large enough to allow division of  
function on a single level. Further hierarchies occur when an addition 
is made on the upper level or by acquiring adjacent courtyards to form 
a larger building unit. This choice will not be an arbitrary one, but 
determined by cultural, political, and economic factors. An important 
step in the process of  making a house more complex and specialized 
occurs when functions other than residential ones are introduced. This 

10 A non-commercial use derived from the taberna process is found in the  Maghreb in 
the annex to the dar called an ali in Tunisia and in Algeria and a masriya in Morocco.
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can take place whenever a residential area comes into contact with a 
strongly commercial outlying area. The B 1–2–3 series describes this 
development, which we shall refer to as a taberna process (from the Latin 
taberna, meaning shop), a term fi rst used by the Muratori school to refer 
to the commercialization of  residential property. The appeal of  com-
merce leads to the transformation of  the front part of  the courtyard 
house into shops, which is achieved simply by creating a new and direct 
access from the outside to the existing cells of  the house. The taberna 
develops independently to the point that it becomes a row house on 
the edge of  the road, where it behaves like an independent elementary 
cell: it is doubled in height by introducing a staircase and is elongated 
on the sides to form the embryo of  a row-type tissue, which recalls the 
evolution of  the mono-cellular unit as in the diagram on fi gure. Where 
possible, the facade is doubled at the expense of  the public road by 
adding a front portico.

This process determined the formation of  bi-cellular rows that, once 
 codifi ed, became the basis in medieval Europe for all the expansions 
in extra-moenia villages. The phenomenon occurred at Ostia Antica, 
Rome’s trade centre, and was identifi ed and described in detail by 
 Alessandro Giannini.11 Further additions occur as public space is occu-
pied, a universal and elementary anthropic behaviour.

This phenomenon was widespread in the Middle Ages, especially 
in those Arab cities where the classical foundations—the forum and 
agora—had been swallowed up, leaving a bare minimum of  road. In the 
linear suq of  Islamic cities a strip of  tiny shops provides the background 
for a residential tissue of  patio houses. In the case of  spontaneous fi rst 
settlement, if  the tissue cannot accommodate bi-cellular shops on the 
street front, it will allow demolition and substitution inside the house, 
ultimately resulting in a change in use.12

This process of  progressively fi lling in a courtyard, which we might 
call the “insula process,” coincides with the transition into multi- family 
residences of  the earlier domus.13 The C 1–2–3 series describes this 
process: it begins at a side of  the courtyard with a row of  cells that 

11 A. Giannini, “Ostia,” Quaderno dell’Istituto di Elementi di Architettura e Rilievo dei 
Monumenti 4: 36 ff.

12 Alexandre Lezine notes that in a Tunisian block on rue de Tamis, three courtyard 
houses were transformed in this way after the seventeenth century (A. Lezine, Deux 
villes d’Ifriqiya, 160).

13 Some classical archaeologists call any tall building an insula in order to distinguish 
it from the domus; others use the term to mean a block.
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doubles in height served by a balcony. The stairwell is strategically 
located in the portico of  the original cell; by doubling the row on the 
side opposite, a single stairwell can effi ciently serve another balcony.14 
In another version, the stairs are provided for every single unit. If  the 
open courtyard is eventually fully utilized, then it is reduced to a linear 
passageway. However, if  the process begins on the side opposite court-
yard C1 and C2, the tendency is to maintain a small square enclosure. 
The two processes do not take place independently of  one another. 
On the contrary, commercialization of  residential space (the taberna 
process) and the apartment-block phenomenon (the insula process) 
often occurred concurrently.

The insula process was triggered by two opposing tendencies. In a 
period of  political or economic crisis, social upheaval causes a decrease 
in specialization; as the rich move out, their houses are occupied and 
subdivided by poor families. In a period of  rapid economic growth, the 
city attracts new inhabitants, leading to land pressures and the need for 
major housing stock, which must be created by occupying the interior 
of  existing houses. It should be made clear that building increment is 
a normal phenomenon that a society is able to control under normal 
conditions, but moments of  heavy social imbalance could generate 
pathological phenomena like wild encroachment or speculative phe-
nomena like demolition and substitution of  the courtyard house with 
denser apartment houses.15

In the Arab or Ottoman pre-industrial city the insula process occurred 
mainly in the limited cases of  great metropolises, such as Cairo during 
the Ottoman period, because it was connected to proletarization, which 
is much less frequent in a medina of  merchants and artisans, because 
it leaves light marks in the fabric.16 The deep changes that occurred in 
Muslim society in the second half  of  the last century have mined the 
roots of  the patriarchal structure of  the family and therefore constitute 

14 The balcony in a courtyard that has undergone the insula process gives the maxi-
mum result insofar as it allows a single staircase to provide access to many residences.

15 On typological substitutions and their corresponding social features in old Cairo, 
see L. Christians, O. Greger, and F. Steinberg, Architektur und Stadtgestalt in Kairo (Berlin, 
1987), especially the section on the Husayniyya quarter, 84 ff.

16 A question that arises is that of  family structure. The dar, especially in old cities, 
was associated with the extended family—a structure closer to the Latin idea of  gens 
than to the modern nuclear family. The growth of  a family generates new units, often 
producing building complexes. It is not unusual to fi nd that over time an extended 
family grew so numerous as to generate its own neighbourhood.
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the main reason for the survival of  the mono-familial courtyard house. 
The process of  subdivision has assumed an exponential progression 
and no medina is exempted.

Series D1, in which a whole module doubles, and D2, in which there 
is an increase of  half  a module, describe the fusion of  two neighbour-
ing units. The process is subject to any of  fi ve basic outcomes. First, 
an unhierarchized aggregation of  heterogeneous courtyards; second, a 
simple joining of  two plots by eliminating the dividing wall and mak-
ing no further modifi cations; third, an unhierarchized aggregation of  
homogeneous courtyards; fourth, a union of  two pre-existing organisms; 
and, fi nally, fi fth, a closing of  the courtyard on all four sides.

This overall process happens differently in cities in the Maghreb 
where the expansion of  a house is achieved through the serial addi-
tion of  another autonomous organism. For instance, a very large house 
may have three courtyards, but they would never be re-hierarchized 
as they were in the Italian Renaissance case of  serial courtyard build-
ings being turned into a palace. Instead, the resolution of  the whole 
is achieved by making an opening in one of  the walls of  the acquired 
unit which, if  it is smaller, becomes a service unit, or by adding an 
elevated passage (sabat).

The E1, E2, E3, E4 series describes processes relating to the subdivi-
sion of  a lot. Each new portion, if  uniform in size, will behave like an 
autonomous type, taking into consideration the presence of  a corridor 
that must serve the innermost dwelling without being disruptive.

The purpose of  those fi rst four fi gures is to reconstruct the principle 
phenomena tied to the typological processes of  the courtyard house. 
The diagrams are not intended to serve as a universal model and are 
therefore subject to adjustment. It should be kept in mind that every 
building culture behaves differently and privileges its own itineraries 
within the universal scheme. For instance, the elementary cell may vary 
in shape and size with the aggregation of  cells depending on the level 
of  organicity of  the culture.17

17 A more organic area will tend to organize along a central or dividing axis; the 
corner cell can be part of  a larger rectangular cell (as in the Maghreb) or part of  a 
unitary composition (as in Pompeii).
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The Courtyard House: Structural Organization

The Islamic house displays structural complexity in the organization of  
the building. The composition of  the building can be analysed through 
examples taken from the same cultural area. The “bourgeois” houses 
of  Fez of  the seventeenth–eighteenth centuries and their typological 
variants are the point of  arrival of  a long experimental route of  the 
typological, technological, and functional components that are the result 
of  a profound artisanal know-how. With reference to construction these 
houses are built of  wood and masonry materials utilized in a fashion 
which simultaneously exploits structural and thermal properties.

For the purposes of  organizational analysis it is necessary to leave out 
the accessory spaces that are unessential to our discourse, like minor 
partitions of  rooms, encroachments that may close the courtyard, rooms 
acquired outside of  the original plot, and hangings tahal or suspended 
passages sabat. For a detailed description of  all domestic parts the reader 
should consult the exhaustive work of  Jacques Revault.18 The typical 
courtyard house at Fez is a two storey building with a patio closed on 
four sides with a double porch or external gallery. It is constituted of  
modular rooms called bayt or byt of  elongated rectangular form and 
arranged along the edges of  the plot. Secondary rooms like the kitchen, 
toilet facilities, and pantry are in the corners, sometimes served by a 
corridor. The stair is located in the corner opposite the entrance. In 
more wealthy dwellings the vertical arrangement is doubled: a stair leads 
to the quarters of  the guests, another to the harem and the terrace. 
The arrangement of  the bayts at the ground fl oor is replicated at the 
upper fl oor, where the spaces are served through an external balcony 
or through the rooms in succession.

The terrace, usually reserved for women and children, is closed by 
a high wall along the perimeter of  the house, while a short parapet 
protects people from the void of  the patio.

In the mutual collaboration of  the rooms, the plan of  each bayt 
deforms itself  in trapezoid forms in order to absorb the external irregu-
larities of  the urban fabric, but it maintains the walls at 90 degrees 
along the courtyard in order to preserve the geometric regularity of  

18 A detailed description of  the domestic architecture of  Fez can be found in the 
exhaustive work of  Jacques Revault: J. Revault, L. Golvin, and A. Amahan, Palais et 
demeures de Fes: 1. Epoques merinide et saadienne (XIVe–XVIIe siecles) (Paris, 1985).
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the central courtyard or patio. The footprint of  the patio tends to 
be rectangular or square and contains one or two axes of  symmetry, 
marked by the position of  the doors of  the bayt facing themselves in 
the centre of  the side of  the courtyard. Sometimes a small fountain 
at the centre reinforces the virtual intersection of  the two axes. The 
patio’s symmetry does not involve the whole building (differently from 
the Roman domus or the Renaissance palace): the doors facing the 
courtyard are in asymmetrical relation to the single bayt.

The relation of  the house to the urban fabric is accommodated 
through the adaptation of  the peripheral cells. The patio or Wast ad 
dar, on the contrary, with its elementary stereometry, its arrangement 
of  the openings controlled by symmetry, is the centre of  the composi-
tion and gives the essential light and air to the house. Moreover, the 
transition from the well of  the patio to the sky, the special treatment of  
the overhanging attic with green painted tiles and the wood decoration 
bestow to the patio the value of  an autonomous sub-organism with its 
own rules of  arrangement and construction.19

In the courtyard house types of  Fez a system of  structures closed and 
heterogeneous is the elementary cell bayt, a tri-dimensional module of  
220 cm of  max width (equivalent to a kama or a double arm of  165 cm 
plus a dra or cubit of  55 cm), whose length extends itself  up to 7–8 
metres. According to some scholars, the width is determined by the 
ancient use of  palm wood beams. Functionally, the bayt has the highest 
fl exibility and autonomy: it contains either the master bed or the living 
room couches and is separated from the patio by a monumental door. 
It can be easily transformed into an independent dwelling unit for a 
nucleus of  the extended family.

The gallery on pillars or columns is an open structure that archi-
tecturally enriches the houses of  the wealthier families like at the Abu 
Helal house. The inferior order sits on posts of  masonry that defi ne a 
porch of  minimal width that fi lters air and light to the more internal 
spaces. A dense decorative pattern of  stucco covers the surface, reduc-
ing its weight and making it vibrant under the sun. The upper balcony 
has the same function as the patio and porch of  arranging the routes, 
avoiding the passage in succession in the rooms. Rarely, the gallery runs 

19 The archetype for the skifa is found in the so-called Door of  the Spirits in the 
Chinese house; a wall recessed with respect to the external wall and perpendicular to 
the access axis of  the courtyard. In addition to this example, the distributive element 
is also apparently found in Semitic regions.
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along the entire perimeter of  the patio, more frequently it is a loggia 
in front of  the main entrance.

The structural members are aggregates of  elements that contribute 
to the formation of  a system. The timber structure is constructed as a 
frame i.e. an open discontinuous structure that works with interlapsed 
supports; the masonry structure is closed and continuous and it stands 
as a permanent element. The system of  mixed structures in the Fez 
houses reached a high level of  integration that required the alternate 
presence of  the mason and the carpenter on the site. The foundations 
of  the houses are in continuous masonry made of  bricks and stone 
laid in mortar. Three sides of  the house are normally shared with the 
neighbouring houses, the fourth, the façade, has no relevant openings 
but the main entrance. The unitarian treatment of  the surface of  the 
facade with a plaster of  lime and sand reinforces the sense of  conti-
nuity of  the masonry involucres. In the interior the wall is permeable 
to light via small high level openings and the façade is articulated by 
balconies. Normally, the door is realized with an arch, more rarely all 
the wall is cut away revealing the ceiling.

Of  all the combinations of  elements the ceiling received particular 
attention because it was the most visible manifestation of  the building 
tradition in different cultural arenas. Conceptually the ceiling is the 
projection of  the roof  on a horizontal plan, therefore in the cultures that 
use gable roofs the ridge purlin will be transformed into a master beam.20

Timber horizontal structures in Fez have different levels of  complex-
ity. The simple ceiling of  a bayt is made with joists ga’iza ranged with 
a span of  15–20 cm and enchased at both extremes. On this structure 
sit fl oorboards of  1 cm thickness on which is spread a bed of  mortar. 

20 The ceilings in Essaouira are very different from those in Fez. The beams are of  
thuja rather than rare wood, and are no bigger than 3.2 m. They support a secondary 
structure covered with a layer of  tassuit branches. The fl oor is made by covering a layer 
of  dry leaves with and a mixture of  mortar and earth. The typological specifi city of  
each area is confi rmed by the fact that seemingly similar ceilings are in fact realized 
according to quite opposite concepts. The Neapolitan ceiling is described by Caniggia 
as follows: “In Naples . . . a tradition of  structures vaulted in light stone (pumice, lapillus) 
results in an apparently wooden ceiling being constructed with small barely stripped 
beams . . . a ceiling which in and of  itself  does not support . . . it could do so statically if  
isolated. In reality it is not so much the wood frame that provides support as the mass 
of  lapillus mixed with mortar that thickly covers it (up to a metre in places). The wood 
frame acts as a disposable mold for what is laid upon it: it is the authentic structure 
insofar as it forms a sort of  natural vault resulting from the settling of  the casting 
material when the lens is separated from it” (G. Caniggia and G. L. Maffei, Composizione 
architettonica e tipologia edilizia. Il progetto nell’edilizia di base [Venice, 1985], 160).
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Above sits a stratum of  rubble materials (50 cm for the ceiling and 30 cm 
for the roof ) on which are fi xed the ceramics or the waterproof  mantle. 
This type of  structure guarantees the uniform distribution of  weights 
on both main bearing walls, but can span only 220 cm in width. To 
increase the span of  the ceilings brackets was a common feature.

Galleries built on pilasters required a more complex structure of  the 
ceiling in order to create a passage of  60–120 cm in width. In this case 
the joists are laid on a continuous beam that goes along the perimeter of  
the courtyard. The latter usually sits on two overlapping beams supported 
by the columns and cantilevered towards the centre to reduce the span. 
The beams are coupled with elements of  the same section and assembled 
in the form of  a box. The timber structure is faced with a cedar-wood 
strip with fl oral motifs turiq or cufi c lettering qufi  to improve its appearance.

In an alternative system the carpentry of  the halqa touches the 
highest constructive level with a stratum of  several overlapped beams 
and brackets. The stratum of  joists then supports the parapet and the 
crown of  tiles. Through repetition of  supports, the fi rst system has no 
theoretical limits of  width, save those codifi ed by the type of  wood 
employed and in Fez is about 18 metres. The second system is restricted 
to courtyards no larger than 5 metres.

In spite of  the fact that the contrast between the light colour of  the 
masonry and the dark of  the cedar timber produces tones of  great 
visual effect, the attractive appearance of  the traditional courtyard 
house should not hide the strict functionality of  the structural methods 
employed. The sequence of  masonry—timber—masonry is a defi ning 
feature of  the house type.

Regarding the masonry construction, the method of  building usually 
gives priority to decorative bricks laid with various types of  textures: 
double header course, oblique, herringbone, or toothcomb-type, and 
built with courses of  stones and wood to produce facade patterns. The 
three main textures: horizontal, oblique, and herringbone could appear 
in the same wall with alternate sequence. Externally the wall is covered 
with plaster, internally with stucco, ceramics, or plaster.21

The timber structures are composed of  components always readable 
as separate entities by the tectonic deconstruction of  the junctions. The 

21 Some of  the different patterns found in bricklaying include curtain, cross, oblique, 
herringbone, double herringbone, and stone and wood inlays. “Schema directeur 
d’urbanisme de la ville de Fes,” dossier technique IV, 2, in Les techniques traditionnelles de 
l’architecture et du decor à Fes (Paris, 1980).
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openings within the arch are closed with a rectangular door of  350 cm 
hight which rotates on cylindrical pivots inserted in a hole in the fl oor 
and in the wooden frame rtej.

Is The Courtyard House A Universal Archetype?

The discussion so far has been of  typological processes in more or less 
synchronic terms. The next question is whether or not the courtyard 
house is a universal archetype. A number of  scholars have observed that 
while the courtyard house is the leading type in many regions, such as 
Padania (the Po Valley), the Maghreb, and the rest of  the Middle East, 
it is not uniformly dispersed throughout the Mediterranean and North 
Africa. While it is reasonable to assume that the territories of  the Roman 
Empire were infl uenced by the domus up to at least the fi fth century, 
no trace of  it can be found in parts of  central Italy (including Rome), 
southern Italy (excluding the Naples area), and Provence. Climate is 
not the underlying reason for the courtyard house—for instance, Milan 
and Aleppo share the same building type but not climate.22

Perhaps the reason for the dispersed presence of  the courtyard house 
lies in the continuity of  Byzantine culture; in areas that had been aban-
doned by the empire, the revival of  building was based on a relatively 
retrogressive type almost consistent with the elementary cell. Within 
the Islamic world the courtyard type, inherited from Byzantium also 
responded effectively to the essential Muslim requirements of  secluding 
and protecting women. This explains the easy transition from earlier 
Yemenite models to the courtyard type by the Umayyads when they 
reached the shores of  the Mediterranean.

In Europe the transformation of  the domus led directly to the codi-
fi cation of  the row-house type, while in pre-colonial Arab Islam this 
happened only sporadically. Thus in the Maghreb the insula type was 
reproduced imprecisely, and it was also always strongly resisted in North 
Africa whenever the core of  the house, the wast ad-dar, was threatened 
by population pressure. Even when faced with a population density of  
500 inhabitants per hectare, the house responds by growing in height 

22 Theorists of  sustainable technology claim that the courtyard is capable of  thermo-
regulation. G. Scudo, “Climatic Design in the Arab Courtyard House,” in “Technology: 
From Tradition to Innovation,” ed. A. Petruccioli, special issue of  Environmental Design: 
Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1–2 (1988): 82–91.
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and subdividing in an effort to preserve the integrity of  the courtyard.23 
Although the courtyard itself  lost its “cosmic” value (as Hassan Fathy 
called it) long ago in the transition from single-family to multi-family 
dwelling, it continues to represent in the mind of  society an idea of  
unity that goes beyond its distributive function. The status of  the row-
house type provides the additional proof  for Islamic resistance to the 
insula development in the Mediterranean. In the Islamic city, the row 
house was generally considered a lower-class house, while in medieval 
Europe it was the house of  the urban middle class. The row house type 
nevertheless has a local history along the Arab Mediterranean coast, as 
the excavation of  small bi-cellular row houses at Fustat attests, and is 
found in the form of  the small cells built on top of  shop fronts and lying 
in a protective screen on the border of  a residential neighbourhood. 
Even today the row or terraced house is seen as alien in the region as 
the modern detached villa of  western countries.

A type cannot be stretched beyond the limits of  spatial and cultural 
geography. The metamorphosis of  the courtyard house has, therefore, 
limits which are social rather than spatial. Recent surveying of  some 
densely populated medinas of  North African urban centres (such as 
Casablanca, where more than 1,000 residents were squeezed into a 
single hectare) has revealed that the subdivision of  courtyard space is 
common. The tendency is to divide up the courtyard into thin access 
strips that can be covered when necessary. It has been speculated that, 
as these are the seeds of  future row or apartment houses, the changes 
will bring with them subsequent modifi cation in the Islamic idea of  
the house and the city itself.24

The Mediterranean lineage of  the courtyard house

In order to navigate in the archipelago of  the typological processes 
involved in the evolution of  the courtyard house, it is useful to deepen 
the concept of  cultural area. A residential type is an expression of  a 
culture, anchored in a territory where a society has built its identity. To 

23 In Algiers a metal screen is ingeniously placed over the courtyard to act as both a 
surface to be walked on and a covering in case of  rain. This creates two insulae, one on 
top of  the other, while still keeping the courtyard as a global space inside the house.

24 See fi gure 52, a survey of  an Essaouira house on the rue de la Mellah by M. Accorsi 
and A. Petruccioli. See also M. Cote, L’Algerie ou l’espace retourné (Algiers, 1993).
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 archaeological evidence. Aside from its historic relationship with the 
eastern Mediterranean, Venice is a key area because it offers a clear 
reading of  typologies and urban morphology. The work of  Saverio 
Muratori, Paolo Maretto, and Gianfranco Caniggia26 brings an unpar-
alleled wealth of  information to the subject, from a systematic survey 
of  the city’s tissues and buildings to a refi ned theoretical analysis of  
the data.

The Venetian Courtyard House

A peculiarity germane to the layout of  a Venetian house is that it tended 
to remain unchanged over time due to the special building techniques 
required by its unique foundations. The high cost of  a foundation on 
wooden piles discouraged variations that involved moving the sup-
porting walls. This and the natural resistance of  property lines are the 
reasons why the so-called Byzantine layout has remained almost intact 
in spite of  stylistic trends over time.27 The fi rst building type in Venice, 
the elementary domus, is identifi ed in a room set against the northern 
wall of  the enclosure and joined to a distributive element, the portico 
(  portego). Planimetric location favoured this solution over two others, for 
these were houses belonging to fi shermen, and the courtyards served as 
a transit point between water along one side of  the plot and street along 
the other. The concern to connect the two sides of  the plot determined 
the character and the peculiar typological solution in the Venetian house.

The type was at its most developed when a second story and a squero 
(a service space used to store and repair boats) were added on, and 
the front of  the building was closed up. At this point, the portego lost 
its original function and was transformed into the sala veneta, open at 
either end: it then served a distributive function rather than providing 
light. The placement of  street access was symptomatic and can still 
be read today in either the zone of  the portego or the courtyard, which 
was later covered by successive building bays that were often open 
loggias. The original bay, however, always remained solid and can be 
easily recognized even from the outside elevation. This would explain 

26 S. Muratori, Per una operante storia urbana di Venezia (Rome, 1959); P. Maretto, La 
casa veneziana nella storia della città dalle origini all’ottocento (Venice, 1986); G. Caniggia, “La 
casa e la città nei primi secoli,” in P. Maretto, La casa veneziana, 3–53.

27 P. Maretto, L’edilizia gotica veneziana (Rome, 1961).
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the recurring asymmetry of  many Venetian facades such as those in 
Campo Nazario Sauro, Lista di Spagna, and the San Stae area.

An early development in the insula process established the mercantile 
type, a combination house-warehouse with a front loggia; its systematic 
occurrence led to the important development of  the street-courtyard 
type. When considered an independent type, its use is evident in all of  
the city’s major planned projects: the Rialto, the Cannaregio waterfront 
area, and the working-class housing fi nanced by the Republic in the 
fi fteenth and sixteenth century. This type is an extremely functional 
combination consisting of  a street segment running from the water to 
the main overland route fl anked on both sides by row houses. Once 
codifi ed, it was used in all Venetian-infl uenced Mediterranean settle-
ments, including Dubrovnik. The similarities between this tripartite 
layout with a central crossing hall and both the Venetian plan and the 
Byzantine triklinium are striking.

The Lebanese Courtyard House

F. Ragette conducted important parallel research on the Lebanese house 
(28) in the 1960s that allows us to reconstruct a typological process in 
that area. This work is important for its breadth—it covers numerous 
mid-nineteenth-century examples, the layouts of  which betray an archaic 
substratum. In Lebanon, an elementary type with a vaulted square or 
elongated plan can be identifi ed in many rural examples. Changes in 
the type are generated either by doubling the width or height. The fi rst 
case can lead to a serial aggregation of  up to fi ve cells, with the addi-
tion of  an optional front gallery.28 The crucial point is where, even in 
rural houses, the intermediate cell became specialized and gave rise to 
the iwan, locally known as liwan. This is a room closed on three sides, 
and located either on the main level or on an upper story. It is an archi-
tectural element known throughout the Middle East and is possibly 
of  Persian origin.29 The iwan played a central role in the formation of  
the Lebanese courtyard house because access to the house did not 
depend on it. Instead an external or side staircase fulfi lled that  function, 

28 F. Ragette, Architecture in Lebanon, 25–27.
29 H. De Beyle, L’habitation byzantine (Paris, 1903); A. Deroko, “Quelques refl ections 

sur l’aspect de la maison byzantine,” in Actes du Congres International d’Etudes Byzantines, 
1955 (Istanbul, 1955), 124–125.
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allowing the iwan30 to become the ordering element for the whole 
house.

There are two basic categories of  liwan and cell combination: the fi rst 
involves the association of  elementary groups around the liwan arranged 
as a courtyard. As the point of  departure for the geometrical axis, the 
liwan establishes hierarchy and scale: some variants have one, two, or 
three liwans, or two liwans and a portico. This category includes the 
Mamluk house in Aleppo studied by J. C. David, in which the iwan 
reaches monumental proportions.31

The second type involves the extension and modifi cation of  the iwan 
into a crossing hall. The iwan protrudes from the facade supported 
by a series of  cantilevered and embedded arches. The room can be 
reached from either the front through a gallery or from the side by a 
corridor. This pattern of  access results in two important variants—a 
T- or cross plan—both of  which were common in the late nineteenth 
century. The front access creates a main room and liwan separated 
by a series of  arches, up to twenty metres long in large residences. 
Side access allows the two free sides to accommodate the liwan and a 
loggia or bow window. The similarity with the Ottoman sofa house 
is noteworthy, but it is not the goal here to discover a comprehensive 
system of  relations32 or to answer the age-old question of  the origins of  
the Turkish house. However, by referring to Sadat Eldem’s research,33 
we can reach a limited conclusion with regard to the Ottoman Turkish 
house of  what he calls the sofa type.

The Turkish Courtyard House

The Turkish house differs from other Middle Eastern houses in one 
important and determining way: the elementary cell or oda is  consistently 
the ordering element and is formally and functionally autonomous. It 

30 There is considerable debate over whether the iwan is the product of  an autono-
mous evolutionary process—a local interpretation of  a pre-Islamic idea familiar 
throughout the Orient—or simply an imported model. A Persian term, iwan (liwan in 
Arabic), describes a space—dependent or independent—closed on three sides by walls 
and completely open on the fourth. It is usually vaulted. The form can be applied to 
a platform or an entire building. For a detailed discussion of  the monumental iwan, 
s.v. “Iwan” in the Encyclopaedia of  Islam, 2nd ed.

31 J.-Cl. David. “Syrie: systèmes de distribution des espaces dans la maison tradition-
nelle d’Alep,” Les cahiers de la recherche architecturale 20–21 (pages 38 and following).

32 M. M. Cerasi, La città del Levante (Milan, 1986), 176 ff.
33 S. H. Eldem, Turkish House: Ottoman Period, vol. 1 (Istanbul, 1984).
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establishes an extremely articulated planimetry in buildings which breaks 
up the envelope of  the house by playing freely with the spaces. The 
sofa, a product of  the predetermined disposition of  the oda, is always 
expressed by a strong topological or geometric centrality and reinforced 
by symmetrical references. Given this, Eldem identifi es the essence of  
the sofa type in its multifunctional mechanism and introduces an evolv-
ing classifi cation. He begins with a hayat matrix type, and then follows 
with an exterior sofa type with the idea that an iwan can be placed 
between two odas to form a T-shaped sofa. Next a kosk (kiosk) is built 
opposite the sofa, with the latter becoming interiorized over time, and 
in the fi nal phase there is both an interior and a central sofa. In these 
variants, Eldem argues that the courtyard continues to play a crucial 
role in house planning.34

The similarities between the tripartite layout with a central crossing 
hall of  the mature Lebanese house, of  the Venetian portego, and the 
Turkish sofa house are striking. Excluding important cultural migra-
tions in one direction or the other, it is reasonable to say that the three 
parallel typological processes have been elaborated autonomously from 
a common fundamental type, the Byzantine domus.

The Egyptian Courtyard House

Cairo provides another important case study, for the complexity of  its 
urban structures results from the long stratifi cation of  the tissues and 
the specialization of  the types. With the exception of  some aristocratic 
houses and grand residential complexes the fabric of  the city has 
been totally replaced. Although a reconstruction of  the processes will 
inevitably be incomplete and in need of  adjustment, the history of  the 
Egyptian courtyard house can be traced back using the archaeological 
and documentary evidence of  the suq. The relatively recent excavations 
at Fustat35 led by Scanlon reveal a wide array of  types that incorpo-

34 Ibid., 26–31, for the planimetric drawings, in part reproduced in fi gure 68. Eldem 
vehemently rejects the idea of  a marked Byzantine infl uence, arguing that no trace of  
the Byzantine house exists in Istanbul. Nevertheless the similarity with the Byzantine 
type called triklinium is striking.

35 G. T. Scanlon, “Fustat Expedition: Preliminary Report 1965,” Journal of  the American 
Research Center in Egypt 5 (1966): 83–112 and 10 (1973): 11–25.
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apartment) and aggregations (blocks) based on open streets as against 
closed courts.

From both Cairo and Algiers we can learn the important lesson that it 
is not the basic domestic cell that produces the courtyard house but how 
the cell is put together. The resolution of  the public realm (street) and 
the private realm (cell) in designs which exploit both plan and section 
to produce shelter and privacy is the essence of  the courtyard house.

(All surveys and drawings by the author)
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The gendering of  private and public spheres of  urban life has been 
a topic of  much debate for many early modernists working on architec-
tural patronage and urban history throughout Europe.6 The traditional 
approach which fi rst dichotomizes public and private spheres and then 
assigns the former to the male and the latter to the female has been 
found to be an inadequate framework for the analysis of  gender and 
urban space in early modern Europe, yet this model continues to fi nd 
acceptance among many architectural and urban historians working 
on many of  the geographies of  the Islamic world. In her extensive 
work on the history of  the Ottoman harem Peirce has noted that cat-
egorization of  various types of  space into bipolarities of  male/female, 
public/private cannot adequately explain the complex processes that 
engendered space in many areas of  the Islamic world, including the 
Ottoman Empire during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, an era 
when royal women played such prominent roles shaping and gendering 
the city of  the empire.

Looking at the rich language the Ottomans used to describe dif-
ferent types and uses of  space, Peirce has demonstrated the reductiv-
ist and essentialist nature of  the public vs. private paradigm for the 
Ottoman case. “Ottoman society of  the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century was dichotomized into spheres characterized less by notions 
of  public/commonwealth/male and private/domestic/female than by 
distinctions between the privileged and the common, the sacred and 
the profane—distinctions that cut across the dichotomy of  gender.”7 
While I am not sure that we are ready, or should, do away entirely with 
the private vs. public model to help us in understanding the nature of  
urban geographies in the Islamic world, I want to push beyond the 
boundaries of  Abu Lughod’s third “semi-private” category to explore 
the complex ways in which gender has shaped certain areas of  the 
Islamic city. To do this, I concentrate on several factors which shaped 

 Encyclopaedia of  Women and Islamic Cultures: Methodologies, Paradigms and Sources, vol. 1 
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 315–320; I. C. Schick, The Erotic Margin: Sexuality and Spatiality in 
Alterist Discourse (London and New York: Verso, 1999).

6 The literature on this issue is extensive. Dorothy O. Helly, and Susan M. Reverby, 
eds., Gendered Domains: Rethinking Public and Private in Women’s History (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1992) provides a good introduction to this debate. 

7 Leslie Peirce, “The Imperial Harem: Gender and Power in the Ottoman Empire 
(1520–1656)” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 1988), 8–9. 
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was presumably the result of  local traditions and the diversity of  these 
traditions. A comparative approach is sure to yield signifi cant results 
with regard to guild practice.

From early on, a number of  debates have interested scholars working 
on guilds. The following pages will identify some of  these trends. It will 
discuss the major themes in the study of  guilds that have interested 
scholars in the last couple of  decades, such as the relationships between 
guilds and the state, guilds and the economy, guilds and political life, 
guilds and the courts and religious law.

Guild Chronology and early guild history

Court records are only available as of  the fi fteenth century for some 
regions and the sixteenth for many other regions. As a result, recent 
scholarship on guilds is heavily concentrated on the period from the 
fi fteenth–sixteenth centuries up to the eighteenth and in some cases 
the nineteenth centuries. Scholars who work on earlier periods dis-
pose of  few sources to help them understand the development of  this 
 institution.

For those who were nevertheless interested in a consideration of  early 
guild history, the origins of  guilds have remained a focus of  attention. 
Much more research has in fact been devoted to the origin of  guilds 
than to their historical development. There is no agreement among 
scholars as to how guilds originated, fi rstly because there is much con-
jecture about the subject and, second, because the conjecture often rests 
on the study of  one particular region. One aspect of  this question was 
whether or not guilds existed before the Ottomans. Ira Lapidus’ view 
is representative of  one trend. His study of  the cities of  Damascus and 
Aleppo in the Mamluk period (1250–1517) considered that there were 
no guilds in this period. He, nevertheless, presumed some organization 
to have existed for the training of  workmen and the perpetuation of  
their skills, and that there was some solidarity within groups of  people 
working in the same craft.6 In Mamluk Cairo, likewise, craftsmen 
working on the same product could agglomerate in a single district 
or building. Abbas Hamdani more recently elaborated the same argu-
ment in an article tracing the existence of  crafts associations in early 

6 Ira Lapidus, Muslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages, 101.
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orders.13 The study of  crafts guilds through offi cial regulations only has, 
moreover, sometimes tended to project a harmonious picture of  the 
relation between state and society. On the other hand, studies that used 
court archives often reached a less state-oriented view. In fact, much of  
the data in these archives recorded disputes among artisans, between 
artisans and guild heads or the authorities. Consequently, a historian 
like Pascale Ghazaleh, in her work on Cairo, saw the relationship as 
being in a state of  constant tension and movement, power struggles, 
compromises, rather than as a set or static relationship of  domination. 
To understand how these relations worked, prevailing conditions had 
to be clarifi ed.14

Secondly, there is the issue of  approach. Historical approaches in 
the last few decades have moved towards a history that gives more 
weight to social forces. We see this refl ected in the study of  guilds. The 
debate as to whether guilds were state-run organizations or not has, 
in more recent scholarship given way to a more nuanced approach. 
Suraiya Faroqhi explored some of  the conditions leading the Ottoman 
state in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to mobilize the labour 
of  artisans and craftsmen for state projects, either in times of  military 
campaigns or for important construction projects. These were usually 
for a specifi c duration and in spite of  the fact that coercion was used 
for this mobilization; the workers received wages for their work, albeit 
at a reduced rate.15 It is clear to her, however, that there was no cen-
trally imposed pattern of  guild organization and that local arrangement 
diverged considerably.

Thirdly, there is the issue of  time and place. There were in fact vast 
differences in this relationship according to the place and the time we 
are talking about. Because much scholarship on guilds between the 
sixteenth and eighteenth centuries was concentrated on Istanbul, where 
the state was very present and where the regulations which were issued 
regarding economic activity were more likely to be closely followed than 
in distant regions, Istanbul was occasionally used as a model from which 
one could generalize to other cities of  the Ottoman Empire. A number 

13 N. Todorov, The Balkan City, 95.
14 Pascale Ghazaleh, Masters of  the Trade: Crafts and Craftspeople in Cairo 1750–1850, 

Cairo Papers in Social Sciences 22, no. 3 (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 
Fall 1999).

15 Suraiya Faroqhi, “Labor Recruitment and Control in the Ottoman Empire,” 
24–25.
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clearly do not share the view about state control of  economic activities, 
most likely, because this control was much more diffuse once one was 
outside the capital.

Moreover, even at one particular moment in time at a specifi c place, 
the relationship between guilds and the state was far from uniform. 
Guilds were involved in production, in services, and in entertainment 
and, consequently, were quite diverse. In theory, the state could call 
upon any guild to undertake a project or to provide the state with a 
certain product. In practice, many guilds stood outside state concerns. 
One has only to peruse a list of  guilds in Cairo dated 1801 that was 
prepared by the members of  the French Expedition to Egypt to see that 
most of  the 278 guilds mentioned in the list were unlikely to be closely 
involved with the state. The relationship between the state and some of  
the guilds involved in entertainment—for instance: the guild of  musi-
cians, of  story tellers, of  women singers, of  dancers, of  story tellers in 
coffee houses, of  shadow players, of  women dancers and the musicians 
accompanying them, and women dancers called Rakassin—was likely to 
be confi ned to tax collection.18 Guilds producing basic food commodities 
were the most likely to undergo controls through pricing. In Cairo, price 
lists for basic food products were regularly announced in the sixteenth 
century and expected to be implemented. Subsequently, however, they 
were dropped. Textile production, a major industry in seventeenth and 
eighteenth century Cairo which employed more people than any other, 
most likely functioned independently of  any state controls. Sugar, on 
the other hand, was a strategic commodity and the state was much 
more concerned in having some say in its distribution.19

One could explore the relationship between guilds and the authorities 
through a closer consideration of  the nature of  these authorities. Very 
often, one will fi nd that what is roughly termed the “authorities” or 
the “state” may in fact consist of  various bodies, which were sometimes 
competing with each other and had a level of  power over guilds. Among 
these were the sultan or the state that issued certain orders; there were 
also the authorities that were expected to implement these orders, in 
relation to the payment and the collection of  taxes, for instance. Between 
these and the guilds there could be a certain amount of  negotiation, of  

18 Andre Raymond, “Une liste des corporations de métiers au Caire en 1801,” 1–14 
(nos. 126, 131, 137, 139, 147, 148, 192, 260 of  the list).

19 Nelly Hanna, Making Big Money in 1600, 95–97.
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give and take, of  some forms of  arrangement, rather than a straight 
issuing of  orders by the one and their implementation by the other. One 
can, in other words, question, if  the fact that a person was appointed 
in a position necessarily meant that he followed the offi cial line. The 
evidence shows in fact often that middle ranking employees had their 
own interests, had their own alliances, and were consequently in an 
ambivalent position between their loyalty to the state and their own 
interests. Thus, they might implement regulations, but they might also 
implement them in the way they saw fi t, or in the way that conformed 
to their interest, regardless of  whether this entirely followed the letter 
or the spirit of  the law.

In this context, those representing the interests of  the authorities 
included the qadi, who mediated in disputes between guilds and the 
authorities; the multazim, who collected taxes from guilds, or the mufti 
who could be asked to give a legal opinion on a particular case. The 
qadi could call upon “experts” ahl al-khibra, whose advice was sought 
in technical matters and usually followed in the decision-making. In 
addition to these two personages, the muhtasib, whose role had been 
considerably reduced since the fi fteenth century, could claim certain 
prerogatives over the guilds, with variable success. One of  his remaining 
functions was pricing of  commodities, which he did in collaboration with 
the head of  the guild. The muhtasib could also see that certain goods be 
sold only in set places so that they could be taxed. To see these vari-
ous personages as one single body can sometimes be misleading. They 
did not all necessarily hold the same views or have the same interests. 
Neither was the relationship between them and guilds necessarily a 
stable one. Rather, it was subject to shifts in alliances, depending on 
prevailing conditions.

Thus, in one case involving a guild in a dispute with the state, the 
claims of  the guild were supported by the qadi and the mufti. The subject 
of  this case, dated 1060/1650, was a dispute regarding the sugar that 
Egypt was required to send to Istanbul for the Imperial Kitchen every 
year. Egypt provided a certain fi xed amount of  sugar every year for the 
Palace, paid for by the Imperial Treasury in Egypt. Sugar producers 
were held responsible to provide it before they could sell their product 
in the market. The dispute was not whether or not the sugar produc-
ers should follow the regulations set up by the state, but about the way 
the amount was to be calculated, whether the ratl was equivalent to 
150 dirhams, a weight used in Istanbul, or 144 dirhams, the weight used 
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private character of  the endowed property, and was closely supervised 
by the qadi. A person could only endow a property which he privately 
owned. Yet one fi nds a waqf  that the tailors of  Cairo founded collec-
tively (1157/1744) made up of  a few hundred copper plates apparently 
collectively owned by the guild members. This case raises an important 
question, notably the supposed absence of  the “corporate” personality 
in Islamic law. If  books of  jurisprudence did not specifi cally mention 
this “corporate” personality, its presence can, nevertheless, be confi rmed 
in practice.

The guild members moreover seem to have appointed their own 
waqf  supervisor who was responsible for the maintenance of  the prop-
erty, and for seeing that the revenues from their rent were distributed 
among the poor guild members.25 Thus, it seems that guild members 
were making their own rules rather than following the provisions of  
waqf  law, as elaborated in works of  jurisprudence. In other words, 
this not only confi rms Haim Gerber’s argument that guild law was 
not ordained from above but was elaborated by the guilds themselves; 
it goes even further and suggests the possibility that guild law was put 
on the same par or even above Islamic law as elaborated in works 
of  jurisprudence.26 Certainly, examples such as these suggest that the 
matter, far from being defi nitive, is well-worth pursuing because of  the 
light it sheds on guild-court relations.

A close examination of  court records reveals another dimension of  
the relationship between the qadi and the guilds. It shows a role that 
guilds played in the urban context, one which has not been suffi ciently 
stressed and which requires further exploration, both in terms of  its 
relevance to our understanding of  the way that courts functioned and of  
our understanding of  the relation of  guilds to the broader community. 
Many a time, the qadi who presided over court cases was confronted 
with disputes or allegations based on matters of  a technical nature. We 
know, for instance, that fi nancial issues related to waqf  expenditures 
were closely supervised by the qadi in order to avoid embezzlement of  
funds. Thus, when a waqf  building required repairs, and the qadi had 
to approve the funds for them to be undertaken, he counted on the 
expert advise given to him by those whose expertise could be relied on 
to provide accurate information. These experts were called ahl al-khibra. 

25 Bab Ali court, Cairo, register 229, case 292, dated 1157/1744, 147–8.
26 Haim Gerber, State, Society and Law, 113–114.
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When the problem was related to buildings, construction, repairs or 
maintenance, the ahl al-khibra who were called upon were architects 
(muhandis). But the recource to experts in fact went far beyond the domain 
of  waqf  and in fact touched upon any matter where expert advice 
was required. If, for instance, the inheritance of  a deceased person 
was auctioned, members of  the book sellers’ guild were present, if  the 
legacy included books. Likewise, a physician was called upon in a case 
of  suspected murder, and a midwife was called upon to inspect a rape 
victim. Often, the qadi called upon the head of  the guild in question, 
occasionally upon a member of  the guild.

These records illustrate one of  the ways in which guild presence was 
felt, both in relation to the legal system which gave the expertise of  
craftsmen great weight and in relation to the urban community at large. 
They also help to put into perspective the degree of  state involvement 
in guild matters.

Guilds in the urban setting

A further dimension in the study of  guilds has been the role of  these 
associations in the urban context. We know that guilds undertook such 
functions as regulating the craft, the provision of  raw material, pos-
sibly the pricing of  a commodity. We also know that guilds sometimes 
performed social functions for their members. The poor were helped, 
those who fell sick were compensated and, occasionally, the revenues of  
an endowment were used to support the less fortunate guild members. 
In recent years, scholars have shown a certain interest in the broader 
urban, social, and political functions that guilds played. This welfare 
system was sometimes put on paper, when a shaykh was appointed or 
if  it consisted of  an endowment, and sometimes not.

In addition to these functions guilds were occasionally called upon 
to undertake urban functions. Andre Raymond has explored the 
role guilds and other organizations, like the residential organizations, 
played in the urban context. In the absence of  a governing body like 
the municipal administration of  European cities, residential and guild 
organizations undertook some of  the functions which, in European 
cities, would have been undertaken by the municipality. The fact that 
guilds were hierarchically organized and were geographically based in 
certain districts of  the city, meaning, that those practicing the same 
profession tended to be located in close vicinity to each other, made it 
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relatively easy to organize them. Guild members, for instance, could 
participate in such public functions as fi re-fi ghting, or in providing 
security in their district.27

Guilds were the most important organization in the city. Because 
they had a structure and leadership, in other words the potential for 
organization, scholars have debated whether the various guilds did in 
fact have links with each other and use this potential or whether they 
were autonomous bodies, each guild being autonomous from other 
guilds. The real issue behind this question is whether the numerous 
guilds in any one town or city, each of  which had its own organiza-
tion and leadership, each its own rules, was able, in a time of  crisis, 
for example, to get together under a single leadership, to speak in one 
voice and undertake common action. Most cities did not, in fact, have 
a structure holding all guilds together with a common leadership. There 
are some exceptions, in nineteenth century Damascus where a Shaykh 
al-Shuyukh was at the head of  all guilds, and in seventeenth century 
Algiers, where in addition to the guild heads, two shaykh al-balad were 
a link between the guild heads and the bey.28 Such structures being 
absent from most other cities, the question is whether or not each guild 
was a closed unit, with its own hierarchy and leadership, whether or 
not guilds had urban concerns that went beyond their own guild, and 
whether or not they could organize themselves collectively for political 
action. Put in other words, were the guilds static entities, whose exis-
tence continued uninfl uenced by events around them, or did they form 
part of  the historical process, participating in changes, infl uenced by 
and taking part in the major transformations of  a given period; what 
were, at any particular moment in time, the prevailing conditions that 
allowed guilds to emerge. In other words, their voice in the political 
scene was itself  the result of  certain conditions.

For Robert Mantran, in his study of  seventeenth century Istanbul, 
guilds were not political organizations; their role in the urban context 
was only economic and social, their links to government were through 
delegated professionals with the objective of  regulating with govern-
ment agents their activities and defending their material interests.29 

27 Andre Raymond, “The Role of  the Communities (Tawa’if   ) in the  Administration 
of  Cairo,” 34.

28 Houari Touati, “Les corporations de métiers a Algier a l’epoque ottomane,” in 
Melanges Professeur Robert Mantran (Zaghouan, 1988).

29 Robert Mantran, Istanbul au siecle de Soliman le Magnifi que, 125. 
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A number of  scholars have since then disputed these assertions. Both 
Andre Raymond and Robert Olson considered guilds in the context 
of  class confl ict in eighteenth century Cairo and Istanbul. In a couple 
of  articles published in the Journal of  the Economic and Social History of  
the Orient, Robert W. Olson explored the socio-economic and political 
conditions of  the fi rst half  of  the eighteenth century in Istanbul that 
gave rise to an active political role to guilds (esnaf  ). The opening years 
of  the eighteenth century had brought about increased taxes, rising 
food prices and a scarcity of  food supplies. Olson analyses the rebellion 
which took place in Istanbul in 1730 as a reaction to these conditions 
and especially against the campaign tax the government was impos-
ing at the beginning of  its wars against the Persians, in which esnaf or 
guilds played an important part. Ultimately, after a protracted period 
of  disorder and the execution of  the leaders of  the rebellion, some of  
the demands that had been made were implemented. The hated vizir, 
Ibrahim Pasha, was executed and the Sultan was deposed, an indica-
tion of  the power of  the rebels.30 Olson’s article showed that groups 
on the margins of  the power structure, like guilds, were able to make 
their voices heard in the higher political spheres. It mattered whose 
side they were on because their support could tip the balance to one 
side or the other. Thus, the guild organization had provided in terms 
of  a structure, of  leadership, and of  a certain discipline within this 
structure, the impetus for political action, and a political force could 
emerge with leadership that could bring together the guilds into one 
organization, even if  this was on a temporary basis.

Parallel conditions occurred in Cairo in the eighteenth century when 
control of  the power structure and of  economic resources fell from the 
representatives of  the Ottoman state into the hands of  the Mamluk Beys. 
In his study on urban networks, Andre Raymond suggests that the urban 
population was not devoid of  means to resist the oppressive measures 
of  the ruling class. A series of  urban networks linked the professional 
guilds, religious brotherhoods, and local neighbourhoods, giving the 
urban population a structure. Through this structure, common action 
could be undertaken against the Mamluks. Raymond traced a direction 

30 Robert W. Olson, “The Esnaf  and the Patrona Halil Rebellion of  1730,” 340–341. 
See also his “Jews, Janissaries, Esnaf  and the Revolt of  1740 in Istanbul.”
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connection between the fi rst riots at the end of  eighteenth century and 
the exactions of  Ibrahim Bey, Murad Bey, and their Mamluks.31

Both scholars were writing about the eighteenth century. The ques-
tion, thus, arises, if  a more general transformation was taking place 
in different regions that resulted in these political acts of  guilds, or if  
broader economic trends, more perceptible through the observation of  
guilds than through strictly economic phenomena, were taking place. If  
that is the case, research may be able to demonstrate similar trends in 
cities other than Cairo and Istanbul. Finally, was political action only 
an eighteenth century phenomena or did it have other manifestations 
in earlier periods. Prior to the takeover by the Mamluks, taxation on 
guild activities was much less abusive, allowing them a certain level of  
material comfort. One would want to know how their relationship to 
the ruling class was defi ned at such times, too.

Guilds and the economy

The importance of  guilds for the urban economy is undisputed, since 
the major urban crafts and production were in the hands of  guild 
members. Yet, there is a certain amount of  scholarly debate as to 
whether or not the very nature of  guild structure and guild organiza-
tion was such that it could be an impediment to economic change or 
to the progress of  capitalism. The fact that guilds did not encourage 
competition, since they set restrictions on obtaining raw materials and 
on prices, and that they could set rules of  admission limiting rather 
than encouraging new membership has led scholars to some debate 
as to whether these restrictions were an impediment to change or to 
the expansion of  an economic activity. Mehmet Genc in an article 
entitled, “Ottoman Industry in the Eighteenth Century,” argued that 
one of  the characteristic features of  the economy was its traditionalism. 
Instead of  looking for new models, the economy was based on time-
honoured traditions.32 This article expressed a view that several other 
historians held. Some time earlier Robert Mantran had likewise argued 

31 Andre Raymond, “Urban Networks and Popular Movements,” 223–224. 
32 Donald Quataert, “Ottoman Industry in the Eighteenth Century,” 60.























THE WAQF IN THE CITY

Randi Deguilhem

What is a waqf ?

Omnipresent in both inherited and founded cities within the Islamic 
world, waqf  endowments literally touched every socio-economic sec-
tor within urban centres as well as, to a certain extent, within rural 
environments.1 Often discussed, but rarely defi ned, a waqf  endowment 
gives an individual or a group of  individuals2 the opportunity to fi nance 
a given benefi ciary or a set of  benefi ciaries with a specifi c amount of  
proceeds accruing from revenues generated by properties owned by 
the endowment founder which he or she designates as waqf  assets. 
Both the waqf  properties and the benefi ciaries are specifi cally defi ned 
within the waqf  foundation charter according to formulaic criteria. The 
appointed revenues for the benefi ciaries are accorded on a continuing 
basis by the waqf  administrator, who is also appointed or designated 
by the endowment founder, and who distributes a fi xed amount of  
the waqf ’s property’s revenues to the benefi ciaries on a regular basis, 
usually on an annual rhythm.3

When the endower chooses benefi ciaries associated with religious, 
societal or charitable objectives such as a mosque, a religious school, 
a health clinic, a public thoroughfare (bridge, steps), a drinking foun-
tain, irrigation works, the care of  orphans or widows, etc., this type of  
foundation is referred to as waqf khayrî (translated as religious, charitable 

1 See the Encyclopaedia of  Islam articles (new version) on waqf  in Islamic lands by 
Rudolph Peters, David S. Powers, Aharon Layish, Randi Deguilhem, Ann K. S. Lamb-
ton, Robert D. McChesney, M. B. Hooker, and J. O. Hunwick, published in 2000. The 
articles include studies on waqf  in Iran, the Ottoman Empire, Southeast Asia, Muslim 
India, and sub-Saharan Africa.

2 In certain cases, several individuals acted together to establish a waqf  such as, for 
example, with guild waqfs.

3 Randi Deguilhem, “Presentation,” in Deguilhem, ed., Le waqf  dans l’espace islamique: 
Outil de pouvoir socio-économique (Damascus: Institut Français d’Etudes Arabes de Damas 
[IFEAD], 1995), 15–26.
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or public waqf  ). Endowments created with the purpose of  supporting 
specifi ed individuals, usually members of  the founder’s family but also 
other persons, including the endower’s manumitted slaves or those of  his 
or her family, gives rise to a waqf  dhurrî or waqf  ahlî (private or family 
waqf  ). In a third variation, when benefi ciaries of  an endowment are 
simultaneously a combination of  both types of  recipients, i.e. where 
explicit portions of  waqf  revenues are jointly distributed to specifi cally 
designated individuals as well as benefi ciaries in the public, religious or 
charitable sector of  society, this structure whose recipients fall within 
both public and private domains results in a waqf  mushtarak (shared or 
mixed waqf  ).

It is, therefore, the type of  benefi ciary which defi nes the nature of  the 
foundation. In all cases, however, the fi nal benefi ciary of  every endow-
ment is of  a public, charitable or religious disposition. In the situation 
of  waqf  dhurrî where foundation revenues are apportioned to individual 
persons as the fi rst unit of  benefi ciaries in an endowment, a shift inevi-
tably occurs afterwards in the latter stages in the life of  the waqf  away 
from the payment of  revenues to the individual benefi ciaries towards 
religious or public ones which had also been previously designated by 
the endowment founder in the original foundation charter. This shift in 
the nature of  the benefi ciaries occurs when the persons named as the 
recipients for the waqf  revenues pass away as well as their descendants 
in the case where they were also mentioned as future benefi ciaries by 
the endower at the moment of  the establishment of  the foundation. At 
that point, the revenues which had formerly gone to the individuals as 
waqf  benefi ciaries are thereafter distributed to the designated public 
or religious benefi ciary so named by the endower in the foundation 
charter. In this way, the fi nal benefi ciary of  the endowment effectively 
renders the former waqf  dhurrî or waqf  ahlî into a waqf  khayrî.

Information about the types of  benefi ciaries is clearly stated in the 
foundation charter, but this document neither refers to the reasons nor 
to the context behind the choice of  benefi ciaries. This is precisely where 
other sources show their value such as historical chronicles written 
contemporaneously with particular waqf  foundation documents. Since 
historical chronicles usually record human and societal activities in a 
specifi c locale at a particular point in time, they may reveal political, 
social and religious dynamics concerning information which is only 
otherwise sketchily indicated in the waqf  foundation document relat-
ing to, for example, individual or family associations with a particular 
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In the City

The endowments are simultaneously a societal and a personal state-
ment, refl ecting characteristics of  both, permeating the public and 
private spheres in cities in the Islamic world since the earliest centuries 
of  Islam. From the highest and most powerful echelons of  the social 
order to the most modest levels of  society, waqf  endowments concur-
rently affected the daily lives of  both ordinary and extraordinary per-
sons living and working in cities. Leading personalities created large, 
infl uential, and long-lasting foundations by endowing valuable built 
real estate to their waqfs in addition to agricultural properties situated 
in urban or peri-urban areas or by the endowment of  entire villages 
to their foundations in addition to sums of  money owned by a waqf  
which, during Ottoman times, were lent for profi t for the foundation. 
On a more modest level, persons of  more humble status created small 
endowments, often with only one simple room or a tiny vegetable patch 
which they endowed as the asset by which they established their founda-
tions. The ubiquitous presence of  the endowments and the intertwined 
waqf  networks within urban centres took on another role, however, at 
the close of  the colonial period towards the middle of  the twentieth 
century when, in many predominantly Islamic countries (keeping in 
mind that waqf  were also used by Christian and Jewish communities 
in the Middle East, North Africa, and Mesopotamia), foundation assets 
were nationalized with their properties being incorporated within state 
administrations; in Republican Turkey, this occurred of  course at the 
end of  the Ottoman era.7

7 As an example of  waqf  in post-colonial Syria: Randi Deguilhem, “Le waqf  en 
Syrie indépendante (1946–1990),” in Le waqf  dans le monde musulman contemporain (19e–20e 
siècles), ed. Faruk Bilici (Istanbul: Institut Français d’Etudes Anatoliennes [IFEA], 1994), 
123–144; ibid., “On the Nature of  Waqf: Pious Foundations in Contemporary Syria: 
A Break in the Tradition,” in Les fondations pieuses (waqf ) en Méditerranée: enjeux de société, 
enjeux de pouvoir, ed. R. Deguilhem and A.-H. Hénia (Kuwait: Fondation Publique des 
Awqaf  du Kuwait, 2004), 395–430. Also see the forthcoming collective publication based 
on the symposium entitled, “Breaking with the Past: New Directions for Pious Waqf  
Foundations in Post-Colonial Middle-Eastern Societies,” organized by R. Deguilhem 
(Damascus: French Institute of  the Near East (IFPO), 24–26 September 2004), jointly 
sponsored by the Islamic Legal Studies Program, Harvard Law School, and IFPO.
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Prior to the period of  waqf  nationalizations and especially from 
Ayyubid8 and Mamluk9 times and then in the Ottoman periods, the 
endowments, both large and small, played a fundamental role in the 
development, articulation, and continuity of  infrastructural elements 
within urban centres in the Islamic world, particularly regarding the 
construction and/or fi nancial support of  mosques, religious schools, 
hospitals, clinics, public drinking fountains, the care of  the poor and 
underprivileged, etc. In order to provide for the fi nance of  these infra-
structural elements, income for the endowments were mostly generated 
from the rent of  newly constructed or existing built and agricultural 
properties.

From the outset, it is important to underline the fact that waqf  
foundations were not, by any means, solely restricted to the Islamic 
world, they were also widely used by members of  the Christian and 
Jewish communities living in Islamic lands. Christians and Jews created 
waqf  that they dedicated to religious and public objectives within their 
own communities as well as endowments that had clear familial goals 
despite the ban during Ottoman times on creating this type of  waqf  
by dhimmîs. Research has shown that this interdiction was circumvented 
in various ways. For instance, the Maronite Mohasseb family created 
mushtarak waqf  foundations for the Mar Chalitta Mouqbès convent in 
early seventeenth-century Mount Lebanon which was mostly controlled 
by family members for around four centuries; about a century later, the 
Maronite Khâzins also created endowments for similar reasons in the 
same general vicinity for the Sayyidat Bkirkî convent.10 Individuals from 

 8 Joan Elizabeth Gilbert, The Ulama of  Medieval Damascus and the International World 
of  Islamic Scholarship, Ph.D. dissertation (Berkeley: University of  California, 1977); Abd 
al-Razzaq Moaz, Les madrasas de Damas et d’al-Salihiyya depuis la fi n du V/XIe siècle jusqu’au 
milieu du VII/XIIIe siècle. Textes historiques et études architecturales, doctoral dissertation  (Aix-
Marseille I: University of  Provence, 1990).

 9 Examples from the Mamluk and especially the Ottoman period are treated further 
along in the present contribution.

10 Even though dhimmîs were theoretically banned from establishing family waqf  
during Ottoman times, research shows that this was eluded in various ways: Sabine 
Saliba, “Une famille, un couvent: Deir Mar Chalitta Mouqbès 1615–1878,” Chronos 3 
(2000): 93–137, who studies the waqfs of  the Mohasseb family in relation to the Mar 
Chalitta convent. For a similar phenomenon in relation to the Khâzin family: Rich-
ard van Leeuwen, “The Maronite Waqf  of  Dayr Sayyidat Bkirkî in Mount Lebanon 
during the 18th Century,” in Deguilhem 1995, 259–275; Zouhair Ghazzal, “Lecture 
d’un waqf  maronite du mont Liban au XIXe siècle,” in Deguilhem 1995, 101–120. 
Both van Leeuwen and Ghazzal analyzed the waqfs of  the Khâzin family and their 
creation and familial control, partly through the use of  waqf, over the Dayr Sayyidat 
Bkirkî convent. For a detailed study of  properties belonging to Christian waqf  in Mount 
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Jewish families likewise established waqf  foundations for both commu-
nity and family objectives during the Ottoman period in Palestine.11

A Glimpse at Different Types and Uses of  Waqf  in the City

Waqf  increasingly infl uenced and shaped numerous infrastructural 
aspects in cities in the Islamic world as well as in the daily lives of  indi-
viduals living in the cities from the early Islamic centuries up through 
the medieval period to modern and contemporary times. Along with the 
expansion of  Islam in newly-founded settlements and cities or its advent 
within already-existing inherited urban centres, the endowments played 
a major role in determining the physical confi guration of  cities due to 
the addition of  Islamic edifi ces and complexes in the urban landscape 
or the adaptation of  existing ones in the form of  mosques, madrasas, 
dârs al-hadîth, dârs al-qurân, zâwiyas, ribâts, bîmâristâns, soup kitchens, etc., 
the great majority of  which were fi nanced by waqf  revenues. This 
income accrued to the endowments mostly by the rent of  commercial 
buildings which belonged to the endowments such as boutiques, baker-
ies, artisanal workshops, caravanserai, coffeehouses, bathhouses, etc., or 
plots of  agricultural land such as orchards, vegetable gardens, etc. Since 
the foundations touched nearly every level of  life within the different 
socio-economic strata of  society, from individuals who established the 
endowments to those who transacted rent contracts on waqf-endowed 
properties to those persons who actually worked in the buildings or 
tilled the plots of  land owned by the foundations, the waqf  also thereby 
contributed towards shaping the economic, religious, political, and social 
landscape of  urban areas in the Islamic world.

By the Fatimid years in the tenth and eleventh centuries and, certainly, 
by Ayyubid times in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, large numbers 
of  waqf  endowments had been established in the various cities in the 
Islamic world for both public and private purposes. For example, on 
the government level, endowments were used in Ayyubid Damascus 

Lebanon, see Joseph Abou Nohra, Contribution à l’étude du role des monastères dans l’histoire 
rurale du Liban: Recherches sur les archives du couvent St. Jean de Kinshara 1710–1960, thèse 
d’état, 2 vols. (University of  Strasbourg, 1983).

11 Ron Shaham, “Christian and Jewish Waqf  in Palestine during the Late Otto-
man Period,” Bulletin of  the School of  Oriental and Asian Studies (BSOAS) 54, no. 3 (1991): 
460–472.
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the building of  infrastructural religious and cultural elements in the form 
of  mosques, madrasas, khânqahs, zâwiyas as well as hospitals and health 
centres such as bîmâristâns. As noted above, commercial edifi ces such 
as qaysariyyas (caravanserai), khâns, bedestans (long enclosed buildings for 
costly merchandise),16 boutiques, coffeehouses, and other buildings were 
constructed or existing ones were used in order to generate revenue to 
support these Islamic components in the city.

The Islamization process of  the infrastructural sector also occurred in 
some cities of  al-Andalus such as in Grenada with the construction of  
a madrasa in that city (the only one in Muslim Spain) in addition to the 
building of  mosques, caravanserai, etc., in other urban centres during 
the eight Umayyad centuries in the Iberian peninsula from the eighth 
to the end of  the fi fteenth century.17 During these centuries, several 
churches had been transformed into mosques by way of  habous.18 Upon 
the expulsion of  the Muslim community in the late fi fteenth century, 
the mosques were then retransformed into churches.

This is not to say, however, that the development of  the endowments 
followed a linear progression throughout the fourteen centuries or more 
of  their existence. Rather, the extent of  endowment usages along with 
their legal framework and practices (ahkâm al-awqâf, relevant fatwâs, 
qânûns, etc.) varied signifi cantly throughout the centuries in response 
to the fl uctuating needs of  society, taking on different and distinct 
forms around the Islamic world, often assimilating local customs which 
 frequently preceded the advent of  Islam or were contemporaneous with 
it. Practices related to waqf  endowments also varied in relation to the 
madhhabs followed by different population groups within specifi c areas. 
In other words, despite its name which implies a cessation of   activity (in 
Arabic, the word, “waqf,” literally means “to stop”; the North African 
equivalent, “habs” means “to confi ne, withhold”), the pious endow-
ments were far from the mainmorte “immobilized”  properties described 

16 Halil Inalcik, “The hub of  the city: The Bedestan of  Istanbul,” International Journal 
of  Turkish Studies 1 (1980): 1–17.

17 Ana Maria Carballeira Debasa, Legados Pios y Fundaciones Familiares en al-Andalus 
(Siglos IV/X–VI/XII ) (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientifi ca (CSIC), 
2002).

18 Some studies show that the historical origins of  habs, widely referred to as habous, 
differed from waqf  as well as some of  its subsequent development. Nonetheless, waqf  
and habs shared many characteristics: Jean-Claude Garcin, “Le waqf  est-il la trans-
mission d’un patrimoine?” in La transmission du patrimoine. Byzance et l’aire méditerranéenne. 
Travaux et mémoires du Centre de Recherche d’Historie et Civilisation de Byzance, ed. J. Beaucamp 
and G. Dagron (Paris, 1998), 101–109.
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urban property and important tracts of  land in peri-urban areas, but 
also in rural regions, the British colonial administration exerted huge 
efforts in the nineteenth and fi rst half  of  the twentieth century in the 
attempt to bring these assets under state control. In this manner, the 
British followed a similar pattern of  behaviour in Palestine as did 
the French colonial powers in Syria and Lebanon concerning efforts to 
control wealthy waqf  properties and their revenues.32 Continuing further 
eastwards, one sees similar conditions with the use of  waqf  endowments 
for charitable and religious objectives as well as for private familial use 
by Muslims in urban areas in Malaysia and Singapore.33

Waqf  Practices and the Organization of  Urban Space: 
The Aleppo Example  34

A closer look at several large endowments established by infl uential 
personalities in cities within the Islamic world brings to light the huge 
impact that waqf  foundations played in the urban infrastructure.

The northern Syrian city of  Aleppo provides a notable example of  
the utilization of  waqf  for fashioning and changing a city landscape 
and for leaving an indelible mark upon the urbanized area. Several 
decades after the Ottoman conquest of  the city in 1517, the surface 
area of  Aleppo enlarged considerably from its Mamluk version with the 

contexts of  Muslim endowments: The case of  contemporary India,” in Le waqf dans 
l’espace islamique: Outil de pouvoir socio-politique, ed. Randi Deguilhem (Damascus: IFEAD, 
1995), 277–291.

32 Randi Deguilhem-Schoem, History of  Waqf  and Case Studies from Damascus in Late 
Ottoman and French Mandatory Times, Ph.D. dissertation (New York University, 1986), 
117–143.

33 Murat Cizakça, A History of  Philanthropic Foundations: The Islamic World From the Seventh 
Century to the Present (Istanbul: Bogazici University Press, 2000), 210–234.

34 Although only Aleppo is considered in the present article, studies have been 
published for other Syrian cities, especially Damascus: for example, Jean-Paul Pascual, 
Damas à la fi n du XVIe siècle d’après trois actes de waqf ottomans (Damascus: IFEAD, 1983); 
James Reilly, “Rural Waqfs of  Ottoman Damascus: Rights of  Ownership, Possession, 
and Tenancy,” Acta Orientalia 51 (1990): 27–46; Randi Deguilhem, “Waqf  documents: 
a multi-purpose historical source. The case of  Damascus in the nineteenth century,” 
in Les villes dans l’Empire ottoman: Activités et sociétés, ed. Daniel Panzac (Paris: Éditions du 
CNRS, 1991), 67–95, 191–203; Astrid Meier, “Waqf  Only in Name, Not in Essence. 
Early Tanzîmât Waqf  Reforms in the Province of  Damascus,” in The Empire in the City: 
Arab Provincial Capitals in the Late Ottoman Empire, ed. Jens Hanssen, Thomas Philipp, and 
Stefan Weber (Beirut: Orient-Institut der DMG, 2002), 201–218. 
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also a very large qaysariyya located adjacent to the mosque; this qaysariyya 
contained two stories with twenty-seven rooms, sixteen boutiques, and 
a workshop for the manufacture of  silk, velvet, and satin cloth. All in 
all, a very large commercial infrastructure which played an enormous 
economic role in the Christian quarter of  Judayda in Aleppo.

Having said the above, it is nonetheless important to realize that most 
waqfs entailed much more modest endowments. It is rather these smaller 
waqfs which were established with assets of  only a few small properties 
and with lower profi le objectives in society than the large waqfs which 
reveal the routine characteristic of  the institution in ordinary people’s 
lives and the use of  the institution by small property owners as a way 
of  participating and intervening in everyday operations of  society. Waqf  
was also a means for providing fi nancial security for commonplace 
people’s progeny through the establishment of  family waqf  as referred 
to in the earlier and subsequent sections of  the present contribution.

Waqf  in the City: A Personal or a Societal Statement?

At fi rst glance, one would assume that the creation of  an endowment 
and the choices made for establishing it are the ultimate essence of  
individual expression and one which outlives the endower since a waqf  
continues to function after the founder’s demise, bestowing a sort of  
immortality both upon the endowment itself  as well as upon its founder. 
Personal initiative is undoubtedly exercised by the founder of  a waqf  
at the moment of  establishing the endowment, irrespective of  whether 
the endower is a man or a woman since the waqf  is a gender-blind 
institution,38 but closer examination of  the choices taken by the endower 
regarding the assets, the benefi ciaries, and the administrators of  the 
foundation almost always refl ect the founder’s familial socio-economic 
position, consciously or unconsciously infl uencing the choices made in 
the endowment.39

38 Randi Deguilhem, “Gender Blindness and Societal Infl uence in Late Ottoman 
Damascus: Women as the Creators and Managers of  Endowments,” HAWWA: Journal 
of  Women of  the Middle East and the Islamic World 1, no. 3 (2003): 329–350.

39 Randi Deguilhem, “Centralised Authority and Local Decisional Power: Man-
agement of  the Endowments in Late Ottoman Damascus,” in Hanssen, Philipp, and 
Weber 2002, 219–234.
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The following triangular schema situates the endower of  a founda-
tion at the pinnacle from whom emanates the choices concerning the 
assets and the benefi ciaries of  the foundation as well as the choices 
concerning the initial administration of  the waqf. The witnesses who 
inscribe their names at the bottom of  the endowment charter obvi-
ously play a vital role in the substantiation of  a waqf  since they vouch 
for the integrity of  the endower and the decisions that he or she takes 
in establishing it. As a general rule, the more important the waqf, the 
larger the number of  witnesses who testify to the soundness of  the 
endowment and who sign the foundation charter of  the waqf. But 
the witnesses do not fi gure in the below diagram since they have a role 
which is only performed one time, namely, during the establishment 
itself  of  the waqf  and, therefore, exceptions aside, they do not occupy 
an ongoing and continued function in the operations of  the waqf  as 
do the elements contained in the schema.

The waqf, a self-contained and, in theory, a self-perpetuating autono-
mous unit as illustrated by the above triangular diagram, turns round 
upon itself  “forever.” The schema visualizes the relationships, affi lia-
tions, and bonds between the founder of  a waqf, the revenue-generating 
properties and the waqf  benefi ciaries in a series of  relationships that 
were continuously repeated and renewed every time the waqf  admin-
istrator distributed revenues to the waqf  benefi ciaries generated from 
the properties belonging to the waqf; distribution of  revenues usually 

Endower
(wâqif/a, muhabbis/a)

Administrator/s
chosen by the

endower Endower’s
revenue-generating

properties
put into waqf

Benefi ciary/ies
of  waqf  revenues

chosen by the
endower



 the waqf in the city 939

occurred on an annual basis. According to the formulaic phrase tra-
ditionally cited in the waqf  foundation charter, these triangular bonds 
were theoretically established “for eternity” (ilâ abad   ). But, in reality, 
there were continuous changes made within the triangle.

For example, the endower personally mentions, by name or by indi-
cation, the benefi ciaries designated to receive a prescribed part of  the 
revenues generated from the properties that he or she possesses and 
which are specifi cally intended to produce income for the foundation. 
The waqf  endower likewise names the administrator who will supervise 
the foundation’s activities (in Ottoman times, for purposes of  control-
ling the endowment, the fi rst administrator of  a given foundation was 
often the endower of  the waqf  ). Even future changes in the relation-
ships between the waqf  endower—the property/ies endowed—the 
waqf  benefi ciary/ies—and the waqf  administrator are anticipated by 
the endower in the foundation document by the nomination of  replace-
ments in the foundation charter.

In other words, these components of  the foundation will inevitably 
change over time since, at some future point following the establish-
ment of  the waqf, the administrator of  the endowment will die and 
will have to be replaced, the benefi ciaries—if  they are persons—will 
also die and others will take their place. If  the waqf  benefi ciaries are 
institutions (religious or public buildings, health centres, etc.), they may 
cease to function or they may be ruined at some future time either by 
overuse of  the buildings which did not receive proper attention for 
their maintenance or else they may be damaged by a catastrophe (fi re, 
fl ooding, earthquake) to the degree where either they no longer function 
and, therefore, no longer fulfi l the waqf ’s goal. These benefi ciaries will 
then also need to be replaced. Finally, the revenue-generating proper-
ties endowed to the waqf  (real-estate such as buildings or agricultural 
land which are rented out, etc.) will eventually become over-exploited 
such as in the case, for instance, of  an agricultural plot which, through 
over-use of  its soil, will become damaged to the point where it will no 
longer bring in the desired income and will require replacement. These 
future changes are foreseen and stipulated by the endower, as far as 
possible, and mentioned in the foundation charter of  the waqf  by the 
nominative mention of  persons or institutions to replace the fi rst set of  
administrators, benefi ciaries, and revenue-generating properties. This, 
theoretically, ensures the endower’s personal hand and vision in the 
future confi guration and management of  the waqf.
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to some studies, cash holdings already represented a substantial part 
of  Ottoman waqf  assets.46

Finally, one should also mention the multiplicity of  individual founda-
tions that were established by different endowers for the same recipient. 
Such a situation often occurs with local as well as with internationally 
known or important religious sites. For example, a small neighbourhood 
mosque or religious school located in a city or a village was often the 
recipient of  numerous endowments established by different individuals 
living nearby, creating, in this way, a permanent link between themselves 
and the benefi ciary of  their waqf ’s revenues. This was also, of  course, 
the case with the most renowned sites in the Islamic world such as the 
Two Holy Cities in Arabia (the Haramayn), the al-Aqsa Mosque in 
Jerusalem, al-Azhar in Cairo, the Great Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, 
etc., all of  which receive revenues from almost an unlimited number 
of  waqf  foundations, some of  them being administered together. It 
should be underlined that these latter monuments, constantly visited and 
used by worshippers, require continuous repair work which is largely 
subsidized by endowment funds.

Returning to the question: is the waqf  foundation a personal state-
ment or does it hinge upon the societal microcosm of  the endower’s 
family? Keeping in mind the relationships between waqf  endower, 
properties endowed, waqf  administrator, and waqf  beneficiaries, 
to what extent do the relationships indicated in the above schema 
actually represent personal choices and decisions on the part of  the 
waqf  endower? How does the immediate religious community and 
larger socio-political society affect an endower’s choice? Finally, what 
is the room for manoeuvre and free choice for the endower regard-
ing the assets, the benefi ciaries, and the administrators designated for 
the endowment? To what extent is a waqf  founded “for eternity”?

East Studies (IJMES ) 10, no. 3 (August 1979): 289–308. Subsequent studies based on 
archival research from the Ottoman tribunal records followed among which: Bahaed-
din Yediyildiz, Institution du Vakf  au XVIIIè siècle en Turquie  —étude socio-historique, Société 
d’Histoire Turque, Türk Tarih Kurumu (Ankara, 1985), 116–120; Murat Cizakca, 
“Cash Waqfs of  Bursa, 1555–1823,” Journal of  the Economic and Social History of  the Orient 
(  JESHO) 38, no. 3 (August 1995): 247–261; Faruk Bilici, “Les waqfs monétaires à la 
fi n de l’Empire ottoman et au début de l’époque républicaine en Turquie: des caisses 
de solidarité vers un système bancaire moderne,” in Le waqf  dans le monde musulman 
contemporain (XIXe–XXe siècles), ed. Faruk Bilici (Istanbul: IFEA, 1994), 51–59.

46 Ö. L. Barkan and E. H. Ayverdi, Istanbul Vakifl ari Tahrir Defteri, 943 (1546) Tarihli 
(Istanbul: Baha Matbaasi, 1970).
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history  surrounding them, both in urban and rural settings, have been 
the object of  valuable research which uncovers their complex role in 
the daily lives of  individuals and in the shaping of  society within the 
religious community as well as between communities.

Although most certainly used by Jewish communities in the dâr al-islâm 
prior to medieval times, it is the famous Geniza documents, written in 
medieval Egypt and found in a synagogue in Fustat, which contain the 
earliest known set of  Jewish waqf  documents related to life in the Islamic 
city.49 These documents which refer to Jewish endowments by differ-
ent terms (ahbâs al-yahûd, habs, heqdêsh, qôdesh, waqf  ) record information 
about Jewish foundations in medieval Cairo, revealing that individuals 
in the Cairene Jewish community used them in ways that were very 
similar to Muslim use of  waqf. In other words, medieval Cairene Jews 
endowed their homes and other real-estate in the city for subsidizing 
benefi ciaries of  both public foundations with revenues going towards 
the maintenance and functioning of  religious space (synagogue, religious 
teaching) and social services (revenues going to widows, to the poor) in 
the city as well as for private and family benefi ciaries.

Management practices and the daily running of  Jewish endowments 
were also similar to those used for Muslim waqf. For example, a Jew-
ish endower of  a waqf  appointed the administrator (nâzir, mutawallî ) 
of  his or her endowment as well as specifying the means to generate 
revenues for the foundation, i.e. the type of  lease to be transacted on 
the endowed assets in the same manner as Muslim endowers of  waqf. 
Several centuries later, Jewish and Christian waqf  in late Ottoman 
Palestine also provided revenues for ensuring religious, charitable, and 
public needs for these communities.50 As with Muslim waqfs where 
individuals of  any religion leased properties belonging to endowments 
founded by Muslims, documents from early nineteenth-century Syria 
mention properties belonging to Jewish waqf  in the village of  Jawbar, 
located outside of  Damascus, that were leased by members of  other 

49 S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of  the Arab World as 
Portrayed in the Documents of  the Cairo Geniza (University of  California Press, 1971) [repr. 
version used here: 5 vols., 1999], passim, especially vol. 2: 99–103, 112–121, 413–469 
and vol. 4; Moshe Gil, Documents of  the Jewish Pious Foundations from the Cairo Geniza 
(Leiden: Brill, 1976) have abundantly treated this question.

50 Ron Shaham, “Christian and Jewish Waqf  in Palestine during the Late Otto-
man Period,” Bulletin of  the School of  Oriental and Asian Studies (BSOAS) 54, no. 3 (1991): 
460–472.
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as a way of  putting down roots in rural Mount Lebanon, particularly 
in the form of  waqf  for a family convent.58

Waqf: Not Just an Urban Phenomenon

Widely recognized for its indispensable role in creating and maintain-
ing multi-layered infrastructural aspects in the Islamic city, the waqf  
foundations also occupied an important place in rural areas for reasons 
similar to the waqf ’s existence in the city. Exercising a double role in 
both the Islamic city, but also in rural areas of  the dâr al-islâm, the 
foundations fi nanced and promoted religious and educational networks 
within the endowers’ specifi c religious communities as well as having 
provided the bases for social and other public services for members of  
the overall society as a whole. Such widespread intervention in society 
is rendered possible by the extensive amount of  revenues accruing to 
properties which had been endowed to waqf  foundations.

A vital infrastructural component in rural villages and hamlets in the 
very same way as in urban settings, namely, as an instrument to sup-
port religious, public, and social services in the form of  waqf khayrî as 
well as its use as a way to provide for fi nancial support of  individuals 
in one’s private and family circles in the expression of  waqf  dhurrî/ahlî, 
the waqf  foundations also played another important role in the rural 
environment: they provided an institutionalized link between urban 
and rural worlds. Endowment properties situated in rural areas created 
and maintained ties between rural and urban communities because 
endowed agricultural lands in outlying villages and in the hinterlands 
generated revenues for benefi ciaries located in urban locales. In other 

58 Richard van Leeuwen, Notables and Clergy in Mount Lebanon: The Khâzin sheiks and 
the Maronite church (1736–1840) (University of  Amsterdam, 1992), especially chapter 5, 
129–150; Zouhair Ghazzal, “Lecture d’un waqf  maronite du mont Liban au XIXe 
siècle,” in Le waqf  dans l’espace islamique: Outil de pouvoir socio-économique, ed. Randi Deguil-
hem (Damascus: Institut Français d’Etudes Arabes de Damas (IFEAD), 1995), 101–120. 
Sabine Saliba, “Une famille, un couvent: Deir Mar Chalitta Mouqbès 1615–1878,” 
Chronos 3 (2000): 93–137; Saliba, “Waqf  et gérance familiale au Mont Liban à travers 
l’histoire du couvent maronite de Mar Chalitta Mouqbès (XVIIe–XIXe siècles),” in 
Les foundations pieuses (waqf  ) en Méditerranée: Enjeux de société, enjeux de pouvoir, dir. Randi 
Deguilhem and Abdelhamid Hénia (Kuwait: Fondation Publique des Awqaf  du Kuwait, 
2004), 99–129; Sabine Saliba, Dualités, pouvoirs et stratégies dans le Mont Liban à travers 
l’histoire du couvent maronite de Mar Chalitta Mouqbès (17e–19e siècles), Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of  Provence, 2006.
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words, the sale of  agricultural produce or the rent of  endowed lands 
situated outside of  cities, sometimes deep into the countryside far from 
urban centres, provided regular income to urban benefi ciaries such as 
important mosques, tombs, zâwiyas, etc., thus forging liaisons between 
the rural and urban environment on a regular basis, usually annually, 
i.e. every time when rural-generated revenues were distributed to the 
urban waqf  recipient. Studies on this relationship have been carried 
out, for example, for the southern Syrian regions for the early Otto-
man period.59

The extent of  endowed agricultural landholdings obviously varied 
across the Islamic world and it is nearly impossible to quantify the 
holdings for specifi c regions at the present state of  research. Nonethe-
less, on-site observers’ reports give an idea regarding the magnitude of  
endowed agricultural assets before the era of  nationalizations of  waqf  
property which mostly occurred towards the middle of  the twentieth 
century at the close of  the colonial period (at its inception in the early 
1920s, Republican Turkey had already nationalized the former Otto-
man-era waqf  holdings within its new borders). For example, Louis 
Milliot, a turn-of-the-twentieth century French administrator work-
ing in North Africa60 has estimated the following: three-quarters of  
the cultivated agricultural land in Ottoman Anatolia were endowed 
properties, including those belonging to the sultanic waqfs,61 this was 
the situation for half  of  the agricultural lands in Algeria in 1850 (no 
doubt, calculated by Milliot according to the French survey of  founda-
tion assets in Algeria),62 one-third in Tunisia in 188363 and one-eighth 

59 W.-D. Hütteroth and K. Abdulfattah, Historical Geography of  Palestine, Transjordan 
and Southern Syria in the Late 16th Century (Erlangen: Mitteilungen der Fränkischen Geo-
graphischen Gesellscahft, 1977).

60 Jean-François Rycx, “Règles islamiques et droit positif  en matière de successions: 
présentation générale,” in Hériter en pays musulman. Habus, Lait vivant, Manyahuli, dir. 
Marceau Gast (Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifi que (CNRS), 1987), 33 
who cites Louis Milliot, Introduction à l’étude du droit musulman (Paris: Sirey, 1970).

61 John Robert Barnes, An Introduction to Religious Foundations in the Ottoman Empire 
(Leiden: Brill, 1986), especially 87–153.

62 For a recent study on the endowments in Algeria: Dirassat Insania [Études 
Humaines]: “Le waqf  en Algérie (18e et 19e siècles). Sources, problématiques et thématiques, ed. 
Nacereddine Saidouni, Ali Tablit, Zakia Zahra, and Maouia Saidouni (Algiers: Presses 
de l’Université d’Alger, 2001–2002).

63 Abdelhamid Hénia, Propriété et stratégies sociales à Tunis, XVIe–XIXe siècles (Tunis: 
Publications of  University of  Tunis I, 1999), especially chapter ten: “Pratique habous 
et stratégies sociales,” 346–374.
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waqf  endowments now provide cold drinking water, which is kept in 
refrigerators in cemeteries in Lebanon for persons visiting graves.66

Urban renewal and the restoration of  buildings in the Islamic city 
represent another continued usage of  waqf  practices in vogue today 
for maintaining the viability of  buildings, but also as a means for pre-
serving patrimony and cultural heritage. An example of  this is found 
in the southern Lebanese coastal city of  Sidon where the beautiful 
Ali Agha Hammoud Ottoman era mansion located near the Khan 
al-Franj is currently being restored by funds from the Debbané waqf  
foundation established in 1999. In a move to prevent the destruction of  
this mansion which had been continuously inhabited for nearly three 
centuries since its founding in 1721–1722, fi rst by its builder, Ali Agha 
Hammoud, who lived there with his family and then, by the Debbané 
family whose members had subsequently acquired the mansion in the 
early 1800s, individuals from the Debbané family established a waqf  
endowment in order to generate funds to repair damage to the house 
caused during the Lebanese War in the late 1970s and 1980s as well 
as by the 250 refugees who lived in the house for a period of  fi ve years 
during this time. The Debbané waqf  is not only fi nancing the repair 
of  this important urban habitation, but it is also preparing the mansion 
to be a museum of  an Ottoman period house and to receive concerts 
and artistic exhibitions.67

These two examples show that waqf  endowments in the Islamic city 
continue to be a favoured means of  intervening in the urban fabric 
to maintain and safeguard social services for the community but also 
as a way to preserve urban real-estate within the urban centre in the 
Islamic world.

66 Interview, Randi Deguilhem with Mohamad Nokkari, director-general of  Dâr 
al-Fatwâ and head of  the Cabinet of  the Mufti of  Lebanon (Beirut, 28 May 2004).

67 Stefan Weber, “An Âghâ, a House and the City: The Debbané Museum Project 
and the Ottoman City of  Saida,” Beiruter Blätter (Oriental Institute of  Beirut) 10–11 
(2002–2003): 132–140; Welcome Brochure to the Debbané Palace (Sidon, 2004), 1.
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THE MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY CITY





A. TRADITION AND MODERNITY IN THE 
NINETEENTH CENTURY

MODERNIZATION OF THE CITIES OF THE 
OTTOMAN EMPIRE (1800–1920)

Jean-Luc Arnaud

From the beginning of  the nineteenth century, when only a small portion 
of  the Ottoman Empire’s population was living in an urban environ-
ment, cities came to be affected by an unprecedented movement of  
growth. Within a few decades, tens of  thousands of  people born in a 
rural environment, or in nomad zones, settled in the cities. The process 
of  transformation accelerated, and modalities of  development changed, 
at every level of  apprehension within the urban reality. Although this 
movement was not a synchronous one — some cities took off  before oth-
ers — it nonetheless constituted a new phenomenon: it was not simply a 
matter of  growing re-composition but represented a break with regard 
to modes of  administration, to the division of  social groups and activi-
ties within space, and to architectural and urban forms.

A new context

This movement should be viewed within the framework of  a far larger 
set of  transformations extending beyond the Empire’s borders. The 
Mediterranean of  the nineteenth century was marked, fi rst of  all, by 
the rapid rise of  western imperialism attested to by an intensifi cation 
of  the exchanges, especially economic ones, between the two shores. 
In this period, too, the Ottoman Empire lost numerous provinces to 
the colonial expansion of  the great powers and to the building of  new 
independent nation states.

Intensifi cation of  exchanges, new dynamics

From the 1830s on, the progress of  steam navigation, which acceler-
ated exchanges and lowered the costs involved, led to an increase 
in the  volume of  merchandise transported by sea. By virtue of  this 
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scholastic mission to France. The expedition’s 43 grant-holders were 
designed to become senior public offi cers in his administration.12 For 
their part, Ottoman offi cials multiplied their trips to Europe, where they 
drew the ideas underlying the fi rst reforms. In 1846, Ahmed Bey, the 
governor of  Tunisia, spent a month in Paris, where he visited not only 
the museums but also some manufacturers and the polytechnic.13

Independence and reforms

The nineteenth century was also a time of  slow dismantlement of  the 
Ottoman Empire. The chronology of  secessions was inaugurated by 
Serbia at the very beginning of  the nineteenth century (1804), and the 
Greeks, Valaks, and Moldovans followed suit in the years that followed. 
The Balkans, where separatist regions contained more Christians than 
Muslims, were not the only scene of  secessionist movements. Two years 
after the Serb revolt, the Wahhabis, settled in Saudi Arabia since the 
eighteenth century, seized the cities of  Mecca and Medina. Thereafter, 
the 1830s were decisive, with the frontiers of  the Empire threatened 
on several fronts. The troops of  the Russian Czar entered Anatolia in 
1828; then, three years later, France occupied Algeria, while the Egyp-
tians seized the opportunity provided by the Sultan’s relative weakness 
to occupy Syria. The British, for their part, seized Aden. It was within 
this framework that the Porte set up the fi rst administrative reforms 
(tanzimat) at the end of  the 1830s. In its attempts to regain power over 
the remaining parts of  the Empire, it relied especially on the cities’ 
role as staging posts in guaranteeing a more effi cient control over the 
territory.

The role of  the state might be affi rmed in a number of  different 
ways. Following the riots, in 1819–1820, by the chief  men of  reli-
gion in Aleppo against the representatives of  the Porte, the governor 
ordered the destruction of  the district gates that had impeded his re-
conquest of  the city.14 A decade on, Istanbul reinforced its power in 
Iraq by eliminating the Georgian Mamluks, former slaves who had been 

12 Anouar Louca, “La médiation de Tahtâwi 1801–1873,” in La France et l’Egypte à 
l’époque des vice-rois 1805–1882, ed. Daniel Panzac and André Raymond (Cairo, 2002), 60. 

13 Histoire de Tunis par J. J. Marcel, . . . précédée par une description de cette régence par L. Franck 
(Tunis, 1979), 210–14; Noureddine Sraïeb, “Le voyage d’Ahmed Bey à Paris, en 1846,” 
in Itinéraires de France en Tunisie, ed. D. Jacobi (Marseille, 1995).

14 Jean-Claude David and Gérard Degeorge, Alep (Paris, 2002), 297.
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governing the region, in the Sultan’s name, since the mid-eighteenth 
century.15 Some years later, in the wake of  the conquest of  Algeria 
by the French, the Porte exiled the members of  the family that had 
been in power in Barbary Tripoli for more than a century, replacing 
the Pasha by an appointed governor more easily subject to its own 
control.16 In both these cases, large cities — Bassora, Baghdad, Mosul, 
and Tripoli — were the chief  places for a renewed installation of  the 
Ottoman administration.

1. Modes of  administration, management, and legislation

A new legislation

Even before the fi rst text of  the administrative reforms was promulgated, 
the Ottoman authority concerned itself  with the organization of  the 
Empire’s cities. In 1836, Mustafa Reshid Pasha, regarded as the found-
ing father of  the tanzimat, proposed to the Sultan a series of  measures 
aimed at improving the layout of  the city and avoiding the spread 
of  fi res.17 His suggestions were substantially taken into account some 
years later in a ruling — the ilmubaher — prohibiting the use of  fl ammable 
material in construction, regulating the width of  streets according to 
their role in the road network, and prohibiting cul-de-sacs.18 This leg-
islation was subsequently the subject of  further specifi c rulings (1848). 
In 1863 it was extended to all the cities of  the Empire, then, in 1882, 
the numerous regulations were assembled in a code of  construction.19 
However, these texts were often only partially applied. They set up a 
general framework, a kind of  objective in the fi eld of  urbanization, but 
a number of  factors impeded their implementation.

First, the legislation was prepared in Istanbul, though designed for 
all the cities of  the Empire. It was produced by writers who resided in 

15 Pierre-Jean Luizard, La question irakienne (Paris, 2002), 17.
16 Nora Lafi , Une ville du Maghreb entre ancien régime et réformes ottomanes. Genèse des institu-

tions à Tripoli de Barbarie (1795–1911) (Paris, 2002), 185.
17 Alain Borie, Pierre Pinon, and Stéphane Yérasimos, L’Occidentalisation d’Istanbul au 

XIXe siècle, research report (La Défense, 1989), 5; Dumont, “La période des Tanzîmât,” 
492.

18 Ilhan Tekeli, “Nineteenth century transformation of  Istanbul area,” in Villes otto-
manes à la fi n de l’Empire, ed. Paul Dumont and François Georgeon (Paris, 1992), 38.

19 Tekeli, “Nineteenth century transformation,” 39.
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was apparently regular interference. In view of  the frequent changes 
of  governors, and the varying degrees of  competence they accorded 
themselves, the local power and its technical services could have very 
different means at its disposal.31 Aleppo, for its part, did not seem to be 
subject to the same pressure from governors. The municipal authority 
established in 1868 provided services more developed than those of  its 
counterpart in Damascus.32 However, the interventionism of  the Otto-
man power in local affairs was by no means limited to Damascus. In 
Salonica, thirty years after the creation of  the municipality, it was the 
Porte that issued a concession for the building and exploitation of  a 
local transportation network.33 In contrast, despite the multiple projects 
and propositions established since 1870, Cairo had no autonomous 
municipal services before the end of  the 1940s. The central power, 
Egyptian, then (after 1882) British did not wish for the development of  
a local force in a city that had national administrative services. These 
reservations on the part of  the authorities to some extent demonstrated 
that, since 1870, Cairo had no longer been a provincial capital within 
the Ottoman Empire, but rather the capital of  an Egypt already pos-
sessing a high degree of  independence.

Despite the diffi culties they encountered, despite the constraints 
imposed by the central powers, except in Cairo, the largest cities all 
had municipal services by the end of  the nineteenth and the beginning 
of  the twentieth centuries. In general, these bodies and their mode of  
functioning (on the basis of  annual budgets) were a novel feature in 
the cities and in the management of  their civic services, even though 
in Barbary Tripoli the fi rst municipal commission, established in 1870, 
apparently took up once more the prerogatives of  the old mashiyakha 
al-bilad.34

Ad hoc interventions

Prior to the nineteenth century and the reforms, Ottoman cities did 
not lack administrative structures; civic tasks were, however, divided 

31 Franck Fries, Damas (1860–1946), la mise en place de la ville moderne. Des règlements au 
plan, doctoral thesis (Marne la-Vallée, 2000), 77 et seq. 

32 Bruce Masters, “Power and Society in Aleppo in the 18th and 19th Centuries,” 
in “Alep et la Syrie du nord,” Revue du Monde Musulman et de la Méditerranée 62 (1991): 
157–58; Fries, Damas, 83.

33 Anastasiadou, Salonique, 168.
34 Lafi , Une ville du Maghreb, 228. 
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among a number of  civil and religious bodies of  local or central origin.35 
These institutions provided a “public service” in daily life, but were not 
responsible for more substantial planning. According to this system, tax 
revenues were divided between the imperial treasury and that of  the 
governor. There was no “budget” for the city.36 Hence, major works 
were always carried out on the basis of  necessity, urgency or the deci-
sions of  governors. The fi nancing of  these operations was then provided 
either through the exceptional raising of  taxes, as happened in Barbary 
Tripoli in 1827 for the repair of  part of  the surrounding wall,37 or, in 
Damascus in 1743, by the governor himself.38 The fi rst reforms, and 
the local assemblies (majlis) established by virtue of  the reforms’ recom-
mendations, did nothing to improve such practices. In the mid-1840s, 
the Damascus majlis had no source of  revenue whatsoever. It was more 
of  an intermediary between the central administration and the people 
than a municipal establishment.39 Hence the exceptional nature of  
large-scale civic work persisted. For instance, in Bursa, in 1861, a visit 
by the Sultan led to the widening and improvement of  a number of  
entrance roads to the city.40 Such practices continued even after the 
creation of  municipalities. Visits by important personages, inaugura-
tions, or even the decisions of  a governor or a sultan, were reasons for 
partial improvements that did not result from planned operations. It 
should be noted, however, that the need to improve road networks was 
a preoccupation for civic offi cials.

In most cities of  the Anatolian plateau and the European provinces, 
houses were built of  wood. Hence, they were regularly affected by fi res 
that sometimes destroyed entire quarters. These disasters were all the 
more devastating in that streets were narrow and the density of  land 

35 André Raymond, Grandes villes arabes à l’époque ottomane (Paris, 1985), chapter 3, 
“Les fonctions urbaines,” 118–167; Stéphane Yérasimos, “La Réglementation urbaine 
ottomane (XVIe–XIXe siècles),” in Proceedings of  the Second International Meeting on Modern 
Ottoman Studies and the Turkish Republic, ed. Emeri van Donzel (Leiden, 1989), 1–14.

36 Antoine Abdel Nour, Introduction à l’histoire urbaine de la Syrie ottomane (XVIe–XVIIIe 
siècles) (Beirut, 1982), 188.

37 Lafi , Une ville du Maghreb, 155.
38 Abdel Nour, Introduction, 192–193.
39 Elizabeth Thompson, “Ottoman Political Reform in the Provinces: The Damas-

cus Advisory Council in 1844–45,” International Journal of  Middle East Studies 25 (1993): 
458–461.

40 Béatrice Saint-Laurent, “Un amateur de théâtre: Ahmed Vefi k pacha et le remod-
elage de Bursa dans le dernier tiers du XIXe siècle,” in Dumont and Georgeon, Villes 
ottomanes, 103.
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the kind of  work they did or by making, at a lower price, products of  
inferior quality. Simultaneously, merchants in the import sector were 
pushed to develop and diversify their activities. Nor was the second-
ary sector affected only in what it produced for a local destination. 
In order to supply its industry with raw materials, there was a strong 
tendency for Europe’s imports to become primary ones. For instance, 
while Syria, at the beginning of  the nineteenth century, exported the 
greater part of  its silk in the form of  fabric, around 1830 the volume 
of  exported fabric had decreased while that of  thread had increased; 
by the end of  the century, Syria was exporting less and less thread and 
more and more untreated cocoons. These transformations diminished 
the added value of  exported products and led to the dismantling of  
local industries, which did not have the means to mobilize the capital 
necessary for their modernization.50

The new urban functions were also determined by the development 
of  services related to the dissemination of  communication and transport 
techniques. The second half  of  the nineteenth century was that of  
telegraph, roads, railways, and, within cities, of  tramways, water sup-
ply, drainage networks, and the provision of  energy through gas and 
electricity. These activities were diverse and not always related directly 
to cities, but the headquarters of  the companies bringing these things 
about were set in the urban centres. Numerous employees in this sec-
tor and its shadowy surrounding elements — especially all the brokers, 
whether dealing in paper assets or merchandise — had higher than 
average incomes. The new consumption practices bound up with this 
difference also constituted a development vector of  new service activi-
ties: the great cafés, restaurants, cinemas, and all the rest, multiplied 
to meet with the specifi c needs of  this new social group.

Renewal of  social organization

For the populations of  the cities of  the southern Mediterranean, the 
second half  of  the nineteenth century was a period of  growth. This 
movement was fairly disparate. In general, maritime cities were quicker 
to advance (fi gure 2). Some, like Beirut and Alexandria, were affected by 
substantial migratory movements from the fi rst half  of  the nineteenth 
century on. Their growth was still more spectacular in that each of  

50 Labaki, Introduction, 325.



 modernization of the cities of the ottoman empire (1800–1920) 965

these cities had, around 1800, only between 3,000 and 5,000 inhabitants. 
The more massive movement, however, happened later and marked a 
true break. While the beginning of  the nineteenth century was marked 
by very different mutations — Cairo lost inhabitants while Alexandria 
began its growth — the second half  of  the century witnessed the devel-
opment of  all the cities; the urbanized part of  the population increased 
in every region of  the Empire (fi gure 3). This growth, mainly resulting 
from migratory movements, thus constituted the main generator of  the 
renewal of  urban societies.51 The transformation in the activities and 
functions of  cities also played an important part in this movement. Craft 
declined in favour of  another mode of  production: the factory, where 
large numbers of  workers were salaried. On another side, the service 
sector recruited a growing number of  employees. The introduction of  
a salaried class, the resultant formation of  a working class, and the 
increase in the number of  public sector employees and tertiary sector 
employees gave rise to substantial imbalances that led to a progressive 
loss in the power of  traditional bodies. The disappearance of  these last 
was, it is true, a lingering one;52 nevertheless, a mass proletariat and a 
middle class of  employees had appeared in most cities by the end of  the 
second half  of  the nineteenth century. These were new social classes. 
The former were completely destitute, and their marginalization was 
stigmatized by the latter through the multiple charitable societies that 
came into being. In Egypt, the list of  “principal inhabitants” and other 
notables, privately published, well refl ected the dichotomy whereby the 
two worlds were separated. Those mentioned in such publications were 
fi rst and foremost qualifi ed by virtue of  their professional activity. The 
tertiary sector was heavily over-represented. For Cairo, for instance, an 
1896 index shows an exhaustive list of  lawyers of  foreign nationality, 
while mentioning only 11 out of  the 1,340 grocers then in existence.53 
During this period, the creation of  literary circles, historical societies 
or indeed clubs also refl ected the emergence of  new social classes dis-
tinguished by their practices of  sociability and consumption.

51 Kemal Karpat, “Ottoman Population Records and the Census of  1881/82–1893,” 
International Journal of  Middle East Studies 9 (1978): 237–274.

52 For Egypt, see Gabriel Baer, Studies in the Social History of  Modern Egypt (Chicago 
and London, 1969), 149–160 and chapter 12. 

53 Jean-Luc Arnaud, “Artisans et commerçants dans les villes d’Egypte, à la fi n du 
XIXe siècle, une source peu exploitée: les annuaires,” in Etudes sur les villes du Proche-
Orient, XVI e–XIXe siècle. Hommages à André Raymond, coordinated B. Marino (Damascus, 
2001), 205–206. 
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Recompositions

In general we may note, during the century under consideration, an 
overall correspondence between growth in the surface area of  cities 
and growth in their population. This relation does not, however, mean 
that the new inhabitants—migrants or children—resided in the new 
quarters. On the contrary, periods of  growth corresponded to accel-
eration in the recomposition of  social groups and in activities within 
agglomerations. From the middle of  the nineteenth century on, these 
recompositions were all the more important in that the modalities of  
the development of  the urban fabric were changing. As the traditional 
Ottoman city grew in dense and continuous fashion, the opening up of  
its walls, and, later, the establishment of  public means of  transportation 
provided greater growth than ever before, with a far wider extent of  
land to be urbanized.

In Alexandria and Aleppo, in Bursa and Salonica, the traditional 
urban fabric comprised a juxtaposition of  blocks and parcels, whose 
size might vary according to a ratio of  one to 100. Hence, in one 
block— between its heart and its periphery — or in one parcel—between 
its façade and its deepest point — we might fi nd pieces of  land with 
diverse surface areas, values and returns which gave rise to a tight 
overlapping of  activities and to different social groups (fi gure 4).

From the mid-1830s, and especially from the 1860s on, the impor-
tance of  the supply of  land with a potential for urbanization, and 
thus of  property values, brought about by the obsolescence of  the 
surrounding walls—Ankara did not have one after 184054—resulted in 
another mode of  organization. Lands were no longer divided ad hoc 
according to the wishes of  those who might be able to build. In order 
to optimize the return and reduce the portion occupied by the road 
system, property owners pre-empted buyers by dividing their lands 
into geometrical and regular plots (fi gure 5). According to this mode 
of  production, the variety and overlapping that had characterized the 
old fabric no longer existed: each land division targeted a selected, 
fairly homogeneous category of  clients. Whereas, before, difference 
in the means of  candidates to build had been expressed by the size 
of  the parcel— the houses of  the rich had been more spacious than 
those of  the poor — rather than by the parcel’s location, the abundance 

54 François Georgeon, “Du poil de chèvre au Kalpak, l’évolution d’Ankara au dernier 
siècle de l’Empire ottoman,” in Dumont and Georgeon, Villes ottomanes, 117.
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of  the supply on the property market, higher than the demand, now 
allowed the development of  new residential strategies: the location of  
plots — with respect to the centre, communications, activities, and so 
on — was a determining factor in making choices. In this context, social 
groups organized themselves into new quarters in a manner far more 
discriminating than in the old fabric.

The property market and the obsolescence of  surrounding walls 
were not the only factors behind these changes. The second half  of  the 
nineteenth century was also marked by a movement of   industrialization. 
Factories, sometimes bringing together several hundred workers along 
with huge machines, could not fi nd, in the old centres, land extensive 
enough for their purpose or providing suffi ciently easy access. They 
were therefore obliged to settle on the periphery, in zones where prop-
erty values were relatively low, either because of  their distance from 
the centre or because they were already occupied by activities driving 
the value down. The Little Sicily quarter in Tunis had multiple incon-
veniences. It was far from the centre, and it was near the lake, which 
then served as an outlet for the city’s sewage, often making the air in 
this zone unbreathable. Workshops and warehouses related to port 
activities settled there at the end of  the nineteenth century. It was also 
a popular quarter, inhabited mainly by a community of  Italian origin. 
Moreover, legislation promulgated during the same period supplemented 
the tendency to arrange the city by functional zones. Prohibitions on 
certain practices or certain populations in particular places multiplied. 
Establishments classifi ed as “unhealthy and dangerous,” cafés and drink-
ing places, beggars, prostitutes, etc.— all these were obliged to exercise 
their activities in restricted zones determined by the legislator.55 This 
interventionism probably found its most extreme expression in 1920 in 
Alexandria, where the municipality decided to deny Bedouins access 
to the city.56

In order better to ensure the management of  the city at the end of  
the nineteenth century, the public authorities (local or national) divided, 
classifi ed, measured and plotted its various elements. The categories set 

55 For Egypt, see Philippe Gelat, Répertoire général annoté de la législation et de l’administration 
égyptienne (Alexandria, 1908), 2:622–641; for Tunisia, see Législation communale de la Tuni-
sie. Recueil des décrets et arrêtés municipaux par Joseph Valensi (Tunis, 1897), 894 et seq.; for 
Istanbul and other cities of  the Empire, see Aristarchi, Législation ottomane, 53–54. 

56 Robert Ilbert, Alexandrie 1830–1930: Histoire d’une communauté citadine (Cairo, 1996), 
504. 
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up by all these things also contributed to reinforcing the phenomenon 
of  segregation, or at least, in the same way as legislation, they deter-
mined the use to which each place was put. The setting up of  new 
administrative intra-urban divisions often took the form of  an outright 
takeover by public authorities. Each quarter was subjected to minute 
scrutiny; after which the administration categorized it according to its 
morphological, social and economic characteristics, and then accorded 
it the corresponding rights, means and services. It is noteworthy, for 
instance, that the drainage project in Cairo at the end of  the nineteenth 
century provided conduits of  different capacities for similar volumes of  
populations, depending on the quarters involved. The inhabitants of  the 
old urban fabric (regarded as indigenous) were supposed to be smaller 
consumers of  water than the inhabitants of  more recent quarters.57

Hence, due to the mode of  land division, and to legislation and 
administrative activity, a new form of  relation was developed between 
the composition of  the urban space and the division of  society. Although 
old cities were not isotropic — far from it — there was a development from 
a marked mixing of  activities and social groups to specializations that 
were the outcome of  new forms of  segregation, even exclusion.

This segregation was fi rst and foremost economic. A testimony to 
this is the way Jews profi ted from the new extensions of  the cities to 
leave the quarters to which they had been confi ned for centuries. By 
the end of  the nineteenth century, there were numerous Jews in the 
new quarters. It was the rich ones, though, who left the old urban 
fabrics, abandoning the poor to their original quarters and moving to 
reside close to other inhabitants, and other national or religious com-
munities, who enjoyed incomes comparable to theirs. It is noteworthy 
that in Cairo, in the mid-1940s, the Jewish community was fairly 
dispersed among several quarters of  the agglomeration, but that its 
poorer members still occupied, closely packed and almost exclusively, 
the quarter of  the old city which, a century earlier, had gathered the 
whole community together.

57 Ghislaine Alleaume, “Hygiène publique et travaux publics, les ingénieurs et 
l’assainissement du Caire (1882–1907),” Annales Islamologiques 20 (1984): 151–82.
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3. Renewed urban and architectural forms

In all the cities of  the Empire, the forms of  urban extension changed. 
There was a development from the city built step by step, in the context 
of  property and real estate markets showing little dynamism, to more 
open cities and more discontinuous urban fabrics, whose layout led to 
a network following new rules of  organization. Extensions constituted 
the most visible phenomenon of  mutation, but the nineteenth century 
was also a period of  reconstruction of  the city itself. If  fi res were 
responsible for the destruction of  wooden houses in the northern part 
of  the Empire, the southern cities also witnessed an acceleration of  
renewal in the overall nature of  their building, especially with regard 
to domestic architecture. In Cairo, as in Damascus, most houses were 
the subject of  transformation, heightening, and even reconstruction.58 
Urban landscapes were recomposed through several kinds of  interven-
tion; seen in the introduction of  new architectural forms on the one 
hand, and the arrangement of  layouts on the other.

New centralities

From 1826, following the military reform and the dismantlement of  
professional janissary bodies (which, in Aleppo for example, had been at 
the origin of  a number of  riots and had turned against the government 
at the beginning of  the nineteenth century), the state built barracks to 
house the new army bodies raised by conscription. At fi rst the troops 
were sometimes dispersed among a number of  buildings taken up 
and/or fi tted out within the cities. However, depending on the means 
available, new establishments, and huge four-square buildings arranged 
around a central yard,59 were established in the immediate  surroundings. 
In leaving the old urban fabrics and the diffi culties of  access that had 

58 S. Weber has noted that three-quarters of  the houses of  the old urban fabric in 
Damascus were partially or totally rebuilt in the mid-19th century and the fi rst decades 
of  the following century. This renewal refl ects a strong dynamic. See Stefan Weber, 
“Images of  Imagined Worlds. Self-Image and Worldview in Late Ottoman Wall Paint-
ings of  Damascus,” in The Empire in the City: Arab Provincial Capitals in the Late Ottoman 
Empire, ed. Jens Hansen, Thomas Philipp, and Stefan Weber (Beirut, 2002), 163; for 
Cairo, see Olivier Blin, “Le Caire XIXe–XXe siècles. De la fasaha à la sala comme 
modèles,” Espace centré. Les cahiers de la recherche architecturale 20–21 (1987): 96.

59 The seventh regiment of  the reformed Ottoman army was stationed in Beirut. In 
1853, the fi rst level of  a huge barracks (the serail) was built, comprising several thousand 
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characterized them, these barracks were directly linked to the new roads 
(and sometimes also railways) in a way that improved the mobility of  
troops. This position also permitted, simultaneously, the control and 
defence of  agglomerations.60 By the end of  the century, the development 
of  railway networks also had a strong impact on the organization of  city 
suburbs. Railway stations, often monumental, were their most visible 
expression, but the workshops for machine maintenance, the warehouses 
for coal and those of  establishments whose economic activities were 
based on opportunities offered by this new means of  transportation, 
often occupied considerable areas at the gates of  the agglomerations. 
Nearer to these old centres, governors’ palaces, schools, judicial courts, 
etc., played an important role in the organization of  recent quarters 
and the designation of  new centres of  gravity. The development of  the 
higher tertiary sector, refl ected in major buildings like big hotels and 
banks, were also a mark of  the new quarters.

In the old fabrics, the percentage of  urbanized area allotted to the 
road system was very small; generally not higher than a fi fth. This small 
portion was made up of  two complementary types of  ways: streets 
and cul-de-sacs (fi gure 6). The percentage of  cul-de-sacs was greater 
in Arab regions; even so, road networks in Ottoman cities were more 
disjointed than those of  western cities.61 In the new quarters, streets 
were not only broad and rectilinear; they were also laid out in such a 
way as to cross one other, thereby producing a full-scale grid utterly 
unlike the old fabric, where the number of  potential routes from one 
place to another was always fairly limited. These quarters were often 
organized around squares that ensured a connection with the older 
ones. At the end of  the 1860s, the municipality of  the Pera-Galata 
quarter in Istanbul launched the initial project of  a great square fol-
lowing the recent dismantlement of  the walls of  the Genoese period, 
and the opening of  a new road in the old fabric, designed to provide 
passage for the fi rst tramway (with animal traction). This arrangement 
took the Paris Place de l’Etoile as its model.62 Some years later, the 

square metres of  fl ooring. It was the fi rst construction of  this type in Beirut. See May 
Davie, Beyrouth 1825–1975: un siècle et demi d’urbanisme (Beirut, 2001), 40.

60 On this subject, see the comments of  David, Alep, 299.
61 Pierre Pinon, “Essai de défi nition morphologique de la ville ottomane des XVIIe–

XIXe siècles,” in La culture urbaine des Balkans (Belgrade and Paris, 1991), 147–155.
62 The places in question are Chichhane Square and Okçu Musa Street. See Zey-

nep Celik, The Remaking of  Istanbul: Portrait of  an Ottoman City in the Nineteenth Century 
(Washington, 1986), 72.
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mode of  housing distribution and division, the fi rst examples of  these 
buildings presented some noteworthy features, being monumental and 
profusely ornamented. It was as though the features of  their composi-
tion were intended to compensate for the less valorising nature of  the 
architectural type in question.68

When interventions were made into the old urban fabric, the eco-
nomic necessity of  reducing the hearts of  blocks also led to the forma-
tion of  new architectural types that were set in place with a view to 
eliminating unprofi table parts of  the land (fi gure 9), without occupying 
it more densely than other types. A new division of  non-constructed 
spaces appeared: public spaces were introduced into the hearts of  blocks 
so as to optimize property value. The new generic toponymy—passage, 
cité, etc.—statutory in Tunis, provided a good refl ection of  these new 
forms and new practices.

Quite apart from the architectural interest of  these buildings, the 
construction dates of  the fi rst specimens in each city testify to their 
integration into the new economic and social system developing in 
the cities of  the Ottoman Empire at the time. Coastal cities and, a 
fortiori, port cities started before the others. Alexandria was probably 
the earliest in this respect: apartment blocks were being put up there 
from the mid-1870s on (fi gure 10). Damascus, on the other hand, was 
clearly later to develop. The fi rst examples of  collective dwellings did 
not appear before the beginning of  the 1920s. Between these extremes, 
it is noteworthy that the fi rst blocks in Aleppo date from the very begin-
ning of  the twentieth century.

From house to apartment block

During periods of  accelerating re-composition, the gap between the 
life span of  buildings and transformations in demand in the property 
fi eld is aggravated. By the turn of  the twentieth century, the market 
was evolving so rapidly that the time spent in constructing buildings 
could represent a handicap for investors: by the time the work was 
fi nished, the architectural type identifi ed six months or a year earlier 
turned out to be obsolete or maladapted to the market. In this context, 

68 It is worthy of  note that the monumental character of  the staircases marks the 
fi rst blocks in each city: in Alexandria at the beginning of  the 1880s and in Damascus 
forty years later. 
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those thinking to build, and attentive to possible re-conversions of  their 
property, included particular architectural features. Hence, the new types 
of  building did not aim solely at making property profi table; they also 
had to be able to adapt to the rapid transformations of  the  market.

The most frequent expression of  this was the house-block; it was 
characteristic of  a market subject to sudden and violent variations. 
This architectural type spread widely in all the cities of  the Empire. 
There were buildings set on parcels whose surface area was no more 
than 500 square metres. Most often constructed on a base, it comprised 
two, sometimes three storeys, each arranged in such a way as to form 
a complete dwelling unit. Stairs opening to the outside on the ground 
fl oor serviced each fl oor. Contrary to the usual design of  buildings, the 
entrance was on the side. On the façade, a few steps and a fl ight of  
steps gave direct access to the fi rst level. This double arrangement of  
features allowed the building as a whole to be used as a villa. Doors 
separating the stairs of  each fl oor also allowed their attribution to 
independent family units, or their renting to different families.

Such an organization was, to say the least, ambiguous; thanks to the 
double entrance from the street and the functional and distributional 
independence of  each fl oor, it was possible to transform a house into a 
block and so swiftly adapt the construction to the market and/or social 
demand. This new architectural type, which appeared in Egypt and in 
Istanbul at the end of  the nineteenth century, was later developed in 
Aleppo (beginning of  the twentieth century), in Beirut a few years later 
and in Damascus at the start of  the 1920s. It corresponds to a short 
period in which changes in property values, in the demand on real 
estate and in social practices did not follow the same rhythm, rather 
presenting major discrepancies. The building’s double distributional 
principle allowed such discrepancies to be managed and arrangements 
to be made as and when necessary.

Conclusion

With the exception of  Egypt, which launched reforms long before 
other regions of  the Empire, the period of  large-scale urban change 
did not begin before the mid-nineteenth century. Hence, in less than 
three-quarters of  a century, cities under the authority of  the Sublime 
Porte were affected by an exceptional wave of  transformations. This 
essay has attempted to demonstrate the point through examples in three 
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fi elds only. It should be pointed out, however, that changes were no less 
signifi cant in all other potential fi elds. During this period, there was a 
passing from the traditional Muslim city, as defi ned by A. Raymond,69 
to the modern city. Despite the unity of  legislation and of  the main 
modes of  exercising power, cities were not affected simultaneously by 
the reforms. Gaps and accelerations are to be noted. Those cities that 
played the role of  entrance point for merchandise, and for western infl u-
ence, started before others. Nevertheless, other cities swiftly caught up 
with them and even passed them. Hence, despite noticeable differences 
in the potentiality of  cities, and in the way reforms affected them, we 
might consider that, by the eve of  the Empire’s dismantlement at the 
beginning of  the 1920s, a wave of  modernization had passed though 
the greater part of  its agglomerations.70

69 Raymond, Grandes villes arabes.
70 The Arabian Peninsula constituted an exception to this picture. Even though this 

region of  the Empire was so very extensive, it contained few large cities. In 1950, the 
most important, Mecca, had fewer than 100,000 inhabitants. See François Moriconi-
Ebrard, Géopolis, pour comparer les villes du monde (Paris, 1994), 216.





MEDITERRANEANISM: FRENCH AND ITALIAN 
 ARCHITECTS’ DESIGNS IN 1930S NORTH AFRICAN CITIES

Mia Fuller

The concept of  a typically Mediterranean architecture was fi rst formu-
lated only at the end of  the 1920s, by a handful of  European architects 
in colonial North Africa whose notion of  Mediterranean architecture 
was entirely specifi c to the colonial context, both aesthetically and 
politically. Evoking North African vernacular architecture rather than 
European architectural models, they proposed an aesthetic of  white-
washed cubes with fl at rooftop terraces. Furthermore, their debates were 
intrinsically political, as the architecture they described was predicated 
on, designed for, and built in a milieu of  unequal relations between 
European colonizers and subjugated North African populations. In this 
essay, I describe how French and Italian architects in 1930s Algeria 
and Libya justifi ed incorporating ornamental and structural aspects 
of  North African architecture into their designs—ostensibly borrow-
ing from “inferior” colonized populations—by attributing “Mediter-
ranean-ness” to these design elements, thus casting their architectural 
appropriations as a mere continuation of  a long history of  shared 
traditions in a common geographical environment.1 I then discuss the 
broader historical and political context within which architects made 
this discursive turn, namely French and Italian national sentiments and 
policies vis-à-vis the Mediterranean Basin and its territories. I conclude 
with some considerations of  how understanding “Mediterraneanism” as 
a European invention stemming directly from the colonial  experience 

Author’s note. I am grateful to Caterina Borelli and Laura Wittman for providing me 
with sources used in this essay; Stephanie Hom Cary and Diana K. Davis for showing 
me works of  theirs which were not yet published; Mary Margaret Jones and Alona 
Nitzan-Shiftan for helpful conversations and bibliographic suggestions; and Elizabeth 
Leake for generously reading earlier drafts and offering wise editorial comments.

1 Spanish colonial authorities in North Africa faced the same architectural and 
rhetorical dilemmas as French and Italian ones, and they resorted to similar design 
solutions in many instances; but they were less inclined to employ a rhetoric of  ‘the 
Mediterranean’. See Antonio Bravo Nieto, Arquitectura y urbanismo español en el norte de 
Marruecos (  Junta de Andalucía, 2000). Thanks to Caterina Borelli for obtaining this 
volume for me.
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broadens our understanding of  Euro-centric analyses of  the city in 
the Islamic world.

French architects’ Mediterraneanism

From its initial occupation of  Algiers in 1830, and well into its pro-
tectorate in Tunisia beginning in the 1880s, the French government 
reiterated hallowed forms from the metropole, installing imposing and 
foreign representative structures such as post offi ces in colonial cit-
ies’ centres.2 In Béguin et al.’s useful distinction, this has come to be 
known as “conqueror’s architecture,” in contrast to the more appar-
ently  colonized-friendly “protector’s architecture” which began to take 
its place around the turn of  the twentieth century.3 This “protector’s 
architecture,” which denoted the (rather specious) difference between 
outright colonial occupation in Algeria and the protectorates over 
Tunisia and Morocco, was deliberately syncretistic, making a show of  
incorporating local decorative elements in European structural models. 
In the 1920s, then, an ill-defi ned “neo-Moorish” style of  decorating 
public as well as private-sector European buildings had prevailed in the 
French Maghrib’s major coastal cities for roughly two decades.

Such superfi cial syncretism reached its fullest development (and 
greatest critical success) in protectorate Morocco, beginning in 1912. 
Governor Lyautey’s team of  architects and planners extended the there-
tofore-uncoordinated adaptation of  local architectural heritage into a 
sophisticated and well-funded program of  government construction.4 In 
1928, one member of  the team, architect Albert Laprade, described the 
“new style” emerging there as a “synthesis of  our Latin spirit and love 

2 See François Béguin, Gildas Baudez, Denis Lesage, and Lucien Godin, Arabisances: 
décor architectural et tracé urbain en Afrique du Nord 1830–1950 (Paris, 1983); Paul Rabinow, 
French Modern: Norms and Forms of  the Social Environment (Cambridge and London, 1989); 
Gwendolyn Wright, The Politics of  Design in French Colonial Urbanism (Chicago and Lon-
don, 1991); Zeynep Çelik, Urban Forms and Colonial Confrontations: Algiers Under French 
Rule (Berkeley, 1997).

3 Béguin et al., Arabisances, 11–30.
4 Following the lines of  Janet Abu-Lughod’s work, one could view these architectural 

works as having merely cloaked a politics of  apartheid in the guise of  an integrated 
colonial society. See Janet Abu-Lughod, Rabat: Urban Apartheid in Morocco (Princeton, 
1980).
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for autochthonous art.”5 His description epitomized many of  his late-
1920s colleagues’ statements regarding both their “Latin” (i.e. European) 
sensibilities and their decisions to infl ect designs with local (i.e. Arab) 
tonalities; more signifi cantly, it also pointed to a dilemma they all faced, 
namely, how far to incorporate the non-European into their colonial 
works?6 The new name of  “Mediterranean architecture,” coined very 
soon thereafter, would encompass both the “Latin” and “autochthonous” 
architectural traits favoured by European architects—while simultane-
ously excluding other aspects of  the local vernaculars, and relegating 
those to the category of  “Arab” architecture.

Modernist architects’ theorizations, meanwhile, were gaining a foot-
hold in the French metropole and elsewhere in Europe. Most famously, 
Le Corbusier’s Vers une architecture [Towards an Architecture] of  1923 
refl ected the new ideas of  many architects while giving them a distinctive 
voice. Modernists opposed the re-cycling of  historical forms for their 
own sake; this view applied to Renaissance façades, for instance, but 
most especially to classical (or neo-classical) styles. Yet they proposed 
learning “lessons” from Hellenic monuments on account of  their 
“spirit,” which they described as perfectly modern in its streamlined 
simplicity, functionalism and aesthetic purity. While early on, Le Cor-
busier wrote of  the “Hellenic” rather than the “Mediterranean,” he 
had in mind the very same white-washed cubes and rooftop terraces, 
against backdrops of  blues skies and seas and craggy landscapes, to 
which colonial architects in Algiers began to refer at the end of  the 
1920s—under the rubric of  “Mediterranean.” In other words, architects 
in colonial North Africa were interested in the same formal models, but 
instead of  emphasizing classical referents in their writings, they drew 
on other aspects of  “Mediterranean-ness”: history, but also a purported 
geographic determinism underpinning a timeless universality (a point 
to which I return below).

5 Albert Laprade, “Souvenirs du temps de la guerre, contribution à la future histoire 
de Casablanca et de Rabat,” Le Maroc Catholique (September–December 1928): 599, 
quoted in Jean-Louis Cohen and Monique Eleb, Casablanca: Mythes et fi gures d’une aventure 
urbaine (Paris, 1998), 150.

6 For a source advancing the position that architectural syncretism could only benefi t 
French colonizers, see Joseph Marrast, “Dans quelle mesure faut-il faire appel aux arts 
indigènes dans la construction des édifi ces?” in L’urbanisme aux colonies et dans les pays 
tropicaux, ed. Jean Royer, vol. 2 (Paris, 1935), 24–25. Also see Émile Bayard, L’art de 
reconnaître les styles coloniaux de la France (Paris, 1931).
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To be sure, French architects in Algeria faced a more practical 
dilemma than theorizers in the metropole. For them, the question of  
whether to incorporate vernacular features in their colonial architecture 
was of  immediate pragmatic relevance, in a very active building market 
and a situation of  heightened political sensitivity. In any event, they were 
less inclined than their northern counterparts to discuss architecture in 
terms of  its “spirit.” In articles titled “Vers une architecture méditer-
ranéenne” [Towards a Mediterranean Architecture] and published in 
an Algiers journal for architects and engineers in 1929 and 1930, two 
different authors acknowledged Le Corbusier’s importance by adapt-
ing the title of  his famous book, but discussed their Mediterranean 
architecture, in the Algerian context; what its relation to “Moorish” or 
North African vernacular architecture ought to be; and its differences 
from Modernist architecture in northern Europe. The fi rst author, 
R. Du Puy-Lacroix, perpetuated the increasingly obsolete emphasis on 
neo-Moorish ornamentation and dismissed the “modern” aspects of  
the local vernacular which some of  his colleagues would, on the other 
hand, praise in short order—summarizing, in effect, the views of  “neo-
Moorish” designers of  the 1910s and 1920s. J. Cotereau, in contrast, 
set the pattern for appreciative discussions of  North African vernacular 
simplicity, at the same time bringing questions of  colonial architecture 
into dialogue with contemporary Modernist debates.

The “Mediterranean style” Du Puy-Lacroix called for in April 1929 
was “an updated descendant of  Moorish buildings, the heir to an 
aesthetic of  indisputable charm,” yielding “the truly ideal ‘home’.”7 
In his depiction, this “aesthetic of  indisputable charm” stemmed from 
the decorations typical of  opulent, “high” Moorish architecture, rather 
than the fundamentals of  vernacular houses in North Africa, which he 
did not promote as a useful model for colonial architects to emulate. 
In fact, although he described his ideal “Mediterranean style” as a 
“descendant of  Moorish buildings,” it more closely resembled a familiar 
French provincial house, with added exotic decorations. The house he 
proposed should provide for “today’s necessities with respect to com-
fort and hygiene . . . for, really, our Muslim predecessors [in the colony] 
understood nothing of  the thousand details that make life enjoyable.” 

7 R. Du Puy-Lacroix, “Vers une architecture méditerranéenne,” Chantiers nord-africains 
2, no. 4 (April 1929): 245–247; quotation is from p. 247. I thank Laura Wittman for 
obtaining articles from this journal on my behalf.
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“Comfort” would require added ventilation: the vernacular habit of  
wrapping the house around a courtyard blocked ventilation, creating “a 
fetid atmosphere” by allowing humidity to settle. “Comfort” would also 
necessitate greater privacy than the typical Algerian house could offer, 
as opening all the rooms onto one courtyard imposed “a promiscuity 
that is incompatible with our sensitive habits,” and increased openness 
to daylight, as “almost all the [Algerian house’s] rooms are dark.”8 
In this last connection, he seems not to have been concerned with 
insulating interiors from the strong sun; instead, he wished for more 
windows. “[ N ]othing is more aesthetically pleasing than the dazzling, 
white [vernacular] house,” he conceded, admitting to “admiration in 
the presence of  the Moorish dwelling,” but, he added, “the Moorish 
house is blind. It soon gives a painful impression of  infi nite sadness, 
of  a hostile mystery, which spoils the pleasure of  the eye.”9 To correct 
this, architects should “animate the face of  the Moorish house; great 
bays, beautiful windows framed by colourful mosaics, will produce the 
best effect.”10

Eight months later, Cotereau began publishing a series of  articles 
under the same title, but opposite in orientation: his “Mediterranean 
architecture” drew directly from the local vernacular. His various 
discussions of  historical styles throughout the Mediterranean Basin 
ultimately served his specifi c design agenda, namely that incorporating 
cornices, porticoes, and fl at rooftop terraces—all elements identifi ed 
with vernacular architecture in Algeria, and having the advantages of  
protection from strong daylight and heavy rains—was both essential 
and appropriate for French architecture in the North African colony.11 
Cotereau acknowledged elsewhere that up to a point, some decorative 
features were worth quoting, such as ceramic tiles and boxed exterior 
window-seats [mashrabiyyas],12 but these remained secondary, for him, 
to the local vernacular’s structural features.

 8 Ibid., 246. 
 9 Ibid., 245. 
10 Ibid., 246. 
11 Jean Cotereau, “Vers une architecture méditerranéenne,” Chantiers nord-africains 3, 

no. 1 (  January 1930): 19–21; and 4, no. 4 (April 1931): 381–383.
12 Jean Cotereau, Jean Murat, Albert Seiller, and Marcel Lathuillière, “La maison 

mauresque,” Chantiers nord-africains 3, no. 6 (  June 1930): 533–652, described in Cohen 
and Eleb, Casablanca, and in Sherry McKay, “Mediterraneanism: The Politics of  
Architectural Production in Algiers during the 1930s,” City and Society 1, no. 1 (2000): 
79–102. For this particular point, see Cohen and Eleb, Casablanca, 146 and 167.
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In addition to the local vernacular’s adaptability, Cotereau had 
another axe to grind: the idea that despite using similar architectural 
forms (such as white cubes), colonial architects’ works were distinct from 
Modernists’ comparable ones. After all, colonial architects’ shift from 
sampling superfi cial local elements into their designs towards structural 
syncretisms appeared to be in tune with the views of  Modern Movement 
architects in Europe, who were promoting functionalism, an aesthetic 
of  volumes rather than decorations, and unadorned surfaces. And in a 
sense, the vernacular turn in colonial architecture drew some validation 
from its formal correspondence to current theoretical developments. But 
Cotereau insisted that the new colonial style was anything but derivative, 
asserting that colonial architects’ new works were more appropriate to 
their setting than Modernists’ designs were to Europe—for instance, that 
fl at rooftop terraces made sense for houses on Mediterranean shores, 
but not throughout Europe. In effect, Cotereau cited Le Corbusier’s 
well-known title only to take the position that despite resemblances 
between vernacular-inspired colonial architecture and functionalism-
dictated northern European Modernist structures, the two architectures 
stemmed from distinct inspirations.13 Colonial architects were not 
only independent from the northern Modernists; they were also more 
entitled to make use of  white, streamlined cubes, as these echoed the 
local vernacular and were climate-appropriate.

Although Du Puy-Lacroix and Cotereau proposed markedly differ-
ent interpretations of  “Mediterranean architecture,” their premises 
regarding the Mediterranean itself, rather than architecture, were 
virtually identical. Forecasting descriptions that would continue in this 
debate through the 1930s, their explanations for the appeal of  local 
architecture (whether in its decorations or Modernist simplicity) rested 
on self-serving theorizations of  the unity of  the Mediterranean, based 
on historical narratives and sometimes, on geographic determinism 
as well. Du Puy-Lacroix privileged the historical ascendant, broadly 
invoking Europeans’ unfailing admiration for classical ruins anywhere 
on Mediterranean shores. Cotereau repeated the same tropes, but also 
noted the history of  the Mediterranean Basin’s populations, rather than 
only mentioning the vestiges of  their artefacts. For him, the entire history 
of  the Basin could be recapitulated as one of  power struggles between 

13 Jean Cotereau, “Vers une architecture méditerranéenne,” Chantiers nord-africains 3, 
no. 3 (March 1930): 219–223; p. 221. 
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“Aryan” and “Semitic” races.14 He also described the colonial situation 
of  his day as follows: “the Mediterranean peoples, under the aegis of  
the Latin [European] nations, now know a condition not unlike that of  
Roman times.”15 Notably, neither author discussed the recently collapsed 
Ottoman Empire, despite its fi ve-century-long hegemony; instead, the 
historic landmarks they alluded to were inevitably classical. Yet, neither 
leaned toward imitating classical styles; they only made use of  them 
rhetorically to demonstrate the historical and cultural—and Europe-
heavy—unity of  the region. The appropriations performed by these 
texts, in other words, extended beyond the architectural: implicitly, they 
claimed rights over the Basin by excluding from its history any specifi c 
genealogies besides the “Latin” one. Cotereau, meanwhile, also turned 
to geographic determinism, whereby the physical landscape and climate 
had been decisive in shaping the vernacular models he admired. Gener-
alizing from this notion, he postulated the unavoidable existence of  an 
“architecture of  climatic zones.” The Mediterranean basin, including 
all of  its shores, was one such identifi able zone: “There is a Mediter-
ranean zone; there must be . . . a ‘Mediterranean architecture’.”16

Whether they were rooted in historical narratives or geographical 
generalizations, such theorizations all purported to root colonial designs 
in ahistorical factors, blurring the intricate and contingent power rela-
tions between the French and the Algerians, Tunisians, and Moroccans 
who had come under French domination. Describing the Mediterranean 
as a uniform place whose historic and geographic laws determined an 
essential type of  architecture, architects sidestepped discussions of  the 
fact that they were appropriating the vernacular architecture of  subjects 
who were supposed to be less “civilized” than themselves. In sum, the 
practical question of  selecting architectural preferences was relatively 
simple, but the political question of  justifying using certain architectural 
approaches required rhetorical innovations to rename the “Moorish,” 
or North African, vernacular architecture as “Mediterranean.” In the 
series I have described thus far, Cotereau downplayed the “Arab-ness” 
of  the local vernacular, emphasizing instead the traits that made it 
more generically “Mediterranean.” But in mid-1930—as his series on 

14 Jean Cotereau, “Vers une architecture méditerranéenne,” Chantiers nord-africains 3, 
no. 2 (February 1930): 117–120; p. 117. 

15 Jean Cotereau, “Vers une architecture méditerranéenne,” Chantiers nord-africains 2, 
no. 12 (December 1929): 679–681; quotation is from p. 681. 

16 Ibid. 
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Mediterranean architecture was being issued—he also published an 
article on “the Moorish house,” in the same journal. Making exactly 
the same design point, namely that the local vernacular was adaptable 
to modern sensibilities, his vocabulary here acknowledged that the 
praiseworthy usefulness and simplicity of  the local vernacular was tied 
to its immediate source, the Arab population of  Algeria:

The Arab villa presents the most curious similarities to the modern villa. 
The desire not to display wealth [among Arabs] has produced the same 
results as the taste for simplicity [among architects]. Both types of  villa 
amount to juxtaposed white cubes . . . In both cases, a terrace crowns the 
building.17

Even more signifi cantly, he asserted: “what we [architects] can imitate 
in the so-called Moorish house is what it has retained of  [its] Roman 
[heritage].”18 In clear evidence here is the slippage in Cotereau’s (and 
subsequent architects’) historico-ethnic arguments, splitting the local 
vernacular into desirable traits to be appropriated—and renamed as 
“Mediterranean,” i.e., Roman or Latin—from the residue of  this split, 
namely the traits of  “Arab” houses that French architects did not wish 
to imitate, such as humidity or lack of  privacy. The semantics of  “Medi-
terraneanism” were especially powerful insofar as they disguised this 
appropriation, making it seem a mere reclamation of  something that 
belonged to Europeans a priori, by virtue of  its ultimate “Romanness” 
or “Latinity.” In Cotereau’s other line of  argument, the geographic, 
architects’ appropriations were bolstered by the further claim that in 
any case, it was not the Arabs who had made such pleasing houses; 
it was the climate. Both the historical and geographical lines of  this 
two-pronged argument allowed architects, in Laprade’s terms, to syn-
thesize “[their] Latin spirit and [their] love for autochthonous art,” 
while eliding the Otherness of  the Arab vernacular. In the succinct 
words of  Sherry McKay, “What had once been the indigenous house 

17 Cotereau et al., “La maison mauresque,” 538, as cited in Cohen and Eleb, 
Casablanca, 195.

18 Cotereau quoted in Jean-Jacques Deluz, “Quelques réfl exions sur Le Corbusier 
et l’Algérie,” in La Méditerranée de Le Corbusier: Actes du colloque international ‘Le Corbusier 
et la Méditerranée’ à Marseille, les 24, 25, et 26 Septembre 1987 (Aix-en-Provence, 1991), 
23–48; p. 38. Deluz does not provide the source, but I presume that he draws here on 
Cotereau et al., “La maison mauresque.”
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had become its opposite, the Mediterranean house seemingly liberated 
by modern techniques.”19

Shortly after these publications, Le Corbusier visited Algiers for the 
fi rst time, in 1931. He met with cold or ambivalent responses on the 
part of  local architects20—who, after all, built far more than he did, and 
probably did not relish outsiders’ instructions on Modernism. Nonethe-
less, it was on this occasion that Le Corbusier “discovered” the Mediter-
ranean generality of  the white cubes he had been describing, and his 
later theorizations would lean more toward “the Mediterranean” and 
less toward the strictly Hellenic or “Latin.”21 Notwithstanding Cotereau’s 
arguments that Mediterranean architecture was distinct from Modernist 
architecture, some Modernist architects would continue to claim through 
the 1930s that Modernism was ultimately Mediterranean.22

Italian architects’ Mediterraneanism

Italian Modernist architects’ theorizations of  their architecture in Libya 
resembled French architects’ discussions of  colonial styles in Algiers 
in nearly every detail. Tripoli and Benghazi had acquired numerous 
constructions in a reckless neo-Moorish idiom since the beginning of  
Italian occupation in 1911–1912. A handful of  Italian architects began 
to theorize a Mediterranean, modern, colonial architecture based 
on the local vernacular only shortly after their French counterparts 
did, in 1931.23 They, too, described the local “Arab” vernacular as  

19 McKay, “Mediterraneanism,” 88.
20 Deluz, “Quelques réfl exions.” 
21 Le Corbusier eventually included “Latin” tropes in his discussions, as in Le 

Corbusier, “Esprit grec Esprit latin. Esprit gréco-latin,” Prélude 2 (15 February 1933): 
1–2. On a different note, the encounter between this Modernist architect and North 
African colonial territory is but one instance of  an observation that has not been made 
often enough: that the development of  1930s modernism cannot be fully understood 
without taking into account Modernist architects’ awareness of  colonial vernaculars. For 
a discussion of  such connections, see Brian L. McLaren, “Mediterraneità and modernità. 
Architecture and Culture during the Period of  Italian Colonization of  North Africa” 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Massachusetts Institute of  Technology, 2001). 

22 For example, see Erich Mendelsohn, “Il bacino mediterraneo e la nuova architet-
tura,” Architettura 11, no. 2 (1932): 647–648.

23 Government-commissioned ornamental syncretisms continued for the rest of  Ital-
ian rule, however: see Krystyna von Henneberg, “Imperial Uncertainties: Architectural 
Syncretism and Improvisation in Fascist Colonial Libya,” Journal of  Contemporary History 
31 (1996): 373–395.
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fundamentally “Roman” or “Latin,” consonant with the most mod-
ern of  sensibilities, and shaped by the climate.24 In some respects, 
their arguments differed from those of  the French; they did not, for 
instance, always deny the role of  Ottoman architecture in shaping the 
local architecture they wanted to emulate.25 But regardless of  these 
occasional differences, like the French architects of  Algiers, they used 
claims of  historical precedent and geographical, climatic unity to affi rm 
their right to use local vernacular models without acknowledging any 
intellectual or aesthetic debt to the colonized populations.

At fi rst glance, one might wonder whether Rationalist (i.e., Italian 
Modernist) architects simply plagiarized their French counterparts, so 
closely did their writings parallel the ones already described. But their 
texts were derivative precisely because Italian architects were intent 
on reclaiming what they saw as Italy’s architectural “primacy” in the 
Mediterranean Basin from the French, who had usurped it. Especially 
in light of  the accentuated nationalism that dominated Italy under 
Fascist rule (1922–1943), French appropriations of  “Romanity” or 
“Latinity” in their architectural rhetoric rankled some Italians. In their 
view, Gauls and Franks— ancestors of  the French—had merely been 
absorbed by the Roman Empire through conquest, whereas Italians were 
its direct descendants. Following this train of  thought, Italian architects 
were more entitled than French ones to appropriate “Mediterranean” 
architecture. Italian architects’ elaborations on the subject were thus 
intended to reply to those of  French colonial architects by reiterating 
their same arguments, but in an Italian key. Rationalist architects some-
times collaborated with French Modernists;26 but they were always in 
competition with them, aiming to re-appropriate the rubrics (Roman, 

24 See Silvia Danesi, “Aporie dell’architettura italiana in periodo fascista—mediter-
raneità e purismo,” in Il razionalismo e l’architettura in Italia durante il fascismo, ed. Silvia 
Danesi and Luciano Patetta (Milan, 1976), 21–28; Mia Fuller, “Building Power: Italian 
Architecture and Urbanism in Libya and Ethiopia,” in Forms of  Dominance: On the Architec-
ture and Urbanism of  the Colonial Enterprise, ed. Nezar AlSayyad (Aldershot, 1992), 211–239; 
Brian L. McLaren, “Carlo Enrico Rava—‘mediterraneità’ and the Architecture of  the 
Colonies in Africa,” Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research 
Centre 15–16, nos. 1–2 (1994–5): 160–173; and McLaren, “Mediterraneità.” 

25 E.g., Pietro Romanelli, “Vecchie case arabe di Tripoli,” Architettura ed Arti Decorative 
3 (1924): 193–211, see p. 193. 

26 Benedetto Gravagnuolo, “Les liaisons indicibles—Le Corbusier et les intellectu-
els italiens,” in La Méditerranée de Le Corbusier: Actes du colloque international ‘Le Corbusier 
et la Méditerranée’ à Marseille, les 24, 25, et 26 Septembre 1987 (Aix-en-Provence, 1991), 
187–199.



 mediterraneanism 987

Latin, Mediterranean) under which the French had already begun to 
assimilate various aspects of  the Arab vernacular into their designs. The 
scope of  colonial-architectural rhetoric, in other words, extended well 
beyond the colony itself: it served nationalist rivalries among coloniz-
ing nations as well.

While French architects identifi ed with a putative Latin spirit, then, 
Italian Rationalists strained to make a claim to prior rights over this 
“spirit.” The most prolifi c of  Italian colonial-architectural theorists, 
Carlo Enrico Rava, initiated the position thus in 1931:

We are the fated, centuries-old vessels . . . of  this Latin spirit that Le Cor-
busier cannot get away from, this eternal Latin spirit that is returning to 
invade Europe: from our Libyan coasts to Capri, from the Amalfi  coast 
to the Ligurian riviera, a whole vernacular architecture that is typi-
cally Latin and belongs to us, that is without age and yet is extremely 
Rational [functional, modern], that is made of  white, smooth cubes and 
large terraces, that is Mediterranean and solar, seems to be showing us 
the way to retrieve our most intimate essence as Italians. Our race, our 
culture, our civilization both ancient and new, are Mediterranean: thus 
it is in this “Mediterranean spirit” that we should seek the characteris-
tic of  italianità [Italian-ness] that is still missing in our young Rational 
architecture, especially since this spirit certainly warrants re-conquering 
[our] primacy.27

This compact passage corresponded to the tropes of  French architects 
regarding the “Latin spirit,” climatic determinism, and white, cube-
shaped houses. But it also made the point that “this eternal Latin 
spirit”—as embodied in vernacular “Mediterranean” architecture—was 
typical of  North African and Italian shores, adding further weight to 
Italian architects’ claim over “Mediterranean architecture” as inher-
ently theirs.

Architectural Mediterraneanism in Context

Given that Italian architects’ Mediterraneanist theorizations resembled 
those of  their French counterparts as much as they did, it may hardly 
seem worth discussing them. But examining them against the backdrop 
of  Italy’s Mediterraneanist policies highlights the political depths of  

27 Carlo Enrico Rava, “Svolta pericolosa. Situazione dell’Italia di fronte al razion-
alismo europeo,” Domus 4, no. 1 (  January 1931): 39–44; p. 44.
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debates that might otherwise appear to have concerned architecture 
alone. In comparison to those of  French colonialists, Italian nation-
alist views of  the Mediterranean were strikingly self-referential and 
over-determined: torn between a belief  in Italy’s inferiority vis-à-vis 
other European nations and a self-imposed pressure to make it “great” 
once again, Italian nationalists sought redemption in the prospect of  
imperialism, no matter how late Italy entered into the “scramble for 
Africa.” Italy had only recently become a unifi ed independent state, 
in 1861. Shortly after unifi cation, some modest expansionist activities 
had begun on the shores of  the Red Sea, in what is now Eritrea. In 
the 1880s, Italian politicians had already stressed their goal to expand 
in the Mediterranean—or as they sometimes referred to it, mare nos-
trum [our sea]—the Mediterranean of  their Roman ancestors.28 This 
explains, for instance, why some politicians described imperialism in the 
Red Sea as the principal means to expansion in the Mediterranean, as 
in the Minister of  Foreign Affairs’ remark in 1885 that “the key to the 
Mediterranean . . . is to be found in the Red Sea.”29 Since the opening 
of  the Suez Canal, Italians had an opportunity to carve out some of  
the Red Sea shores in order to prevent becoming isolated by French 
and British hegemony. Still, even the Red Sea was not an end unto 
itself, but a means to self-protection in the Mediterranean.

At century’s end, renowned Italian physical anthropologist Giuseppe 
Sergi elaborated a theory of  “the Mediterranean race,” setting it apart 
from the “Aryan,” and implicitly granting Mediterraneans (i.e., Italians) 
equal standing with the northern peoples.30 As Italians prepared to colo-

28 On Italians’ rhetoric of  “prior possession” in Libya, see Mia Fuller, “Preservation 
and Self-Absorption: Italian Colonisation and the Walled City of  Tripoli, Libya,” in The 
Walled Arab City in Literature, Architecture and History: The Living Medina in the Maghrib, ed. 
Susan Slyomovics (London, 2001), 121–154; and Mia Fuller, Moderns Abroad: Architecture, 
Cities, and Italian Imperialism (London, 2007).

29 Camera dei Deputati, “Tripolitania e Cirenaica, parte prima: Precedenti parlam-
entari (aprile 1881–luglio 1911),” in La XXIII Legislatura 24 marzo 1909–29 settembre 1913 
(Rome, 1913), 1031. Italian interest in “the Mediterranean” did not suddenly emerge in 
the late nineteenth century; rather, it took on a new character. See, respectively, argu-
ments that the Mediterranean had been at the core of  ancient Roman geographies, 
but that subsequently Italian self-conceptions veered toward “Europe”: Roberto M. 
Dainotto, Europe (in Theory) (Durham, 2007); and that the Mediterranean had begun to 
stand as an Italian allegory for temporality and historical consciousness as early as the 
sixteenth century: Stephanie Hom Cary, “The Metaphorical Mediterranean: Rhetorics 
of  Temporality in Ariosto and Thevet,” unpublished ms., 2003.

30 Giuseppe Sergi, Origine e diffusione della stirpe Mediterranea (Rome, 1895); and his more 
widely-circulated work, idem, The Mediterranean Race: A Study of  the Origin of  European 
Peoples (London, 1901).
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nize Libya, comments regarding the inevitability of  Italians’ “return” to 
the area proliferated. Most famous, perhaps, is the remark by renowned 
poet Giovanni Pascoli in a speech he delivered in 1911:

We are close [to this land] . . . [we] have been there before; we left signs 
that not even the Berbers, the Bedouins and the Turks have succeeded 
in erasing; signs of  our humanity and civilization, signs that indeed, we 
are not Berbers, Bedouins and Turks. We are returning.31

For Italians, then, the Mediterranean was more than a means to con-
quering distant Mediterranean shores; it was portrayed as a means of  
(re-)gaining some measure of  national pride.32 The rhetoric of  1930s 
Italian colonial architects—in a political climate in which design and 
Fascist institutions were intertwined, and architects fought among them-
selves for the patronage of  the regime—must be seen in this light.33 It 
was virtually inevitable that Rava would frame his argument in terms 
of  the re-conquest of  primacy—an architectural “re-conquest” that 
echoed, derived from, and shored up a political one. The (re-)appropria-
tion of  architectural tropes—from the colonized and from the French 
to boot—was but one facet of  Italians’ struggles to (re-)appropriate 
parts of  the colonial world, making Italy all the more legitimate as a 
modern state.

Long before Italians had the opportunity to do the same in Libya, 
French scholars and politicians had ideologically appropriated Roman 
remains in Algeria, imbuing themselves rhetorically with the aura of  
Empire.34 Typical is a comment Lyautey made in 1924:

31 Giovanni Pascoli, Patria e umanità. Raccolta di scritti e discorsi, 3d ed. (Bologna, 1923), 
234–248; quotation is from p. 243.

32 A political scientist drew this same contrast in the late 1930s, specifying that 
Italians alone (among European powers) saw the Mediterranean as an end unto itself: 
Elizabeth Monroe, The Mediterranean in Politics (New York, 1938), 1, 90, and 143.

33 The literature on the “Fascistization” of  1930s Italian architecture is vast; see 
especially Diane Ghirardo, “Italian Architects and Fascist Politics: An Evaluation of  
the Rationalist’s Role in Regime Building,” Journal of  the Society of  Architectural Historians 
39, no. 2 (1980): 109–127; Giorgio Ciucci, Gli architetti e il fascismo. Architettura e città 
1922–1944 (Turin, 1989); Fabrizio Brunetti, Architetti e fascismo (Florence, 1993); and 
Paolo Nicoloso, Gli architetti di Mussolini. Scuole e sindacato, architetti e massoni, professori e 
politici negli anni del regime (Milan, 1999).

34 Patricia M. E. Lorcin, “Rome and France in Africa: Recovering Colonial Alge-
ria’s Latin Past,” French Historical Studies 25, no. 2 (Spring 2002): 295–329. For the 
complementary move of  envisioning the Algerian desert as an invitation for colonial 
intervention, see Diana K. Davis, “Desert ‘Wastes’ of  the Maghreb: Desertifi cation 
Narratives in French Colonial Environmental History of  North Africa,” Cultural Geog-
raphies 11, no. 4 (2004): 359–387. It is also worth noting that before non-Italian powers 
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[H]ere, in North Africa, we fi nd everywhere the traces of  Rome beneath 
our feet: which proves that we belong here, in the front lines of  civilization.35

Yet although military and commercial activities had brought the French 
to the Mediterranean over the centuries, it was not until the nineteenth 
century that a notion of  the “Mediterranean” as defi ned by a specifi c 
historical confi guration as well as climatic unity, came into discursive 
and ideological play, “becom[ing] a stake that gives rise to enterprises 
of  appropriation.”36 Rather, it had served as a means to an end, yielding 
colonial acquisitions and trade possibilities.37 Only in the early decades 
of  the twentieth century did the Mediterranean—or the “Latin sea,” 
in French parlance—begin to appear in French intellectual life as an 
object per se, leading, for example, to the establishment of  an Académie 
méditerranéenne in Nice in 1926.38

Architectural “Mediterraneanism,” therefore, points to far more than 
a set of  design solutions or a haphazard discovery of  local vernaculars. 
In the colonial context in which it was formulated, “Mediterranean” 
stood for imperial ambitions that competed to recuperate a pre- Ottoman 
past and legitimize territorial appropriations in a post-Ottoman world, 
collapsing temporal differences, divergent histories, and current oppres-
sions into an essentialized and determinant place. Just as this ideo-
logical “Mediterranean” was a new colonial creation in the modern 
era,39 “Mediterranean architecture” was a gloss in French and Italian 
architectural texts, for colonial-modernist design. In this connection, it 
is worth noting that the notion of  the “Mediterranean,” connoting a 

appropriated the legacies of  Roman Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
foreign interlopers had already imbued themselves with the legacy of  Rome as the seat 
of  Catholicism: see, for instance, Thomas J. Dandelet, Spanish Rome 1500–1700 (New 
Haven and London, 2001).

35 Hubert Lyautey, preface to Prosper Ricard, Les merveilles de l’autre France. Algérie—
Tunisie—Maroc. Le pays—le monument—les habitants (Paris, 1924), 2.

36 Anne Ruel, “L’invention de la Méditerranée,” Vingtième Siècle 32 (1991): 7–14; 
quotation is from p. 11. Also see Jean-Robert Henry, “La France et le mythe médi-
terranéen,” in La Méditerranée en question: Confl its et interdépendances, ed. Habib El Malki 
(Paris, 1991), 191–199. 

37 As noted in Monroe, The Mediterranean, 90.
38 Ruel, “L’invention,” 12.
39 As I have remarked briefl y elsewhere: Mia Fuller, “Mediterraneanism,” in “Pres-

ence of  Italy in the Architecture of  the Islamic Mediterranean,” Environmental Design: 
Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre, 1990: 8–9.
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similar slippage, has operated in Israeli discourses of  national origins 
and architectural debates as well.40

Finally, with respect to scholarly analyses of  cities in the Islamic world, 
it is especially worth pointing out that French architects’ formulations 
of  “Mediterraneanism” in architecture arose almost simultaneously with 
French urban historians’ original formulations about “the Islamic city,” 
which began in 1928—formulations, one might argue, that amounted 
to “inventing” “the Islamic city,” at least as an ideal-type, in the same 
way that “the Mediterranean” and “Mediterranean architecture” 
were coined as modern constructs, respectively, in the nineteenth cen-
tury and in 1929. At the same time that French and Italian colonial 
architects—practitioners—were turning to “the Mediterranean” as 
a way to locate European Selves amid colonial Otherness, scholars 
developed a new apparatus attempting to isolate the specifi c aspects 
of  Otherness that made a city “Islamic.”41 Of  course, Europeans’ 
understanding of  this Otherness devolved from their deep-set beliefs 
about their own classical and medieval pasts, the latter in particular 
being used frequently to describe “Islamic” urban elements, such as 
the importance of  guilds or confraternities. Thus here too, it could be 
argued, Europeans’ defi nition of  what was “Islamic” (much like cat-
egories of  “Arab” or “Mediterranean”) was predicated on a complex 
process of  parsing that with which Europeans could identify from that 
with which they could not. As I have argued elsewhere, in any case, 
the genealogy of  the “Islamic city” debates can be traced in French 
colonialists’ earlier appropriation and adaptation of  the Arabic term 
al-madînah (in French, la médina). The semantic slippage operating in 
la médina—standing, in turn, as a defi nition of  a morphological unit 
defi ned by walled perimeters, and an alternating defi nition based on 
the ethnicities of  inhabitants—has survived throughout the “Islamic 

40 These authors do not describe Israel as a colonial power, but their works are 
directly relevant nonetheless: Yaacov Shavit, “The Mediterranean World and ‘Medi-
terraneanism’: The Origins, Meaning, and Application of  a Geo-Cultural Notion in 
Israel,” Mediterranean Historical Review 3, no. 2 (1988): 96–117 and Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, 
“Contested Zionism—Alternative Modernism,” Architectural History 39 (1996): 147–180. 
On the mobilization of  “Palestinian” tropes in architectural analyses regarding Israel-
Palestine—which are akin to Europeans’ discussions of  “Arab vernacular”—see Ron 
Fuchs, “The Palestinian Arab House and the Islamic ‘Primitive Hut’,” Muqarnas 15, 
ed. Gülru Necipoglu (Leiden, 1998): 157–177. 

41 The locus classicus for these debates’ initiation is William Marçais, “L’islamisme 
et la vie urbaine,” L’Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres: compte-rendus (Paris, 1928), 
86–100. 
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city” debates; in my view, this ambiguity has made it especially diffi cult 
to defi ne “the Islamic city” to general satisfaction.42

Today, the idea of  Mediterranean architecture is hardly unfamiliar. 
Coffee-table books on the subject abound, usually portraying rustic 
villas with curved red roof  tiles, climbing vines, and patios—houses 
closest to a southern European-provincial type, in other words. This 
stereotypic image appeals to consumers at large as a return to a 
time-honoured formula for building and “lifestyle,” revolving around 
afternoon siestas and a guilt-free diet. Thus what we now commonly 
recognize as “Mediterranean architecture” is often different from what 
those who coined the expression had in mind, namely white-washed 
cubes with fl at rooftop terraces, and vernacular architectures on rocky 
shores. But on the other hand, many of  the terms and categories we 
take for granted in our scholarship remain deeply rooted in the context 
of  colonial relations.

42 I summarize my proposed genealogy of  French formulations of  “the Islamic city” 
in Mia Fuller, “The Medina and the Islamic City: Colonial Terms and Postcolonial 
Legacies,” Public Affairs Report 43 (2002), 4:4–6 (http://www.igs.berkeley.edu/publica-
tions/par/winter2002/mia%20fuller.htm).



ALGIERS: THE COLONIAL CITY

Attilio Petruccioli

The thirty years that followed the Algerian war have defi nitely eased the 
relationship between the two different civilizations that have inhabited 
the Algerian territory. The new generations consider all of  the civil and 
historical patrimony they have inherited on a same par, without posing 
themselves any epistemological question, according to a historically 
distorted way that privileges a certain historical period over another 
one. Those who are further inquiring into the legitimacy of  such an 
attitude have realized that not only the language, scientifi c knowledge, 
the political organization, and everyday habits constitute a civil pat-
rimony, but that a heritage is as well constituted by the physical form 
of  its society, agreeing on the concept that “architecture is the highest 
expression of  civilization.”

Far from being a mere “war result,” the colonial town is part of  
collective memory, an important patrimony for its quantitative and 
qualitative substance to be studied and evaluated in order to defi ne 
the methodologies for its adequate protection. Such studies should be 
inclusive, being of  fundamental importance to consider not only the 
noblest historical and artistic heritage, but the house of  the majority 
of  Algerians as well.1 Such patrimony is today in danger for several 
different reasons, and in need of  major and urgent interventions of  
maintenance and rehabilitation, before the ever-increasing degrada-
tion calls for more radical and expensive restoration works. The recent 
collapses in the Place des Martyrs and in rue Bab Azzoun, and the 
hurried upkeep interventions in reinforced concrete that have imposed 
a different technology and distribution, should be suffi cient reason for 
a broader refl ection upon the tools and methodologies with which to 
intervene in the whole historical and architectural patrimony. It must 
be hereby clarifi ed that it is not possible to promote a rehabilitation 

1 The following notes were prepared during the Course in “Typo-Morphological 
Analysis” taught by the author in 1989 for the Postgraduate Program “Historical Sites” 
of  EPAU, Ecole Polytechnique d’Architecture et d’Urbanisme d’Alger.
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strategy extended throughout the city at the expenses of  the whole 
society; consequently, the proposal of  the preparation of  a typological 
and technological atlas that both operators and proprietors could easily 
consult and utilize, seems to be the more coherent solution: the atlas 
would list and describe the appropriate solutions to a given problem in 
continuity with the typology and technology of  the structure at hand.2 
The study we are proposing would be limited to the task of  studying, 
defi ning, and cataloguing the complex articulation of  the residential 
types of  Algiers, a city that, for its importance, dimensions, and range 
of  constructions, can be considered exemplary for the whole state of  
Algeria.

As for the history of  urbanism in Algiers, we should refer to the 
fundamental studies of  Lespes,3 Cresti,4 Malverti and  Picard,5 recon-
structing the evolution of  the urban form starting from 1830. The 
present article will try to outline its most remarkable events and to 
mention the urban plans that had been most important in the making 
of  the city of  today.

We can divide the evolution of  Algiers into four principle phases cor-
responding to important transformations in building types and urban 
fabric. The fi rst phase started right after the occupation and lasted 
until 1846, the year of  the economic crisis that caused the departure 
of  one fourth of  the colonialists from Algiers, and that continued in 
inertia until the year 1854. Interventions were limited to a restructuring 
of  the existent urban fabric, with its climax in the remodelling of  rue 
Bab Azzoun, rue Bab el Oued, and rue de la Marine, all converging 
in a place that, adequately enlarged, became Place du Gouvernement 
(today’s Place de Martyrs). Rue de Chartres and the homonymous 

2 Examples of  typological atlases do not exist. Cfr. R. Panella, ed., Prontuario del res-
tauro. Indicazioni per gli interventi di restauro edilizio nel Centro Storico di Pesaro (Pesaro, 1980). 
For technological aspects only, yet with obvious typological implications, see the more 
recent: Uffi cio Speciale per gli Interventi sul Centro Storico, Manuale del recupero del 
Comune di Roma (Roma: DEI, 1989).

3 See: R. Lespès, Alger: Etude de Géographie et d’Histoire urbaines (Paris: Alcan, 1930); 
for a description of  the city in the fi rst 25 years of  the nineteenth century, see also: 
P. Boyer, La vie quotidienne à Alger à la veille de l’intervention française (Paris: Hachette, 1963).

4 F. Cresti, “Algeri dalla conquista francese alla fi ne del Secondo Impero,” Storia 
Urbana 35–36 (April–September 1986): 41–76; F. Cresti, “Alger 1830–1860: l’affrontement 
entre les deux villes,” Urbi 6 (1982): 22–23.

5 See: X. Malverti and A. Picard, “Dalla città indigena alla città europea: il servizio 
del genio e la ristrutturazione degli insediamenti in Algeria (1830–1870),” Storia Urbana 
35–36 (April–September 1986): 3–40.
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square are planned to host part of  the commercial activities suppressed 
in the above-mentioned square. The construction of  new walls to sur-
round the city started in 1841, and was completed in 1847. Still in 
1841, the military camps were built along the coast. This period is 
also characterized by the fi rst planning of  the suburbs: along rue d’Isly, 
towards the actual Place Abd el Kader and, more slowly, near Bab el 
Oued, where we should also remember the Bugeaud quarter. The Isly 
neighbourhood now squeezed between the sea and the new military 
camps reaching rue de Constantine can but expand on the steep hillsides 
reproducing the Casbah’s typical morphology. It is worth mentioning 
the Guiauchain project of  1848, that was planning further demolition 
of  the Turkish citadel (unrealized), and the two Boulevards along the 
ditch, opened one after the other. During a period of  inactivity from 
1846 to 1854, some of  the main institutional and public structures are 
built, such as the Préfecture, the Théâtre de l’Opéra (architect Chas-
seriau), and the Cathedral. Place du Gouvernement is fi nally completed 
after the demolition of  the Djenina.6

The second phase, from 1854 to 1881, is characterized by a new 
wave of  building activity, especially in the area of  the Mustapha (to be 
mentioned are the two projects for Napoléonville by Chasserieau, and 
the new development by Vigoroux and Caillat). The Casbah’s fabric is 
cut by the opening of  rue de la Lyre that will remain unfi nished. The 
two visits by Napoleon III in 1860 and 1865 fostered the construction 
of  major infrastructure, in particular along the seafront with the colossal 
work of  the Arcades opened onto the new Boulevard de l’Impératrice. 
From 1870 to 1881, a period of  building inactivity coinciding with the 
European wars, the blocks begun during the preceding phase were 
fi nally completed. The Plan d’Alger of  1880 already shows the ramp 
of  rue de Constantine (now Boulevard Ben Boulaid), and the two 
Boulevards Gambetta (today’s Ourida Meddad) and de Verdun (now 
Hadad Abderrezak) to be constructed on the ramparts, except the fi rst 
still not surrounded by buildings. Place de la République was fi nally 

6 On the colonial politics of  Napoleon III, see: A. Julien, Histoire de l’Algérie contempo-
raine (Paris: PUF, 1979), chapter 8: 388–452; on Boulevard de l’Impératrice, the most 
important infrastructure, see: F. Cresti, “The Boulevard de l’Impératrice in Colonial 
Algiers,” in “Maghreb, from Colonialism to a New Identity,” Environmental Design: 
Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1 (1985). On the infl uence of  
the project of  Chasseriau on the Plan Obus by Le Corbusier (1930) see: R. Cozzolini 
and A. Petruccioli, “Algiers. Le Corbusier. Algiers,” ed. Giancarlo De Carlo, Spazio e 
società (Milano) 4, nos. 15–16 (1981): 104–115.
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completed; construction was started in the neighbourhood around the 
Palais de Justice, and two blocks in the neighbourhood around rue d’Isly 
have reached past Place Abd-el-Kader up to rue Pélissier (today’s rue 
K. Khaldoun); rue Joinville (now Oulhadj Amrouche) becomes a real 
“urban canyon” perpendicular to rue d’Isly until it meets the sea.

Among the most interesting works of  “Embellissement,” the water-
front of  the Arcades des Anglais in Algiers, designed by the engineer 
Charles-Frederic Chasseriau in 1860–66, is the most representative 
project of  the French city; it is also the most representative of  the 
way to solve the fi rst of  the differences in level on which the city lies. 
The project, stemming from the need to connect the urban fabric to 
the new port that had been recently enlarged, defi nitively modifi es the 
image of  the seaside city, creating a new image through which the 
signifi cant heights and the overall form of  a city strongly bound to 
the place on which it rises come together. If  the Turkish city, placed 
on a higher level, had until this time defi ned for those who arrived 
from the Mediterranean a closed and quite austere image of  Algiers, 
the European intervention changes the relationship of  the city to the 
sea, completely opening up the main views with the introduction of  
views on different levels.

Of  the three important jumps in level that defi ne the orographic 
change of  Algiers (those of  +20 m, +50 m and fi nally +100 m), that 
of  the Arcades des Anglais is the fi rst and most important for its 
dimension and project resolution, which resolves the city’s connection 
to the sea and its direct confrontation with the port and maritime life. 
The Arcades des Anglais, in fact, defi ne the new base of  the city that 
evolves with different forms at +50 m, the height of  the Turkish city 
and that of  +100 m, location of  the fortifi ed kasbah.

The waterfront of  Algiers, shaping an orographic jump of  24 m, con-
nects the administrative and institutional city with the area of  the port 
and rail infrastructures of  the port toward which it faces, constituting the 
visual and mediating support between the nineteenth-century colonial 
city placed on a higher level, and the maritime city at sea level.

The theme of  the base is resolved through an open series of  arcades 
of  a giant order and singular organization on various levels. This is 
both a road at the level of  the coverings, a dwelling for fi shermen at 
the intermediate level, and commercial activity at the level of  the port. 
One of  the most interesting aspects of  this intervention is in fact that 
of  moving back the new sea level of  the city higher through the raising 
of  the road level up to the level of  the offi cial buildings.
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Along that elevation, realized almost as if  it were an important 
urban “aqueduct,” is the most important vehicular artery of  the city: 
the Boulevard de l’Imperatrice, thus named only temporarily, becom-
ing after 1870 Boulevard de la République and fi nally Boulevard Che 
Guevara. This, defi ned by Morton Peto, in the original drawing con-
nected Bab Azoun to the Gate of  France, which corresponded to the 
antique gate of  the Turkish city. This is an important connection road 
today for the city, but it is also the site of  the administrative buildings 
and the headquarters of  the most important institutions of  the city, 
and also the junction in which the various urban and extra-urban 
transports are conveyed. This route, continuous for almost its entire 
length, has some points of  discontinuity, like that of  the area of  the 
Mosque of  the Fish Market, realized through monumental fl ights of  
steps and the interruption of  the continuity of  the arcades. The proj-
ect of  the Arcades, in addition to constituting a foundation of  forms 
and measurements proportional to the length of  the sea-front of  the 
city, is not only “façade,” but also a building, a container of  different 
functions. This, if  need be, contains monumental stairs, like elevators 
that connect the level of  the port with the level of  the Boulevards, as 
well as the houses of  the fi shermen, distributed according to a gallery 
typology and located at an intermediate level.

The building, in all its complexity of  levels, was a clear formal 
archetype for the design of  the Obus plan drawn up by Le Corbusier 
in 1932. Even if  such a relationship has been little scrutinized, in real-
ity it is very strong, particularly if  one thinks of  the building-aqueduct 
highway, introduced by Le Corbusier and always considered an original 
idea, but that, in fact, fi nds its direct reference in the work of  Chas-
seriau carried out about seventy years before.

During the third phase, from 1881 to 1915, the Casbah is connected 
to the French city; the Quartier d’Isly is completed until the Forum, a 
vast space cleared from fortifi cations; the neighbourhood around the 
Préfecture is fi nished. In the Plan of  1895, all the urban fabric around 
Champ de Manoeuvres seems to be fi lled all the way to the Jardin 
d’Essai; the low end of  rue Michelet (now Didouche Murad) is now 
under construction; the city reaches the fi rst slopes of  Telemly.

The last phase includes recent history: Algiers develops along the 
sea-front (its real development axis) and on the hills, especially along 
the ridges and the sides, before fi lling the bottom of  ravines, such as 
rue Franklin (now Frères Derraoni) or rue des Frères Khalel.
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At this point it is necessary to introduce some fundamental concepts 
for the understanding of  the notion of  typological process: the essential 
element underlying any reading of  the urban fabric is the type, defi n-
able as a set of  features common to a series of  buildings of  the same 
function, in a defi ned cultural area, and built in a defi ned time. These 
parameters are fundamental in establishing a general classifi cation a 
posteriori organized by classes and families, just like in botany, allow-
ing to distinguish a residential building from a special one, or a twelfth 
century house from one of  the fi fteenth. But its most important potential 
lays somewhere else: on one side—in fact, contrary to botany—it is 
rooted in the civilization that produces it or, in other terms, it is the 
product of  the spontaneous conscience of  its people—in the sense 
that everybody in that particular geographical area shares the same 
knowledge of  what a house is, and what its features and construction 
technologies should be; in fact, we could say that type “doesn’t travel,” 
if  not with its people’s migration. On the other side, it continuously 
varies with time, producing a slow layering of  its historical strata, as 
well as with space, through its adaptation to specifi c contextual/topo-
graphical conditions. Thus, the reading of  type and its variations goes 
under the name of  “typological process.”7

The interpretation (or de-stratifi cation) of  the process result—the 
building—is not a simple operation: the layering of  successive inter-
ventions has encroached and consolidated itself  in the same place 
according to a process that is more similar to a chemical reaction 
(thus producing a new whole made of  singular atoms and molecules) 
than to the pages of  a book (an entity constituted by the union of  pre-
ordered sub-elements, such as the pages). Therefore, the task at hand 
is a  “reading-project capable to defi ne and classify the main types of  a 
certain historical period: the types that have consolidated and diffused 
their meteorological, distributional, and technological features, and that 
are different from those of  the preceding types: the study and defi nition 
of  the domus, for instance, or of  the medieval house, or of  the linear 
house (and how the multiple transformations of  the row-house in the 
long-term produced the linear house), as well as the reading of  the 

7 These concepts were systemized by Gianfranco Caniggia; see: G. Caniggia, 
“Dialettica tra tipo e tessuto nei rapporti preesistenza-attualita’, formazione-mutazione, 
sincronia-diacronia,” Studi e documenti di Architettura 11 (  June 1983): 25–38. See also: 
S. Malfroy, L’approche morphologique de la ville et du territoire (Zurich: ETH, 1986), and in 
particular the chapter: “La notion de processus typologique.”
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infi nite synchronic variations that are the result of  the transformations 
of  the type, the block, and the urban fabric.”

These succinct conceptual defi nitions are only to explain that the 
reading of  typological processes is an analysis of  the evolution of  
structures considered as a hierarchical ensemble of  parts, and how it 
plays a fundamental role for the understanding of  the evolution of  
built forms. If  the city grew in continuity through a series of  successive 
organic developments in order to absorb its population increase, the 
typological evolution would happen without shocks, and the transition 
from one main type to another would be accomplished without break-
ing the continuity. But in reality, the growth of  cities resembles more a 
series of  gestations and childbirths: for instance, almost all Italian cities 
suddenly stopped their development after the plague of  the fi rst half  
of  the fourteenth century. Therefore, the growth of  the new town over 
the historical centre and the necessity to adapt construction types to 
new densities of  population, yet without enforcing revolutionary varia-
tions in the building activity. In fact, we acknowledge a whole series 
of  synchronic variations in which the type “suffers,” adapting itself  to 
an inadequate urban fabric. The studies accomplished on Genoa and 
Marseille,8 as well as the ones on the eighteenth-century Parisian fabric 
such as Les Halles,9 show a whole set of  overhauls of  the lots, of  verti-
cal additions, of  doubling of  buildings towards the inside of  the lot, 
of  moving of  stairways to adjacent vacant lots or in the courtyards. 
At the same time, the necessity to operate a mediation between users’ 
necessities and the different types brings, starting from the seventeenth 
century, the new fi gure of  the project designer, who starts stressing 
the importance of  the project on its form: for example, all building 
remodelling was now designed according to a modular alignment of  
windows. In the nineteenth century, when towns started growing again, 
designers were not prepared to face the problems brought by the new 
dimensions of  the urban project. On one side, they referred to for-
mer typological repertoires, while on the other they imported foreign 
types according to the fashion of  the time (therefore, according to our 

8 See: G. Caniggia and G. L. Maffei, Il progetto dell’edilizia di base (Padova: Marsilio, 
1984); see also: M. Morozzo, Tipologia edilizia, tipologia architettonica: Genova, Marsiglia, 
Firenze, Roma (Geneva: ECIG, 1988); J. L. Bonillo, Type urbain et types domestiques: analyse 
architectural des trois fenêtres marseillaises (Marseille: INAMA, 1978).

9 See: F. Boudon, A. Chastel, H. Couzy, and F. Hamon, Système de l’architecture urbaine. 
Le quartier des Halles à Paris (Paris: CNRS, 1977).
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 preceding defi nitions, they did not adopt “types,” but “models”).10 This 
new dimension, starting after the French Revolution, made the city 
expand according to different phases: not capable to understand and 
reinterpret the complexity and articulation of  the local architectural 
heritage, the nineteenth century architect limits himself  to the formal 
design of  the “checkerboard” (yet without any specifi c orientation) or 
to the radial plan, and established some extremely elementary hier-
archies, such as the location of  the main public structures in the city 
centre. Later on, even the formal layout of  the main street network 
disappears, being reduced to a total abstraction of  numbers and stan-
dards. The building cluster, once parallel to the street and continuous 
along the whole perimeter of  the block, gradually tends to detach its 
components, separating them into different independent units. Type, as 
a consequence, becomes more and more anonymous and undifferenti-
ated. The combination of  local features (synchronic variations) and 
imported models leads to the development of  different forms in each 
European city, in spite of  the similarity of  their planning methods, 
construction technologies, and architectural styles, usually referring to 
the classical repertoire.11

It is on these general yet fundamental concepts that we are trying to 
construct a fi rst general hypothesis of  Algiers’ urban evolution accord-
ing to phases starting with the conquest of  the city.

First of  all, we have to take into account an evident hysteresis in its 
planning and building, which in certain circumstances causes a partial 
overlapping of  different phases: the case of  Boulevard Gambetta, started 
in the 1840’s and completed only fi fty years later, is symptomatic.

During the fi rst phase, up until 1854, the dominant building activ-
ity was limited to the restructuring of  the existent fabric. Despite the 
appearance, French interventions reproduced the functional logic of  
the old medina: the second building on the right-hand side of  Place des 

10 The renown defi nitions of  type and model given by Quatremère are subject 
to interpretation. See: Quatremère de Quincy, Dizionario storico di architettura (Padova: 
Marsilio, 1985), 273–276.

11 See: C. Aymonino, G. Fabbri, and A. Villa, Le città capitali del XIX secolo: Parigi 
e Vienna (Rome: Offi cina, 1975). For the building activity in Paris at the end of  the 
seventeenth century and beginning of  the eighteenth, a very important reference is: 
C. Daly, “Maisons de Paris,” in Revue Générale de l’Architecture et des Travaux Publics (1859). 
Daly establishes three categories according to their social function: 1) buildings for the 
high bourgeoisie; 2) buildings for the medium bourgeoisie; 3) buildings for the wealthier 
working class and the lower bourgeoisie; for each category he reports the location, 
distribution, and the principle features in their construction and decoration.
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Cherif ) or the redevelopment around rue de Tanger (now rue Chaib). 
The fabric ending at rue d’Isly was strongly infl uenced by the local 
topography that imposed a different articulation of  the path system: 
rue Joinville, for instance, is a pedestrian ramp, whereas rue Mogador 
(now Hariched Ali), rue Dupuch (Mouzaoui Abdelaziz), and rue Saint 
Augustin (Ikhariouene Tayeb), parallel to the topography lines, and 
were permitting vehicular traffi c. Furthermore, this peculiar condition 
was requiring a great variation in building types: the sloped ground 
was impeding the organization according to several bodies, leading to 
the adoption of  more serial schemes with the fi rst two fl oors against 
the slope to their back.13

Both restructured and new blocks were built according to the French 
building regulation of  1784; it was prescribing precise proportions 
between the width of  the street and the height of  the building calculated 
at the cornice: 14.62 m for a 9 m width, and 17.54 m for 12 m.14 Masonry 
continued to be widely used, usually perpendicular to the direction of  
the street according to a module of  3.50 m—a small dimension derived 
from local types reinterpreted by the French construction techniques, as 
used for the fi rst time in the rehabilitation of  small Turkish palaces.15 
The modular grid of  the openings is still the main characteristic of  the 
facades—otherwise almost completely sheer—with windows and portals 
distributed symmetrically and in even number: a horizontal hierarchy 
indeed, with a strong differentiation between the porticoed base and the 
rest of  the facade. The roof  is generally pitched or presents an attic.

The second phase, coinciding with the Haussmanian transformation 
of  Paris, starts in 1854 and lasts for twenty-fi ve years. The develop-
ments definitely tended towards the radiocentric form, especially 
starting from Forum Boulevard Lafarrière (now Boulevard Khemisti), 
and symmetrically on the other side, north of  Boulevard Guillemin 
(now Boulevard Taleb Abderrammahne). The radial plan increasingly 
detached itself  from the urban block. Large triangular shapes—unusual 
in the past—started to appear, and were generally characterized by small 

13 The organization in double and triple bodies derives from the increase in the depth 
of  the medieval row-houses. Gothic buildings in Bologna reach fi ve successive doubling 
on the lot, the third generally being devoted to a lighting and ventilation well.

14 L. Hautecour, “Le permis de construire,” Académie des Beaux Arts, 1957–58; for 
building regulations, see: Recueil des Lettres Patentes, Ordonnances Royales, Décrets et Arrêtes 
préfectoraux concernant les voies publiques de la Ville de Paris (Paris: Deville and Hochereau, 
1960).

15 See: F. Cresti. 
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commercial activities located at the corners (one of  the best examples 
is the small restaurant at the intersection of  rue Rovigo and rue d’Isly, 
a remarkable architectural solution to a level change), or by the lower 
quality of  their construction (such as the Cognon building between rue 
Dumont d’Urville and rue de Constantine, a composition based on the 
triangular theme that has a famed precedent in a building by Alessan-
dro Antonelli in Turin, Italy). The cadastral lots divided according to 
the bisetrice rule16 took trapezoidal or triangular shapes; yet, what was 
particularly important is less the shape but the dimension, defi nitely 
increased compared to the buildings of  the preceding phase. However, 
it is necessary to underline that we are already in a time of  decreased 
building activity: buildings designed in this period were often constructed 
during the succeeding phase, therefore according to different standards 
and codes. During this period, the width of  the street is determined 
according to the Paris building regulations of  1859, confi rming the 
widths of  the previous laws but now preferring the 45 degree diagonal 
in the case of  grand boulevards wider than 20 m. In the rectangular 
blocks around Place de la République (now Port-Said), in the Palais 
de Justice neighbourhood, along Boulevard Zirout Youcef, etc., “L” or 
“T” shaped lots are now most frequent, presenting a whole set of  varia-
tions of  triple, quadruple or quintuple bodies depending on what was 
the best solution for a maximum exploitation of  the lot, thus usually 
leaving a very small ventilation court adjacent to the central stairway. 
It was not until very late that deeper lots and their variations (such as 
blocks constituted by only a single lot) appeared for the fi rst time.17 
The interior distribution of  the apartments was suffering of  arbitrary 
complications, such as the introduction of  the interior design along the 

16 See: J. Castex, J. Ch. Depaule, and Ph. Panerai, Formes urbaines: de l’îlot à la barre 
(Paris: Dunod, 1980). “The dimensions of  the triangular lot—the most frequent ones, 
indeed—sensibly vary and seem to exclude an optimum subdivision which would have 
been valid more or less everywhere [. . .]. On the other hand, that the lot be maintained 
compact and tends, by its triangular shape, towards minimum width.” And further-
more: “As for the rationalization and its corollary—regularity—they must be correctly 
understood. The triangular contour obviously does not produce inequalities: there will 
necessarily be acute angles that are very diffi cult to design, especially for apartments. 
Finally, whatever one does, the lots will always be different. The idea is not to attain 
a good English-style uniformity. In many cases one fi nds large lots in the corners and 
in the centre of  the block. One fi nds lots crossing through and opening on two streets 
in the narrowest parts and, beyond widths approximately exceeding 30 m, normal lots 
opened only on one side towards the street” (31–32).

17 See: Recueil des Lettres Patentes . . ., op. cit.
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45 degree diagonal, and the multiplication of  the stairwells, as if  the 
new type aimed to recuperate the lost complexity of  the old fabric.18 
All structures are in masonry with stairway at the centre, whereas in 
totally built-up lots rooms are organized in a line, and the staircase is 
directly lit from the street. In the triangular lots, the symmetry axis is 
determining a cut corner, later replaced by bay-windows or balconies. 
The cut corner plays an important role in the rectangular lots as well, 
as for example in the case of  Place de la République, and especially in 
rue Boumendjal Ali. The composition of  the modular facade shows the 
symmetry axis, besides an odd number of  bays that led to the central 
location of  the portal, and the division in two equivalent parts. At the 
same time the building type started to detach itself  from the urban 
block. In fact, since it was not advisable to divide the central room in 
half  only because of  the symmetry axis, this space was indifferently 
assigned to one or the other of  the apartments on each fl oor, therefore 
presenting on each level differences in size that were not perceivable 
from the outside. The horizontal hierarchy has now became stronger: 
on one side the moulding artifi ce strongly separated the mezzanine 
from the rest of  the facade, now even more articulated by the presence 
of  rows of  balconies with wrought-iron parapets usually on the third 
and fi fth fl oor.19 Decoration is now heavier due to the use of  the giant 
order, cornices, and caryatids that emphasized the bays, creating for the 
fi rst time very articulated facades. Architectural styles are often mixed 
with great ease, from the Greek-Roman to the Renaissance, from the 
seventeenth to the eighteenth century.

18 See: F. Boudon et al., Système de l’architecture urbaine. Le Quartier des Halles à Paris, op. cit.
19 It is interesting to compare the facades on rue d’Isly (now rue Sadaoui M. Seghir) 

and on the fi rst part of  rue de Constantine, with the ones on Boulevard de Sebastopol 
in Paris. On the new design of  the tenement house facades, Hautecoeur writes: “the 
facades of  the tenement houses change during the second half  of  the nineteenth cen-
tury. Continuing the 18th century tradition, architects wanted to provide the building 
of  a monumental aspect, and used the ground fl oor and the mezzanine as a sort of  
base on which to raise two or three fl oors of  decreasing heights in order to build a 
rhythmic composition made of  pillars and crowned by a heavy cornice supporting 
the balcony of  the last fl oor. The social transformations and economic necessities 
determined a shift in the organization of  the different fl oors and in the dimensions of  
the apartments: since the building now had the same social destination at every level, 
differences in the design of  each fl oor were no longer necessary. The architects were no 
longer designing according to vertical orders, but according to horizontal elements: the 
facade fi nds its rhythm in the balconies, cornices, etc. often continuing in the adjacent 
buildings.” See: L. Hautecoeur, Histoire de l’architecture classique en France, tome 7 (Paris: 
V. Freal, date unspecifi ed), 249.
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The third phase, after 1881, coincides with the radial developments 
on the hillsides, presenting an articulated path system to connect differ-
ent altitudes. Diagonal cuts are frequent, like rue Addoun Ahmed, rue 
Arezki Hamani, rue Ferroukhi Moustapha, and Boulevard Mohamad V, 
generating large triangular and trapezoidal lots. Their size became even 
larger, yet often because of  arbitrary irregularities. The building type 
is characterized by two rows of  aligned rooms on the two facades, and 
two rows of  secondary rooms towards the interior, lighted and venti-
lated through the central body where light-wells and stairways were 
also provided. One of  the more interesting buildings of  this period 
is at the intersection between rue Chaib Ahmed and rue Boumenjel: 
a trapezoidal lot with at the centre a small courtyard covered by a 
skylight where a complex vertical system made of  cantilevering ramps 
was leading to the fi rst level, from which normal stairways were then 
taking to the upper fl oors; on each landing there were two apartments 
with rooms distributed along a corridor, thus favouring the location of  
the largest apartments on the street side; its extremely rich decoration 
suggests the high bourgeois origin of  their fi rst inhabitants.

This phase was following the French building regulations of  1884 
that, without changing the maximum height of  the cornice, were 
allowing gaining two fl oors thanks to a much steeper pitched roof.20 
A remarkable change was represented by the possibility of  extending 
out of  the facade: the cut corner is replaced by any sort of  rotunda or 
bay-window (corresponding to the most important room in the apart-
ment) that, with its plastic effect on the facades, were simultaneously 
increasing the view onto the street, and the volume of  the building. 
Very long facades were designed emphasizing hierarchy in the com-
position—for instance the rectangular bay-windows in the middle of  
the facade, establishing a peculiar rhythm that was decomposing the 
sheer surface otherwise only characterized by the regular grid of  the 
windows. Its examples are innumerable: enough to mention the build-
ing near the Saint-Augustin church and the building at the intersection 
between Boulevard Khemisti and rue Emir el Khettabi. The horizontal 
hierarchy is now attenuated, being all fl oors of  the same height, and 
a strong vertical modulation made of  cornices and plastic decorations 
starts to appear. After 1884, the simple grid of  the openings is not in 
use anymore, and after 1902 we can observe a modular division of  the 

20 See: Aymonino, Fabbri, and Villa, op. cit.
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windows, now protruding out of  the facade announcing the upcoming 
of  the Art Nouveau. In this period the separation between type and 
facade is defi nitively accomplished: from the outside it is not possible 
to recognize the apartments’ distribution, nor their rooms or functions. 
Finally, towards the end of  the century it is important to mention the 
ever-increasing adoption of  stylistic elements borrowed from the “Arab” 
architectural language and freely mixed with the colonial vocabulary. 
Sometimes discrete yet interesting designs are borne out of  such com-
bination, especially in corners’ solutions: enough to mention the corner 
building at the intersection between rue Ben M’hidi and Boulevard 
Ben Boulaid, and the Garcia building in front of  the Aletti Hotel.21 
With the exception of  certain elements drawn from the Modern Move-
ment, the twentieth century architecture shows constant typological 
 references to the former century; nonetheless, it accelerated the process 
of  desegregation of  the continuous fabric through the ever-increasing 
detachment of  its architecture, now become object alienated from its 
context, and the reduction of  urbanism to a set of  standards. In fact, 
the separation between building and street continued for twenty years 
thereafter, coinciding with the “revolutionary” battle of  the Modern 
Movement and Le Corbusier.

Thus, during the fourth building phase, the suburbs of  Algiers were 
more and more based on a natural fabric, on curvilinear paths, and on 
irregular lots in which curves were interrupted by segments which made 
buildings parallel to the street more and more diffi cult to construct, and 
favoured the detachment and isolation of  the row-houses in different 
units. Every element took its novel independence as a chance to dif-
ferentiate itself  from the others, starting a never-ending game result-
ing in the invention of  the banal. Paradoxically, to the most absolute 
typological uniformity derived from the universal adoption of  the linear 
type, the modern architect reacted with a free treatment of  the facade 
that bordered on anarchy. Bay-windows, balconies, loggias, protruding 
and receding sections became totally detached from the type they were 
applied to, and became merely part of  a composition game in the best 
of  cases to be seen in relation to urban décor.22

21 In general, see: F. Beguin, Arabisances (Paris: Dunod, 1983); on Algiers see: 
X. Malverti, “Alger, Méditerranée, soleil et modernité,” in Architectures Françaises Outre-
mer (Liege (Belgium): Mardaga, 1992).

22 On modern architecture in Algiers, see: J. J. Deluze, L’urbanisme et l’architecture 
d’Alger. Aperçu critique (Algiers: OPU; Liege: Mardaga, 1988).
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The proposed scheme, summed up in the last table, is a fi rst attempt 
of  a work in progress in which building types will progressively fi nd 
their place. It can also be modifi ed in order to receive the variations 
and the complexity of  a corpus of  buildings which count among the 
most fascinating of  the Mediterranean area.

Postscript

The scheme allows to reconstruct the typological process of  Algiers’ tene-
ment houses starting from 1830, being the chronological function on the 
x axis divided in four phases (nos. 1.2.3.4) and the scale function on the 
y-axis (letters A.B.C.D.E.F.). Variations and the relationships between 
the different scales are to be easily interpreted following the text.

All surveys, drawings, and photographs by the author.





B. THE MODERN CITY

CASABLANCA: THE CITY IN THE ISLAMIC WORLD

Jean-Louis Cohen

Casablanca lies outside the polygon of  centres in which Morocco’s 
destiny was played out up to the nineteenth century. Places of  trade like 
Tangier, Tétouan, or Mogador, and imperial cities like Fez, Marrakesh, 
Rabat, or Meknès, formed a network whose confi guration and hierarchy 
were transformed by the rise of  Casablanca. The meeting of  populations 
and the fruitful cooperation of  businessmen, speculators, professionals 
and enlightened bureaucrats made it the melting pot of  a modern cul-
ture. At the same time, it has remained a constant theatre of  confl ict 
between national groups, social classes, and political forces. Casablanca 
shows the contradictions of  its position as the main port of  modern 
Morocco, the luxury and refi nement of  its bourgeoisie existing side by 
side with the wretchedness of  those transplanted from the countryside. 
It has remained the cradle of  insurrections and popular movements, 
just as it was during the struggles for Independence, and control of  it 
is the subject of  sharp political confrontations. It is the centre of  mass 
culture, beginning with its written and audio-visual media. In the fi eld 
of  contemporary architecture—and despite the vigour of  the scenes in 
Rabat or Marrakesh—it is the recipient of  the abundant production to 
which industries, banks, and private promotion give rise.

The very name of  the city preserves the legendary resonances of  the 
fi rst times of  the French conquest. A city of  adventures—“strange and 
troubling,” according to a popular song, and almost disreputable in lit-
erature—colonial propaganda marked it down as a place of  innovation. 
The work of  historians has validated this dimension, to the point of  
creating from it a kind of  second or third generation myth.1 Its  development 

1 This essay is based on research conducted with Monique Eleb and essentially 
brought together in Jean-Louis Cohen and Monique Eleb, Casablanca, mythes et fi gures 
d’une aventure urbaine (Paris: Hazan, 1998); English version, Casablanca: Colonial Myths 
and Architectural Ventures (New York: Monacelli Press, 2002). In a more contemporary 
perspective, a concentrated treatment may be found in Casablanca, portrait de ville (Paris: 
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has been contemporary with the rise of  a major illustrated press and 
of  the cinema, and this explains its rapid celebrity. From 1907 on, with 
the operators of  Lumière, the cinema was to endow Casablanca with 
a fame it positively snatched when Michaël Curtiz made (in Burbank) 
his politico-sentimental fi lm.2 In the novels set there, though, the city is 
presented rather as a perilous fi eld of  manoeuvres in the fi elds of  real 
estate and fi nance.3 In accounts published since 1980, it has tended 
to become once more a place of  hard-edged intrigue or a theatre for 
reminiscence.4

Casablanca’s literary fortune is just one aspect of  its lustre over the 
fi rst half  of  the twentieth century, when the modernization of  colonial 
policy, and of  French society, began to make its appearance there. The 
military conquest was, it is true, followed by plundering of  the land, 
economic domination and a repression continuing up to the end of  
the Protectorate that was in place from 1912–1956. Yet, at the same 
time, Casablanca condensed all the experimentation brought about by 
Hubert Lyautey, the inspiring force behind the conquest and the fi rst 
French Resident-General. To the Algerian model, which was based 
on extensive destruction of  the pre-colonial culture, he opposed the 
preservation of  old cities and support for crafts. Above all, he gathered 
around him the most advanced experts in the juridical, economic and 
cultural fi elds, with a view to making Morocco, and Casablanca, a 
“school of  energy” able to serve as a model for a French renascence.5 

Institut français d’architecture, 1999). Finally, a detailing of  the contemporary city, 
quarter by quarter, constitutes the main thread of  Les mille et une villes de Casablanca 
(Paris: ACR Édition, 2003).

2 To Curtiz’s fi lm Casablanca (1942) may be added the parodies A Night in Casablanca 
(Archie Mayo, 1946) and My Favorite Spy (Norman Z. McLeod, 1952), and also Le Roman 
d’un spahi (Michel Bernheim, 1936), Les Hommes nouveaux (Marcel L’Herbier, 1936), La 
Môme vert de gris (Bernard Borderie, 1953) and Casablanca, nid d’espions (Henri Decoin, 1963).

3 The chief  best-seller would be Claude Farrère, Les Hommes nouveaux (Paris: Flam-
marion, 1922). See also: Émile Nolly, Le conquérant, journal d’un ‘indésirable’ au Maroc 
(Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1915); Marcel Frager, La ville neuve, odyssée d’un écumeur (Paris: 
Ollendorf, 1924).

4 The fi rst of  these is exemplifi ed by Tito Topin’s novels 55 de fi èvre (Paris: Gallimard, 
1983) and Piano Barjo (Paris: Gallimard, 1983). The second may be found in Michel 
Chailloux, Mémoires de Melle (Paris: Seuil, 1993), and, indeed, in François Salvaing, 
Casa (Paris: Stock, 2003).

5 Alfred de Tarde, Le Maroc, école d’énergie (Paris: Plon, 1923); Paul Rabinow, “Techno-
Cosmopolitanism: Governing Morocco,” in French Modern, Norms and Forms of  the Social 
Environment (Cambridge, MA, and London: MIT Press, 1989); “France in Morocco: 
Technocosmopolitanism and Middling Modernism,” Assemblage 17 (April 1993): 52–56; 
Gwendolyn Wright, The Politics of  Design in French Colonial Urbanism (Chicago: University 
of  Chicago Press, 1991).
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Urbanism, developing practice, was naturally one of  those disciplines 
to which Lyautey turned and on which he based his propaganda. 
In 1929, the Parisian publicist Léandre Vaillat, there by invitation of  
the Protectorate, pointed out that “what is not allowed according to 
Parisian proportions, on Parisian soil, is here on a vast scale on the rock 
of  Casablanca,” where regulations and projects were actually ahead of  
these things in the metropolis.6

The image of  the “new French city,” attached to Casablanca for 
45 years, shatters when we examine the reality of  its population—this 
makes it quite different, for instance, from Algiers. When Morocco 
regained its independence in 1956, Casablanca was, half  a century 
after the 1907 landing, still characterized by the presence, alongside 
the French (the majority Europeans), of  populations of  highly varied 
origin—Spaniards, Italians, and, to a lesser extent, Portuguese, Rus-
sians, Poles, Swedes, British, Swiss, and Americans, especially after the 
Second World War. The French, already acclimatized to North Africa, 
the Sicilians, and the Andalusians passed on new tastes and habits to 
the ex-metropolitans. A city-wide construction site opened up that was 
common to European professionals (engineers, architects, or landscap-
ers) and to Moroccan master-craftsmen (masons, carpenters, tilers, 
sculptors, or gardeners). To those cultures transplanted from Tunisia, 
Algeria, Spain, and Italy would be added an Americanization brought 
into being by the landing of  the Allied Forces in 1942.

Foreigners attracted by a “Far West” where anything seemed possible, 
and Moroccans torn from their roots by rural misery, were to converge. 
At every stage in the construction of  the new city, spatial and social 
differentiations re-formed, persistently belying offi cial forecasts. Popula-
tion growth was around 3% per year before 1900, when the population 
reached 20,000. In 1914, however, it was already 78,000, 40% of  these 
being Europeans. In 1927, the census revealed that, out of  a total of  
120,000 residents, half  were Muslim Moroccan, a third European (half  
of  these French), and a sixth Jewish. With industrialization the propor-
tion of  Moroccans would rise constantly. Unique among the colonial 
cities of  the Maghreb, this presence swiftly gave cause for anxiety on 
the part of  the urban authorities.

By 1952, the Europeans, always in a minority in Casablanca, repre-
sented no more than 19% of  the total of  682,000 inhabitants. Muslims 
now comprised 69%. In 1960, when the city’s population was touching 

6 Léandre Vaillat, Le visage français du Maroc (Paris: Horizons de France, 1931), 6.
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a million, it actually had close to 13 times the number of  inhabitants 
it had had in 1914. This demographic increase—which, between 1950 
and 1960 was due exclusively to the arrival of  Moroccans from the 
countryside or the small towns, attracted by jobs in industry—continued 
after Independence, while Jews emigrated between 1956 and 1970, 
going from 11% of  the total to 2%. The city then had 1.5 million 
inhabitants. The 1982 census was to give the fi gure of  2.2 million, and 
that of  1994 3.25 million—not including unoffi cial residents.7

The city’s discontinuity is doubly written into its history. Its division 
into quarters derives from the Moroccan urban tradition, whereby cities 
grow by successive additions, and from the attention devoted, fi rst by 
the French and then by the authorities of  contemporary Morocco, to 
the military surveillance, which explains the disproportionate nature of  
the roads that separate the quarters and allow them, should the need 
arise, to be isolated and divided into units. The French who landed 
shortly after the First World War settled cautiously, at fi rst, in the small 
central apartments. When they had grown richer, they constructed 
villas in the elegant quarters close to the centre, like Mers Sultan or 
the Boulevard d’Anfa. Those groups with a modest income went into 
quarters further off, but accessible, like the Roches Noires, peopled by 
French and Italians. The density of  the European quarters remained 
low, but it quickly became excessive in the sectors inhabited by Jewish 
or Muslim Moroccans. The Spanish, living in particular pockets in 
the centre, comprised the largest foreign population after the French. 
Moroccans, newly arrived from the countryside, carried on minor trades 
at fi rst, and when they fi rst arrived, they lived in villages of  huts before 
fi nding more long-term habitation. Poor Moroccan Jews from coastal 
towns ruined by Casablanca, then, after 1945, from the south, fi rst lived 
in the millah. More prosperous Jews settled in the new city.

With the early eruption of  cafés, bars, and cinemas, Casablanca, 
bustling and busy, was a city where spectacles, the epic of  air travel, 
and leisure sports, held an essential place. It would fi nd its heroes in 
the aviators Jean Mermoz or Antoine Saint-Exupéry, then, after 1945, 
in the footballer Just Fontaine or the boxer Marcel Cerdan, of  whom 
traces are religiously preserved to this day. Casablanca was adventurous, 

7 On the make-up and spatial distribution of  the Casablancan population, see André 
Adam, Casablanca: Essai sur la transformation de la société marocaine au contact de l’Occident 
(Paris: Éditions du CNRS, 1968). 
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and it was experimental, too. Its building went forward on the basis of  
a double spectacle: that of  permanent construction site provided for 
the great European public, from the time of  the conquest on, by the 
newspapers and newsreels; and that of  new regulations and new forms, 
provided for urban planners, architects, and critics. Twenty years apart, 
the debates of  the Paris Congress for Colonial Urbanism (1931) and 
the Aix-en-Provence International Congress for Modern Architecture 
(1953) dealt extensively with Casablancan policies and projects.8 On 
the ground, to this day, building and speculation have remained the 
city’s primary activities, leaving the inhabitants fascinated. Operating 
as a counter-cycle vis-à-vis France, especially after each world war, 
this intense production would attract European architects, some of  
whom would carve out for themselves careers unthinkable north of  
the Mediterranean.

With the shock of  Independence past, Casablanca had lost none 
of  its economic pre-eminence. It remained the prime seedbed for 
the country’s industrial and commercial modernization. Over more 
than forty years it also became, within the Moroccan urban network, 
source of  the major social movements and home to the chief  intel-
lectual activity. A key university centre since the 1970s—whereas the 
Protectorate, in contrast to French policies in Algiers, had never set 
in place any education above lycée level—it now contains close to 
100,000 students and has welcomed the main publishing houses and 
newspapers. It features in Moroccan literature, having inspired poets, 
dramatists and novelists.9

The development of  Casablanca was carried out patchily along a 
shoreline of  seventeen kilometres and over an area ten or so kilometres 
deep. It has none of  the appearance of  a city growing regularly out 
from an old nucleus. In the twentieth century it was developed, quite 
simply, in points of  multiple intensity. As such, only a double historical 
and topographical reading can make its structure intelligible. The old 

8 On the 1931 congress see Jean Royer, ed., L’Urbanisme aux colonies et dans les pays 
tropicaux (La Charité-sur-Loire: Delayance, 1932), 81–93. On Aix, see Jean-Louis Cohen, 
“Le Groupe des Architectes Modernes Marocains et l’habitat du plus grand nombre,” 
Gli ultimi CIAM, Rassegna 52 (December 1992): 58–69; Monique Eleb, “An Alternative 
to Functionalist Universalism: Ecochard, Candilis and ATBAT-Afrique,” in Anxious 
Modernisms: Experimentation in Postwar Architectural Culture, ed. Sarah Williams Goldhagen 
and Réjean Legault (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000), 55–73.

 9 See the collection assembled by Alain Bourdon and Didier Folléas, Casablanca, frag-
ments d’imaginaire (Casablanca: Institut français de Casablanca/Éditions Le Fennec, 1997).







1016 jean-louis cohen

It was not by chance that the artillery and troops of  the cruiser Galilée 
intervened in August 1907, thus, allowing France to take control of  
Casablanca and the Chaouïa region. The pretext for the landing was 
a riot against modernization works in the port, but the French action 
eventually led to a general revolt of  the tribes. Since 1905, the creation 
of  a bridge-head on the Atlantic had been under consideration by the 
military in this connection. The fact that, by 1906, the traffi c of  Casa-
blanca had come to exceed that of  Tangier, thus making it the chief  
Moroccan port, could only reinforce this design, and, with a pretext 
found for their presence, the French troops took fi rm control of  the city.

Restored security, and the sudden fame of  Casablanca, led to the 
immediate infl ux of  a motley population of  investors and adventurers. 
The new municipal services of  Captain Dessigny created means of  
access to the port and of  waste disposal through the ramparts, and a 
public garden of  two hectares. In 1910, on the rampart was built the 
Clock Tower, a new minaret that adapted Casablanca to the rhythms 
of  the European period. Until its destruction in 1948, the tower would 
symbolize the founding episode of  the French presence. A vast camp of  
tents and reed houses rose to the south of  the city, and two sturdy cam-
paign fortresses were set up on the Médiouna and Marrakesh roads.

Maritime access, however, remained problematic. Only the naval 
dock, a trapezoidal basin about fi fty metres wide, permitted, up to 1906, 
the beaching on the sand of  small boats transferring goods and pas-
sengers from ships remaining out in the sea roads. In opposition to the 
Navy, which favoured locating the chief  port of  Morocco at Mazagan 
or Fédala, Lyautey turned it into the economic capital of  the Protector-
ate, to the detriment of  older ports (and of  Rabat). Initiated in 1914, 
the works for the great breakwater would be completed in the 1930s. 
This construction site would cut the medina off  from the sea, the beach 
to the east becoming the principal point of  contact between the new 
raised ground and the new quarters. The retention of  a large Muslim 
cemetery backing on to the Sidi Belyoût marabout meant that the 
city’s maritime access was practically closed off, thus compromising the 
unifi cation of  the urban structure.16

A turbulent, jumbled agglomeration grew up around the ramparts. 
Lacking any guiding principle, it assembled, in a curved formation, 

16 Georges Vidalenc, Une oeuvre française, le port de Casablanca (Casablanca: Librairie 
Faraire, 1928).
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quarters of  contrasted morphology. Along the narrow parallel streets of  
Bousbir, Muslims built, to the west of  the medina, modest habitations 
with courtyards. Jews settled in the millah and on the roads leading to 
the new city. The “fi rst layer” of  diffuse urbanization, which they occu-
pied along with the Europeans, was made up of  one-storey houses with 
fl at roofs. From this ground plan rose more prosperous houses, hotels, 
and a few commercial blocks with arcades, sometimes in concrete. The 
funduqs extended southeast along the Médiouna road, the backbone for 
the services designed for agricultural development. A fi rst overall plan 
was prepared in 1912 by the surveyor Tardif, with a circular boulevard 
circumscribing a piece of  land a kilometre deep around the old city, and 
a residential quarter in the above-mentioned Mers-Sultan, next to the 
Médiouna road. This quarter would very soon see the fi rst large villas 
on an airy, well-exposed hill. The commercial nature of  the new city 
was symbolized by the two most ambitious construction sites, brought 
into being by the architect Hippolyte Delaporte on the edge of  the 
suq, which had become the Place de France (now des Nations-Unies). 
The Paris-Maroc stores, inaugurated in 1914, were devised and built by 
the Perret brothers, pioneers of  concrete architecture who established 
a subsidiary in Casablanca. As for the Excelsior Hotel, it took up the 
neo-Moorish decorative themes spread through Algeria and Tunisia, 
but was set up in concrete by the fi rm of  Coignet.

The innovative legislation of  the Protectorate made it possible for 
“plans for embellishment and extension” to be set up for the cities, and 
for proprietors to be brought together into syndicates to negotiate the 
re-allocation of  pieces of  land.17 The landscape designer Jean Claude 
Nicolas Forestier gave recommendations as to the layout of  promenades 
and parks in the new cities, and he invited Lyautey, in 1914, to entrust 
to Henri Prost a “Special Department for Architecture and City Plan-
ning”—the fi rst specifi cally urban planning administration in French 
history. Between 1915 and 1917, Prost drew up a plan designed not 
to create a new city ex nihilo, but rather to re-sew, link up, order and 
extend a disparate ensemble of  streets and blocks. The regulation and 

17 On the role of  Morocco in the constitution of  French urbanism, see Hélène Vacher, 
Projection coloniale et ville rationalisée: le rôle de l’espace colonial dans la constitution de l’urbanisme 
en France, 1900–1931 (Aalborg: Aalborg University Press, 1997). On the administration 
set in place by Lyautey, see Daniel Rivet, Lyautey et l’institution du Protectorat français au 
Maroc 1912–1925, 3 vols. (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1988); William A. Hoisington, Lyautey 
and the French Conquest of  Morocco (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995).
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re-arrangement for the plots in question was effected, fi rst of  all, through 
the creation of  a hierarchical system of  boulevards linking the nodal 
points. Taking account of  infrastructural and industrial problems still 
unappreciated in the metropolis, the plan was further innovative in tak-
ing cars into consideration. Thanks to this forward-looking sense, the 
city’s traffi c remained (relatively) free fl owing until the late 1990s.

Prost traced the outlines of  large functional zones, echoing the work 
undertaken in 1905 by his friend Léon Jaussely in his plan for Barcelona. 
In Casablanca there were two types of  zoning. The fi rst, morphological, 
made a distinction between three zones: “central,” “industrial,” and 
“pleasure”; this last, given over to the building of  villas or individual 
dwellings, specifi ed the “strict conditions to be imposed on proprietors 
in the interest of  hygiene, traffi c and aesthetic.” The second, concerned 
with salubrity, defi ned six zones with respect to protection against pol-
lution or the inconvenient nature of  establishments.18

Complementing the Place de France which was devoted to commerce 
and trade was the Place Administrative (Mohammed V), programmed 
in the light of  the researches of  Tony Garnier or Jaussely and affi rming 
the presence of  the Protectorate’s justice and administration. Replacing 
the former military camps, and set in an ideal spot between the business 
quarters and the medina, its overall layout was drawn up by Joseph Mar-
rast. Prost’s team broke with the precedents of  Algerian and Tunisian 
eclecticism, espousing instead a joint viewpoint with Lyautey, who was 
very much attached to the notion of  “external sobriety,” to “simplicity 
of  outlines and façades,” to the “Arab building art,” and also to the 
unity of  the “great architectural arrangements of  France in the 17th and 
18th centuries,” like the Place Stanislas in Nancy. Prost would induce 
the architects of  the Post Offi ce, the Palais de Justice or the military 
headquarters to devise a modernized arrangement for the central parts 
and more abstract walls for the subsidiary parts.19 Between the cathedral, 
located to one side, and the Place Administrative, as far as the ring 
boulevard, Laprade designed the “central park,” still to this day the 
only green space in Casablanca, along with the public garden of  the 
medina and Murdoch Park laid out in 1912. A cruciform composition, it 
harmonized the disparate elements of  the pre-existing subdivisions. Two 

18 Henri Prost, “Le plan de Casablanca,” France-Maroc, 15 August 1917, 5–12.
19 Henri Descamps, L’architecture moderne au Maroc (Paris: Librairie de la Construction 

moderne, 1930), 1 (public buildings), plates 32–46.
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parkways extended it to the south (the Boulevard Claude Perrault) and to 
the west (the sumptuous Boulevard Moulay-Youssef, leading to the sea).

Around the double focus of  the Place de France and the Place 
Administrative, the quarters for business and collective habitation 
occupied a dense ensemble of  pockets with roads of  differentiated 
personality. It was through variation of  the buildings’ bulk and the 
creation of  porticoes, and through the rhythm of  crossroads, that 
Prost contrived to give a sense of  unity within the characteristic diver-
sity of  Casablanca’s centre. He devised strict “architectural rules,” 
specifi c to each street. Thus, a subtle hierarchy and continuity was 
discernible, despite the speed with which work on the sites was car-
ried out (sometimes leaving, to this day, unexpected “gap teeth”). 
The “strict rules” for the porticoes set in place in 1915 were supple-
mented by a concern for “unity of  layout” (dahir of  1 April 1924), 
the City Planning Department devising specifi c designs for façades 
and special regulations for more than a dozen roads in the centre.

Highly dissimilar roads were the focus for ambitions refl ected in the 
extension plan. The Boulevard du IVe-Zouaves (Houphouët-Boigny) 
linked the Place de France with the port. Conceived by Prost, in 1914, 
as the “Canebière” of  Casablanca, the boulevard ran alongside the 
eastern edge of  the medina, whose ramparts were replaced by galleries 
of  shops, and widened out towards the shore, where Prost envisaged 
the creation of  huge landfi lled areas, “to embank and to keep out 
the ocean.” These, though, never saw the light of  day. The central 
railway station was set far off  to the east of  the city, and it was the 
linking of  this to the Place de France (des Nations-Unies) that made 
necessary the opening of  the second major road, the Boulevard de 
la Gare (Mohammed V). The pragmatic fashion of  re-allocating the 
pieces of  land affected by the passage of  the boulevard illustrates the 
original property strategies that were implemented. The joining of  
the Boulevard de la Gare with neighbouring streets entailed a negotiated 
division into large parcels able to accommodate monumental corner 
blocks. The boulevard widened to the right of  the central market, and 
followed a winding course to the station, whose tower was one of  the 
minarets of  the modern city, along with the Clock Tower and the El 
Hank lighthouse. Crossing points were of  contrasted design: they might 
entail a simple crossroads, a roundabout or a large square enclosing 
a garden. In its most animated part, it branched out into galleries of  
shops set along extended arcades: a compromise between the Moroccan 
qisariyyat and the nineteenth-century Parisian boulevards. 
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Contemporary with the birth of  the motorcar and the cinematograph, 
Casablanca was probably more distinctive in its garages and cinemas 
than in its public buildings. Hard working, trading, and hedonistic, it was 
endowed with a dense network of  mechanics’ workshops, warehouses, 
wholesale outlets, a web of  bustling activity linking the Place de France 
and the industrial quarters to the east. From the time of  the apéritif  
and late into the night, there was an intensely vibrant scene, with bras-
series, kémia cafés, and bars. Close to the military camps at fi rst, the life 
of  festivity mobilized a large part of  the centre, attracting both those 
passing through, tourists and the colonial settlers of  the interior.

Till today, the architectural landscape of  Casablanca demonstrates 
the dichotomy introduced by Prost, between the two types of  quarter 
necessary for a city both “practical and healthy.” There was a “busi-
ness centre,” a notion still without precedent in France, and there were 
quarters with individual houses. Along the central streets, an exceptional 
collection of  apartment blocks came into being from 1915 on, the result 
of  the meeting of  ambitious businessmen clients—whether European 
(especially French and Italian), or Moroccan (Muslims and Jews)—with 
architects drawn into a kind of  creative competition. Derived, initially, 
from experiments conducted in Paris since the beginning of  the century, 
these blocks, nonetheless, quickly took on their own distinctive character-
istics. The tall masses, refl ecting a cultural hybridization in distribution 
and décor, punctuated the streets and squares. Forming large blocks of  
building, with central courtyard, open courtyard, or jutting out at the 
base, they were sometimes topped by ceramic domes. They were spread 
over huge parcels bordered by several streets.20 Alongside acclimatized 
metropolitan models, new types of  “hygienic” tall block appeared. The 
buildings raised by Marius Boyer between 1920 and 1939 constituted a 
noteworthy set of  answers to the problem of  collective habitation in the 
big city, realizing the ideas Henri Sauvage had been unable to put into 
practice in Paris, given the limits on height imposed in the regulation 
of  1902.21 The central blocks occupied by the dominant groups within 
the Casablancan bourgeoisie became the reference points for a city 
that had lacked them. Implementation of  the modernization projects 

20 An insight into the ensemble formed by these blocks may be found in “Le Maroc 
en 1932,” L’Afrique du Nord illustrée (1932, special issue).

21 Marius Boyer, Casablanca, travaux d’architecture (Strasbourg: Edari, 1933). On this pro-
duction see also the numerous articles published by the journals Chantiers nord-africains, 
published in Algiers, and Réalisations, published in Rabat.
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of  the Place de France and the port quarter began in 1935, with the 
building of  the fi rst high-rise blocks.

Two less dense ensembles, situated on the city’s outer edges, allowed 
the businessman, according to Prost’s intention, “to relax in his family 
home, surrounded by greenery.” Mers-Sultan, the residential quarter 
close to the centre and the Sultan’s palace, which was marked by a 
social mix, was partly inhabited by families of  Muslim merchants. Anfa, 
the most ostentatious residential quarter, became an island of  green-
ery and peace, but a place, too, where a degree of  hybridization had 
successfully taken place, not between populations or social classes but 
between North and South, between Europe and Africa. Palatial villas 
rose there. The more central quarters were dotted with often sumptu-
ous houses, many of  which have been torn down in the past fi fteen 
years. In the petit-bourgeois quarters, the spread of  detached houses 
expressed French provincial themes, overlaid with Moroccan elements. 
Between the business quarters and the quarters for villas, and profi ting 
no doubt from lack of  attention on the part of  Prost’s successors, the 
Maârif  quarter began to take fi rm shape from the mid-1920s. Long 
occupied by Spanish or Italian blue-collar workers, it was made up of  
small blocks with courtyards, close to the Andalusian models of  the 
fi rst European houses in Casablanca.

After the 1907 landing, Casablanca never again departed from world 
modernity. The actions of  Lyautey and the city’s phenomenal growth 
went on making it a place all the more attractive to news reporters in 
that the Protectorate spared no effort to subsidize writers and journalists. 
With the Second World War, however, the political dimension returned 
to the forefront. Casablanca became caught up in the complex game 
played out between Vichy France, the Axis powers, and the United 
States, matters coming to a head following the landing of  8 November 
1942. In January 1943, with the Anfa conference, Casablanca was 
the scene of  negotiations on the post-war world, which would see the 
Americans, by virtue of  their military, commercial and cultural presence, 
fashion the most important French port in Africa. The idea of  a new 
“California,” lovingly endorsed by the Protectorate and implemented, on 
the level of  agricultural policy, with the launching of  the label “Orange 
du Maroc,” took on substance from the affi nities between Los Angeles 
and Casblanca, underlined by the villas of  the 1950s.22

22 Will D. Swearingen, Moroccan Mirages: Agrarian Dreams and Deceptions 1912–1986 
(London: I. B. Tauris, 1988), 59–77.
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Critical gazes at the Prost plan did not wait for the end of  the confl ict: 
in 1943, Alexandre Courtois initiated a revision of  the 1917 document. 
He revealed “a city too extended, giving, in certain aspects, the illusion 
of  a capital” and providing “unfortunately, in many other aspects, the 
appearance of  a veritable deserted zone.” The infl ux of  Moroccans 
from the countryside had caused an explosion of  the borders arbitrarily 
laid down for the habitation of  the “natives.” Courtois put together 
a new overall design, reinforcing the Moroccan “Oceanic Gate” busi-
ness-centre with a set of  skyscrapers. He proposed a reduction in the 
surface area of  the medina which should be essentially transformed 
into a tourist market. A new infrastructural concept emerged, with the 
notion of  a tangential motorway linking up with a “central area for 
transport,” on the edge of  the centre, in Rabat.23

Eirik Labonne, progressive Resident-General in 1946–47, entrusted 
the administration of  urbanism in the Protectorate to Michel Écochard, 
back from Syria and Lebanon, where he had developed the plan for 
Beirut. A man with a close knowledge of  Islam and supporter of  the 
notion of  a functional urbanism, Écochard worked on the design for 
Casablanca from 1949 to 1951, incorporating a number of  Courtois’ 
ideas, but proceeding, in practice, completely to overturn the ambitions, 
doctrine and techniques in force. The territorial basis of  the plan was 
fundamentally different, being geared, from then on, to regulating the 
growth of  a large coastal strip integrating the whole suburban part of  
Casablanca and taking in the petroleum port of  Fédala (Mohammédia) 
to the east.

Struck by the experiment of  the Tennessee Valley Authority, unfolded 
in 1945, Écochard shared the ambitious viewpoint of  the Navy, which 
wished to create a single “combinat” by the side of  the ocean. The 
linear solution agreed on placed together, parallel to the shoreline over 
35 kilometres, lines of  factories, workers’ dwellings, parks and traffi c 
facilities. To bring in the work force needed for an ambitious industrial 
development of  the ensemble and to tackle the housing crisis particu-
larly affecting the European popular strata and the poor Moroccans, 
whether Muslim or Jewish, Écochard took in hand the organization of  
the periphery, forming a ring of  large ensembles separately allocated to 
each social group. A latent social and racial segregation, thus, became 

23 Edmond Pauty, “Casablanca et son plan,” Revue de géographie marocaine 4 (1945): 
3–9.
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the basis for a reasoned project, not entirely lacking in generous inten-
tion, but incapable of  transcending the mindsets of  the Protectorate’s 
offi cials.

The ensembles for the European middle class in the west (CIL, Beau-
lieu, Plateau) were supplemented in the east by a large ensemble for 
popular families of  the same origin (Bournazel), and by a low-density 
residential quarter (Aïn Sebaa). Proletarianized Jews arriving in grow-
ing numbers from the small towns of  the interior were quartered in a 
series of  operations focused on the least salubrious part of  the coast, 
between the TSF quarter and the El Hank headland. As for the poor 
Muslims crammed into blocks in the old and new medina, peopling 
the vast shanty towns near the Roches-Noires factories, and fl owing 
in constantly from the rural zones, they found themselves, for the fi rst 
time, being promised a substantial response, on an industrial scale, 
to the expectations that offi cial political procedures had done so little 
to meet.

The young urban planners, landscapers, economists, and jurists in 
Écochard’s team were in contact with sociologists like Robert Mon-
tagne, who were doing work on the living conditions and customs 
of  the Moroccan populations. Thus, the team was working not for 
inhabitants in general but for people about whom they had precise 
knowledge; and it made inquiries in the existing quarters. This deci-
sion to show a degree of  loyalty vis-à-vis Moroccans had its inevitable 
effect on Écochard’s relations with conservative forces, especially the 
industrialists and large landowners of  Casablanca, who controlled the 
municipality and a large section of  the press. As such, polemic raged, 
in 1951–52, against the spectre of  a “red belt” promised by the design, 
and the freeze on building proposed in the suburbs, with a view to 
preventing “shabbiness.”

Critical use of  the model of  the “three human establishments” 
developed by Le Corbusier led to a crucial change in terms of  method, 
and with regard to the overall vision for the Casablancan agglomera-
tion—conceived, now, as the assemblage of  a “linear city for indus-
tries and workers,” an extended “business city,” and a “residential 
area surrounded by its woodland belt.” Setting store as he did by the 
development of  infrastructures, Écochard was bound to follow up on 
the tangential motorway for which the site was opened in the fi rst half  
of  the 1950s. He envisaged the creation of  green spaces, the “liberat-
ing” of  the soil from large ensembles—another Corbusierian article of  
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faith—and, above all, the creation of  a small belt of  parks enclosing a 
section of  the city to the southwest.
In the centre, Écochard at last let matters move forward on the vertical 
“business city” awaited since 1930. He fi nished the through route of  
the Avenue de la République on the site of  the Sidi Belyoût cemetery, 
so linking the Place de France with the seashore. In morphological 
terms, he abandoned the alignment form of  building used for the 
fi rst post-war blocks, designing instead a road—the present Avenue 
des Forces Armées Royales—lined with a “comb” of  cross-wise forms, 
conceived especially for hotels and for the tourist and travel industry. 
Alongside the medina, for which Écochard had little regard (though his 
 modernizing drive was more moderated in the other cities of  Morocco), 
he continued the new avenue across the former millah as far as the 
Place de Verdun, and designed the fi rst version of  a block intended to 
be a large hotel. However, pressure from conservatives and colonialists 
led him to tender his resignation at the end of  1952.24

After 1945 a second modernity blossomed in the streets of  the city, 
one open to architectural references less centred on France, and turn-
ing on programmes that were sometimes unexpected.25 Its echo in the 
metropolis and in Europe was all the stronger in that production north 
of  the Mediterranean continued to bear the stamp of  the strictest 
urgency and utility. A new generation of  garages and service stations 
also appeared beside the boulevards, accompanying the rise of  a kind 
of  car park more modern than in the metropolis. The present skyline 
of  Casablanca is punctuated by vertical emphases, many of  which were 
created at this time. Set in a ring around the centre, between the com-
mercial quarters and the zones of  villas, new high-rise blocks appeared, 
combining habitations and offi ces on variable principles. Blocks for 
well-off  Casablancans, often spectacular in their form, exhibited a new 
formal ambition after 1945.

In an urban landscape dotted with multiple-owned blocks, public 
enterprises constituted identifi able enclaves, their collective or serial 
rationales contrasting strongly with the ostentation of  private pro-
grammes. Alongside the Boulevard Circulaire (Zerktouni), the useless 
Offi ce for the Habitat, originally set up by the Protectorate, built, begin-

24 Michel Écochard, Casablanca, le roman d’une ville (Paris: Éditions de Paris, 1955).
25 A number of  monograph journal issues treat the subject of  post-war production: 

L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui 35 (May 1951); “Maroc,” L’Architecture française 95–96 (May 
1950); “Maroc,” L’Architecture française 131–132 (April 1953).
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ning in 1946, the garden city of  the Bourgogne quarter, the largest 
public enterprise ever undertaken for the Europeans of  Casablanca, 
made up of  “quality” blocks reserved for civil servants, the military and 
European former combatants. Among the ensembles constructed at 
that time, the Cité Beaulieu stands out for the quality of  its landscap-
ing. For a modest clientele of  employees, departmental personnel or 
minor industrial offi cials, the Franco-Moroccan Real Estate Company 
devised (1954) the Cité Bournazel, which was to become the largest 
ensemble in Casablanca.

The Anfa villa quarter, developed back in the 1920s, remained set 
apart from the centre till it was linked up by collective programmes. 
The prosperity of  the second post-war period was refl ected there in 
the building of  dozens of  ostentatious or experimental residences fi lling 
vacant plots. If  some of  these houses persisted in expressing a degree 
of  nostalgia for the French provinces, or for a kind of  fi ctional Spain, 
the bolder ones referred to more distant ways of  life, Californian for 
instance. Flexible inventiveness and the quest for comfort came together 
in projects luxurious beyond anything seen in the metropolis.

Social divisions within the Casablancan space were to remain, over 
time, quite remarkably stable. Indeed, though Lyautey and Prost had 
had the illusion of  creating a city above all European, an unexpected 
Muslim agglomeration became swiftly established at multiple points. 
Systematically considered after 1945, the question of  housing the 
Moroccan “protégés” had in fact been posed from the beginnings of  
colonization, meeting the response of  unplanned arrangements, or 
measures tightly controlled by the Administration, or scattered responses 
on the part of  particular enterprises. At the time they were created, the 
fi rst quarters of  the new city had been, de facto, inaccessible to the vast 
majority of  humble Muslims, even though no regulation forbade them 
to reside there. Ever more crammed and stifl ing, the medina brought 
together the popular classes who worked there or were employed by 
the enterprises appearing in the east of  the city. Nuclei of  Moroccan 
habitat were created in 1914, notably at Derb Ghallef.

Attempt succeeded attempt to adapt Casablanca to the immigration 
of  the Moroccan population. In 1917, Prost proposed that “a new 
indigenous city should be created, with everything included,” but on 
a very modest scale. On the Médiouna road, the lands of  the Jewish 
landowner Haïm Bendahan were offered, to this end, to the admin-
istration of  the Habous. In 1917, on a parcel of  4 hectares, Laprade 
conceived a fi rst programme for Muslims of  modest income, on the 
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basis of  his surveys of  Fassi and Andalusian architecture. In his com-
position, the Habous quarter would combine the distinctive rhythms of  
the commercial arcades with the blind walls of  the habitations, which 
were not accessible from the principal roads. He aimed to recreate all 
the habitual urban practices and the places perpetuating the traditional 
sociability and the rites of  Muslims: mosque, hammam bath, squares, 
and shops separate or grouped together in a qisariyya, caravanserais, 
market, and bazaars. Permanent and travelling markets did indeed 
confi rm the success of  the quarter, which, by 1932, already housed 
3,000 inhabitants, with the initial humbler inhabitants swiftly being 
replaced by well-off  families.26

In addition to this fi rst nucleus, the “Cité Municipale,” or derb al-
Baladiya, stretched over 10 hectares to the south of  the railway track, 
and marked the beginning, from 1920, of  another urban policy. It was 
no longer a matter of  a project predetermined and drawn up in detail 
by architects, but of  a less formalized arrangement. Bought by the 
municipality, the plots were leased for a period of  99 years and built on 
by the Moroccans, obeying fairly simple rules of  dimension and hygiene. 
In the 1920s, to the south of  the new medina, there would be cre-
ated the controlled prostitution quarter of  Bousbir, a district specially 
displaced from the centre. The urban fragments of  the new medina 
were far from suffi cient to house the population still constantly fl owing 
into Casablanca. Moroccan labourers found a place to the south of  the 
planned extensions in a vast encampment of  shanties made from fl at-
tened petrol cans (“bidons”) and named, at the end of  the 1920s, Bidon-
ville, a term subsequently used throughout Africa, then in Paris. Right 
throughout the 1930s, the Casablanca municipality would be constantly 
concerning itself  with the improvement of  the “insalubrious derbs” and 
the tearing down of  the shanty towns. Its actions would be geared to 
the cleansing of  quarters and seeing them set within strict boundar-
ies, salubrious and controlled, but geared, too, to the improvement of  
their buildings. Despite periodic campaigns of  resettlement, undertaken 
regularly from the 1950s on, this form of  makeshift housing would be 

26 Albert Laprade, “Une ville créée spécialement pour les indigènes à Casablanca,” 
in Royer, L’Urbanisme aux colonies et dans les pays tropicaux, 94–99; Anna Pasquali and 
Gaetano Arcuri, “Casablanca: the Derb el Habous by A. Laprade or how to Build in 
the Arab Fashion,” in “Maghreb, from Colonialism to a New Identity,” Environmental 
Design: Journal of  the Islamic Environmental Design Research Centre 1 (1985): 14–21.
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reproduced with each wave of  immigration and would endure in the 
city’s interstices, ineffectively hidden by palisades from the gaze of  the 
outside world.

The industrial quarter of  the Roches-Noires was the scene of  the fi rst 
cities for workers to be endowed with a degree of  architectural ambi-
tion, these being followed by the more elaborate one of  the Moroccan 
Sugar Company, which began to be built in 1932. As in the Habous, 
its squares were lined with shops, and the inhabitants had the benefi t 
of  a mosque and multiple facilities (a Quranic school, a common oven, 
a qisariyya). The creation, in 1939, of  the Society of  the Indigenous 
Workers’ City of  Casablanca, designed to solve the housing problem 
“not at the stage of  the individual business but at that of  the organized 
profession,” would relieve the most up-to-date industrialists of  a task 
they found burdensome. To the south of  the motorway laid out in the 
1950s, major roads divided the sets of  white houses in Aïn Chock, an 
autonomous entity created from 1945 on by the Offi ce for the Habitat, 
in response to the plan formulated by the Protectorate in 1936, to found 
a “model city” to re-absorb the shanty town of  Ben M’Sick. The city 
marked a stage in the development of  a habitat “adapted” to Muslims 
in its scale and in the building of  individual habitations, but on more 
than one fl oor or placed one above the other.

It is diffi cult to see today, walking through the bustling streets of  the 
Hay Mohammadi quarter, with their profusion of  cafés and shops, 
that the area it covers is that of  the former shanty town of  the Car-
rières Centrales: the largest and most politically turbulent shanty town 
in Casablanca, where, since the 1920s, the term karyan, or quarry, 
had been used to describe makeshift quarters.27 In 1951, the Depart-
ment for the Habitat, along with Écochard, proposed its replacement 
through the building of  the fi rst of  a series of  “satellite towns” with an 
average of  30,000 inhabitants each, in conformity with the standards 
then discussed by the CIAMs, and comprising neighbourhood units 
with facilities. On the basis of  lots 8 m by 8 m, the “standard small 
units” were, as in most of  the cities already built, made up of  one or 
two rooms opening out on to a patio, with a closed-off  kitchen and 
a WC. In the midst of  the Hay Mohammadi streets, three buildings 

27 André Adam, “Le bidonville de Ben Msik à Casablanca,” Annales de l’IEO de la 
Faculté des Lettres d’Alger 8 (1949): 61–199.
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dominated the 8-by-8 metre framework. Conceived by Georges  Candilis, 
Shadrach Woods and Vladimir Bodiansky, these collective blocks derived 
from observation of  the Berber habitat in the Moroccan south to give 
new expression to the “adapted” habitat. This refl ection on the “habitat 
of  the greatest number” was taken into account by the CIAMs in 1953, 
and it converged with the refl ections of  Aldo van Eyck and Peter and 
Alison Smithson about the identity and specifi city of  city habitat.28 The 
refl ection would continue, following Independence, with the quarters 
of  Derb Jdid and the satellite town of  Sidi Bernoussi, to the southeast 
of  Aïn Sebaa, as envisaged in Écochard’s plan.

Casablanca’s coastal strip is occupied, tangentially to the centre, by 
harbour installations, virtually out of  bounds to common mortals. Like 
so many harbour cities disinclined to gaze on the sight of  the labour 
in the docks, it turns its back to the sea. The open gates in the ram-
part of  the medina lead to a boulevard, held in, on the ocean side, by 
a long concrete enclosure, while, towards the east, the railway tracks 
form an effective boundary. The extension of  the port has pushed, as 
far as the popular quarter of  Aïn Sebaa on the Rabat road, the beach 
which at the beginning of  the century had stretched to the very edge 
of  the medina, in front of  the marabout of  Sidi Belyoût. By contrast, 
the westward spread of  resort installations has become ever more 
pronounced since the creation of  a beach in the TSF quarter, on the 
western rim of  the medina. The existence of  available land led the 
municipality, at the start of  the 1930s, to build the largest swimming 
pool in Africa into the sea, fi lled in at the beginning of  the 1980s to 
make way for the building of  the Hassan II great mosque.

The Casablanca of  today conceals the traits of  the walled city of  
the beginning of  the twentieth century. The initial 50 hectares or 
so have since been swallowed up in an agglomeration now totalling 
86,000, 15,000 of  them urbanized—i.e., 300 times more than a century 
ago. For a time the frameworks set in place by the Protectorate, with 
regard to zoning, and the large-scale building of  inexpensive housing, 
remained effective. The programmes of  Écochard’s team were pursued, 
the templates remaining essentially identical. The departure of  most of  
the Europeans and practically all the Moroccan Jews left vacant large 
sections of  the quarters built under the Protectorate. In the centre, the 

28 Alison and Peter Smithson, “Collective Housing in Morocco,” Architectural Design 
(  January 1955): 2.
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apartment blocks were occupied by large families who are still to benefi t 
to this day, paying moderate rents insuffi cient to cover the blocks’ basic 
upkeep, from the maintenance of  lifts to the lasting refurbishment of  
the façades. The quarters of  detached residences saw a progressive 
change of  inhabitants, with the rising Moroccan bourgeoisie settling 
in the plots of  the Oasis or the Polo.

The completion of  the eastern part of  the Avenue des Forces Armées 
Royales (initially de la République) fi nds a counterpart in its continu-
ation from the Place de France (des Nations-Unies) to the Place de 
Verdun (Oued el-Makhazine), alongside which the Casablanca (Hyatt) 
Hotel, in the 1960s, crystallized the notions formulated forty years ear-
lier. The industrial and tertiary centre of  the new Morocco, Casablanca 
has become the focus of  a rural exodus larger than ever. The constant 
infl ux of  new urban dwellers has led to the creation of  new shantytowns 
following on from the earlier ones at Ben M’Sick or Sidi Othman. 
There are also barely perceptible “pocket” shantytowns, tucked away in 
quarters closer to the centre. As their inhabitants become more prosper-
ous, the Urbanism Department’s houses with patio on an 8-metres-by-8 
grid have become transformed into small blocks whose overhanging on 
to the streets allows precious square metres to be gained. Thus, a new 
urban landscape appeared, featuring a monotonous façade rhythm, but 
fairly varied and extremely animated on the ground fl oor.

Modifi ed by successive adjustments up to 1974, the functional division 
developed by Écochard in 1952 would, despite demographic growth, 
permit the maintenance, after a fashion, of  a fairly clearly defi ned urban 
perimeter.29 Over the same period, the infrastructures calibrated for 
a city of  a million inhabitants were not modernized to correspond to 
the rhythm of  the demographic growth. The tension latent within the 
popular section of  Casablanca was to issue in the riots of  June 1981, 
an expression of  violent public blame and understood as such by the 
authorities. Thereafter, a new way of  doing things was put into place, 
one that sanctioned, fi nally, a decisive break with post-war solutions.

The creation, in 1984, of  an Urban Agency charged with imple-
menting the blueprint for organization and urbanism put forward for 
consideration in 1981 was simply the technical expression of  an overall 

29 On the situation in Casablanca 15 years after independence, see “Les grandes villes 
d’Afrique et de Madagascar, Casablanca,” Notes et Études documentaries, 14 June 1971.
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re-division of  the agglomeration.30 A new political and institutional 
articulation came into being, with the creation of  twenty-nine urban 
and six rural communes, organized within nine prefectures under the 
overall authority of  a Greater Casablancan Wilaya. It would remain in 
effect, till the municipal reform of  2003 joined up the agglomeration 
under the direction of  a single mayor.

Approved in 1985, the General Scheme for organization and urban-
ism or SDAU, developed by the team of  architect Michel Pinseau, 
turned on a perimeter broadening Écochard’s plan and taking in 
Mohammédia and the suburban communes. It inclined towards rein-
forcing the existing coastal links and towards a recomposition of  the 
relations between habitation and activities. On the more global level, 
the SDAU proposed the modernization of  road and rail infrastructures 
and substantial zoning modifi cations that would allow, notably, the 
building of  collective blocks in the quarters. A system of  new polarities 
came into being, with the network of  new prefectures and the seats of  
urban communes.

In the 1994 census, 22% of  the urban population of  Morocco—12% 
of  the total population—resided in Greater Casablanca, which then, 
offi cially, numbered 3.25 million inhabitants, including neighbouring 
rural zones. The rate of  population growth was 3.3% per year in 1982, 
and fell to 2.2%, indication of  a possible stabilization in migration. 
The port remained one of  the most important in Africa, with traffi c 
of  16 million tons—45% of  the national total—shaping the destiny 
of  the eastern quarters, given all the warehouses, the factories and the 
wholesale depots. The region’s economic strength was imposing, if  there 
was added the traffi c of  Mohammédia to the east of  the agglomera-
tion: namely 6.8 million tons—a further 16% of  the Moroccan total. 
As for industry, this, in 1997, concentrated 43% of  the units and 46% 
of  the manpower of  Morocco in the city (respectively 59% and 60% 
within the region), exporting chiefl y textile and leather products, but 
also agro-industrial, chemical and mechanical products.31

Infrastructures had not been modernized to correspond with the rhythm 
of  urbanization, and the drainage defi ciencies became evident after 
each heavy rainfall, added to those regarding the collection of  rubbish. 

30 Rahal Moujid, L’Agence urbaine de Casablanca (Casablanca: Afrique-Orient, 1989).
31 Abdelkader Kaioua, L’espace industriel marocain de Kénitra à Casablanca (Tours: 

Urbama, 1984); idem and Jean-François Troin, Atlas de la wilaya de Casablanca (Tours: 
Urbama, 1986–89).
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The demographic pressure was to be seen in the over-populated blocks 
of  the old medina, but also in the persistent crisis of  the rental housing 
market, where the maintenance of  social regulation completely froze 
the occupation of  blocks. Moreover, public intervention favoured acces-
sion to property and led to the springing up of  innumerable new cities, 
whose density did not preclude urban characteristics. These last were, 
however, quite unable to meet needs, even in terms of  diminishing 
cohabitation and re-absorbing the makeshift habitat.

In present-day Casablanca, some quarters have changed in their usage 
and nature; take, for example, the case of  the Maârif, transformed by 
the moving in of  the middle class and the questionable raising, within 
it, of  the Twin Center skyscrapers, inaugurated in 1999. The link of  
the city to its shoreline remains highly problematic. The corniche has 
witnessed a degree of  stagnation, despite the installation of  fast-food 
restaurants and a multiplex cinema. To the right of  the port, projects 
have followed one another constantly, with a view to creating the cluster 
of  towers awaited since 1930, and leading, inevitably, to the mobiliza-
tion of  major European tourist groups.

Set tangentially to the old medina, the Avenue Royale ending at the 
Great Mosque is one of  the major layouts of  the SDAU of  1984. 60 
metres wide in the fi rst section planned, lined by buildings 26 metres 
high, it has led to initial demolitions, those expelled being re-housed 
in the great completed ensemble of  the Cité Nessim, to the southwest 
of  the city. It is linked, by virtue of  a polygonal geometry set around 
the medina, to the Place des Nations-Unies (de France) and the Avenue 
des FAR. An ensemble of  partial arrangements likewise fi gures in the 
SDAU. Set at a tangent to the Habous quarter and the royal palace, 
the Médiouna road (Avenue Mohammed-VI) is the subject of  a refur-
bishment programme and bound by an architectural order specifi cally 
stipulating arcades, thereby echoing the techniques developed by Prost. 
The organization of  the 15 kilometres of  the ring road linking up the 
prefectures has likewise been initiated, ending in a more vigorous axis 
between Hay Mohammadi and the ocean. 

However, the organization of  today’s extended Casablanca is also 
determined by regional factors. Now stretched out over 80 kilometres 
of  shoreline, the agglomeration is susceptible to increasingly marked 
centrifugal forces. The constantly rising price of  land is paralysing the 
growth of  industrial enterprises. It does little, on the other hand, to 
prevent either the steady spread of  luxury sites in California, or the 
Crêtes, or the same process with the new ensembles of  popular habi-
tation springing up at Dar Bouazza, Bouskoura, Aïn Harrouda, Sidi 
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Moumen, or Lahraouyine, the latest makeshift city to emerge. Served 
by rail and motorway links, the Mohammed V Airport, which deals 
with 52% of  the country’s aerial movement, is becoming a focal point 
for growth, just as the port had been in its time, with the creation of  
a zone of  activity.

At the same time, serious problems remain with regard to urban 
facilities. Casablanca has 36% of  Morocco’s vehicles, and car traffi c 
fi lls the roads to saturation point at peak periods, while buses struggle 
to meet the demand. The 1984 SDAU prescribed a fi rst metro line of  
15 kilometres linking the centre to the southern suburbs, via the Médi-
ouna road, then laid out parallel to the motorway, which will probably 
be transformed into a light rail line. Moreover, one of  the chief  nega-
tive aspects of  colonial Casablanca continues, namely, the mediocrity, 
quantitative and qualitative, of  the public parks and gardens. There is 
also a clear wish to gear the agglomeration to the needs of  tourism, 
seen in the creation of  a 75-hectare ensemble at Dar Bouazza and a 
marina in Casablanca’s fi shing port. With close to a million nights in 
1997, tourism is a developing sector.

The problems of  the heritage are as pressing as they are complex. 
The SDAU of  1984 envisaged the “rehabilitation” of  the medina and 
the refurbishment of  the Habous quarter, and this led to a number 
of  improvements.32 However, the protection of  the most noteworthy 
ensembles, being historical monuments, remains symbolic. The land use 
plans adopted in 1989, close to the ones conceived in France, prompting 
the owners of  villas in the west to replace them by blocks, has often led 
them to tear down, without further ado, some of  the most noteworthy 
villas of  the inter-war period, despite the growing associated movement 
in favour of  defence of  the modern heritage.

Before 2003, the rising power of  the decentralized communes had 
made clear the remarkable disparities between the richest and poorest 
among them, the transfer of  State competences hardly being sustained 
by that of  the equivalent resources. The reunifi cation of  the Casablanca 
municipality, completed in 2003, has proved to be a stimulus for reform. 
However, after the alternative democratic arrangement initiated in 1997, 
the new ministry for the Development of  the Territory, Environment, 
Urbanism and Habitat still lacked authority over the vital Urban Agency, 
which continued to be under the direction of  the Interior Ministry. The 

32 Casablanca à l’horizon 2000 (Casablanca: Agence urbaine de Casablanca, 1989).
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circumstances of  the initiation, in 2004, of  the revision of  the land use 
plans (lapsed since 1999, but crucial for mutation of  the urban fabrics) 
are, thus, extremely problematic. Also, the new developments planned 
on the grounds of  the former Anfa airport, in the West, and in the 
Zenata area, risk to consume the capital investments directly needed 
for the modernization of  the city centre. Shaped over a century by 
the permanent opposition between market and public regulation, and 
tightly controlled by the monarchy during the reign of  Hassan II, the 
city is on the threshold of  potentially radical transformations.





C. TRANSFORMATIONS

IDENTITY, GLOBALIZATION, AND THE 
CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIC CITY

Hasan-Uddin Khan

The phenomenal growth of  cities in the Islamic word in the twentieth 
century has led to the formation of  megacities and their concomitant 
cities within cities. In addition to this, the impact of  globalization on 
local and regional manifestations of  urbanization is evident, and in 
addition to the enormous pressures and changes, physical, social, and 
economic, the urban-rural distinction is becoming less important, as 
settlements assume characteristics of  both. For the twenty-fi rst century 
the city can be conceptually redefi ned as a series of  overlays, or as a 
mosaic of  overlapping agendas, that help reveal and distinguish its 
character and functions: the city as a network of  pluralistic interactions 
that are becoming more complex.

Since the 1990s, scholars and politicians have often tried to explain 
economics, politics and diplomacy in terms of  culture.1 At the opening 
of  the conference: “The Future of  Asia’s Cities,” in December 1996, 
President Suharto of  Indonesia stressed that serious attention should be 
paid to “cultural plans to enhance the dignity and standing of  the life 
of  urban societies.”2 There is the notion that “Islamic Values” should 
defi ne the contemporary city in Muslim countries, but it is unclear what 
these values are and how they might affect city form. There are several 
ideas that permeate the discussions. The organization of  the city into 
mohallas or neighbourhoods, or the importance of  the mosque and other 
civic buildings, which serve the people and Islam, or that privacy for 
the family and women be maintained, are often cited in conversation.3 

1 For a concise outline of  cultural positions see the article “Cultural Explanations: The 
Man in the Baghdad Café,” Economist, 9 November 1996, 23–26, where the conclusion 
indicates, “which ‘civilization’ you belong to matters less than you might think.”

2 Quoted in The Jakarta Post, 3 December 1996, 1.
3 Many scholars have written about the Islamic city and seem to have given it 

common characteristics—see the writings of  Ira Lapidus, Gamal Hamdan, Creswell, 
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But by and large the modern ideas of  city planning prevail, such as 
zoning and urban transportation networks.

The city embodies the forces of  tradition and modernity that exist 
in juxtaposition where the possibilities of  being local, or even regional, 
are tempered by some form of  internationalism. The model and image 
for cities in the Islamic World have indeed changed.4 The contem-
porary Islamic city is moulded on the mythic images of  the modern 
American city—New York, Houston, Chicago, etc.—as a symbol of  
mobility, corporate power, centralization, and “progress.” As Muslim 
countries follow similar economic and developmental models, cities in 
the Arabian Peninsula, Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Indonesia, for 
example, are being based on those models, and are looking more and 
more like Western cities.

The Islamic city: a reality?

Is there such an entity as the modern Islamic City different from cities 
in other parts of  the world? If  so, what are its characteristics? What 
defi nes its identity? There is a general assumption that Islam as a reli-
gion and culture has had a dominant infl uence on the development of  

Von Grunebaum, and others. Janet Abu-Lughod, in an essay entitled “Contemporary 
Relevance of  Islamic Urban Principles,” suggests that, “there appears to be certain 
basic ‘deep structures’ to the Islamic expression in space.” The stereotypical perception 
of  the Islamic city was paraphrased by Nezar Al-Sayyad in Cities and Caliphs (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 1991), 6: “The Muslim city is a city whose central node is a 
Masjid Jami with a well-defi ned and somewhat central royal quarter and a qasabah 
or major spine extending from one main gate to another along which lies the most 
important buildings scattered along the linear bazaar which branches out into the city, 
forming irregular but functionally well-defi ned specialized markets. The city also has a 
citadel or a defensive post on its outskirts. Housing was made up of  inward-oriented 
core residential quarters, each allocated to a particular group of  residents and each is 
served by a single dead-end street. As for its spatial structure, the Muslim city had no 
large open public spaces, and the spaces serving its movement and traffi c network were 
narrow and irregular.” Al-Sayyad went on to challenge the notion of  Islamic city, as 
did Hourani and Stern, eds., in the book The Islamic City (Philadelphia: University of  
Pennsylvania Press, 1970). I agree with them when they say that no one model exists 
for the Islamic city; however, it remains a convenient term. 

4 I use the terms “Islamic World” and “Islamic City” as a form of  shorthand to 
denote cities or cultures that have a majority Muslim population or are governed by 
Islamic principles or consider themselves as Muslim or Islamic, e.g. the city of  Hydera-
bad in India or the Islamic Republics. Some of  the societies and cities that I include 
have signifi cant Muslim populations or are historically infl uenced by Islam, as is the case 
of  Delhi and Hyderabad in India. However, I am generally wary of  these labels.
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cities in the Middle East and later elsewhere. However, the commonali-
ties of  cities in the Islamic world have been questioned, for even early 
Islamic empires were not monolithic and covered different climatic 
and geographic conditions, different cultures and different economic 
systems. It is not important here to establish if  Islam was the cause 
or urbanization the product, or to dwell upon the characteristics of  
traditional and historic cities in the Islamic world, but to focus on the 
city within Muslim countries today.

The aspirations behind the development of  a vision of  the city take 
on physical forms, and urban design may be seen as the articulation 
of  both public (governmental) and private (civil society) interests. In 
Asia, governments still control and spend a large part of  the GDP, a 
larger chunk in most places than fi fty years ago, so it is hardly surpris-
ing that governments infl uence cities. However, the roles are changing. 
For example, the delivery of  services, usually the task of  government, 
is now being done by harnessing the private sector. Another example 
is the new towns in Southeast Asia that are being formed by private 
developers taking the lead role in some kind of  partnership with 
government. Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), civil society 
organizations and individuals are also assisting the governmental and 
private enterprise sectors. All the players and their roles have now 
become intertwined. Not only is the nature of  cities changing, but they 
have also become more complex.

The identity of  a city can be viewed in different ways: as the place 
itself, or as those who inhabit or visit it. The notion that cities are los-
ing their identities belies the fact that in the Islamic world the city is in 
fact an amalgam of  several cities that forces multiple readings of  place. 
Embedded in these readings is the notion of  an increasing pluralism in 
which physical form is a less important indicator of  what a city is or 
what a city wants to be (to adapt a phrase used by the architect Louis 
Kahn). The role of  fi nance and political decision-making may give 
the city its raison d’être and its sustainability but the sense of  place is 
developed through its architecture. Hence, in writing about the Islamic 
city, I will simultaneously be referring to its architecture; the two are 
inextricably intertwined.

Here I have chosen to focus on what I believe are the most important 
factors that give character to the contemporary city in Muslim countries. 
I start from the macro level of  mega-cities and globalization, and work 
my way to looking at the more localized situations and the living condi-
tions of  the poor who constitute a majority in most Islamic cities.
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Modern city growth

In the traditional city, be it Cairo or Lahore, its buildings wore their 
own garb much in the way people wear clothes—expressing climate 
and technology in an integrated form of  development.

The colonial city, on the other hand, Jakarta and New Delhi for 
example, developed parallel cities and a new urban fabric, leaving the 
traditional city more or less intact. The modern city, with its new build-
ing types, took this further, by means of  zoning, and compartmental-
ized its functions and its population, as can be seen in Islamabad and 
attempted in places such as Istanbul. In a post-modern reading, the 
traditional and modern live in juxtaposition, as in the case of  Jeddah, 
and we are unsure how to modernize the traditional city, demonstrated 
by both Sana‘a and the walled city of  Lahore, when new infrastructure 
was introduced into the old urban fabric.

At the beginning of  the twentieth century, the greatest infl uence on 
Muslim countries were: Turkey (independent in 1923), which articu-
lated a rupture with the past under Kemal Attaturk, Iran (1925) under 
Reza Shah, and Iraq (1932) under Kings Faysal and Ghazi. Following 
a bloodless coup d’état in 1921, Iran, following Turkey’s example, moved 
towards secularization in the context of  modernization, generally 
regarding religion as a force that hindered progress. In Tehran, the city 
was transformed by new planning of  a grid of  streets; generous boule-
vards, inserted into the dense urban fabric, provided the separation of  
pedestrians and traffi c and inserted new buildings into the urban fabric.

After World War II, many newly independent countries relied upon 
the West for technology and investment with many designs coming 
from abroad. The impact of  modern urban planning regulations on 
the character of  cities in the Middle East and Asia has been signifi cant, 
mainly through French and British colonizers. The unprecedented 
growth in large metropolitan populations modifi ed urban settlements.5 
Colonial cities often existed alongside the older historical settlements, 
such as in Beirut and Damascus.

Whatever form it took, the act of  becoming independent, be it in a 
republic, dictatorship, monarchy or socialist regime, brought with it the 
need to express freedom from a colonial or foreign-dominated past or 

5 For example, in the Middle East urban populations increased between 1960 and 
1980 in Lebanon from 64% to 79%; in Iraq from 33% to 55%; and in Saudi Arabia 
from 15% to 23%. Source: World Bank, World Development Report, 1994.
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even from a past wrapped in the mantle of  tradition. One can argue 
that in the early part of  the century urbanization and internationalism 
had begun to take hold even in countries with predominantly rural 
populations. The Russian Revolution of  1917 and subsequent socialist 
models of  development that also infl uenced new concepts of  modern-
ization and equity fi rst focused on urban centres. Even in countries that 
styled themselves as Islamic Republics, like Pakistan and Malaysia, the 
need was felt to be “modern” in their forms of  government, buildings 
and cities. New cities or cities that experienced unprecedented growth 
followed modernist principles of  planning. These included notions 
of  zoning, relationship of  built to open space, and the accommoda-
tion of  industrialization. A crucial factor was the planning of  roads, 
railways, and other forms of  communication such as the telephone. 
A few examples illustrate the general course many Islamic cities 
have taken.

The development of  Iraq is epitomized by its capital city, Baghdad. 
The German Turkish railway brought with it new materials and con-
struction techniques, and the British occupation of  the country brought 
with it new architecture, such as the railway stations and airports. 
Geologists discovered oil in Kirkuk in 1927 and by 1938 oil exports 
facilitated a dynamic process of  modernization. Indeed, oil facilitated 
much of  the development and urbanization in the Middle East, from 
Saudi Arabia to the Emirates.

Cairo went through several periods of  modernization since the rule 
of  Khedive Ismail (1863–78) whose vision was to turn Egypt into 
a European country. Upon the opening of  the Suez Canal, he built 
new Europeanized districts in Cairo with their parks, wide streets with 
lighting, apartment buildings, and an opera house, and moved the seat 
of  power from the Citadel to Abdeen Palace. With the British occu-
pation in 1881, hundreds of  thousands of  foreigners fl ocked into the 
country fi lling up Garden City and Zamalek and other places. New 
towns, Heliopolis and Maadi, were envisioned and started, leading to 
the growth of  the periphery and the decline of  the old city. Heliopolis 
was designed with a new metro system as a “garden city” in 1931 
based on planning principles being introduced in Paris, for example 
in the Quartier Dauphine. The 1952 revolution under Gamal Abdel-
Nasser (1952–70) led to industrialization in the northern and southern 
suburbs, new bridges were built, and educational institutes established. 
The social agenda was superior to that which had hitherto existed but 
the aesthetics and sense of  place suffered.



1040 hasan-uddin khan

Under Anwar Sadat, from 1972 onwards, Cairo’s rapid expansion was 
aided by the infl ow of  billions of  dollars from Egyptians working in 
the oil-rich Arab countries and American support. Several new towns 
were built. The fi rst of  these, Tenth of  Ramadan, established in 1976, 
then some 50 miles from the city, was designed for 500,000 inhabitants 
and well exceeded that number within twenty years. President Mubarak 
sought a middle course between Nasser’s socialist rigidity and Sadat’s 
Infi tah, and in 1991 embarked on a period of  economic restructuring.6

Cairo’s density and compactness have long characterized social proximity, 
where inequalities are managed . . . However, the authorities have called 
upon the science of  urban planning to formalize urban order to more 
easily distinguish and separate its social components and affi rm a mod-
ern centrality. Three overarching principles have guided contemporary 
urban planning: fi rst, delineating the external borders of  the city; second, 
asserting centrality to the city and making the city centre more accessible; 
and third, establishing a new society in new cities on the terrain of  the 
surrounding desert.

—Mohamed Abdelkader7

The provision of  housing for the lower income sectors was always a 
goal of  Egyptian governments, but the Sadat regime seemed lacking the 
will or the resources to cope with the housing crisis. Its public housing 
programme did not really target the poor, for after 1973, 60% of  new 
units were reserved for the army, public employees and people returning 
from abroad, regardless of  their income. By 1985, when land values 
and construction costs had multiplied ten times and poor populations 
increased exponentially, the government could not keep up and the 
city became even more split into the city of  the rich and the city of  
the poor, with one group living in gated communities and the other 
amongst the historic cemeteries (more about these later).

Cairo had grown from a city of  600,000 in 1900, to 9 million in 
1980, and an estimated 14–16 million at the beginning of  the twenty-
fi rst century.8 Today, the greater Cairo region accounts for about 25% 

6 Moheb Zaki, Civil Society and Democratization in Egypt, 1981–1994 (Cairo: Dar Al 
Kutub, 1996) 166.

7 I am indebted to Mohamed Abdelkader for his work on Cairo for his Ph.D. when 
I was teaching at Berkeley in 2000. This is quoted from a paper he did for me entitled 
“Political Economy and the Built Environment: Modernism, Socialism and Economic 
Liberalization in Egypt.”

 8 For a more detailed and nuanced account of  Cairo’s development see Saad-Eddin 
Ibrahim’s essay “Cairo: A Sociological Profi le” in The Expanding Metropolis: Coping with 
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of  the country’s population. There are plans to increase land for hous-
ing in Greater Cairo by 27% by 2020, and build 16 new cities in the 
country.9 The scale of  the problem is immense.

States often chose to express their independence in new capital cities 
or new areas within existing cities. In Turkey, Ankara was planned by 
the German architect Hermann Jansen (1928–1932) to be a “rational 
and modern” city. Islamabad in Pakistan was planned by the infl uential 
Greek planner Constantine Doxiades (1959–1964),10 whose urban theo-
ries were based on the design of  sectors and neighbourhoods within a 
larger transportation system and a regional framework. The “logical” 
planning of  the city divided the city into residential sectors, each with 
its own commercial and transport node and facilities, conceived to 
be within walking distance. (However, the climate works against this.) 
The sector inhabitants are divided by income or by occupation, and 
so one is often defi ned by where one lives. The plan also cuts through 
the topography and landscape, but now, half  a century later, it remains 
a clean and pleasant place to live in. At the apex of  the layout is the 
grand Faisal Masjid (conceived as the National Mosque) at the foot of  
the hills; a reminder of  Pakistan as an Islamic state. The Master Plan 
for Abuja in Nigeria by International Planning Associates11 (1976–1979) 
was based on many of  Le Corbusier’s ideas for the “City for Three 
Million Inhabitants.” Although conceived as a new capital, it only 
became the actual capital in 1991. All of  them were conceived as 
modern cities. Other capital cities followed: Kuwait City in the 1970s 
and ‘80s to name just one.

the Urban Growth of  Cairo (Singapore: Concept Media for the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture, 1985), 25–33.

 9 Address to the Peoples Assembly by Prime Minister Kamal Ganzouri, in Decem-
ber 2003.

10 Constantinos Doxiades (1913–75), was a Greek urban planner, designer, and 
consultant on ekistics, the science of  human settlements. Doxiades held offi cial and 
academic positions in town planning and housing reconstruction and after World 
War II he created many bold designs for towns and settlements built throughout the 
world from Islamabad, the capital of  Pakistan, to the Eastwich urban renewal project 
in Philadelphia, PA. Among his book publications are Ekistic Analysis (1946), Between 
Dystopia and Utopia (1966), and Anthropopolis (1975). Although his impact is substantial 
in the Islamic World his work is no longer fashionable.

11 The consortium of  Planners consisted a joint venture between Architect Systems 
International, the Planning Research Corporation and Wallace, McHarg, Roberts, and 
Todd from Philadelphia. The Japanese architect Kenzo Tange also played a role in 
the design of  particular sectors and buildings.
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New city planning presumed to somehow amalgamate all parts 
of  the urban settlement into one unit connected by transport arter-
ies. Examples are Constantine Doxiadis’ plans for Riyadh in 1971, 
and George Candilis’ 1974 grid plans for Dammam and Al-Khobar, 
Dhahran, developed for ARAMCO (Arabian-American Oil Company). 
They followed modern principles of  zoning and division of  the city 
into sectors connected by vehicular transport with little regard for the 
old settlements or traditional buildings, which were often demolished. 
Issues of  privacy seemed to have been the most important factor in 
residential development, with local authorities developing requirements 
controlling view, height and setbacks during the 1970s.12

The expression of  nationalism, new forms of  social organization, and 
the internal power structure that emerges, are manifested in urban forms 
and architecture, amongst other things. A number of  new building types 
also refl ected the independent states. The most important among these 
were the state mosques, public open spaces and parliament buildings. 
The capitol complex, the seat of  government and expression of  some 
form of  people’s government, was expressed through new parliament 
buildings as in Dhaka, Bangladesh (then East Pakistan), Kuala Lum-
pur, Kuwait City, and later in Riyadh. However, as Lawrence Vale 
asserts: “To a large degree many post-colonial capitol complexes are, 
like ancient citadels, a refuge for rulers rather than a vehicle for the 
sharing of  political power.”13

Mosques have been identifi ers of  Islamic cities. They range from 
small neighbourhood mosques to the large National Mosques. These 
mosques are emblems for Islam in the urban landscape and have been 
built in a number of  styles ranging from the historicist, e.g. the Istiqal 
Mosque (1955–84) in Jakarta by F. Siliban, to the modern Masjid 
Negara (1957–65), the fi rst State Mosque to be completed, in Kuala 
Lumpur by Baharuddin Abu Kassim. Mosques remain important mark-
ers within different sectors within all cities proclaiming the identity of  

12 For a good discussion of  this, see Saleh Al-Hathlol, The Arab Muslim City: Tradition, 
Continuity and Change in the Physical Environment (Riyadh: Dar Al-Sahan, 1996), especially 
chapter 6: 195–236.

13 Lawrence Vale in Architecture, Power and National Identity (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1992), 53. 
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the population as Muslim, and are incorporated into all contemporary 
city plans.14

In the Islamic world, periods of  national consolidation accompanied 
the beginning of  an identity search in the 1960s, working with a long 
history of  being infl uenced by external movements, foreign architects, 
and training abroad. Countries now began to look inward for “legiti-
mate” expressions in building that would resonate both with modernity 
and with specifi c cultural aspirations, following what Kenneth Frampton 
termed as “critical regionalism.”15

Building forms are inextricably intertwined with city image and 
development. For contemporary architecture that became associated 
with Islam it is worth mentioning two architects. Mohammad Makiya 
and Rifat Chadirji are perhaps the most important Iraqi architects of  
the twentieth century. Makiya’s work tries to reconcile traditional archi-
tecture and planning (based on Islamic ideals) with contemporary needs 
and modern architecture. Chadirji attempted to resolve the paradox of  
how to be modern yet remain faithful to local roots by using modern 
technologies in culturally Arab forms. These two mens’ buildings and 
ideas marked the architecture of  the 1960s and 70s in the Gulf  States 
and elsewhere, whereas the most famous Arab architect of  the twentieth 
century, Hassan Fathy, has had no impact on urban planning.

The resurgence in confi dence in Islam came about in the early 1970s, 
spurred on by the success of  OPEC (Organization of   Petroleum-Export-
ing Countries), which was able to reconstruct the vital oil market in its 
favour. This caused a worldwide oil crisis and, as subsequent building 
production slowed in the West, it boomed in the Middle East. The 
backlash against modern values implied nothing distinct beyond a 
greater reverence for traditional moral and aesthetic forms. Once again, 
the issue of  identity was at stake, but pan-Islamic sentiments implied 
a community of  culture between Morocco and Manila. The notion 

14 For an examination of  contemporary mosques, see Renata Holod and Hasan-
Uddin Khan, The Mosque and the Modern World (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997), 
also published as The Contemporary Mosque (New York: Rizzoli, 1997).

15 See Kenneth Frampton’s essay, “Prospects for Critical Regionalism,” Prospecta, no. 
20 (1983): 144–152, for several views on regionalism in the Islamic world: also essays 
and discussions in Robert Powell, ed., Regionalism in Architecture (Singapore: Concept 
Media for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 1987) and the writings of  William 
Curtis and Rifat Chadirji. A number of  articles in the now defunct journal, Mimar: 
Architecture in Development, also covers this subject.
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of  a uniform Islamic identity for states with a majority of  Muslims 
spread around the globe. Even in Turkey, the most modern and secu-
larized state of  the Islamic world, there was a backlash in the 1980s 
and 90s, with conservative and Islamist circles adding their own spin 
to the development process. The notion of  a single Islamic identity 
was tricky in the face of  different Muslim cultures. Nevertheless, it is 
one that became a political and cultural rallying cry, seized upon as a 
way to distinguish Islam from the secular and Americanized West. In 
equating country with religion, the notion of  Islam not only as a faith 
but also as a secular cultural force was introduced.

The clearest illustration of  this was in Iran. Opposition to the Shah’s 
regime by Ayatollah Khomeini’s followers, beginning in 1977 with the 
slogan “Independence, Freedom, Islamic Republic,” led to the Islamic 
Revolution of  1978–79. The call for a return to Islamic principles led 
to questioning Western-style urban development, and to a new archi-
tecture that paid lip service to traditional Islamic building in formalist 
terms—without any real acknowledgment of  its intrinsic principles. If  
there is any single idea that might epitomize the current preoccupations 
of  architects and planners in the Islamic world, it is fi nding an inventive 
expression, using new technologies, that references the heritage and 
memory of  the past. The search continues for a synthesis of  architec-
tural expressions that refl ects non-global cultural and social identities.

In the West, the city has by and large remained a stable entity; in 
America, some cities have actually lost population numbers within the 
past decades. In Islamic countries the situation is very different, with 
mega-cities like Karachi and Jakarta attracting ever-growing attention, 
though it is the mid-sized metropolis that is growing the fastest.16 In 
addition to a change in the pattern of  growth, new factors are altering 
the nature of  the city.

The Global City in the Islamic World

It is not my intention here to explore the notion of  global cities, as 
this is a subject that has been thoroughly covered by economists and 

16 This is true both in India and Indonesia, and is the trend all over Asia. In general, 
cities account for a major share in the generation of  a nation’s income.
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sociologists, but rather to remind us that they are important economic 
generators (now accounting for over 80% of  the world’s capitalization), 
and that they house a disproportionate number of  the world’s head-
quarters for transnational corporations and international institutions. 
Global cities also serve as sites for product innovation and production, 
in addition to providing the markets for these products. There are strong 
indications that these cities are also a springboard to further economic 
and cultural developments that now have far-reaching global repercus-
sions, connecting multi-national fi rms to urban settlement patterns.17

Technological and economic changes are inevitably affecting the 
analysis, perception and form of  the city. “The effects of  globalization 
on urbanity and society address deeper issues of  cultural tradition and 
identity as space is always culturally inscribed with meaning, and society 
is represented through the spaces it creates.”18 It is neither politics nor 
economics that create a sense of  place, but vision and architectural 
form do. Delineations of  urban space still serve as an important indi-
cator of  the direction and focus of  societies in the face of  powerful 
global infl uences across national barriers. It may be true to say that 
the world market is not a cultural concept: and the new technologies 
are global in nature.

The notion that cities need their own raison d’etre to establish their 
niche in a global world is becoming trendy. The city as a mechanism 
of  the global economy and particularity of  image can be seen through 
the developments of  waterfronts, increases in hotel construction and 
convention complexes, large-scale commercial retail, and residential 
developments. This is evident in the types of  large-scale projects that are 
under construction in numerous cities, such as Kuwait with its cornice 
development, and Dubai (taking over from Beirut of  the 1960s), devel-
oped as the Middle East’s playground and commercial centre. Jakarta 
with its new peri-urban developments not only presents an image of  a 
new kind of  living/commuting pattern but also engenders a different 
settlement pattern that is an extension of  both the garden city and 
the gated community (more about this later). Other places promote 

17 Saskia Sassen, The Global City—New York, London, Tokyo (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1991) and Jordi Borgia and Manuel Castells, Local and Global (London: 
Earthspan Publications, 1997). These authors, amongst others, have set the scene for 
many discussions of  the Global City.

18 Anthony King, “Architecture, Capitalization and Globalization of  Culture,” in 
Global Culture, ed. Mike Featherstone (London: Sage Publications, 1990), 404.
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 themselves as industrial centres. An interesting and recent phenomena is 
that of  “outsourcing” where activities that serve the information highway 
and the global marketplace are being placed in custom-designed urban 
developments. New cities are set up specifi cally to cater for the new 
activities and rising new “yuppie” groups have been rapidly developing 
in India and elsewhere. Cities associated with Muslim culture, Hyder-
abad in India, for instance, has a centre known as Cyberabad for the 
computer industry and outsourcing. These settlements provide ameni-
ties and a lifestyle hitherto unknown in the country, and hence are 
beginning to attract back into the country people who were part of  
the “brain drain” of  the past decades. Pakistan, too, is also attempting 
to follow this lead but, perhaps because of  the political and economic 
climate, is much slower in taking off. These urban developments may 
not yet engender an altered social urban geography; they are never-
theless making their mark within the existing spatial patterns of  cities. 
All these are a form of  establishing identity and do not appear to be 
religion-specifi c or culture based.

The mega-city and new towns: A tale of  two cities

Two factors marked the change after independence for Muslim soci-
eties and governments. Notions of  “Development” as the organizing 
paradigm and rhetorical means of  restructuring the state, and that of  
“Modernism,” usually equated with Westernization in the desire to 
be players on the world stage, were driving forces in the rhetoric and 
actuality of  new Asian states.

Two mega-cities in Asia—Karachi, Pakistan with around 15 million 
people, and Jakarta, Indonesia, with a population of  20 million—illus-
trate more concretely the trajectory of  cities in the Islamic world. They 
will be amongst the world’s twenty largest cities by the year 2020 with 
populations expected to be almost twice what they are today. Both have 
majority Muslim populations, with Pakistan an Islamic Republic and 
Indonesia with its doctrine of  pancasila (fi ve principles), which is more 
inclusive of  all faiths.

Karachi is not only the biggest city of  Pakistan, but by virtue of  its dense 
population and its amazing sprawl, is counted among the big cities of  the 
world. It is the lifeline of  the country’s economy, the largest  contributor 
to the state treasury, and the most modern city of  the country. Like any 
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modern megapolis, the habitat of  the poorest of  the poor and the rich-
est of  the rich,

. . . Where alongside the expensive 5-star hotels, the most inexpensive 
nihari [a local dish] is also available; and where for years, sometimes with 
changing frequency, the bodies of  innumerable victims are brought down 
with a spray of  bullets in the street in every neighbourhood.

—Fahmida Riaz19

Karachi was a sleepy little town until the country’s independence in 
1947 when it became the capital for a number of  years. Jakarta was a 
colonial city under the Dutch and the country’s long-time capital. Both 
the cities are port towns that have grown rapidly due to immigration 
and the expansion of  commerce and trade. Indonesia is richer in natu-
ral resources—oil, timber, and plantation agriculture—than Pakistan, 
and economically growing faster. Both play signifi cant economic and 
political roles in their own regions: Karachi in South Asia and Jakarta 
in Southeast Asia. But the two cities leave us with very different images. 
The characterizations that follow are broad-brush strokes in order to 
make the point.

Both cities have expanded extensively horizontally from the port and 
business district to new industrial and residential areas stretching for 
miles, roughly in keeping with a Master Plan.

Karachi is essentially a city of  medium and low-rise buildings. 
The buildings of  the rich and of  the institutions follow some form of  
International Style architecture, and the layout of  those areas conforms 
more or less to zoned western planning norms. The settlements of  
the middle and lower-income groups appear much more haphazard 
in their layouts and colourfully eclectic in their architecture. Jakarta, 
too, grew outwards away from the port and the old Dutch commercial 
and administrative centre. Here, unlike Karachi, historical change can 
be traced in the development from that of  the traditional and historic 
settlements to the modern city. Jakarta’s new developments with their 
high-rise buildings and symbols of  progress occur along long highways 
surrounded by neighbourhoods of  the rich and the poor intermingled 
in pockets. The types of  settlements vary from those laid out according 
to a plan to those that occur as urban villages or kampungs. Unlike the 
situation in Karachi, where such settlements would have been controlled 

19 Fahmida Riaz, Refl ections in a Cracked Mirror (Karachi: City Press, 2001), 25.
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to follow normative mores, these were encouraged to develop in their 
own model with a large degree of  success.

Karachi, unlike, say, Lahore in Pakistan, did not have a long history 
or sense of  place that helped it to surmount the onslaught of  modern-
ism, industrialization and unprecedented rapid growth, whereas Jakarta 
could fall back on its inherited indigenous and even colonial models 
and to a rich heritage embodied in the music and art forms of  Java. 
New buildings can refer to past models for inspiration and legitimacy. 
Karachi models can only be termed as “Islamic,” referring in some way 
to the Mughal buildings, but ones that were unable to fi nd a resonance 
for contemporary living and the newly independent state.

Under President Sukarno, Jakarta modernized with upgraded urban 
services, boulevards that cut through the heart of  the city and a new 
business area established. The kampungs continued to exist amidst 
the new city developments. By the early 1990s, Suharto’s New Order 
changed Jakarta’s image from being a “city of  a thousand kampungs” 
to “Jakarta the metropolis,” making it one of  Southeast Asia’s Primate 
Cities. Direct Foreign Investment is imputed on Jakarta’s spatial forms 
as post-modern towers, new toll roads choked with traffi c that lead to 
glittering shopping malls, golf  courses, and gated communities, sprawl-
ing into the surrounding countryside. Like Singapore, with Lee Kwan 
Yew, Jakarta’s transformation in 1980s was to an extraordinary degree 
controlled by President Suharto’s family and business partners.

Since the 1990s a product of  economic globalization in much of  
Southeast Asia is the American “spread city” model used in new subur-
ban housing developments. These townships established a contemporary 
image of  the West in the minds of  the upper classes. In Indonesia, 
one of  the most prominent developers in the country, Ciputra, owned 
by the Riady Family, working in partnership with the government, 
developed several new towns including the fl agship Lippo Karawaci. 
The new town, located some twelve miles to the west of  Jakarta, was 
designed by Australian, British, and American architects, and the 
Malaysian-born Gordon Benton became the in-house urban designer 
and town manager.

The adoption of  American housing models was the result of  popular 
demand within Indonesia for all things American, and the place appeals 
mainly to young professionals with no children. The houses themselves 
conjure up images from those of  Californian bungalows to Greek revival 
mansions, characterized by housing named “Dallas” (American Colonial) 
and “Mediterranean” (actually Californian), amongst a host of  others. 
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Some of  the small houses are given a local Balinese theme. The archi-
tecture of  the township reveals the desirability of  new hybrids in a post-
modern rendering of  architecture. Despite claims of  being Western the 
houses bear traces of  their local roots and produce a hybrid environment 
that is Indonesian. The desire for global Western models is tempered by 
local climate, social conditions and self-image.

—Robert Cowherd20

These developments combined with the new CBD (Central Business 
District) and commercial areas contrast with kampungs and traditional 
forms of  organization such as the pesantren settlement based on the 
teachings of  Islam. As in most Asian cities, this highlights the presence 
of  “social dualism” as described by David Harvey in his book, Social 
Justice in the City.21

In spite of  the rapid growth of  both cities, Jakarta, in spite of  being 
a more “global” city, still retains a sense of  place imbued with past 
meanings and current aspirations whilst Karachi grew to accommodate 
growth without a sense of  history or a vision of  its role. Their value 
systems and tastes are different: the former more in conformity with 
international images of  development and the latter with a mix of  histori-
cist, vernacular and modernist expressions. Are both “Islamic Cities”? 
They are certainly good examples of  two kinds of  urban development 
in the Muslim world.

Appropriating the global: 
The CBD and Commercial manifestations

The CBD with its concentrated high-density development is common 
to large cities. Many urban centres have been cleared for new offi ce 
space and forms of  cultural consumption for the international popula-
tion. Infrastructures of  advanced telecommunication have been built 
to facilitate a computer-literate workforce. The intent appears to be 
to attempt to create an environment to attract new investments and 
multi-national corporations. So much so, that the new skyscraper offi ce 
buildings attempt to lift the urban identity of  a city from the modern to 

20 Robert Cowherd, “Cultural construction of  Jakarta: Design, Planning, and Devel-
opment in Jabotabek, 1980–1997” (Ph.D. dissertation, MIT, June 2002), 109–111.

21 See David Harvey, Social Justice in the City (Cambridge, MA: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1988).
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the spectacular—see for example the Petronas Towers (1998), the second 
tallest buildings in the world, by Caesar Pelli in Kuala Lumpur.

In the Arab Gulf, mainly due to oil, several countries including Saudi 
Arabian cities transformed from small desert enclaves into modern cit-
ies in the 1960s and ’70s. Foreign planners and architects were invited 
to Saudi Arabia to compensate for the initial lack of  local experience, 
but their work also symbolized the country’s new global international 
and economic success. An equally dramatic transformation took place 
in the Dubai of  the 1990s. “This unrivalled pace of  development, 
however, placed local culture and traditions in tremendous fl ux. . . . The 
overabundance of  air-conditioned glass blocks in a desert environment 
seemed to make local Arabs tourists in their own cities.”22

The case of  Bahrain is also instructive. In the early 1970s, the gov-
ernment made offi cial its plan of  converting the small city-state into a 
banking centre and modern city. Citizens were constantly urged by the 
authorities and the media to improve the country’s international com-
petitiveness. Local architecture was supposed to have an international 
sensibility and multi-use complexes and high-rise buildings announced 
the entry of  Bahrain not just as a regional centre but a player on the 
world’s stage. The process and will of  transforming Bahrain into a mod-
ern state required considerable social and cultural changes in addition 
to economic development. In this process the government consciously 
supported foreign architects over local ones to promote international 
recognition and to give the city a validation. This extended into the 
private sector where involvement of  foreign architects usually ensured 
project approval, even though it resulted in a backlash from local 
practitioners.23 However, the growth spurt was limited and other states, 
notably the United Arab Emirates, overtook Bahrain’s importance. It is 
a tale worth examining in greater detail, and mentioned here only in 
passing to illustrate the importance of  political will and vision.

In many Islamic cities, certain aspects of  traditional “Islamic” domes-
tic architecture have infl uenced the design of  commercial buildings. 
Mashribiyas or wooden perforated screens that were used for diffusing 

22 Deeba Haider, “The Growing Pains of  Global Cities” (M.S. thesis, MIT, June 
1999), 22.

23 See for example William Lim’s critique of  this process: “The nations’ wish to 
express progress and modernity is refl ected in the international symbols of  modern 
corporate architecture [which destroyed the] fragile experiment in the evolutionary 
development of  localism and identity,” in Innovative Architecture of  Singapore by Robert 
Powell (Singapore: Select Books, 1990), 13.
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sunlight and providing privacy are often used in an emblematic manner 
on building façades. They have often become mere surface  applications 
divorced from use and meaning. Similarly, in other buildings the use 
of  the pointed arch is supposed to act as a reminder of  regional tra-
ditional buildings. Their design invokes a reference to the local past, 
seen as a reminder of  the roots of  the society and sometimes some 
golden age of  Islam.

Most of  the high-rise buildings with their concrete frames and curtain 
walls have little to do with local climatic or cultural conditions. In a 
country where only about 25% of  the population is indigenous, this 
lack of  reference to the local, where indeed the locals themselves are 
far removed from the values of  their parents’ generation, seems to fi t 
into their desire for an international modern identity. But, by the 1990s 
(as in most Arab states), this was seen as insuffi cient, and the desire to 
create an architectural vocabulary more refl ective of  the Arab popula-
tion became an issue of  importance.

This is not to suggest that all developments try to reconcile themselves 
to local history or traditional forms. The physical transformation of  
Kuala Lumpur during the building boom of  the 1980s demonstrated 
the success of  local entrepreneurs and political elite in mobilizing both 
domestic and foreign capital for new ventures. The Golden Triangle area 
of  downtown Kuala Lumpur features several fi ve-star hotels, restaurants, 
shopping centres, parking garages, and offi ce towers with high-speed 
DSL Internet connections. “The Golden Triangle contains no major 
civic buildings and no religious buildings of  any consequence—no 
monuments, no formal buildings. They have all been replaced by hotel 
lobbies . . . sidewalks and street life has disappeared.”24 The buildings 
themselves are mainly post-modern towers that were read by the local 
population as being different and contemporary, even when the archi-
tects’ rhetoric tried to connect them to local forms and symbols.

Similarly, Kuwait’s shopping malls, huge air-conditioned blocks with 
their McDonalds, Hard Rock Cafés, Gucci and other design stores 
and shops selling items from all over the world have become places 
of  social gathering and family outings. The stores themselves, with 
very few exceptions, are imports from Europe, America and Japan. In 

24 From the “Golden Area Triangle Study” by J. Beinart, R. Lewcock, P. Kasi and 
P. Wardi in Design for High-Density Development (Cambridge, MA: Aga Khan Program 
for Islamic Architecture at Harvard and MIT, 1986), 83–90.
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efforts to re-appropriate an environment that is becoming increasingly 
foreign from what it was thirty years ago, architects and planners have 
tried to relate architectural forms to traditional and cultural elements 
in a desperate attempt to make sense of  Arab streets and the new 
commerce. Food courts offer the diversity of  international cuisines, in 
some cases adapted to the local culture—for instance, the BLT (Bacon 
Lettuce Tomato) sandwich is made with beef  bacon. A similar situation 
occurred in Jakarta, where the fi rst and most successful McDonald’s 
offers rice on the menu. All the large shopping centres have spaces set 
aside for prayers, and some call shoppers to pray via the mall’s public 
announcement system.

Elsewhere in the Middle East, in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, Gordon Bun-
shaft of  SOM (Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill) designed a high-rise 
building that attempted to reconcile traditional and global notions of  
building in the National Commercial Bank (1983). The 27 storey tri-
angular monolithic slab is an inward looking building that responds to 
the harsh climate and to Arab prototypes. Its interiority is expressed 
on the outside by large openings, one on each façade, which give 
glimpses of  shaded atriums, blue-grey heat absorbing window walls 
and landscaped courtyards. The solution provides a new model with 
an energy-conscious and culturally appropriate approach for tall build-
ings for the region.25

Very few buildings achieve this success in synthesizing tradition with 
modernity. The presentation of  local cultural identity is hard when it 
confl icts with the impact of  globalization. It is made more complex in 
young cities, which have relatively little tradition or built heritage.

One other urban form worth noting is the gated community for the 
rich. Gated communities have been developed in many cities of  the 
Islamic world, taking after the gated communities of  American cities 
of  the 1930s and the military cantonments found in many cities colo-
nized by the British. Such communities have fl ourished in and around 
Jakarta and Riyadh (some catering exclusively to foreigners) in the 1990s. 
Similarly, in Cairo, on land prepared for development by the state, villa 
compounds with golf, fi shing, and even artifi cial lakes, fl ourish. The 

25 See Hasan-Uddin Khan, The Middle East, vol. 5 of  World Architecture: A Critical 
Mosaic 1900–2000 (Vienna: Springer, 2000), for coverage of  this and other important 
buildings in the region.
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promoters characterize these developments as a renaissance of  urban 
society (al-nahda al-umraniyya). Those who have the means— private 
transportation and telecommunications  equipment—can now escape 
the urban cacophony while retaining access to urban life. This devel-
opment in particular highlights a growing rupture in the Cairene way 
of  life.26

Rural/Indigenous settlements in the city

The distinctiveness of  the urban-rural dichotomy is being broken down 
and rural settlements are assuming urban characteristics. As a corol-
lary, the rural nature of  urban development is part of  cities. The Asian 
city is often comprised of  small village settlements—for example the 
kampungs of  Indonesian and Malaysian cities or the tribally defi ned 
communities of  North Karachi. The inhabitants of  such settlements 
send back capital to their villages and return to them for special occa-
sions such as weddings and religious festivals. The life of  the city is 
interwoven with the life of  the villages. The retention of  rural forms 
masks the fundamental shift to a regional urban economy.

Life in the urban areas and small towns and villages alike is affected 
by globalization and the international transmission of  information and 
images. By the year 2000, everywhere in the poor rural settlements of  
the Northern Areas of  Pakistan there were satellite dishes and villag-
ers were turning to international programmes, the most popular being 
Indian soap operas and the scantily clothed women of  “Baywatch.” 
(Recently, I learned that the most popular foreign television programme 
in Iraq and much of  the Middle East amongst women of  all ages and 
income groups is “Oprah.”) One can imagine the impact of  such 
programmes on local value systems and aspirations! Another major 
innovation is the easily accessible direct-dial telephone system, in the 
chai khanas (teashops) in the villages, allowing villagers to communicate 
directly and immediately with the rest of  the country, indeed, with 
the world. These changes are making their mark on the perceptions 
and behaviour of  people. They bring a new model of  development. 

26 Eric Dennis, “Urban Planning and Growth in Cairo,” Middle East Report: No. 202 
vol. 27, no. 1 (Winter 1997): 10.
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No longer are the cities of  Pakistan, such as Lahore or Karachi, the 
model; now it is the western global city.

Tourism, historic preservation and the vernacular

In much of  the Islamic world, rising interest in historic preservation 
results from the wish to express identity by making a connection to the 
historic past in the built environment and also by economic consider-
ations, specifi cally tourism. Concomitant to this, the infrastructure for 
tourism is being laid out in the form of  hotels, travel services, trans-
portation and communications. Countries such as Indonesia, India, 
and China have enough historic sites to engender these changes, but 
in some societies, such as Saudi Arabia, there appears to be a need to 
“Manufacture Heritage and Consume Tradition,” to draw from the title 
of  a book by Nezar AlSayyad,27 and to use historic sites and buildings, 
few in number, to complement their development as cities. The fear 
seems to be that the manifestation of  modernity is not enough and 
there is a need to promote locality and a sense of  place both for the 
indigenous population and for visitors.

In an effort to make place appealing for travellers and the inhabitants 
alike, the rulers have created facilities that refer to familiar forms. The 
Bedouin tent has become an image for many projects in the Middle 
East, from its early use in hotels as in the Mecca Conference Centre and 
Hotel (1976) with its metal-covered tensile structure by Frei Otto, Rolf  
Gutbrod and others, to the Hajj Terminal of  King Abdulaziz Airport 
near Jeddah (1982) by Fazlur Khan of  Skidmore Owings & Merrill 
(SOM). The innovative structure of  the terminal with its Tefl on-coated 
fi berglass tents has had a great impact on the contemporary architectural 
imagery of  the Arab Middle East. The concrete roof  of  the National 
Assembly (1983) in Kuwait by Jorn Utzon provides a tent canopies in 
concrete. So does the Emirates Dubai Creek Golf  Club (1988) by Jer-
emy Pern/Karl Latten. It is one of  several golf  clubs and courses in a 
country positioning itself  as a major international golfi ng destination.

Similarly, analogies are made to dhows, the traditional Arab sailboat 
symbolic of  life in coastal areas that is closely tied to the sea-faring cul-

27 Nezar AlSayyad, Consuming Tradition, Manufacturing Heritage: Global Norms and Urban 
Forms in the Age of  Tourism (London: Routledge, 2001).
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ture of  Dubai. The fl ashy, “world’s most expensive and tallest hotel (as 
of  2004),” the Burj al-Arab Tower Hotel, by W. S. Atkins and Partners, 
on a man-made island adopts this form. Here the sail of  the dhow is 
constructed as an extraordinary glass curtain wall and red Tefl on-coated 
fi bre-glass skin. It is interesting to note that this high-tech architecture 
has taken over from mashribiya façades as the new symbol for Dubai.

Under construction is the Palm Island in the shape of  17 huge fronds 
surrounded by 7.5 miles of  protective barrier reefs, extending three 
miles into the sea south of  Dubai city. It will include 2,000 villas, up to 
40 luxury hotels, shopping complexes, cinemas and the Middle East’s 
fi rst marine park. They will be accessible by 990-feet bridges from the 
mainland or boat to two marinas, while the main causeway will also 
have a monorail system. This ambitious and extraordinary project is 
being planned and built in conjunction with numerous local and inter-
national fi rms. It, too, is part of  the Dubai government’s deliberate 
move towards making the place a “festival destination” not only for 
the region but internationally. This and other projects in Dubai may 
indeed change the image of  the Islamic City.

Elsewhere in Iran and Qatar, for example, modern buildings employ 
the use of  the imagery of  traditional wind-catchers but change their 
function. The Tehran Museum of  Contemporary Art (1977), by 
Kamran Diba of  DAZ Architects, uses light towers shaped like the 
wind-catchers to light the artwork. Qatar University (1985), by Kamel 
El Kafrawi, consists of  multiple wind towers that let in light into the 
mechanically air-conditioned complex rather than wind.

Equating authenticity and cultural representation to the picturesque 
is a common ploy in attracting visitors. Even in cities that have a strong 
image and the presence of  many historic structures as in Baghdad, this 
approach is common. The area around the Khadimiya Shrine was 
bulldozed in the 1970s during the city’s modernization and re-planning 
phase. Within a decade the area was felt to be sterile and the whole 
neighbourhood reconstructed to accommodate narrower streets and 
high-density development reminiscent of  what had existed historically. 
The traditional-looking structures with their small shops, plazas and 
pedestrian pathways are built using modern construction techniques and 
materials, and are modifi ed in plan to accommodate the automobile.

The tourist hotel also plays into the image of  an “authentic” his-
toric or vernacular present. An indigenous image of  architecture is 
conjured up and offered to the tourist eager to consume local culture 
in comfort. Numerous hotels all over Southeast Asia use the model 
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Balinese architecture; even though it has nothing to do with Islam, 
as can be seen on the resorts of  Java and East Malaysia, such as The 
Datai on Lankawi Island (1993) by Kerry Hill Architects with Akitek 
Jururancang. In Pakistan the Quetta Sarena Hotel (1994) by Arcop 
Associates falls back to the model of  the indigenous earthen village 
architecture, albeit sanitized and made palatable to sophisticated 
tastes. In other parts of  Asia, such as India, the same approach is 
often taken with the adaptive reuse of  Mughal palaces. The architec-
ture is augmented by traditional dances and foods prepared for mass 
consumption. Images of  the past are intermingled with present-day 
comforts and needs. Here everything is cleaner, neater, and safer 
than the “real thing,” providing an escape from the reality of  home 
(wherever that might be) and a new different and satisfying experience.

Manifestations of  the local

If  the above are in the main manifestations of  modernity and globaliza-
tion, albeit sometimes mingled with the local, they fi nd their counter-
parts in local forms of  organization and built environments. Institutions 
of  civil society—NGOs, soccer and cricket clubs, and neighbourhood 
organizations, among others, are reminders of  the strength of  the local. 
On a physical level, they fi nd their expression in the local parks and 
playgrounds and streets. Here I give just one by way of  example.

Local forms of  organization can be viewed clearly in the residen-
tial neighbourhoods of  most Asian cities. The history of  Javanese 
urbanism remains the main frame of  reference for cities in Java. The 
kampung, or urban village, even when found within urban centres, 
existed and outlived Dutch colonization, Japanese rule, independence, 
and modernization. It is more than a form of  spatial organization: it 
also embodies forms of  social organization, and remains the dominant 
feature of  Indonesian cities, housing some 80% of  the country’s popu-
lation. Despite housing a majority of  Jakarta’s residents, these areas 
occupy a disproportionately small part of  urbanized land, typically 
around 15%.

The high density of  these neighbourhoods and the importance of  
informal sector economy activity, kampungs tend to harbour a rich 
diversity of  land uses, from industrial and retail to residential. (Kam-
pungs are not to be confused with low-income developments.) The 
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social structure of  the kampung is made explicit in the concept of  gotong 
royong (  Javanese for “mutual assistance”) by which residents call upon a 
neighbourhood community for help when needed. Indeed, as Robert 
Cowherd has noted, the kampung remains a source of  cohesion and 
stability in diffi cult times:

The riots of  May 1998 in Indonesia brought an end to Suharto’s thirty-
two year presidency. The local Muslim population targeted  Chinese-
Indonesians.

The commercial and high-income developments became targets and 
the city retreated into a defensive mode. Interestingly, however, residents 
of  the kampung, a place that relies on substantial self-governance and 
collectivity, demonstrated an impressive capacity for mutual respect and 
solidarity, giving hope for a counter-balance to the country’s economic 
woes brought about by regional economic failure. These settlements, in 
conjunction with NGOs, present an opportunity for forging a new vision 
for society.28

The government and planners of  Jakarta have used the kampung to 
build the expanding city, seeing both its potential and problems. A  built-
in structure and a possible network for dissemination, the World Bank 
in the 1970s supported the kampungs in Jakarta and Surabaya as part 
of  its cornerstone for local development, and in 1980, the Kampung 
Improvement Programme won one of  the fi rst Aga Khan Awards for 
Architecture in recognition of  improving life and places in the city.

Besides the kampung, other elements of  the urban landscape still 
remain intact in Indonesian cities: for example, the alun alun (town 
square), the traditional market and the mosque all remain primary 
sources of  meaning and orientation in the city.

The city of  the poor

Early on in this essay I started by asking: “whose city” are we con-
sidering? Unfortunately many of  the cities in the Islamic world house 
a vast majority of  people living below the poverty line. Until around 
the 1990s many governments felt it their paternalistic duty to provide 
housing for the poor and in planning cities areas were designated and 
developed for lower income groups.

28 Cowherd, op. cit., 88–89.
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From the 1960s onwards, the rapid migration from the countryside 
to the cities, as in Istanbul or Tehran, led to squatter settlements within 
the cities and on their peripheries. Squatter communities, often referred 
to as informal settlements, form a majority of  the urban population 
everywhere in the Islamic world from Jakarta to Karachi and Cairo.

The Gecekondu (literally “night landings” or “built overnight”) of  
Turkey form a signifi cant part of  the built environment of  its cities.29 
About 50% of  Istanbul’s population lives in such illegal settlements. The 
fi rst generation of  Gecekondu formed a unique phenomenon of  a vil-
lage-structured self-organized settlement which provided a social net and 
security for newcomers. In the second generation, every square metre of  
fl oor was sold and urbanized. Almost every family in this way became 
an investor and property developer of  the current mega-city, which is 
however marked out by huge settlement, environmental destruction 
and a ground market controlled by local mafi a. For the majority of  the 
inhabitants who are affected by precarious and informal (undocumented) 
working conditions, the primarily independently and informally erected 
houses in a Gecekondu area are often the only social and economic 
security. The authorities viewed them as unwanted intrusions into the 
city and sometimes bulldozed them, but eventually became reconciled 
to them as inevitable manifestations of  industrial urban development 
and in most cases provided electricity and other services to them, and 
in some cases “regularized” them by providing their inhabitants title 
deeds to their buildings, usually as leasehold.

In Ankara, where in 1985 some 57% of  its inhabitants live in 
Gecekondu, the government has begun to take steps to accommodate 
people in new housing schemes; for example in the Çankaya Munici-
pality around the Dikmen Valley. In the long term, however, this may 
well do away with such settlements in the area to the benefi t of  the 
rich.30

Although squatter settlements are very visible in most cities, perhaps 
their most dramatic impact on the urban fabric is in Cairo with its vast 
necropolis dating from the fourteenth century. As the city was unable to 

29 A great deal has been written on the Gecekondu, amongst which are: Tugrul 
Akcura, Ankara (Ankara: ODTU Yayinlari, 1971); and Murat Karayalcin, “Batikent: a 
new settlement project in Ankara,” Ekistics, nos. 325–327 (  July–December, 1987).

30 A good account of  this and others can be found in a paper by Frderico Malusardi 
and Giuseppe Occhipinti of  the University of  Rome, “Informal Settlements Upgrading: 
the Gecekondus in Ankara,” in 39th ISoCaRP Congress 2003, Cairo.
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accommodate the population increase within any reasonable distance 
from places of  work in the capital, squatters began to take over the 
extensive historic cemeteries that are spread within the city. The two vast 
cemeteries, one to the north that lies along the road from the airport 
to Bab Al-Nasr and the other to the south, away from the Citadel, to 
merge with newer shanty towns below the Muqattam, house somewhere 
between 500,000 to 1 million illegal settlers. These “Cities of  the Dead,” 
as they are known, are served with electricity, some running water, and 
telephone service. Although the inhabitants are poor they appear to be 
well integrated into Cairo’s urban economy.31

By 1971, squatter communities were, on the whole, an accepted 
element of  urbanization as evidenced by their discussion at that year’s 
Habitat Conference in Vancouver. The planner John Turner and others 
viewed squatters as a resource rather than as a problem.32 Regarding 
housing as a process rather than a product, they helped focus attention 
on such settlements in a more positive manner.

The planned communities for the poor, for example in Karachi the 
1970s sites and service-core projects in Metroville, North Karachi, tried 
to apply “rational” affordable planning to produce placeless places in 
utter contrast to those neighbourhoods that have some say in their own 
development. The urban development laid out in a grid pattern has all 
the usual elements from commercial centres, transport nodes, neighbour-
hoods, mosques, schools, and other public buildings. But something is 
missing: a vision, a heart. The city does not conform to the neat theories 
of  planning and grows contrary to governmental schemes.

Another phenomenon in the oil-rich Arab countries is the creation 
of  “camps” for migrant labourers from other, mostly Asian, countries.33 

31 See Keith Sutton and Wael Fahmi, “Cairo’s ‘Cities of  the Dead’: The Myths, 
Problems, and Future of  a unique Squatter Settlement,” Arab World Geographer 5, no. 1 
(Spring 2002). 

32 Charles Abrahams infl uential book, Man’s Search for Shelter in an Urbanizing World 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1964), and John Turner’s writings, Freedom to Build 
(New York: Macmillan, 1972) and Housing by People (1976), had a marked impact on 
governmental policies towards the poor. Until that time, governments usually removed 
squatters whenever they could in spite of  the fact that they constituted a majority of  
the urban population. 

33 The construction workers, all male, come from other poor Asian countries, both 
Muslim (Pakistan, Bangladesh, etc.) and other (North Korea, the Philippines). Typically 
they will be hired through an agency and live in the country for a period of  between 
two and four years. In Saudi Arabia they have very few rights and live with substantial 
restrictions. During this time they send a major part of  their earnings home where 
they eventually return to live. 
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Migrant labour had increased substantially in the Arab Middle East. 
Before 1972, there were some 800,000 migrant labourers; by 1980, 2.83 
million; and by 1983, 4 million. Migrant populations form a signifi cant 
percentage of  many Arab states: for example, in the U.A.E., 24% in 
1985 and over 50% by 2000; in Kuwait, over 60% by the same year. 
The labourers are housed in controlled settlements, usually separated 
from the rest of  the city, which have their parallel in colonial city 
developments which were sited apart from the historical or traditional 
city. Often the settlements consist of  pre-fabricated metal units that are 
badly designed, sometimes providing dormitory-like facilities, and laid 
out in lines with no regard to engendering community or a pleasant 
environment in which to live. These workers’ settlements in countries 
such as Saudi Arabia are for transitory labour and severely contrast 
with their counterparts for the rich—the gated community.

Pluralism in the “Islamic city”: looking to the future

We need a theory of  culture at the level of  the international which is 
sensitive to the ways in which identity is constituted and represented in 
culture and social relations.

—Janet Wolff  34

Globalization, with its concomitant impact on place, raises the issue 
whether national and social identity or, indeed, notions of  Islamic 
identity still matter, for they play an apparently small role in the eco-
nomically driven city. In spite of  this, cities such as Dubai, Lahore, 
Baghdad and Kuala Lumpur maintain the importance of  national 
culture and identity and represent it visually in their buildings but less 
so in their planning.

It is arguable that the city has always been an expression of  power 
and vested interests, and that planning and architecture remain weap-
ons of  the powerful. However, as Alan Scott has noted: “No matter 
how determined the attempt to transmit homogeneous and uniform 
cultural material, actors are too knowing and culture too complex for 

34 Janet Wolff, “The Global and the Specifi c” in Culture, Globalization and the World 
System, ed. Anthony King (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1997), 171.
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any process of  cultural exchange, no matter how exclusive, to be one 
way.”35 This applies even to the most technologically and commercially 
driven area as the CBD. The danger of  pastiche, however, persists.

The task of  governments, too, has changed, placing them in a posi-
tion of  maintaining identity and producing a framework for external 
economic interests. In a talk given in December 2002, Ismail Serageldin, 
a former Vice-President of  the World Bank, noted that on one hand 
governments are ill equipped to govern beyond their boundaries on a 
global scale (even for the USA—the only current global power) and, 
on the other hand, they are unable to connect with their local popula-
tions.36 This seems to hold true for Islamic societies.

Cities, with their disparate populations, will continue to move towards 
global ends. The process of  physical homogenization will continue, but 
may be balanced by hybridization and locale. “The challenge of  reading 
the built form of  an Asian city is to do so through the lens where the 
object derives its meaning through a specifi c history and culture.”37 The 
notion of  Muslim cultures, in plural, appears to be taking shape and 
the perceptions and visions for cities will become even more complex. 
Reading the architecture of  place gives us clues to cultural values and 
notions of  “progress.” It is culture that is the hallmark of  civilization. 
We remember and evaluate our achievements through the legacy of  
our philosophical visions and the physical environment that we create, 
even though access to resources or the pure sciences might change the 
way in which we view that world. The manifestation of  the mega-city is 
a legacy that will carry through this century, but new settlements, with 
urban-rural-local-global characteristics, may be the wave of  the future. 
Urban form, in the best scenario, will probably take on the charac-
teristics of  some kind of  “global village,” to use Marshall McLuhan’s 
phrase from the 1960s.

The inherent pluralism of  the city in the Islamic world—be it of  
social, ethnic or physical manifestation—needs to be refl ected in a 
plurality of  approaches by all the different players of  the urban popu-
lation. Considerations of  public-private roles, of  built-up area and of  

35 Alan Scott, ed., Limits of  Globalization (London: Routledge, 1997), 19. 
36 This is a rough paraphrase of  the closing/summary remarks made by Ismail 

Serageldin at the conference: “Protecting Cultural and Natural Heritage in the Western 
Hemisphere,” held at Harvard University, 5–7 December 2002.

37 Cowherd, op. cit. 84. 
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natural environment, of  economic well-being and sustainability, of  a 
humanism that recognizes both the local and the international, are 
forcing us to regard development and interdependence in a real “new 
world order.”



THE GROWING PAINS OF DUBAI: 
A CITY IN SEARCH OF ITS IDENTITY

Deeba Haider

We live in a world characterized not just by difference but by a consuming erotic 
passion for it.

—Joel S. Kahn, Culture, Multiculture, Postculture

What marks out the successful city is the sense of  the possible.

—Deyan Sudjic, The 100 Mile City

At the beginning of  the twentieth century, Dubai was a small town, 
spanning three kilometres by one kilometre. Aided by the initial success 
of  the pearl trade, a mix of  various tribes settled along the coast. At 
fi rst, the different tribes lived separately, forming their own districts of  
the barasati huts. Eventually these simple homes made of  palm fronds 
were replaced with the wind tower houses introduced by the Persian 
merchants who migrated to the area. Whether these tribes or settlers 
lived in the coastal towns, the mountains or the desert, they were all 
welded together by their tribal background, common religious practices 
and Arabic language. Their limited “urbanity” was heightened by the 
vast expanse of  desert around them.

As a desert city, Dubai was heavily limited in natural resources, 
sustaining only a very minor existence. Dubai’s pearl trade soon faded 
after Japan’s introduction of  cultured pearls. However, with the creek 
serving as a natural port, Dubai benefi ted from the income of  trad-
ers. Yet by the mid 1900’s, Dubai still lacked adequate roads, medical 
services, electricity and sewage facilities. Any form of  transportation 
facilities or communication systems was non-existent. It was fi nally 
with the commercial discovery of  oil in 1966, in the Fateh offshore 
fi eld that provided Dubai with the impetus and fi nancial resources to 
transition from a small settlement to a leading global city. Oil money 
set in motion an intensive program of  modernization. This sudden 
wealth introduced new building materials such as cement, steel, glass, 
and electricity, which in turn brought air conditioners into Dubai, com-
pletely revolutionising the building industry. The wind towers that once 



1064 deeba haider

stood so proudly along the Creek were now dwarfed by the concrete 
and glass high-rises. New shopping centres replaced old suqs, once the 
heart of  the city. Wide orthogonal boulevards cut through clusters of  
barasati huts. Almost overnight the World Trade Centre and the Hyatt 
Hotel Galleria became the new symbols of  Dubai.

Around the same time modern Dubai was taking root in the late 
1970’s—the global economy was building momentum and starting its 
sweep across the world. Dubai’s unparalleled pace of  development was 
strongly infl uenced and driven by the rise of  globalization. In Dubai’s 
haste to modernize, catch up and even surpass the developed world, 
three hundred years of  urban, social, and technological development 
were compressed into thirty fi ve years. Dubai turned from a small fi shing 
village to a city leading its region in superior technology, infrastructure, 
global fi nance, and luxury tourism.

The global economy encourages cities to operate and compete in 
new ways to make their mark on the world’s stage. Global cities are 
concentrated command points for international fi nance, and global 
nodes for the distribution of  the world’s economy. They attract and 
house a disproportionate number of  the world’s headquarters, multi-
national corporations, and institutions, and serve as a springboard to 
further economic and cultural developments that have international 
repercussions.1 The global city is also a tourist centre with the greater 
part of  the city focused on the entertainment industries, luxurious 
lodgings, and airport facilities.2 Global cities embody movement and 
economic power to accommodate an increasingly mobile and transient 
global community.

The leaders of  Dubai have been very proactive in designing a city 
that would not only participate in the global economy but lead it, easily 
attracting its signifi cant players. Due to their humble beginnings, their 
desire to be respected and competitive globally is overwhelming. With 
tremendous haste, the desert sands of  Dubai were blanketed with tech-
nologically advanced curtain wall offi ce buildings and fi ve star hotels to 
accommodate the growing transnational population. Dubai embraced 
new and foreign images and ideals, customs and culture. Billions of  
dollars are spent to attract international businesses, investments, and 

1 Saskia Sassen, The Global City (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 166.
2 Hamilton C. Tolosa, “Rio de Janeiro as a world city,” in Globalization and the World 

of  Large Cities, ed. Fu-Chen Lo and Yue-Man Yeung (Tokyo: United Nations University 
Press, 1998), 133.
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tourists. Disregarding local climate conditions and cultural needs, gov-
ernment planners and designers in Dubai freely transplant the urban 
environment of  leading global cities like Hong Kong, New York, and 
London. They import international designers from North America 
and Europe to large design projects such as high-rises, hotels, hospitals 
and airports, that they believe are too complex for local architects. 
Mid-rise buildings however, are awarded to local Arab designers, as 
they were deemed capable of  handling such projects.

This rise in construction and economic development has brought a 
sizable number of  foreign labourers and workers from Southeast Asia 
and Eastern Europe to Dubai to fi ll many of  the new jobs created. 
Multinational corporations eager to take advantage of  the aggressive 
free trade policies have adopted by the government, sent expatriates to 
do business in the new thriving economic environment. In a very short 
period of  time, the local Arab population has been inundated with 
foreign workers drawn to the city for its dynamism, its businesses, oppor-
tunities, and wealth. This barrage of  foreigners is even more apparent 
within Dubai due to the minimal size of  its local Arab population. Cur-
rently, they make up only fi fteen percent of  the entire population and 
represent only a small component of  Dubai’s international workforce 
from a hundred and twenty different countries. What started as a rather 
homogenous society was by the 1990’s anything but homogenous.3

The intense pace of  development for three and a half  decades has 
undoubtedly placed Arab culture and traditions in tremendous fl ux. 
For many local Arabs, there is the very real fear that the rapid infl ux 
of  foreign infl uences and new technology coupled with the dramatic 
changes in their urban environment are drastically and unsympatheti-
cally altering their age-old tribal society. While cultural representation 
is a very powerful tool in defi ning a city and making it liveable for 
its local people, Dubai’s limited urbanism before the discovery of  oil 
was quickly overrun with new, seemingly globally homogenized urban 
development. The planners of  the Dubai Municipality sadly concede 
that the haste of  development has not allowed the time for meaningful 
refl ections on the place of  cultural identity in the urban environment. 
When wandering through the malls and the busy streets of  Dubai, 
it would appear that the contemporary tastes of  the West are slowly 

3 Edmund Ghareeb and Ibrahim Al Abed, eds., Perspectives on United Arab Emirates 
(London: Trident Press, 1997), 270.
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obliterating what exists of  the conservative indigenous culture. With 
curtain wall high-rises, American corporate logos and huge billboards 
of  European designers dominating Dubai’s urban landscape, it almost 
seems that the local Arabs have become tourists in their own city. Yet 
this would completely overlook the resilient nature of  local cultural 
identity.

By the late 1980’s, after a couple of  decades of  intense development, 
a greater awareness, appreciation and respect for local culture was 
burgeoning. Amidst the unceasing pressures of  the global economy, 
local cultural identity surfaced as an infl uential and powerful force. 
Sharing a common language and religious heritage with the greater 
Arab world also provided the locals of  Dubai with a strong regional 
connection that required expression. This voice intensifi ed amongst the 
local Arab minority in Dubai and demanded acknowledgement within 
their built environment.

For the leadership of  Dubai, it was essential to create a leading 
global city respected and envied by the world, however once this goal 
was clearly attainable, it became equally important to them that local 
culture be clearly represented and celebrated. This became a signifi cant 
issue as Dubai was becoming completely unrecognizable from the city 
it was twenty years ago. This tension between global cosmopolitanism 
and local and regional culture has fostered a heightened duality and 
complexity within the urban environment of  Dubai, introducing an 
interesting amalgamation of  infl uences. Beneath the apparent neutrality 
of  glass and steel, within the controlled and seemingly homogenous 
environment of  the global economy, there has been a diligent effort to 
reclaim the space, to re-evaluate and redress it with an identity and 
culture that is clearly local, Arab, and Islamic.

This effort to articulate a more indigenous cultural identity is visible 
throughout the urban environment of  Dubai. It is evident in the passing 
of  new laws concerning urban development and historic preservation. 
Buildings deemed historic in Dubai have either been preserved or re-
created. Greater attention has been given to more historic buildings 
as a guiding infl uence for contemporary development. Traditional 
architectural elements have been manipulated and incorporated in 
new technologically advanced forms and façades.4 All these attempts 

4 Mohammed Abdullah Eben Saleh, “The use of  Historic Symbols in contemporary 
planning and design,” Cities 15, no. 1 (February 1998): 41–47.
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serve to solidify an increasingly fragile cultural identity in an urban 
environment most intently geared towards the global economy. In all 
cases, these architectural signifi ers attempt to allude to a local Bedouin 
culture or a regional Islamic identity.

Unfortunately, too often the clarity of  these cultural depictions has 
been diluted and distilled when the motives to foster and promote local 
infl uences are confused or in confl ict with the endeavours of  creating a 
global city. Given that Dubai’s economic success depends on attracting 
a very internationally diverse and wealthy population, it becomes some-
what nebulous who the ultimate target audience (local or foreign) is for 
these extensive displays of  local and regional culture. This confusion is 
perhaps best exemplifi ed by Dubai’s historic preservation efforts.

During the initial stages of  Dubai’s urban and social development, 
egged on by the forces of  globalization, the barasati huts and the wind 
tower houses were widely disregarded to make room for newer buildings. 
Dogan Kuban describes this destruction of  the built past as proof  of  a 
city’s or country’s preparedness for modernization. “The more histori-
cal the environment they will destroy, because only with this sacrifi cial 
rite can they prove themselves worthy initiates of  the modern world.”5 
Yet in the past twenty years, this decision has been seriously ques-
tioned in Dubai. There is a greater consciousness concerning this loss 
of  cultural identity and representation. As traditional cultural values 
are increasingly diluted by the constant stream of  migrants and other 
foreign infl uences, there is a strong desire to preserve or recreate the 
history of  Dubai in its architecture and to permanently distinguish 
Dubai’s Arab cultural identity and heritage for the local population and 
perhaps more importantly, for the transient migrant population. The 
government of  Dubai has invested tremendous efforts in the restoration 
and reconstruction of  buildings they consider refl ective of  local culture. 
Freely drawing from all infl uences, they are attempting to “restore” the 
past by rebuilding “historic buildings,” renovating suqs to look more 
authentic, and recreating images from the past—of  Bedouins, pearl 
divers, and traders on their dhows.

5 Dogan Kuban, “Conservative of  the Historic Environment for Cultural Survival,” 
in Architecture and Community, ed. Renata Holod and Darl Rastorfer, The Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture: Building in the Islamic World Today (New York: Aperture, 
1983), 35.
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To lead this endeavour, the “Committee for the Preservation of  Architec-
tural Heritage,” was created on September 14, 1994. This organization 
is made up of  a collection of  individuals from the Public Work Agency 
and the Planning and Maintenance Agency. Their mission is to iden-
tify historic areas that represent local architectural heritage and mark 
them out for preservation or reconstruction. They also review requests 
presented to the committee concerning the destruction, reconstruction 
and maintenance of  buildings in the historic areas. The majority of  
the architecture preserved by this committee to date consists mainly 
of  buildings that were built in the late eighteenth century to the early 
to mid twentieth century and represent the history of  trade and com-
merce in Dubai. Buildings such as Sheikh Saeed Al Maktoum’s House 
(1896),6 the Al Faheidi Fort (1799)7 (fi gure 1), the Al Wakeel House 
(1934),8 and the Al Madiya School and surrounding areas (1912)9 are 
all considered by the Committee on Preservation to be buildings that 
represent the architectural, social, and cultural heritage and urban 
growth of  Dubai.10 They were constructed of  traditional materials such 
as mud, gypsum, and coral.

The Bastakiya quarter (fi gure 2), Dubai’s only remaining neighbour-
hood with traditional wind tower houses was also recently preserved. A 
large number of  these buildings were initially torn down in the early 
1980’s to make room for the Diwan’s offi ce. With most of  the houses 
now abandoned, the entire area was marked for conservation by Dubai’s 
Historic Buildings Section.

 6 This building was the residence of  the ruler. It had a huge courtyard and four 
wind towers for each section of  the house. It was built along the edge of  the creek to 
monitor the fl ow of  boats. Above the doorway of  the two majlis are Quranic inscrip-
tions. Also present in the decoration of  this house are the pierced gypsum screens 
carved with fl oral motifs. It is currently used as the Museum of  Historical Photographs 
and Documents of  the Dubai Emirate.

 7 The fort is the oldest surviving structure in Dubai. It is distinguished by its three 
different watchtowers around a huge courtyard. It reopened as a Museum of  Dubai in 
1995, after the rather successful completion of  an extension to the fort underground 
by Iraqi architect Mohammed Makiya.

 8 This house takes its name form the British agent of  the British India Stem Naviga-
tion Company. He had used it as a house and offi ce. It stands as the fi rst administration 
building in Dubai. The buildings are to be used as the Marine Museum of  Dubai.

 9 The school itself  was built by Sheikh Ahmed bin Dalmouk for children of  elite 
traders who lived in the area. The building had teak wood doors and windows and 
decorations carved in gypsum alongside Arabic calligraphy of  verses from the Qur’an. 
The school post restoration is now the Museum of  Education.

10 All the buildings listed above completed the process of  preservation by around 
the mid 1990s.
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The suqs that were once the commercial and social centres of  Dubai 
have also undergone a 30 million-dirham restoration. Paving and light-
ing have been improved. The roofs that were once covered with areesh 
or palm branches have been replaced with new wooden structures 
(fi gure 3). Tacky neon signs were replaced with the supposedly “more 
traditional” stone plaques for a greater “authentic” feel. New and 
old buildings constructed around the suq now need to follow certain 
guidelines and restrictions, so not to detract from the newly created 
“traditional” environment. The Historic Building Section of  the Dubai 
Municipality currently has two hundred and fi fty projects registered 
with them. These projects will be completed by 2008.

This drive towards preservation is perhaps addressing what the 
government’s feels is a need for greater cultural awareness. To provide 
the local population with a link to their heritage in an environment that 
increasingly alienates them from the past. However, there is another very 
powerful reason for this focus on preservation. Oil, Dubai’s one natural 
resource is not limitless in supply and is estimated to be depleted within 
the next fi fteen years. This has made acute the need to economically 
diversify into other sectors. The exportation of  oil currently makes up  
only a small percentage of  Dubai’s income. However, as the oil reserves 
start to dry up, tourism is forecasted to replace a signifi cant amount 
of  the profi ts from oil.11 While the tourist infrastructure in the form of  
hotels, transportation and telecommunication is over-abundant in Dubai, 
local planners fear that Dubai’s lack of  local “authentic Arab character” 
maybe a deterrent for potential visitors. For many in the municipality, 
the propagation of  a local identity through preservation is intended to 
heighten the appeal for tourists searching for “a unique Arab experi-
ence.” The power of  tourism to drive the direction of  preservation 
is especially evident in the conversion of  these historic buildings into 
museums and other tourist sites. These historic preservation projects 
clearly highlight the discrepancies between local and global pressures. 
In some instances, what was ultimately “preserved” or recreated had 
never quite existed in Dubai’s past.

For many of  the local Arab inhabitants of  this desert city, their 
Islamic heritage is integrally tied to their cultural identity. This reli-
gious connection also serves as a strong link to the rest of  the Arab or 
Muslim world. In Dubai this relationship is extremely evident in the 

11 Diana Darke, The United Arab Emirates (London: Immel Publishing, 1998), 162.
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urban environment in the design of  offi ce buildings and the propaga-
tion of  mosques. According to the planners in the Dubai Municipality, 
mosques are the most representative marker of  an Islamic city and 
provide an anchor for the identity of  a community. The mosque serves 
as a signifi cant and timeless symbol of  an identity that is separate and 
powerful in a global environment.

The powerful infl uence of  Islam on local cultural identity is clearly 
demonstrated by the sheer number of  mosques found in the city. A law 
in Dubai, which states, “no one should need to walk more than half  
a kilometre to reach a mosque” exemplifi es this.12 Since the creation 
of  the United Arab Emirates as a political entity, over two thousand 
new mosques have been built. The density of  mosques in Dubai is 
higher than most Arab countries despite its minimal population. An 
eclectic collection of  small mosques can be found on almost every street 
corner. Mosques in Dubai are infl uenced by architectural styles from 
all over the Arab world, ranging from Egyptian to Turkish to Iranian. 
The most famous is the Jumeirah mosque is inspired by Egyptian and 
Anatolian infl uences.

In the Bastakiya quarter, the streets are lined with small fabric stores 
leading up to the suqs. In this district heavily frequented by tourists and 
locals, there are an incredible number of  mosques built side by side. Just 
minutes walk from the large Anatolian infl uenced Grand Mosque with 
its forty-fi ve domes (fi gure 4), are two other sizable mosques built right 
opposite each other on the same street. The Ali bin Abitaleb mosque 
clearly draws its infl uence from Iran and Central Asia (fi gure 5).

In addition to the abundance of  mosques, a new generation of  
architects, planners and patrons are also drawing from the architec-
tural styles of  past Islamic empires to instil a greater sense of  local 
and regional identity in the buildings they design. To rectify a lack of  
cultural identity within the urban environment of  their city, they are 
striving to create a better marriage between modern architecture and 
traditional infl uences.13

In Dubai’s business district, certain aspects of  traditional “Islamic” 
architecture have become signifi cant infl uences in the design of  com-
mercial buildings. Masharabiyyas are latticed wooden window screens 

12 Darke, United Arab Emirates, 185.
13 Daruish Zandy, “Development of  Architecture in the Gulf,” in Arts and the Islamic 

World-Architecture, Archaeology and the Arts in UAE (special issue), no. 23 (1993): 28–32.
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made of  jointed turned wood. Traditionally, in more formal buildings, 
these window grilles were made of  stucco or marble to shield the interior 
of  a building from the sun while allowing for air circulation. However, 
as architecture, technology and society have changed over time, the 
purpose of  incorporating masharabiyyas into building façades have also 
altered signifi cantly. In contemporary architecture, the ornate wooden 
or marble grilles of  the past have come to be represented in concrete 
form on high-rise and mid-rise buildings, serving more ornamental, 
nostalgic or symbolic functions.14

The most prominent example of  this is Dubai’s World Trade Centre 
designed by John Harris and Associates. The concrete grilles are set 
against a plainer concrete wall and provide an interesting layering and 
depth to the façade, in addition to providing some shade for the interi-
ors. Perhaps inspired by this example, there are an increasing number 
of  buildings exploring a similar interpretation of  masharabiyyas found 
in the central business district of  Dubai.

A mid-rise government building located on the corner of  Omar bin Al 
Khattab Road and Baniyas Road, at the mouth of  the central business 
district, incorporates a series of  metal masharabiyyas, vertically aligned 
on the surface of  the concrete wall hiding the window openings. In 
another mid-rise building located on Al-Maktoum road, interior offi ces 
are hidden behind geometrically carved concrete screens. Placed below 
the operable windows of  each fl oor, these screens are not even visible 
from the interior. This is a complete distortion of  the original purpose 
of  the screens. In this example, they have essentially become superfi cial 
surface applications serving no purpose but to associate some form of  
traditional “Islamic” identity to a glass and concrete building.

Aside from the World Trade Centre there are other high-rises in 
the central business districts that have also incorporated some form of  
the traditional window grilles or masharabiyyas into the design of  their 
façades. The Deira Tower found just behind the prominent Baniyas 
Road parallel to the creek is another such example. This building 
consists of  three concave façades and a fl attened cylinder on top, all 
resting on a rectangular podium. Much like the World Trade Center, 
the concrete screens add an extra layer of  depth to the façade of  the 
building. The large concrete screens that wrap around the rectangular 

14 Shirley Kay and Dariush Zandi, Architectural Heritage of  the Gulf (Abu Dhabi: 
Motivate Publishing, 1991), 90.
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base of  the building successfully disguise the parking structure within. 
On all three sides of  the Tower, compressed onion shaped arches are 
repeatedly cut out of  the concrete screen. However, these openings are 
so large that they do not provide any form of  adequate shade. Addition-
ally, the concrete grill openings in some instances do not even align with 
the windows, occasionally blocking views. They serve no purpose but 
to allude to a historical architectural type. It is instead a rather weak 
attempt at cultural sensitivity. Complex understandings of  culture and 
identity have been reduced to mere surface applications and pastiche 
devoid of  any original signifi cance or function.

The search for cultural representations in high-rise buildings is not 
limited to window grilles or geometric patterning alone. References to 
the other forms of  Islamic architecture have been utilized to represent 
a cultural identity within the urban form of  a city. The re-application 
and interpretation of  arches and muqarnas in the designs of  contempo-
rary buildings are another means with which local architects attempt to 
make some connection between the architecture and Islamic identity 
of  the people of  Dubai.

The incorporation of  the arches and muqarnas into the façades of  
buildings is more commonly seen in mid-rise buildings since the smaller 
scale allows a greater freedom for such experimentation and applica-
tion. It may also be due to the fact that mid-rise building projects are 
awarded only to local architectural fi rms. In all cases, the focus for 
such cultural display is found only in the façade. While this concentra-
tion on the façade alone maybe criticized, Diana Agrest counters this 
by stressing the importance of  the façade in the formation of  urban 
space. “Façades are not only the frontal place of  the building. It is also 
the surface defi ning a theatrical space.”15 For her, the public place is 
where the confi gurations and complexity of  a certain culture is most 
densely manifested.16 Unfortunately, the façades of  most of  these mid-
rise buildings in Dubai speak more of  a superfi cial interpretation of  
“traditional Islamic” architectural forms.

The offi ces of  Xerox and the Dubai Ministry of  Agriculture are 
housed in a mid-rise building on Al-Maktoum road. This street is 
primarily lined with mid-rises rented to smaller corporations. The 
Ministry of  Agriculture building is ten stories high. The design of  the 

15 Diana Agrest, Architecture from Without (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991), 114.
16 Ibid., 17.
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two main sides of  the building that sit on the corner of  the street is 
a little more unusual than most buildings in this vicinity. The public 
façades are wrapped in blue glass. On top of  these curtain walls are 
a random pattern of  boxy concrete balconies. The balcony openings 
form a variety of  rounded arches, rectangular or square openings. The 
tops of  these balconies are lined with abstracted allusions to fortress 
crenellations, signifying the military might of  the Islamic past.

Another such example is the Habib Bank AG Zurich building in the 
very lively Baniyas Square, which also draws from iconic representa-
tions of  Islamic architecture. Like most mid-rise buildings in Dubai, 
it is made of  a concrete frame. The main façade of  the building that 
faces the square is panelled with blue refl ective glass. The top of  the 
building is lined with white staggered arches that spill down the glass 
façade. The bottom of  these arches taper down the building, splitting 
into two-dimensional abstracted representations of  muqarnas, another 
architectural element often identifi ed with the great traditions of  Islamic 
architecture. However, the initial function of  the muqarnas to bridge the 
supports between the dome and a square base is lost here. The intrica-
cies, technique and craft that were needed to sculpt the muqarnas into 
the extraordinary architecture of  earlier centuries have become stylized 
in the age of  material standardization and hasty construction.

A few buildings down, along the same street in Baniyas Square is 
another building designed by the local architectural fi rm Dubarch. On 
this façade, a tremendous number of  pointed arches of  all sizes is neatly 
spaced throughout this twelve-storey building. The majority of  these 
arches frame balconies that provide shade for the interior offi ces and 
create a more three-dimensional façade. Additional arches are scattered 
throughout the front of  the building, elongated into long thin linear 
strips fi lled with carved window grilles that allow light and air to fi lter 
into the building, a use more honest to its original purpose. The very 
top of  this mid-rise building is crenellated once again, oddly alluding to 
fortress architecture of  the early Islamic empires, yet obviously serving 
no functional purpose.

The design of  these buildings, like many of  the other mid-rises in 
Dubai is generally quite awkward and unrefi ned. In attempting to refer-
ence the Islamic architecture of  the past, they have completely missed 
the original signifi cance and function, and have instead reduced it to 
applications of  pastiche. These architects have overlooked that in its 
origins, Islamic architecture was carefully designed, addressing local 
needs, climate, and building materials. Unfortunately, the mid-rises and 
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high-rise buildings that dominate the desert sands of  Dubai are anything 
but sensitive to the environment. Instead, they once again demonstrate 
this battle between the necessary acknowledgement of  local culture 
and the homogenous image of  a global city with its technologically 
advanced tall glass-buildings.

It is however, equally important to note that the surface applications 
on the façade of  these mid-rise buildings, while shallow and impulsive, 
are perhaps the limited opportunities local designers may have to imbue 
their own perceptions of  their cultural identity onto the public face of  
Dubai. The superfi cial adaptations of  Islamic architecture are perhaps 
their attempts to associate their own current environment to the physi-
cal, cultural and spiritual strength of  past Islamic empires. While one 
may question the appropriateness and effectiveness of  these representa-
tions, it is important to note that these designs are also infl uenced by 
government regulations. While there are no offi cial laws governing the 
façades of  buildings in the central business district, the municipality 
has played an active role in their design. A guide known as the “Ele-
ments of  Traditional Architecture of  Dubai Reference Book” has been 
published to help designers in the central business district perpetuate 
a style believed to be in line with local and traditional architecture. A 
special committee has been formed to review building façade proposals. 
Architects and consultants who design in the central business district 
must receive this committee’s approval to attain a permit for construc-
tion. This desire to localize or “islamicize” the façades of  the central 
business district is currently being studied by the Traditional Building 
Unit of  the Municipality in the hope of  establishing more coherent 
standards and regulations for building in this area.

While mid-rise projects are awarded to local architects, foreign 
architects who are invited to design large projects in Dubai, turn to 
the local history of  the area for architectural inspiration. Many foreign 
architects have referenced Dubai’s bedouin past and the recognized 
architecture of  the nomad, the tent. When the need arises to mark 
the architecture of  Dubai with the character and history of  the place, 
tent-like forms have been freely used as markers of  local cultural iden-
tity. However, in the age of  globalization, this basic structure formerly 
used for nomadic survival has been incorporated into the built form 
of  leisure and sports clubs.

The fi rst of  such examples is the Grandstand of  the Camel racetrack 
in Dubai. It follows the tradition and structure of  the black nomadic tent. 
It is long and low and supported in the middle with central roof  poles, 
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giving the illusion of  multiple peaks. Another example is the fi rst of  
Dubai’s golf  clubs. The Emirates Golf  Club built in 1988, was fi nanced 
by Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum. This project designed 
by American golf  course designer Karl Litten, cost ten million dollars 
to build, covering seven hundred thousand square metres of  desert sand 
with grass. The clubhouse with all its amenities of  fi ne restaurants, 
swimming pool, and tennis courts takes the form of  a more stylized 
cluster of  tents. The form is a mixture of  the black and white tents used 
by Bedouins.17 More recently a second golf  club, the Creek Golf  and 
Yacht Club designed by Brian Johnson, a British architect, alludes to an 
extremely abstracted image of  a tent. The main building is surrounded 
with luxurious pools, fine restaurants, and lush tropical greenery.

Similar analogies can be found with respect to the wind towers. The 
Dubai Creek Tower is a commercial high-rise located in the central busi-
ness district. Basically square in plan, it is anchored on its four corners 
with narrow cylindrical towers. The centre of  the building façade uses 
refl ective glass to give the impression of  being hollow, referencing the 
wind towers that once lined the entire creek of  Dubai. The Fairmont 
Hotel, the Emirate’s twenty-eighth fi ve star hotel is also designed in the 
form of  a wind tower. The four corners of  the building are anchored 
with tall, slender towers while the centre of  the building is hallowed 
out at an angle on all four sides.

The image of  the boat or dhow, the traditional Arab sailboat is 
also closely linked to Dubai’s culture, as so much of  its history has 
been tied to the creek and port. When Carlos Ott and Adel Almojil 
were commissioned by the board of  directors of  the National Bank 
of  Dubai to design their new headquarters, this image of  the dhow 
infl uenced their fi nal design solution. The bank consists of  a convex 
glass offi ce tower suspended by two giant vertical granite piers above 
a transparent podium. Ott claimed that the convex vertically faceted 
curtain wall of  the tower represents the billowing sail of  the dhows 
that line the creek before it.18

Another reference to the dhow is found in the new conference centre 
at the Jumeirah Beach hotel complex. The entire form of  the confer-
ence building takes its shape and design from the hull of  a dhow. Three 

17 Kay and Zandi, Architectural Heritage, 92.
18 Barry Jordan, “Refl ecting an Image-National Bank of  Dubai Headquarters,” 

World Architecture 65 (April 1998): 48–53.
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stories high, it is made of  steel, timber and glass. Opposite the wave 
shaped Jumeirah Beach Hotel is the fl ashy Burj Al Arab Hotel standing 
tall on a man-made island in the Arabian Gulf  (fi gure 6). The Burj al 
Arab draws its form from the sail of  a dhow. The convex curtain wall 
of  the façade is connected on the opposite side to a giant steel post, 
signifying the mast of  the sail. This technologically advanced project 
was designed by W. S. Atkins and Partners the same British fi rm that 
constructed the Jumeirah Beach Hotel. Combined, both these build-
ings allude to Dubai’s maritime heritage. The soaring heights of  the 
Burj al Arab at three hundred and twenty one feet, not only make it 
the tallest hotel in the world currently, but also a landmark or icon of  
Dubai. The hotel is now found on Dubai’s license plates. (For more on 
the Burj Al Arab Hotel, refer to additional write-up.)

These abstractions of  local icons provide an interesting alternative 
to the representation of  local identity in the built environment. While 
they may speak of  great engineering feats, they still, however, speak 
more of  global will instead of  local sensitivities. Whether these giant 
glass buildings in the desert environment are refl ective of  the architect’s 
vision or the patron’s taste will probably vary from project to project. 
Nevertheless, they clearly demonstrate, once again, the immense com-
plexity and struggle within Dubai of  expressing a local cultural identity 
within the constructs of  globalization.

Recent urban developments have introduced another icon to repre-
sent local culture in Dubai—the date palm tree. Perhaps the intent was 
to reference the architecture of  the past, as the barasati huts and suqs 
were initially made of  palm fronds, or they could be referring to the 
more regional notion of  the Islamic garden or oasis. The Palm-Jumeirah, 
Palm-Diera, and The Palm Jebel Ali (fi gure 7) will be three man-made 
islands, shaped like palm trees, built off  the coast of  Dubai in the Ara-
bian Gulf. The Jumeirah Palm island alone will double Dubai’s coastline 
and when completed will be visible from the moon. These islands will 
also house the fi rst marine park in the Middle East in addition to a 
large variety of  boutique hotels, villas, marinas, shopping malls, golf  
course, cinemas, themed attractions, and water-park. The fi rst island 
was completed in 2006. One of  the key goals of  Dubai’s leadership in 
commissioning The Palm islands was to fi rmly imprint Dubai’s identity 
on the globe, especially after the international success of  the Burj Al 
Arab hotel. However, three giant palm trees planted in the Arabian 
Gulf  as representation of  Dubai’s identity seems somewhat contrived 
and reduces centuries of  heritage into a cartoon-like image.
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Lastly, more subtle attempts to acculturate the environment of  the 
global economy are visible in the adaptation and interpretation of  
public spaces. Shopping centres and malls have become a signifi cant 
part of  the urban landscape in Dubai. These huge air-conditioned 
blocks selling any item found in the world have become places of  social 
gathering and family outings. The physical design of  these prominent 
shopping centres is homogenous in appearance to the many others seen 
worldwide. The stores are, with few exceptions, imported from Europe, 
America, and Japan. The food courts offer all the diversity of  interna-
tional cuisine. Arab men and women line up to purchase the “Big Mac 
Meal” or a BLT submarine sandwich from Subway. Only, this BLT is 
made of  beef  bacon. As simple as this change is, there are quite a few 
such variations within this commercial environment that hints at the 
needs, traditions, and culture of  the Arab users. The large shopping 
centres such as City Centre, Bur Jaman, and Wafi  have private spaces 
set aside for shoppers to perform ablution before prayers. Within all 
these shopping centres are huge halls, one for men and one for women 
to say their daily prayers. Bur Jaman Shopping centre located at the 
end of  the Khalid Ibn al Waleed Road, even calls shoppers for prayers 
through the mall’s PA system.

All these examples of  urban and architectural development are clear 
demonstrations of  a city in fl ux, grappling with local, regional and 
global pressures and infl uences. The determined leadership of  Dubai 
have a vision for their city that has propelled them from a simple, sleepy 
third world city to a prominent global player. Having limited natural 
resources, and appreciating the growing and complex demands of  the 
global economy, an extensive and advanced urban infrastructure con-
tinues to be developed and expanded to serve current and projected 
needs. The representation of  local cultural identity within this hastily 
built urban environment has gained increasing prominence, on one 
hand, as an anxious retort to globalization and, on another, in support 
of  globalization.

Unfortunately, for the designers and planners of  Dubai, the process 
of  visually representing cultural identity is a relatively new practice. The 
conceptualization of  cultural identity in Dubai is even more complex 
when considering the relative youth of  the emirate. To successfully 
and thoughtfully transfer the essence of  a culture onto contemporary 
architectural form requires time, analysis, and study—all of  which have 
been lacking in Dubai. One of  the planners in the Dubai Municipality 
captured this best, when he said, “We [the Arabs of  Dubai] are only 
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starting to develop a [visual] culture. People need time to examine our 
ethical, technical, and cultural values. Many times, plans are made 
anticipating the needs of  the global economy. Often that will change 
the ways things are done locally. We have only recently started to focus 
on our traditions.”19

Lacking this critical distance, the urban environment in Dubai has 
become somewhat of  a battleground between global, local and regional 
infl uences. Unable, as yet, to successfully meld these infl uences and 
translate them into a contemporary localized design—there remains 
this push and pull—between the fi fteen percent local Arab population 
and the eighty fi ve percent foreign population. Urban development in 
Dubai, as a result, continues to depict this confl ict and oscillation.

The signifi cance and display of  cultural identity in the built envi-
ronment has always been complex. Its parameters are ambiguous and 
vague. The infl ux of  the global economy, an international population 
and new technologies into Dubai has made it even more nebulous 
and obscure. In almost all the examples provided above, references 
to traditional Islamic architecture have been reduced to superfi cial 
reproductions and images, serving no real functional need. On this 
level, they may be criticized for being essentially hollow applications. It 
seems that in an age of  globalization, national, and cultural icons have 
been neutralized. While they represent an assertion of  cultural identity 
and perhaps a cultural dominance over technology and economics, 
they have become less controversial in their representation. Perhaps in 
a global economy, this has become necessary. Cultural distinctions are 
dulled to increase the comfort of  a transnational population. They are 
just animated enough to arouse interest and cultural identifi cation, yet 
cleared of  any provocative historical associations that may be discon-
certing to the foreign eye.

As critical as one may be of  these new constructions, it still leaves 
unanswered the most appropriate means of  expressing culture in con-
temporary architecture. Who can ultimately claim what is considered 
legitimate in an environment as diverse and as complex as that of  a 
global city? This conclusion then begs the question of  why the need to 
instil images of  cultural identifi cation at all on an urban environment 

19 Taken from a conversation with Mohammed Fayez Al-Shamsi at the Dubai 
Municipality on January 25, 1999.
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built primarily to entice the global economy. For it is ironically, on these 
high-rise buildings, the most prominent beacons of  globalization, where 
interpretations of  local identity are most clearly and visibly marked.

Perhaps the main allure of  cultural representation is its effective-
ness in providing a sense of  rootedness and connection for the local 
Arab population. The ruling party of  Dubai has maintained their rule 
through lineage since the days of  the barasati huts in Dubai. They have 
absolute power despite representing only a small fraction of  Dubai’s 
population. This disproportional construct of  the population base is 
however, a root cause of  considerable insecurity amongst the local 
Arab population and government. The majority of  Arabs in Dubai 
are fearful that their culture will be diluted by the barrage of  foreign 
cultures and people. They, therefore, feel the need to counter their own 
insecurities by exhibiting forms of  national or cultural pride, making 
their limited presence felt more strongly.

There are other interpretations for this very visible cultural display. 
The success of  local development after thirty-fi ve years of  intense growth 
and planning has possibly aroused the desire to clearly indicate the 
people responsible for this impressive development. As Paul Wheatley 
states, “rising national confi dence requires expression of  its identity 
and intrinsic qualities.”20 These applications of  traditional architecture 
onto contemporary built forms are banners of  pride acknowledging 
the contributions of  the local inhabitants in the successful creation and 
continued development of  the global city.

This interest in stamping local icons onto the urban fabric may also 
have much to do with the extreme haste in which Dubai developed from 
a third world emirate to a leading global city. In less than thirty fi ve 
years, entire surroundings were completely altered from what they were 
before, making it essentially impossible to trace their original character. 
This extraordinary rate of  change has undeniably placed tremendous 
pressures on its society. Fred Davis proposes that in environments of  
considerable fl ux and anxiety, there is often a nostalgic evocation of  some 
past state of  affairs, even if  this connection is not in the forefront of  
awareness. These emotions, created in moments of  uncertainty, threaten 

20 Kernial Singh and Paul Wheatley, Management of  Success: The Molding of  Modern 
Singapore (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990), 76.
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the possibility of  identity discontinuity.21 “Nostalgia thrives on transi-
tion and on the subjective discontinuities that engender our yearning 
for continuity.”22 Nostalgia offers a temporary retreat and haven from 
the anxieties that are created from an environment in fl ux. It becomes 
the means to hold on to and reaffi rm identities and cultures that have 
been badly bruised by the turmoil of  the times.23 Therefore, while these 
symbols and icons applied in the public realm of  Dubai, are gross sim-
plifi cations of  local objects and regional architectural forms, they may 
nevertheless, serve to reference a simpler past, shared by the members 
of  the politically dominant group. Nostalgic creation allows the past to 
be fi ltered, selected, arranged, constructed, and reconstructed from a 
somewhat collective experience. Even something as subtle as the call 
for prayers within a mall serves to comfort and remind very effectively 
the apparent timelessness and strength of  local culture and beliefs.

The role of  government has also been undeniably affected and 
altered by the free fl ow of  the global economy and its infl uences. The 
competition between global cities has become more acute, as more 
cities construct the sophisticated infrastructure necessary to lure the 
signifi cant global players and multinational corporations. Local gov-
ernments of  global cities are increasingly placed in rather ambiguous 
positions. Their ability to assert their strength and authority is tainted by 
their role as the recruiter of  the global economy. This duality between 
affi rming their presence, while courting multinational corporations and 
foreign populations, has inevitably affected the clarity of  design of  the 
urban space. As the strongest proponent of  the global economy, the 
government of  Dubai ultimately has little choice but to modify their 
presence within the greater global framework. Representations of  cul-
tural identity, while critical, become less controversial when they are 
colourful and animated.

The signifi cance of  cultural representations in a global city is taken 
a step further with the inference by certain scholars that culture has 
now become another manufactured product of  the global economy. 
For William Lim and Tan Hock Beng, culture has now become merely 
another angle to attain greater fi nancial reward. They describe contem-
porary cultural production as the conversion of  historical and cultural 

21 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday (New York: Free Press, 1979), 34.
22 Ibid., 49.
23 Ibid., 107.
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forms into commercialized objects.24 Culture has become a marketable 
 commodity for global cities in this age of  globalization. The depiction 
and value of  culture has been reduced to what is considered profi table. 
This analysis, however, turns cities, societies, and cultures into mere 
pawns for fi nancial reward. It blindly assumes that the global economy 
has become that which is all consuming. It supposes that everyone and 
everything functions solely for the propagation of  the global economy. 
It, therefore, seems somewhat narrow. It is almost arrogant to propose 
that cultural identity, which has played such an integral part in defi n-
ing humanity over the past millenniums, would be so easily altered 
and manipulated.

Throughout this analysis, the means through which cultural identity 
has been depicted in the contemporary architecture of  Dubai have 
been questioned and critiqued. However, at the same time an alterna-
tive proposal for the most appropriate means of  representing cultural 
identity with the constructs of  globalization remains absent. There is 
perhaps considerable validity to Arif  Dirlik’s comment that “culture 
is no less cultural for being subject to change through the practice of  
everyday life.”25 It is important to acknowledge that globalization is 
still a fairly recent and young phenomenon. Its rapid development has 
inevitably evoked more questions than solutions. The critical distance 
that is so direly necessary to have a fair and comprehensive evaluation 
is only starting to happen. More thoughtful and complete answers will 
perhaps only come with time. The subject of  cultural identity will 
continue to fl irt with the global city and its society. The complexities 
and confusion encountered by Dubai as it searches for more appropri-
ate and effective methods of  portraying cultural identity are only the 
initial impulse reactions to the intense momentum of  the fi rst thirty fi ve 
years of  globalization. Perhaps, as Dubai continues to mature as a city 
and becomes a more confi dent and experienced player in the global 
economy, it will deviate from these superfi cial applications, better able 
to fi lter what is culturally and architecturally signifi cant and create a 
modern, complex and thoughtful identity that is clearly Arab, yet global, 
and that captures the extraordinary dynamism of  Dubai.

24 William Lim and Tan Hock Beng, The New Asian Architecture (Hong Kong: Periplus 
Editions, 1998), 31. 

25 Arif  Dirlik, “The Global and the Local,” in Global-Local: Cultural Production and 
the Transnational Imagery, ed. Rob Wilson and Wimal Dissanayake (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1996), 39.
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Burj Al Arab Hotel

“Burj Al Arab” translates as the tower of  the Arab in Arabic. Ironi-
cally, this hotel, the imposing icon of  Dubai, has really very little to 
say about the local Arabs or the city. The commission awarded to 
W. S. Atkins and Partners, a British architecture fi rm, was to design a 
holiday resort that would give Dubai an icon recognizable throughout 
the world. The leaders of  Dubai wanted a symbol for their city to 
demonstrate to the world Dubai’s arrival on the global stage. Thus, 
the building was conceived more as a national landmark than a hotel. 
The resulting structure was carefully designed to resemble the billow-
ing sail of  a dhow. According to Tom Wright, the design principal at 
W. S. Atkins, the design of  the Burj Al Arab should evoke, “a sense of  
luxury, excitement, sophistication, and adventure.” The locals in Dubai 
call it the “Giant Cockroach.”26

The building is however, an incredible feat in engineering. Completed 
in 1999, it is the tallest hotel in the world. At 321 metres (1,053 feet), it 
dominates the urban landscape of  Dubai. The Burj Al Arab is located 
on a 1,400 square metre man-made island, 3,000 metres offshore from 
the Jumeirah Beach Resort hotel. This distance was necessary not only 
to prevent shading the beach, but to promote a sense of  exclusivity 
for hotel patrons and guests. The building structure is made of  steel 
and reinforced concrete. A massive steel exoskeleton protects the tower 
against seismic loads and wind. This V-shaped frame wraps around 
another V, with a reinforced concrete tower housing the hotel rooms 
and the lobby. These two structures are then connected to a concrete 
spine. The building façade is made of  glass and tefl on coated fi breglass. 
The 198 m (650 ft)-screen is divided into twelve fi elds. Each fi eld is 
supported by steel arches. Unfortunately, as the tallest tensile structure 
in the world, in a harsh desert environment, the heat and light will 
ultimately take a toll on the longevity of  the fabric that represents the 
sail. The climate in Dubai is so extremely harsh, that a special new 
protective coating also had to be developed to stop the desert grit from 
destroying the windows.

26 Andrew Cave, “Where Milton Keynes meets Vegas,” The Daily Telegraph, 3 April 
2004.
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The interior of  the building contains a 180 m (600 ft)-atrium, large 
enough to comfortably house the Statue of  Liberty. The inner walls 
are covered with a chaotic collection of  bright fabrics, textiles and 
intense colours. Excess is the theme of  this hotel. All that glitters 
is gold—22,000 square feet of  the interiors have been covered with 
twenty-carat gold leaf.

While the shape and structure of  the building alludes to the traditional 
Arabian boats, this hotel symbolizes less of  Arab culture or the origins 
of  Dubai and more of  Dubai’s commercial success, excess, and exclusiv-
ity. While this building undoubtedly speaks of  extraordinary engineer-
ing, cultural relativism and environmental sensitivity play no role in 
its design. The sail of  the Burj Al Arab, combined with the wave-like 
Jumeirah Beach hotel and its dhow-shaped conference centre, seem 
more like a Hollywood fi lm set than signifi cant cultural representations 
of  a city and its people. The leaders of  Dubai wanted a global symbol; 
a building that announced their increasing role and infl uence on the 
world’s stage. However, the Burj Al Arab does not seem to say much 
of  substance beyond the highly engineered surface.
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CAIRO BETWEEN TRACES AND LIBERAL RE-FOUNDATION:
DEMOGRAPHIC STABILIZATION, EXTENSION OF THE 

METROPOLITAN AREA, AND THE RENEWAL OF FORMS

Eric Denis

Introduction

Lacunary perceptions, biased and partial, often anecdotal, and sub-
ject to an impression of  anarchy, disorder and gigantism, commonly 
confer a comfortable illegitimacy on attempts to interpret a metro-
polis like Cairo. The impenetrable crowd, inevitably “clamorous,” 
ensures a cheap continuity for nostalgia about the mysteries of  the 
Orient and about the romanticism of  ruins. Immutable stereotypes 
abound: inhabitants of  roofs, palaces or cemeteries, illegal quarters 
stretching boundlessly on, so many emblematic fi gures supposed to 
give material body to degradation, perdition and an invasion right 
from the countryside; to an explosion, or, better still, an implosion. 
These are convoluted interpretations, which have recently, in a single 
bound, and with a view to building up once more a totally distinc-
tive Arab city, included the notion of  an “Arab street” evidently on 
the verge of  revolt: a kind of  renegotiation of  an idea that is in fact 
outworn, but conveys nonetheless the idea of  the dangerous city.

These stereotypes, cross-bred with Orientalism, lead us on to a 
universal element old as the oldest of  cities, Babylon, that symbol of  
perdition and decadence constantly re-applied to the present of  the 
largest metropolises. The fact that the Egyptian lands were the scene 
of  a succession of  empires, leaving monumental traces universal in 
their scope, notably in Cairo, with the Giza pyramids or the mosques 
and palaces of  the old city, invites us to view the contemporary state 
of  things as one of  decline, to the detriment of  narratives about the 
complexity of  the present and the banality of  daily life. Only splendours 
in ruin remain from the past; the despotism, and the wretchedness of  
the majority, together with the precarious nature of  the majority habitat, 
has left barely a trace.

Our aim here is to show that these stereotypes of  Cairo will not 
bear analysis. The city’s contemporary evolution may be divided into 
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phases corresponding to the global time of  very large metropolises. 
Functional, political, demographic and social transformations reshape 
its ecology, both its forms and the ways of  acting and living in it. They 
also defi ne the city-dwelling community or classify its elements; and, in 
consequence, they write the history and valorize the traces.1

Over some twenty years, Cairo, the fi fteenth largest city in the world 
with its twelve million inhabitants, has experienced a renewal marked 
by demographic stabilization, the affi rmation of  command functions 
and the improvement of  major infrastructures. Cairo has, since inde-
pendence, seen over-investment in the aim of  affi rming itself  as the 
functional capital, modern and productive, of  an independent nation 
state. Hence, a non-stop succession of  public structuring programmes 
has been going on up to the present day, driven by the inertia of  public 
policies claiming to control and orient the overall state of  affairs; and this 
despite the evident harmonization with adjustment and liberalization 
policies favourable to the disengagement of  the public authorities.

At present, Cairo is constantly being patched up and extended by 
private initiatives that are driven, clearly, by a privatization especially 
affecting the urban property fi eld. Hence the surface area of  Cairo has 
doubled in ten years or so, as a result of  prestigious private promo-
tions, while, in its heart, rehabilitation and re-designation of  central 
elements are proceeding apace. Yet the impoverishment of  the major-
ity, still rendered vulnerable by the measures of  structural adjustment 
and economic liberalization, shows no sign of  abating: it continues to 
extend, and make denser, the boundaries of  agglomerations, by the 
normal process of  popular self-building. It is in the context of  such 
tensions and rhythms, both antagonistic and complementary, that these 
urban landscapes emerge, impenetrable and at times so hostile.

An examination of  these mutations—following a consideration of  
demographic stabilization, of  population redistribution, and of  the 
activities and successive spread of  the metropolitan area—will lead us 
to pose a number of  questions about this fabricating of  an image, this 

1 The term trace, used a number of  times in the text, refers to the work of  Bernard 
Lepetit on the historical present: writing, re-writing and mobilizing history in the action 
and the role of  inherited urban objects, whether these are monuments, or popular 
buildings, or indeed those reduced to the cadastral and road framework. See especially, 
“Une herméneutique de la ville est-elle possible?” in Temporalités urbaines, ed. Lepetit 
and Pumain (Paris: Anthropos, 1993).
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re-interpreting of  urban history and re-designation of  places, aimed at 
giving some meaning to the patching up and re-ordering.

National construction and metropolitan explosion

The year 1952 saw the realization of  independence and the end of  
monarchy. It also corresponded to a phase of  modulation in the capital’s 
extreme demographic growth, following a period when it had exclusively 
attracted a large part of  the migratory fl ow from those provinces that 
were the largest exporters of  labour, such as Minufi yya in the central 
Delta, or Suhag in Upper Egypt.2 From that time on, the differential of  
demographic growth would consistently abate in favour of  increasingly 
smaller, and provincial, agglomerations, indicating a structural redistri-
bution of  populations and activities (fi gure 1). Over the century, there 
was a concomitance of  demographic and political infl exions. With the 
regime resulting from the revolution of  the free Offi cers, polarization 
became increasingly qualitative, more economic, political and cultural 
than massively demographic. Attraction became more selective, and 
the movement of  metropolitization was set in motion. Polarization 
and the organization of  fl ows, by and for the capital, accompanied an 
increasingly exclusive draining of  wealth.

If  the tendency was in fact present from 1952, the Cairo agglom-
eration did not, in terms of  absolute value, see an abatement of  its 
growth till the 1990s; it increased by 2 million inhabitants—maxi-
mum—between 1976 and 1986, and by a further million in the fol-
lowing decade. In other words, the last 50 years have been marked by 
an imperative need to equip and ensure the functioning of  a capital 
unable to cope with a demographic pressure initiated by the extreme 
migratory appeal existing at the beginning of  the century. It was the 
diffi culty of  accommodating this surplus population that gave rise to the 
clichés about Cairo’s demographic explosion, and about its inexorable 
degradation, whereas, at that precise moment, plans were being made 
for a less precarious distribution of  inhabitants. However, this project 
was largely hindered by absence of  credit, and by the extent of  war 
efforts, until the 1980s.

2 F. Ireton, “Notes sur les migrations internes en Égypte,” Fascicule de Recherches (Tours, 
URBAMA—CEDEJ—CERMOC) 27 (1988).
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Independent at last, the young nation inherited the inertia inherent 
in earlier, ponderous times, and organization was necessary. Thus were 
imposed the conditions of  a sustained bias towards megalopolis, rein-
forced, for a regime seeking pan-Arab and third world leadership, by 
the need to underline Cairo’s status as a regional capital.3 Consequently, 
the city drew in a large part of  the drive to industrialization, with the 
Hilwan steelworks and cement works, or the military factories in the 
north of  the agglomeration; and it likewise drew in investments geared 
to construction, with the public housing programmes, and programmes 
designed to absorb the services of  a state apparatus reinforcing techno-
structure. Then, in order to maintain and develop this production and 
command potential, enormous construction sites for infrastructure 
became necessary—bridges, auto bridges, sewage system, metro.4

At the end of  the twentieth century, growth rhythms once again 
converged—no longer a sign of  a weak distinction between distant cities 
and the countryside, but rather of  the diffusion of  the urban condition 
to the country as a whole. There was, though, no convergence in the 
modes of  making a city, since, in the meantime, a qualitative ex-fi ltration 
had operated within the city system. A new ecology was being deployed, 
which it will be as well to stop and consider. All the designations of  
agglomeration, and ways of  acting, were transformed. It is pointless 
to look for single boundaries in Cairo, whose region now forms such 
an extended network, so far into the provinces, now spreads, in such 
distended fashion, into the immense expanses of  desert that border 
it. Nevertheless, since all this entity forms a system, the very heart of  
the city fi nds itself  affected by changes of  scale, by redistribution of  
population, by activities, and by values projected on to spaces and so 
redefi ning its territoriality.

3 The notion of  “urban bias” has long been used to stigmatize the negative character 
of  primal urbanization in the so-called countries of  the South, an urbanization that 
captures for itself  most of  the means for a weak production and entails most de-struc-
turing effects. It is nevertheless useful as a way of  designating the pressure on public 
fi nances and the cumulative attractiveness vis-à-vis private investment capacities that 
always result from the imperative affi rmation of  the capitals of  independent states. At 
present, international institutions like the World Bank are predominantly focused on the 
liberal idea of  the metropolis being the motor of  growth or “motor engine” concerned 
with the polarization of  investment effort and the erasure of  regional re-equilibrium 
policies which states no longer, in any case, have the means to implement.

4 É. Denis, “Le Caire, quand la ville déborde son enceinte,” Villes en Parallèle 30–31 
(2000): 89–116.
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Demographic control

The decade from 1986 to 1996 confi rms the structural settling of  growth 
initiated in the metropolitan region in the two preceding decades.5 The 
growth rate of  the region went from 3% between 1976 and 1986 to 1.9 
for the last decade. The annual population contribution fell below the 
rate of  the previous decade: the Greater Cairo region gained 228,000 
inhabitants per year, as against 277,000 between 1976 and 1986.

In comprising 17% of  the total population of  Egypt, the Cairo 
agglomeration, with a constant border, returned to a level of  metropoliti-
zation comparable to that of  the mid-1960s. The period between 1986 
and 1996 confi rms a movement of  diffusion or spread of  the urban 
phenomenon, which had already been sensitive during the previous 
decade. In a context of  generalized settling of  demographic growth, 
those territories having the higher growth rates, above the national aver-
age, were no longer the cities but the small towns, which, for the most 
part, did not fall into the offi cial urban category. The countryside—the 
system of  hamlets, villages and small towns—grew faster than the system 
of  cities. The average annual growth rate of  the offi cial urban element 
was now lower than that of  Egypt. This slowing of  growth was still 
more accentuated in metropolises such as Cairo and Alexandria.

Hence, there emerges a major bifurcation in the distribution system 
of  the Egyptian population. In fact, for almost a century now, the 
growth of  city systems has been consistently stronger than that of  the 
countryside, so conforming to the classic scheme of  polarization and 
urbanization, despite a faster and earlier decrease in fertility in the 
large cities. Cities owed their accelerated growth to migrations from 
the countryside, which, in the most marked phase of  metropolitization 
in the years 1950–1960, was refl ected in a very exclusive capturing of  
Egypt’s human capital on the part of  Cairo. Now, growing numbers 
in the cities were, essentially, no more than the product of  a natural 
growth that was itself  falling off. The large cities, including Cairo, 
no longer owed almost anything to migration; they were even losing 
inhabitants, according to patterns of  de-densifi cation and centrifugal 

5 M. Volait, “Le Caire: Les problèmes de la croissance à la lumière du recense-
ment de 1986,” Espace, Populations, Sociétés 2 (1988): 213–15; F. Shorter, “Cairo’s Leap 
Forward: People, Households and Dwelling Space,” Cairo Papers in Social Sciences 12, 
no. 1 (Cairo, 1989).
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migration towards the peripheries and satellite towns. The general 
confi guration of  regional growth rates was thus, all other things being 
equal, comparable to what it had been at the dawn of  the twentieth 
century (1897–1907). The century thereafter took on the confi guration 
of  a long wave of  metropolitization. This century-long movement was 
then erased in favour of  lower levels of  the hierarchy of  population 
units. Spread replaced polarization; or, more precisely, polarization came 
to focus on the framework of  small towns and villages.

For a hundred years, evaluated at the level of  the markaz and the 
city, the surface area of  the overall inhabited territory affected by 
higher than average annual growth rates fi rst declined, then began to 
spread once more. Now, 68% of  the valley and the Delta had growth 
rates sensibly above the average, while in 1966 that applied to 29% 
only—metropolitization was maximal at that point. In 1897, 58% of  
the viable territory was concerned.

Table 1. Proportion of  the Greater Cairo region to the Egyptian population*

1947: 12.5
1960: 15.7
1966: 17.4
1976: 18.5
1986: 18.2
1996: 17.3

* Constant border 1996, level of  qisms and markazs, or urban and rural districts.

An economic upward movement monopolized less and less by the 
State favours the circulation of  merchandise and goods, reducing the 
importance of  proximity to the metropolis. As we shall see later, how-
ever, the strictly metropolitan economic concentration showed no sign 
of  fl agging; quite the reverse.

Demographic depolarization induces two tendencies: on the one 
hand, the aging of  the centres of  large cities through the residential 
migration of  younger people to ever more distant peripheries; and, 
on the other hand, a breakdown in defi nitive migrations towards the 
large cities. Both phenomena are favoured by the upward movement 
of  circular or pendular migrations; which is, in its turn, the fruit of  
an unprecedented development in transportation capacities and the 
increasing fl exibility of  commuting thanks to the explosion of  micro-
bus lines. All these elements favoured the reduction of  distances, and 
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thus the integration of  the territory. This boom in collective private 
transportation fostered the development of  service and trade functions 
in the lower levels of  the population system. It introduced a cumula-
tive pattern vis-à-vis the fi xing of  populations. Thenceforth, in part, 
merchandise came to the inhabitants. Large cities no longer had a 
monopoly of  trade, as had long been the case within the context of  
a centralized shortage economy. There was a progressive movement 
away from accessibility through mobility of  persons to a proximity to 
merchandise and services.

These changes were closely bound up with the movement away 
from a shortage economy and a generalized scarcity of  products and 
services—with the corollary of  a distribution tightly organized by state 
facilities—and towards an entrepreneurial economy and one of  abun-
dance of  merchandise. Naturally, the profusion of  merchandise did 
not eliminate the real fi nancial problems of  families in accessing this 
merchandise and these services. Improved accessibility makes popula-
tions tend more towards strategies that valorize the ties and the local 
networks of  mutual aid within the family, as opposed to migration 
towards the large cities. It even stimulates a return migration towards 
the “home,” and towards family networks, in order to undertake activity, 
marry, and gain access to housing, even if  work opportunities remain 
closely linked to the relation with the metropolis and, consequently, to 
pendular mobility.

If  we identify “cities” as morphological agglomerations of  more than 
10,000 inhabitants, then we may say that Egypt had 758 of  these in 
1996, compared with 48 in 1897. In 1996, the number of  such cities 
was three times that supplied by the offi cial defi nition. They absorbed 
an urban population making up 70% of  Egyptians, whereas the offi cial 
percentage was 43%. Now, with more than 800 agglomerations, the 
system has reached its limit with regard to the amount of  territory 
practically available and to the proximity of  units separating them: the 
agglomeration of  agglomerations tends to reduce the number of  cities. 
The 120 cities in the Delta comprising more than 20,000 inhabitants 
have, on average, three other cities of  20,000 inhabitants less than 20 
kilometres away, and, in the Valley the 91 cities have on average two 
other cities.

This blurring of  urbanization remains affected by inherited accessibil-
ity corridors. Above all, however, it is, as a consequence of  this same 
reduction in distance and time, meta-polarized and structured by the 
acute proximity of  the Cairo metropolis. Hence more than half  of  the 
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Egyptian population now lives within an 80 to 90 kilometre perimeter 
around Cairo, i.e., at a transportation distance of  120 kilometres maxi-
mum, corresponding to the accepted limit for daily pendular migrations, 
i.e., 3 hours of  overall commuting. A 200-kilometre perimeter takes in 
more than 70% of  the population. This third space also corresponds 
to rural communities with the highest densifi cation: communities with 
more than 3,000 inhabitants per km2 are not rare, while the average 
is 1,700 for the 35,000 km2 of  the viable part of  Egypt, which is actu-
ally higher than for the North American megalopolis. It is, in truth, a 
territory of  interweaving and movement. It should not be conceived 
solely as a suburb dominated by daily commuting between home and 
work: the structuring of  the labour market and the weakness of  salaried 
labour do not favour this. It is a circulatory territory marked by the 
transfer of  merchandise, trade, the search for temporary employment, 
especially on construction sites, and self-employment opportunities 
adapted to circumstances: to localized shortages in labour, to harvest, 
or peak periods in cities and towns—markets, religious holidays, wed-
dings, and so on—without taking into consideration the importance 
of  family visits which constantly re-knit the outlines of  social spaces, 
extending and reinforcing alliances and solidarities.

Since economic metropolitization shows no sign of  fl agging, these 
demographic tendencies, seemingly contradictory, serve the rationaliza-
tion of  the metropolitan machine. They relieve pressure on its centre, 
which can then, more comfortably, become the object of  a functional 
re-appropriation. The useful space as a whole is recomposed in order 
to serve the new metropolitization. This de-concentration movement 
is not, therefore, something commonplace. It has to be understood as 
a hierarchically organized spreading of  an area still extremely polar-
ized. This territory is organized by the centre itself, but with exchanges 
increasingly intense and structured around shifting poles and around 
fl ows that no longer pass by the centre. This third space combines classic 
functions of  alimentary provisioning of  the capital with the capacity 
to produce the urban in situ, by capitalizing competences and human 
resources. A sub-proletariat appears, one which is active, on the one 
hand, to ensure its own survival by making use of  the crumbs from 
the metropolitan machine, and which, on the other hand, provides a 
potential labour force, hence guaranteeing, in the long run, a low labour 
cost and a tight interweaving of  services, vis-à-vis both commercial 
enterprises and private individuals.
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It would be vain to try to delimit the outlines of  this third space. 
It must be understood as a blur structured by poles and corridors. It 
should also be considered that, in a space as tight as viable Egypt, it 
may come to cross-breed within the overall entity. For all that, it will 
always serve a metropolitan machine that constantly capitalizes revenues 
and values added; redistributing only to a minimum degree, in order 
to affi rm or guarantee its centrality.

The centrifugal redistribution of  populations

The continued drop in the growth of  the metropolis is accompanied 
by a unifi cation of  intra-urban tendencies. All the quarters converge 
towards the middle level of  the agglomeration. Growth rates, and 
consequently densities, become homogenous. Initiated in the 1950s, 
the demographic drop of  central quarters, under the conjoined effect 
of  their aging and of  de-concentration migrations towards the periph-
eries, has spread markedly towards the peri-central suburbs—witness 
to the continuous decline of  the residential function at the heart of  
the agglomeration. Despite that, the functional alternative capable of  
appropriating this retreat from the function of  living in the centres 
and peri-central suburbs is emerging only with diffi culty. It is rather 
degradation that still dominates, due to lack of  investment and the 
liberalization of  property and land markets.

The haemorrhaging of  the population has even accelerated in the 
old central quarters. Gamaliyya has only 59,000 inhabitants, whereas, 
at its maximum in 1966, it contained 135,000. Likewise, Muski has 
only 29,000 people and Bulaq 75,000. The October 1992 earthquake 
further accelerated this movement of  de-concentration.

If  the Cairo governorate continues to register a positive growth, weak 
it must be said (1.1% per year), this is only due to its morphological 
expansion to the east and northeast, on the desert plateaus. The popular 
quarter of  al-Salam, with an annual growth rate of  14%, now has some 
370,000 inhabitants compared with 100,000 ten years before. Likewise, 
Madinat Nasr, a planned residential suburb initiated at the beginning 
of  the 1970s, exhibits a sustained rhythm—more than 9% per year for 
20 years now. At present, it has 400,000 inhabitants.
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Redistribution prior to migration from the provinces

It is a fact of  major signifi cance that the capital no longer attracts 
migrants from the provinces. In 1960, 35% of  the inhabitants of  Cairo 
had not been born there. Such people comprised barely more than 
12% in 1996 (fi gure 4). For their part, the peripheral governorates of  
Giza and Qalyubiyya saw a sensible increase in the number of  non-
natives, but more than half  of  these were migrants coming from Cairo. 
Nevertheless, Cairo, with its central and peri-central stock of  old and 
dilapidated housings available at the most modest rent, remains the 
preferred destination for half  the migrants from the provinces. They 
then subsequently redistribute themselves, at the level of  the agglom-
eration, by taking part in the overall centrifugal tendency. In the north 
of  Cairo, Qalyubiyya has begun to play an essential role with regard 
to the placing of  provincial migrants. As in the case of  Giza, this phe-
nomenon should be perceived as a refl ection of  metropolitan spread. In 
the oldest and most central zones (degraded or village habitat nuclei), 
migrants replace a local population that has moved on to property and 
to better housing conditions on the periphery.

The deferment of  growth—i.e., the de-cohabitation migrations of  
younger people and the aging, in situ, of  the inhabitants of  the centre—
fi nds expression in the depopulation of  an intra-urban area becoming 
ever wider, and with this being in the Giza and Qalyubiyya provinces 
reinforced by the collapse of  migrations from the provinces. During the 
last inter-census period between 1986 and 1996, those districts in decline 
lost 500,000 inhabitants in all. This entity, which includes, at one and 
the same time, the old centre, the business centre and the degraded 
suburbs, lost more than 14% of  its inhabitants in 10 years.

Over the same period, the remainder of  the agglomeration, by a 
cumulation of  input through overspill and through a strong natural 
growth linked to the taking in of  a young population stemming from de-
cohabitation following marriage, has grown by more than 40%. Above all, 
with an additional growth of  30% in ten years, growth is affi rmed more 
clearly than before in small towns and villages, not yet agglomerated.

Non-regulated habitat of  popular origin, or the future of  Cairo

The de-concentration and de-cohabitation migrations of  young house-
holds are thus an essential vector nourishing the redistribution of  the 
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5.9% during the previous decade (1976–1986). Their rate of  increase 
is now lower than that of  the peri-urban markazs, which is of  3.2%, 
refl ecting a spread of  the migratory fi elds of  de-concentration.

The convergence of  densities around the average for the agglomera-
tion is a direct consequence of  this demographic mechanism, social 
and relative to land, of  de-concentration from the centre towards the 
peripheries. However, Cairo does not follow the model of  centrifugal 
redistribution according to the most current canons. As a whole, the 
agglomeration remains extremely dense. With 217 inhabitants per 
hectare, it remains one of  the densest among the large metropolises in 
the world, along with Bombay, Jakarta and a number of  great Asian 
cities. It is in no way comparable to the capitals of  Latin America 
and Africa. The average density of  Mexico does not in fact exceed 30 
inhabitants per hectare, or that of  Sao Paulo 20.6

If  the centre has been continuously depopulated for more than 20 
years, the new popular peripheral quarters have shown minimal spread, 
by reason of  the scarcity and hence the high cost of  land. Consequently, 
popular expansion, i.e., the building which, in the absence of  major 
investors, overfl ows schemes of  physical planning and compromises 
regulation, produces an extremely dense urban space. The strength of  
this movement of  popular promotion has led it to become the norm, 
and it now accommodates 60% of  the Cairo population. These new 
territories reach densities comparable to that of  the old city. Imbaba, 
a quarter that has reached saturation point, as is shown by its growth 
rate now below 1% compared with more than 9% in the 1960s–1970s, 
reveals itself  to be the densest qism of  the agglomeration with 800 
inhabitants per hectare.

The modes of  producing and inhabiting the fringes of  the metropo-
lis do not, then, conform to the classic model of  peri-urban spread; 
this phenomenon remains marginal. Popular promotion has more to 
do with the confi guration of  old faubourgs than with un-coordinated 
 outgrowths that invaded the available space in extensive fashion—as 
may be observed in the wide expanses, often public and undeveloped, 
that surround African or Latin American metropolises. Here, most of  
the popular habitat is developed on private land that has been the sub-

6 F. Moriconi, Geopolis: Pour comparer les villes du monde (Paris: Anthropos, coll. Villes, 
1994).
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ject of  a transaction; it is the building that is illegal. Given the extreme 
scarcity of  accessible land, verticalization is maximal and the space left 
for roadway network and services minimal, all the more so in that no 
authority is present. There is no pre-emption from the point of  view of  
installing collective equipment, or of  the imposition of  ground occupa-
tion coeffi cients—since building is legally prohibited. As for the layout 
and parcelling, these are determined by prior agricultural organization 
and the hierarchy of  the irrigation system.

In these very dense faubourgs, which are in direct contact with the 
agglomeration, any notion of  being thrust outside or set at a distance 
is reduced due to the nearness of  the legal city and the centres: in 
Cairo, informal quarters such as Bulaq al-Dakrur or Imbaba are in 
fact less than 3 kilometres away from the functional centre. Moreover, 
the supplying of  these districts, in terms of  transportation, water, 
power, sanitary drainage, and so on, costs incomparably less than for 
an authorized appropriation, lacking elevation, within the construction 
framework. These city-dwellers, the great majority natives of  Cairo, 
produce a very structured urban organization, where proximity and 
compactness are resisting.

A spread is indeed in evidence, as may be seen from the high 
growth rate in development corridors on the desert plateaus; but, so 
far, popular construction has resisted this movement far away from 
the centre. Cramming together remains, massively, the rule. Nearby, 
equipped and opened up, the accessibility of  these quarters makes 
them sought-after places, where a new generation of  buildings, better 
fi nished and higher, is appearing. There is no more pushing out at the 
edges, except in cases of  extreme saturation and property revaloriza-
tion by integration within the legal property market and land tenure 
securing. The most modest households, thus excluded by the increase 
in prices and rent, go to live further off. Between 1991 and 1998, the 
unregulated habitat spread by 25 square kilometres on the edges, i.e., 
a growth rate of  3.2% per year.7

7 É. Denis and E. Séjourné, “Le Caire: Métropole privatisée,” Urbanisme 328 (2003): 
31–37.
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A redefi nition of  available property

These redistributions are articulated according to the dynamic of  prop-
erty. The demographic decline of  the centre was followed by a reduction 
in the amount of  precarious housing (tents and habitats in canvas and 
wood), and in shanty towns. The majority of  this precarious housing is 
concentrated in the old city and the ancient faubourgs such as Bulaq, 
on roofs, and in courtyards and cul-de-sacs. These cases excepted, such 
classic features of  imploding Cairo are, as the urban landscapes testify, 
given over to peripheral habitat, i.e., apartments in blocks of  three or 
four storeys. In the Cairo governorate in 1996, the precarious habitat 
made from collected material represented 2.5% of  the housing stock, 
compared with 5% in 1986. Even so, this represents 11,000 housing 
units, i.e., around 50,000 people! Also, the number of  single-room 
houses or shared houses in Cairo fell from 15 to 9% of  the stock. In 
other words, this available housing stabilized at around 264,000 units, 
plus 70,000 in Giza and 34,000 in Qalyubiyya. Hence, some 1.5 million 
persons, or 13% of  the agglomeration’s inhabitants, still live in relatively 
precarious housing conditions, since they are unable to live within the 
legal habitat and even in the popular promotion quarters.

This inadequacy of  available housing vis-à-vis demand increased 
once more between 1986 and 1996: the housing stock increased by 
300,000 occupied new units and 248,000 empty ones. As in the rest 
of  urban Egypt, the volume of  new empty housing in Cairo is greater 
than the stock ten years earlier. Cairo now has 486,000 empty housing 
units compared with 238,000 in 1986, i.e., 17% of  available property 
as against 14%. Giza has 265,000, i.e., 22% of  its available housing, 
and Qalyubiyya 98,000, or 20% of  its stock—i.e., a total of  850,000 
houses fi nished and inhabited. The phenomenon is not, however, a 
recent one: as early as 1882, 20% of  Cairo housing was uninhabited.

This property available but immobilized, outside the market, includes 
20 to 30% of  old, degraded habitat which provides no immediate 
alternative to housing in informal quarters. These latter are mostly 
located in saturated central or peri-central quarters. Furthermore, 
while progressive deregulation of  rent may affect the market for new 
housing, it is not capable of  offering massive reinvestment for the 
central property capital where rents are pegged. The increase in the 
number of  unoccupied houses refl ects, in particular, the power of  
the peripheral property promotion dynamic. Hence, 9% of  the 1.5 
million new housing units produced in the last ten years, in the met-
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ropolitan region, are to be found in Madinat Nasr. This quarter has 
135,000 more units than resident families, meaning it has the potential 
for a doubling of  its population without any new building! Nor are the 
non-regulated quarters exempt, since they contain 50% of  the unoccu-
pied units. Here, too, the available stock would permit a quasi-doubling 
of  the population without any new buildings. Illegality is therefore no 
bar to speculative investment, since building is guaranteed by virtue of  
its insertion within the existing agglomeration.

The new ecology of  integration by the market

The city of  popular origin, whose buildings are not recognized by 
positive law but are secure in practice, tends to install itself  as a com-
monplace feature and a standard norm for living. At present, debate 
focuses rather on the best way to legalize it than on procedures geared 
to keeping it on the margin and containing its inevitably overfl owing 
energy. The motive behind this change in perspective is not a chari-
table one; rather, there is affi rmation of  a new metropolitan ecology 
leading to a new designation of  the totality and its parts. The aim is 
to integrate in order to control; to recognize in order to create within 
the city, en masse, new taxpayers who are part of  society; and, fi nally, 
to make transparent a powerful investment dynamic which will capture 
an important share of  metropolitan wealth.8

The reversal happened at the turn of  the 1980s–1990s, taking place 
alongside the decrease in residential migration towards Cairo and 
the urbanization of  the provinces. Up to that time, the city, and the 
modes of  intervention or protection regarding it, had been conceived 
with a view to defending an entity: Cairo and its citizens. Successive 
blueprints aimed to prevent it from overfl owing and to consolidate the 
existing function of  parts.9 Policies meant protection of  a city, which 
perceived itself  as denatured by the parasitic and denaturing invasion 
of  provincials; an invasion that was the cause of  all the city’s ills. These 

8 The illegal property stock, estimated at 175 billion dollars by the team of  H. De 
Soto (1997), represents a capital apparently outside the market, which is equivalent to 
22 times the fi nancial capital invested in the Cairo stock market, or 40 times the total 
of  foreign direct investment in Egypt up to 1996. 

9 G. El Kadi, “Trente ans de planifi cation urbaine au Caire,” Revue Tiers-Monde 31, 
no. 121 (1990): 166–185; Denis, “Le Caire, quand la ville déborde son enceinte.”
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provincials, regarded naturally as peasants, were the Other, the stranger, 
the scapegoat. Hence, the city acquired a surrounding protection that 
was also a peripheral boulevard, supposed to mark the limits of  the 
legitimate city. All that was not within its walls did not exist, and, in 
consequence, could not be the subject of  any equipment with facilities. 
Thus, the new cities were conceived as the sole legitimate alternative, 
to oppose the fl ourishing of  the non-regulated habitat. Nevertheless, 
whatever policies were devised to contain illegal building, or to trans-
fer the popular dynamic out towards new cities, these policies failed; 
they were diverted from their initial objective. The new cities were 
populated very slowly. This failure was bound up with the need for 
tolerance so as to maintain social peace and client networks, or with 
the speculative nature of  the building, or even, gradually and over time, 
with the imperative effort to reduce the public debt. The construction 
of  public housing is an abyss, geared, above all, to ensure the vitality 
of  the construction material side—steel and cement—and the building 
side itself: those fundamental industrial bases promoted to affi rm the 
young nation, independent since the 1960s. Quite simply, and especially 
after the signing, in 1991, of  agreements with the IMF entailing the 
adjustment of  public expenditure and privatization, ways of  viewing 
and acting had to move on. It was no longer possible to propose an 
alternative to housing of  popular origin through socially vocational 
public construction. If  people were able to house themselves, it was 
best to go along with this, and their investment should be recognized. 
Following this logic to its liberal conclusion, some went so far as to sug-
gest to the Egyptian Ministry of  Finance that this “dead capital,”10 once 
recognized, would become a mortgage potential, and, consequently, a 
huge source of  productive capital to make the metropolis more dynamic 
and integrate populations. The industrial side of  the building trade gave 
lively support to this approach favouring the legalization of  building and 
the transformation of  land, since it was being increasingly deprived of  
public revenues designed for housing. Non-regulated habitat, it stated 
bluntly, was its main market; hence, to oppose popular building would 
in effect be to oppose industrial expansion.

Thus, popular habitat was becoming something quite normal, even 
if  legitimization was unsystematic, even if  it was accompanied by 

10 The term used by De Soto, in The Mystery of  Capital: Why Capitalism Triumphs in 
the West and Fails Everywhere Else? (Basic Books, 2000).
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inherited forms of  resistance, on the part of  administrations, towards 
the assimilation of  populations involving ordinary citizens. In fact, 
this strictly legal and liberal approach, which confi ned the role of  the 
State to that of  warrantor of  private property, was eventually revealed 
as utterly simplistic. It generated a new cadastral administration that 
was inevitably cumbersome to set in place and manage. The study 
ordered by the Ministry of  Finance indicated that 92% of  property 
was to be legalized, along with 88% of  the activity!11 The modalities of  
this legalization of  the majority of  habitat were evidently essential for 
the future of  urban forms and for Cairo society. Reinforced by foreign 
experiments, the approaches adopted became increasingly hybrid and 
critical of  strictly macro-economic objectives.12 They took into account 
the complexity and nuances of  illegality along with traditional norms 
of  property recognition: in other words of  the hybrid legal usages and 
the coherence of  local fabrics of  popular origin. The strictly liberal 
approach totally ignored the weight of  rental within the non-regulated 
habitat. Nevertheless, it housed more than 40% of  modest families 
who were defenceless in the face of  the inevitable revalorization of  
quarters and of  the leases to which legalization led. The same was to 
apply to the large number of  landlords who were now tempted to re-
sell their land and to re-invest further off, on lands where building was 
still forbidden. In this way the distribution of  property titles became 
the principal motor for the extension of  illegal habitat in cities like 
Istanbul and Mexico. Approaches involving recognition and equipment 
for infrastructure and services thus came to be increasingly preferred 
by competent authorities and international programmes.

Following the same purely economic and accounting perspective for 
the making of  a metropolis, and in order to satisfy the industrial branch 
of  building and also swell its coffers, the State, brutally and radically, 
opened up the desert expanses, on both sides of  the new cities, for 
building. It placed these reserves of  land at the disposal of  property 
companies who developed on them a unique product: private cities and 
gated communities. Hence, no less than 100 square kilometres, a surface 
area equivalent to more than a third of  the city that had taken over a 

11 De Soto, The Mystery of  Capital.
12 A. Gilbert, “On the mystery of  capital and the myths of  Hernando de Soto: what 

difference does legal title make?” International Development Planning Review 24 (2002): 1–20; 
D. Sims, “The Cairo Case,” in Understanding Slums: Case Studies for the Global Report on 
Human Settlements 2003 (London: UN-Habitat and DPU, 2003).
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thousand years to fi nd its present structure, was set to building work, 
and became partially inhabited in scarcely more than ten years!

The new exclusive ecology of  megalopolitan fears

Private cities, with such evocative names as Utopia, Dream Land, Bev-
erly Hills, Palm Hills, or Qattamiya Height, answered to the imperative 
restructuring of  the building trade, which had lost the public housing 
market. To sell this kind of  living, so totally alien to local usages in 
its differentiation and distinction with regard to density, at the level of  
the building as such, required a considerable effort in redefi ning urban 
fears and dangers.

Discourse about the city which had, urgently, to be protected from 
invasion by peasants, and about defence of  the city’s integrity, was radi-
cally swept aside in favour of  a totally negative vision of  the degradation 
of  the city as a whole—there was nothing left to defend. A series of  
events formed the narrative fabric of  what gradually imposed itself  as 
an imperative need to leave the city and move to well-guarded private 
cities, in one’s own community and well outside, far from crowds and 
pollution. The earthquake of  October 1992 shed light on gigantic 
popular quarters, which rescue teams were unable to enter after having 
excluded and ignored them for so long. They had no landmarks or stag-
ing points. By contrast, associative networks with Islamic reference, well 
established in the health sector and in schooling, swiftly answered the 
call. Non-regulated habitat was no longer this terra incognita, or, worse, 
home to a potentially violent confrontational group that needed to be 
re-conquered. There followed legal recognition and equipping. At fi rst, 
though, confrontation with the police was the dominant feature, and the 
illegal quarters came to be stigmatized as turfs of  violent confrontation 
with the authorities. This sometimes led to massive police intervention, 
notably in the popular quarter of  Imbaba at the end of  1992. This 
quarter was then designated an independent Islamic republic. The 
notion of  “illegal quarter” came just at the right time for a distraught 
government facing ever more violent opposition: it permitted the precise 
localization of  a peril, diffused within society, at the gates of  the city, 
and the actualization of  a scapegoat fi gure. It was no longer a matter of  
peasants infesting the city, but rather of  a potentially dangerous youth 
adhering, in massive numbers, to radical Islamism. Ecology was thus 
set harmoniously alongside local socio-demographic reality and global 
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time—Cairo and Islamist youth. In conjunction with all this was a sharp 
increase in ecological speeches about the city’s pollution. These were 
based on spectacular real-life accidents conducive to urban anguish, like 
the pungent fumes that invaded the agglomeration in autumn, more 
and more each year, when the cotton stalks were burned. This burn-
ing coincided with the inversion of  temperature whereby the ground 
became hotter at night in the agglomeration, and so, in the absence 
of  any wind, caught all the fumes.

All these alarming facts, once worked on by the media, led to an 
irreversible resolve, on the part of  those who could afford it, to take 
up the notion of  the city in the countryside and the quest for paradise 
on earth, the notion of  being in one’s own group, with a pool and 
the Garden of  Eden, a package praised and sold by the promoters of  
the private cities, along with all the other attributes of  the Eden-style 
consumption society, like golf  and amusement park or commercial 
mall. The city was lost. It was pointless to go on defending it. We 
had to escape from it. In this way, talk of  security, and the market 
for security, could blossom. There was no way, in any case, to go on 
protecting one’s integrity, or to go on seeking some alternative to the 
art of  making one’s own home, apart from ordinary inhabitants. This 
was interpreted by the new residents of  private cities as: “it’s time to 
experience our city on the level of  the greatest metropolises, without 
waiting for some hypothetical development and improvement of  the 
totality.” This break-off  from the greater number, the non-promotion 
of  this number, with the increasing duality of  metropolitan forms that 
it implied, was even necessary. It was imperative both for the reproduc-
tion of  the model of  deeply unequal division and to stay on top of  
the costs of  industrial production on the globalized market of  capital 
and merchandise, and even for the fl ourishing of  a service society that 
likewise required abundant and cheap labour. Within the irresistible 
context of  deregulation, informality was a fl exible capital whose upward 
movement was not confi ned to the so-called developed countries. The 
dynamic of  a metropolis like New York owed much to the utilizing 
of  an under-proletariat imported or fallen in status. As in Cairo, the 
whole was a system contributing to the convergence of  landscapes.13 
Illegal habitat should not, therefore, be confused with uncontrolled 

13 See J. Abu Lughod, “Le Caire et New York vus de la rue,” Revue Internationale des 
Sciences Sociales 42 (1990): 345–358.
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development; it was rather an urban form dependent on modes of  an 
economic and political insertion that needed to be reinforced.

The return of  the private and the semi-public

The totality of  the private city does not simply refl ect the return of  
private promotion as an essential motor for the animation of  urban 
forms and the re-composition of  the metropolis; it also entails a major 
reform of  city government. If  it was possible, in 1992, to designate the 
ordinary quarter of  Imbaba as secessionist, given its non-recognition 
by State services and the opportunist interventions of  organizations 
with an Islamic reference, the private citizenship set in place, de facto, 
by the tight municipalism of  private cities represented an open denial 
of  the State’s omnipotence. In fact, buyers were seeking to escape a 
lost city, endlessly corrupt, and, consequently, the negligence of  an 
administration incapable of  providing and maintaining basic services. 
If  the State, through programmes of  new cities, had provided the basic 
infrastructure allowing private cities to fl ourish, and had sold the land 
they were built on at a low price, all present development was to its 
disadvantage. The city-dwelling ideal was to be found elsewhere. This is 
obvious, for example, in the choice, on the part of  a number of  private 
cities, to seek to exploit the potential profi ts from the common funds 
placed in the Cairo stock market. This emerging “private” citizenship 
was all the more powerfully signifi cant in that it imposed itself  at a 
time when authoritarianism was being reinforced. Privatization was to 
be seen in the explosion of  shopping malls, those semi-public places 
where entrances and exits were controlled.14

There was also an experiment with privatization to try and solve 
the problem of  illegal quarters, with the intention—diffi cult to trans-
late into practice—of  conceding to contractors pieces of  land in the 
heart of  under-equipped quarters, on condition they reserve a part 
of  their concession for collective services and social housing. With the 
abandonment of  overall strategic planning, this incitement approach, 
devised in the light of  the State’s measureless need of  funds, led to 
a total retreat on the part of  regulatory authority. Production within 

14 M. Abaza, “Shopping Malls, Consumer Culture and the Reshaping of  Public 
Space in Egypt,” Theory, Culture and Society 18, no. 5 (2001): 97–122.
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the city had become no more than the sum of  uncoordinated private 
initiatives or, at best, something geared to the interests of  investors. 
Thus was sketched out a way of  making the city close to what it had 
been before independence, i.e., a city parcelled by private concession, 
or, still earlier, by princely or religious foundation.15 As such, those 
critical of  the city’s present diffi culties increasingly targeted the public 
policies that had followed independence, and they stigmatized the 
material urban results of  these policies: industrializing industries that 
had become a major source of  pollution, social habitat more unhealthy 
than the unregulated kind, pegging of  rents, destruction of  the prop-
erty patrimony, or else an overloaded administration clogging up the 
city centre. So many assertions, widely remarked on, which adversely 
affected the legitimacy of  a State already unable to raise taxes and, in 
consequence, able only to tolerate, not even to regulate. The absence 
of  a land and property tax system did, though, have the advantage that 
it need not recognize inhabitants’ rights; as such, it could maintain a 
client relation, authoritarian and arbitrary, with city-dwellers confi ned 
to an infra-legal margin.

This forced lack, on the part of  the public authority, of  initiatives 
aimed at organizing the metropolis revealed that it never had in fact 
any real authority, and that the period between independence and the 
present day had been an imported modernist parenthesis, having only 
a marginal effect on the city. In particular, the creation of  public spaces 
open to the public as a whole under the aegis of  the public authori-
ties—a seemingly universal foundation of  the modern city—had never 
adequately fulfi lled the aspirations of  the majority; there were operas, 
prestigious gardens, and so on. When these places did in fact approach 
fulfi lment of  such aspirations—squares, gardens, or youth centres—the 
competent services were barely able to maintain them. It was as if  the 
notion of  “public” had failed to fi nd a legitimate place in a metropolis 
whose usages inherited from the practices of  Muslim law valorized and 
guaranteed private property, while at the same time promoting the idea 
that residents were responsible for maintaining shared spaces. From 
this perspective, the way monopolization by the public authority was 
followed by a rapid degradation of  the forms of  Muslim appropriation 
and collective management, like waqf  and habus, speaks eloquently. The 

15 See J. L. Arnaud, Le Caire, mise en place d’une ville moderne (1867–1907) (Sindbad-
Actes Sud, 1998); A. Raymond, Le Caire (Fayard, 1993).
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incapacity of  the public authority to assume its obligations, its resigna-
tion in the face of  degradation, explains in its turn the absence of  any 
sense of  responsibility in the users of  streets to maintain them, their 
tendency to litter these streets without a second thought; all the more 
so in that this was one of  the few forms of  opposition tolerated.

By contrast, the maintenance and laying out of  pavements, which 
was the responsibility of  residents outside the great axes, offered these 
residents the chance to create open, mediating spatial devices and to 
affi rm collective competences. So that there could be a space provided 
for the public, the proprietor, or indeed the local community, had to 
provide passers-by, and the neighbourhood, with something clearly 
worthwhile—fountains, mosques, schools, cafés, gardens, and com-
merce.16 So it was that, in the cities of  popular origin, public space was 
made up from co-presence and the exposition of  oneself. Even if  there 
was a mistrust—not always clearly expressed but unmistakable—towards 
the pretension of  the modern State to manage and divide up the patri-
mony excluded from the market, it must nevertheless be recognized that, 
in a city like Cairo, the State owned more than half  the land and the 
constructed patrimony, plus the totality of  its outlying desert districts. 
As such, the Cairo landscapes were powerfully marked by the crushing 
weight of  building and land outside the market, the great majority of  
it not shown to advantage, rather highly degraded. For some ten years 
now, the State had disengaged itself, had put up for sale this land and 
property patrimony in the old centres—buildings belonging to insurance 
companies especially, but also the property of  the waqfs. The search 
for funds and the confi rmed, unreserved adherence to liberal dogma 
lay behind such sales. But this was not the sole reason: they were also 
a way of  disengaging the State from responsibilities that State services 
could not assume. It was, in fact, a recognition of  a structural incom-
petence. At the same time, this considered sale of  the public patrimony 
remained the last orientation instrument of  urban development for the 
State services;17 plus the fact that it constituted a powerful instrument 
of  revenue redistribution for contractors close to the regime.

The principle of  a modernist and interventionist parenthesis, within 
the long period during which a city like Cairo had been structured, 

16 J. Akbar, Crisis in the Built Environment: The Case of  the Muslim City (Singapore: 
Minar, 1988).

17 M. M. El Araby, “The role of  the state in managing urban land supply and prices 
in Egypt,” Habitat International 27 (2003): 429–458.
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is confi rmed by the absence of  urban forms that might be the fruit 
of  a middle class receiving deliberate support through access to prop-
erty credit. These forms, so characteristic of  residential access in the 
twentieth century, from the block to the villa, which came to be in the 
majority while the metropolises of  industrial democracies were being 
extended, are not to be found in Cairo. The standard habitat based 
on institutional credit is non-existent, apart from projects by certain 
investors, all of  them liable to speculative miscalculation. In fact, the 
middle class, in the sense of  a population with stable jobs and suffi cient 
remuneration, does not exist. The meagre and precarious nature of  
income forestalls it. In other words, even the habitat of  popular origin 
is the product of  precious fi nancial accumulation, from a migration to 
the oil monarchies of  the Gulf, for instance. Moreover, this immedi-
ate fi nancing of  building imposes specifi c modes of  living and urban 
forms, marked by a maximization of  land revenue, and thus of  densi-
ties. It requires that construction costs be reduced to a minimum, while 
radically restraining the fi nancing of  all other budgetary areas, thereby 
reducing the chances of  a rise in consumption.

At the other end of  the social spectrum, the requirement to pay in 
cash encourages ostentatious buildings that magnify, in their adornment, 
the fi nancial power of  the owner. The ostentatious may be all the better 
expressed given the building of  new prestige residential centralities in the 
desert; the sense of  propriety needed in cohabitation in the metropolis, 
in proximity to others, is no longer felt necessary. The ways of  living 
in, of  experiencing the metropolis have become exclusive.

Nostalgia and patrimonialization as a means of  publicizing liberalization

The sale of  public patrimony in the old centre has been accompa-
nied by the valorization of  blocks and other old buildings that are 
noteworthy from an architectural or simply historical point of  view, 
as markers of  identity or structuring points of  reference. This having 
been said, the opening up of  the property market has been based on 
the valorization of  the vacuum, i.e., of  the central and symbolic space 
outside the market.

This work of  rewriting urban history through choice and the way 
of  preserving traces constructed in the past is consistent not only with 
the reactivation of  the intra-urban land and property market, but 
also with the mutation of  values accompanying it. The restoration of  
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monuments is progressively replaced by an approach by quarter, which 
aims at unifying and harmonizing the image that should ideally be 
projected by these old central quarters, along with the clearly various 
uses that characterize them. Hence the city—a complex and plural 
space, a popular polarity, religious as well as craft and commercial—is 
the subject of  a conservation programme geared to transforming it into 
an outdoor museum. Consequently, the way of  receiving is limited and 
channelled through a strong trans-national, commercial and tourist-
style image of  the Muslim East with its gleaming mosques, suqs, and 
cafés. The ways of  living and working in the old city are not, of  
course, erased so easily, but the aging of  the resident population offers 
the chance of  an accelerated dismantlement of  areas of  craft activity 
not linked to tourism and helps ensure there will be feeble resistance 
to the folklorization of  landscapes and usages. Codifi cation according 
to trans-national norms does not just have a purely commercial func-
tion linked to international tourism; it is also a way of  domesticating a 
plural and popular Islam and of  making it consumable by everybody, 
while re-appropriating the use of  this lost centrality, still considered 
the basis of  the city rather than its heart. In addition to the probable 
disintegration of  urban ambiences linked to the mixing of  usages, 
turning the old centre into a museum under the name of  “Islamic 
city” or “Fatimid city” (even though the edifi ces of  this period have 
almost completely disappeared) is accompanied by increasingly fl ashy 
renovations of  palaces and mosques; the syndrome of  the funfair, which 
must be clean, smooth and shiny, often has the upper hand over respect 
for forms, material and the wear of  time. We are not far in terms of  
motivation, but this time too for internal ends, from the reconstruc-
tion of  the environment of  the other in one’s own image, timelessly, 
as the Street in Cairo might have been in the 1889 universal exhibition 
in Paris. This is still more the case when the plateau of  the Pyramids, 
in Giza, to the west of  Cairo, sees the architectural reconstitution, on 
virgin land, of  an eastern suq with its streets, squares, and of  course 
its shops—the Khan al-Azizi!

This summoning up and valorization of  the splendours of  the past 
is not limited to the old city and its monuments; it also affects the city 
inherited from the end of  the nineteenth century and the beginning of  
the twentieth. The activity of  patrimonialization now comes to affect 
noteworthy buildings, villas, apartment blocks, the Stock Market, banks, 
even architectural assemblages and city-centre squares, whose land 
began to be allotted at the end of  the nineteenth century but whose 
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building actually dates from the beginning of  the twentieth. Also affected 
are more recent concessions like Garden City and Heliopolis. Legal 
protection, classifi cation and renovations fl ourish, and they reiterate the 
high praises accorded to those traces of  an architecture imported for the 
promotion of  private cities. Let us simply cite the examples of  Mena 
Garden City and New Heliopolis. The whole entity is in harmony and 
implies the same investors, city-centre patrons and promoters of  the 
desert, with a view to elaborating a new referential era, a new Golden 
Age for Cairo, that of  the liberal age. Delegated to businessmen, the 
enterprise of  patrimonialization legitimizes these as a feature of  civil 
society. The renovation of  the Stock Exchange quarter, the restoration of  
façades and the implanting of  a pedestrian zone integrating the adjacent 
roads, carried out by an association of  businessmen, symbolizes this 
propagation of  image geared to highlighting private initiatives, at the 
risk of  underlining that the period of  national construction after 1952 
was more damaging than the preceding colonial infl uence. The revi-
sion of  history now extends to proposing a rehabilitation of  kingship, 
notably through the creation of  a museum dedicated to King Farouq 
in Helwan. Over and above the obvious function of  creating a value to 
accompany the liberalization of  the land necessary for the re-conquest 
of  the centre, along with the closely linked function of  glorifying liber-
alization even when it involves legitimizing a quasi-royal succession for 
contemporary Egypt, such renovations turned rehabilitation provide a 
historical base for the new forms of  living in the desert. The private 
cities no longer represent an illegitimate import; they rather provide a 
rebirth of  the glorious past of  the metropolis. The patrimonialization 
enterprises entailed in building at the beginning of  the century join 
forces with this procedure of  creating a patina, that is to say, of  creat-
ing a nostalgia through the re-appropriation of  social usages and of  an 
old building frame; in the context, in the case of  the private cities, of  a 
patrimonialization and historicization of  the present. The issue at stake 
with this patina is to promote, apart from authenticity, a nostalgia of  the 
present. As such, present-day life appears not simply historicized, but as 
something that has already been lost. Like fashion, which is a product 
of  the intertwining of  worlds and a feature of  accelerated circulation 
around the world, the patina generates what is ephemeral. This fab-
rication of  time, by placing the present in parenthesis for the ends of  
promotion and consumption, joins forces with the issue of  urban fears, 
in the sense that it creates instability. It calls upon a person to protect 
himself, to consume protection in the face of  increasing uncertainty, 
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of  the destabilization of  all daily routines, of  complexity and growing 
interdependence. It is a way of  fashioning a metropolis which, though 
it provides a reactivation of  the old forms of  agglomeration, gives no 
incitement to the questioning of  socio-spatial disparities—gives them, 
even, an inherited legitimacy.

Conclusion

Since the present exercise, the synthetic presentation of  a city, cannot 
be reduced to the prudent provision of  a sum of  observations, but must 
necessarily suggest a path to an attempted restitution of  a totality, with 
all its nuances, and also a reductive coherence, the presentation of  the 
Cairo metropolis proposed here is not free of  gaps. It aims, primarily, 
at shedding light on a contemporary trajectory by focusing fi rmly on 
demographic stabilization and its spatial consequences, specifi cally in 
terms of  expansion of  the metropolitan area and of  the selective redis-
tribution of  populations. An analysis of  the means of  production, and of  
the ways to articulate the urban forms that accompany them, follows. It 
further shows how a new order, both spatial and social, is incorporated 
within a relation renewed by economic liberalization, and how this 
harmonization entails a rewriting of  history and a re-appropriation of  
inherited forms. The reading of  landscapes under construction in the 
case of  private cities, and in the course of  being restructured through 
the legalization of  unregulated habitat, takes into account social distanc-
ing and the affi rmation of  a security-based, integrative approach—the 
integration being reduced to macro-economic goals.

At this point, we must face the potential conclusion that we have 
merely replaced the impression of  demographic explosion, currently 
prevalent in syntheses about Cairo, by the establishment of  a new 
socio-spatial tyranny that recomposes existing inequalities to the point 
of  caricature; to the extent that only a stringently security-based, 
authoritarian approach will be seen as capable of  still holding the 
totality together. As such, the danger of  an explosion would not have 
disappeared—it would simply have become transferred. The brutal 
and rapid nature of  these changes induces us to consider that there 
is, in practice, an accentuation of  fundamental divisions. By the same 
token, the overall perception of  the large cities of  the Arab-Muslim 
world suggests a stringent, unlimited police control of  social hazards 
and of  opposition.
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We have to make the same observation as those presentations 
which—concluding that an explosion is imminent, but never in fact 
meeting with the destroyed new Babylon—insist, as if  to justify the 
non-realization of  their prophecies: “yet it does move.” Without deny-
ing the tyranny of  fundamental social divisions and the risks of  social 
explosion bound up with the total absence of  legal representation and 
channels for political opposition, we are bound to recognize that the 
metropolis contains resources allowing the whole, which is necessarily 
interdependent, to function and create a system; that is to say, exchanges 
rendered peaceful do dominate daily practice.

It would now be fi tting (although this goes beyond our present pur-
pose) to study the modes of  reception and accommodation of  these new 
urban objects that, a priori, invite sorting and distancing. In a social 
science perspective—taking, that is, an approach centred on reception, 
interaction and usages and not merely on transient, textual and objective 
appearances—the transactions and hybridizations that form the mixing 
of  the landscapes should be accorded their proper weight. And what if  
the impenetrable, that is, the resistance of  the co-presence and mixing 
of  usages that enables this evident noisy incoherence (which remains the 
fi rst impression) to persist—what if  this was precisely what fashioned 
the metropolis, along with its capacity to transcend contradictions? 
The shopping mall, which may be regarded as one of  the categories 
of  privatization, is also a new public space, somewhat reminiscent of  
the suq. It permits new usages and a new mixing.18 The appropriation 
of  new centralities in a way that does not follow the wishes of  develop-
ers, when these extol, for instance, the setting up of  an open museum, 
is one such necessary approach. Studies of  the way popular quarters 
insert themselves within the metropolitan economy would be similarly 
benefi cial. The fl exibility of  relations and usages, and of  transaction, 
seems always to win the day. Likewise, mobility and transportation, 
which have not been discussed here, may certainly, in their recent 
development, bear witness to sorting and dualization, with a very clear 
bias towards fast roadways and consequently towards the accessibility 
to cars of  the new quarters of  prestige and business. However, the very 
marked fl exibility of  the transportation supply is also favourable to the 
intensifi cation of  links. It reinforces proximity, despite the extension of  
the metropolis. Similarly, the metro tends to transcend deep divisions 

18 See Abaza, “Shopping Malls.”
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and favour co-presence. It also induces responsible refl exes, to the extent 
that service is guaranteed and of  quality.
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THE RECONSTRUCTIONS OF BEIRUT

Joe Nasr and Eric Verdeil

Introduction

Beirut has successively been seen as the icon of  the war-destroyed 
city, the paradigmatic case of  “urbicide”1 and then as the symbol of  
a city’s rebirth through the reconstruction of  its city centre,2 praised 
in real estate journals and sold as a booming touristic destination to 
natives of  the Arabo-Persian Gulf. Both images place Beirut as a city 
out of  compare, out of  norm, defi ning it as a unique and extraordinary 
city. Such exceptionality should nevertheless be challenged. On one 
hand, the city as a fi eld for local and global wars—and its consequent 
reconstructions—is a fate that Lebanon’s capital city has shared with 
Jerusalem, Baghdad, Hama (and almost Aleppo), Mogadishu, Sarajevo, 
Mostar, Belfast, among many others in the late twentieth century.3 The 
war-torn city is an extreme case, considered from the point of  view of  
urban violence as well as from that of  urban planning. Urban violence 
and planning must then be analyzed as conscious tools for reshaping 
urban societies and nations in the hands of  various political actors at 
the local, regional, or global scale. The city has to be re-placed within 
political, socio-demographic, and economic turmoil in its gradation and 
in the steps onwards and backwards from peace to war. Reconstruc-
tion, then, has to be considered as a series of  moments in a political 
balance of  power. On the other hand, in certain ways, urban policies 
related to reconstruction differ only in degree (rather than in kind) from 
planning and projects intended to transform the city in more common 
frameworks. Instances can be found in the general attitude of  contempt, 
by many planners, for the ancient urban fabric and its inhabitants, be 

1 Perhaps the best-known example of  journalistic analysis is Friedman’s From Beirut 
to Jerusalem (1989).

2 This is exemplifi ed in the title of  a book from the 1990s, Gavin and Maluf, Beirut 
Reborn (1996).

3 It is thus not by accident that an international conference on the rebuilding of  
post-war cities was held in the 1990s in Beirut. The proceedings are found in Tabet 
(1999).
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it in the name of  the modernization of  the city, the affi rmation of  the 
state, or the necessary adaptation to economic globalization.

The dual image of  Beirut as war city versus as rebuilt city is also false 
because there were multiple reconstructions of  Beirut and because of  
the intricate connections between destructions and reconstructions. First, 
Beirut has experienced over time several experiences of  reconstruction, 
not only in time of  war but also, due to Ottoman, then French projects 
of  modernization, in the aftermath of  World War I. During the more 
recent war, the distinction between the time of  destruction and the 
time of  rebuilding itself  is not clear since the reconstruction’s projects 
were a factor of  destruction or at least demolition; and the failure of  
peace agreements during the Lebanese war interrupted at least twice 
the fl edgling reconstruction processes. The attempts at transformation, 
even if  many failed, have left imprints, both in legal constraints and 
property patterns (launched expropriations, approved decrees that were 
not implemented . . .) and in the mentalities and memories of  various 
actors. Considering those failures and their effects, thus, offers new light 
on the rebuilding processes.

Our entry point in this paper is the physical reconstruction of  the 
city, as a way to highlight reconstruction in its broader meaning:4 the 
physical reconstruction takes place in a political and socioeconomic 
framework shaped by the war. Other policies of  the post-war context 
relate to displaced people, reconciliation, or deal with specifi c sectors 
(roads, energy, etc.) at the scale of  the country; these choices interact 
with the reconstruction projects. The reconstruction in itself  should not 
be seen as a linear process. Feedback effects are altering the implemen-
tation and changing the initial designs.

Understanding Beirut’s reconstructions fi rst requires a brief  overview 
of  the history of  transformations in the Lebanese capital city before 
1975. Wartime Beirut and its plans then provide an understanding of  
the radical changes that affected the city and of  the failed reconstruc-
tions. The plans and projects of  the post-war era, with an emphasis 
on the city centre, will lastly be analyzed.

4 On the multiple understandings of  reconstruction in Beirut, see Nasr (1999). 
Some of  these understandings are developed in other articles in the book where that 
article is found.
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the free trade agreements between Lebanon and Syria meant that the 
proponents of  a “Merchant Republic” imposed their view of  the country 
as a commercial link between East and West. During the fi fties, Beirut 
benefi ted from escapees from the nationalist and socialist revolutions in 
neighbouring countries, from the infl ux of  rich Palestinians, and from 
those who made fortunes from oil incomes from the Arabic-Persian 
Gulf, all of  whom brought their wealth into Lebanon’s banking system 
and invested in its real estate sector. The policies of  banking secrecy 
and free trade were vital pull factors. Beirut and Mount Lebanon 
became a touristic centre starting in the sixties. Western fi rms settled 
their regional offi ces in Beirut, where they found the security of  a pro-
Western government, a skilled population, an attractive atmosphere, 
and an airport from which all Middle Eastern destinations could be 
reached. Beirut’s regional role, thus, relied on the rise of  a service 
economy for the whole region.

The economic prosperity of  the Lebanese capital city did not reach 
all regions of  Lebanon, and this discrepancy was a main factor in 
rural migration, but the fl ows of  refugees resulting from the multiple 
regional political confl icts were also a major contributor to demographic 
growth. After World War I, Beirut received Armenian refugees from 
Cilicia (southern Anatolia). After 1948, it was the turn of  the Palestin-
ians. Economic migrants from rural Syria were also numerous. As a 
consequence of  those migrants’ waves, Beirut’s population grew from 
about 160,000 in 1920 to 400,000 in 1950. In 1970, the city and the 
fi rst ring of  suburbs amounted to 800,000 inhabitants but the whole 
agglomeration pushed the total to 1.2 million.

Indeed, the small Ottoman city had experienced major physical trans-
formations. Since the 1930s, the city had spread beyond the municipal 
boundaries and absorbed the nearby villages of  the plains and hills 
surrounding the town into suburban nuclei. The typology of  buildings 
was altered through the spread of  the concrete multi-storey building. 
The settlements’ patterns also became more complex. A new business 
centre developed in Hamra, west of  the ancient city centre. Informal 
settlements and refugee camps were built in the suburbs. Partially 
planned subdivisions were established on the hills outside the city.

The construction of  a capital: Plans and projects

The emergence of  Beirut as a capital for a new state and as a regional 
centre, along with its associated physical transformations, were the 
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result of  political and economic external choices as well as unexpected 
regional changes. The new status took place in the broader framework 
of  the modernization of  cities, either inspired by the Ottoman Tanzimat 
(reforms) or, later, by the diffusion of  town planning ideas in the colonial 
world. The desire to modernize the city and to adapt it to its new status 
and role certainly came from outside but it also met the desire of  part 
of  the local elites. Staging the new Lebanese nation has been another 
intricate dimension of  urban projects in Beirut since the end of  the 
nineteenth century. The building of  a new state has to be represented 
in stone in the new city. Over the past century, however, confl icts were 
always present around the implementation of  such projects. The bal-
ance of  power never allowed the successive national governments to 
fully achieve their ambitious features. The local institutions—notably 
the municipality, established in the 1860s, then after 1920 controlled 
by the French, later marginalized by the government in independent 
Lebanon—could not be considered particularly powerful actors. Other 
players, such as landowners including religious foundations (awqaf  ), and 
corporate interests, should also be mentioned here.

The “ottomanization” of  the city, under the auspices of  the munici-
pality and the walis (governors), from 1878 until World War I (Hanssen 
2005), included a range of  projects. Among them, the redesign of  the 
Burj Square with the new Serail (1883–4) and the erection of  a clock 
tower (1898) refl ecting Istanbul time, were representative of  the spirit 
of  the time (fi gure 1). In 1915, a long-delayed project of  modernizing 
the suq area was launched. Some of  the demolitions had taken place 
when the French arrived in town after the war. One of  their fi rst 
concerns was then to complete it, before they progressively extended, 
transformed and redesigned it. The area near the harbour was designed 
on an orthogonal grid and its main streets were named after Foch, 
Weygand and Allenby, the victorious generals of  World War I. Designed 
in 1925–26 and implemented until the end of  the 1930s, the Place de 
l’Etoile superimposed its branches on the old ottoman urban fabric. 
The plan faced harsh resistance by the Christian awqaf and two of  the 
branches were never implemented.6 The national institutions like the 
Municipality or the Parliament buildings were designed according to 
a new “Levantine” architecture. These fi rst modernization projects of  
Beirut’s centre bore both continuity and change in planning. Change is 

6 On the response of  local notables, see Davie, 2003.
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evident in the new scale that the French gave to the project or in new 
regular patterns like the new star design. But continuities appeared in 
the modernizing project itself, or in the modus operandi through the 
municipality. The Levantine architecture, intended to exalt the new state 
of  Lebanon, was drawing from the same sources as the “Ottoman” and 
was designed by the same local muhandissin (engineers and architects) 
who were in charge previously, like Youssif  Aftimos.

The introduction of  modern planning outside old Beirut in the 
thirties (Ghorayeb 1996) was less successful, and from the years of  the 
Independence until the civil war, the Lebanese government experienced 
many similar disappointments.  

During the entre-deux-guerres, French colonial cities became an 
experimentation fi eld for the planners, at the request of  the colonial 
authorities, with Morocco and Syria, to various extents, emblematic of  
such methods. In Beirut, a fi rst attempt occurred in 1930–32 by the 
brothers Danger, whose fi rm, La Société des plans régulateurs de villes, had 
operated elsewhere in the Near East. In the context of  war, in 1941–43, 
Michel Ecochard, the young architect who had established the town 
planning administration in Syria in 1938, was commissioned for the 
task of  setting up a master plan for the expanding city and modernizing 
parts of  the city centre where governmental administrations had to be 
built. Both attempts failed in the face of  real estate speculation, the 
interests of  private French corporations (like the harbour or railways 
companies or the Banque de Syrie et du Liban) as well as the fi nancial 
weakness of  the public actors.

At Independence, the project of  planning and modernizing Beirut 
was caught in the tension between two imperatives: the development 
of  the national economy and the affi rmation of  the state. During the 
1950s, the plans remained modest, in line with the offi cial laissez-faire 
policy of  the Merchant Republic. The main efforts consisted of  building 
a new airport in Khaldeh, adapting the legal framework to real estate 
pressures, and widening some major arteries, according to the plans 
adopted after the drafts by Ecochard and the Swiss planner Ernst Egli 
(fi gure 2). After the civil riots that took place in Lebanon in 1958, Fouad 
Chehab was elected President. He stressed the reform and moderniza-
tion of  the state in order to unify the country. Balanced development 
across the Lebanese regions and control over the growth of  the capital 
city were identifi ed as key goals. Thus, town planning, now fi rmly in 
the hands of  the central government, became a major fi eld of  con-
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centration; consequently, a law was passed in order to introduce new 
planning tools.7 The creation of  a directorate for urban planning, in 
1959, and of  two independent public bodies for the implementation of  
projects, in 1961 and 1963, was a signifi cant proof  of  the government’s 
determination.

Once again, Ecochard was hired. In 1961, he had been commis-
sioned to establish a master plan for the governmental cities (a large 
administrative complex) outside the city centre, refl ecting the will to 
reform and rationalize the administration. In 1963, Ecochard submitted 
a master plan for Beirut and its suburbs. It integrated the idea of  an 
urban de-concentration towards new cities linked to the agglomeration 
by a network of  freeways. The city centre was to be widely renovated 
with high-rise buildings and separate circulation according to the 
Modern Movement principles (fi gure 3). This project combined the 
concern for real estate and economic development in a city intended to 
become a bridge between the West and the East, with the objective of  
the symbolic affi rmation of  the state, since several sites were dedicated 
to public buildings. A new legislation on mixed real estate companies 
was set up for the implementation of  the project. But the Chehabist 
plans were only partially implemented. The zoning ordinance (though 
modifi ed under the landowners’ pressures), the road network and a few 
administrative buildings in the governmental city of  Bir Hassan were 
the main achievements, whereas public housing and new town projects 
as well as the renovation of  the central district were all abandoned, 
because of  the change in the balance of  power in the country after 
the end of  Chehab’s mandate in 1964 and the fi nancial impacts of  
the regional crisis of  1967.

Because of  its status of  capital city of  a new and unsteady state, 
planning and modernizing Beirut was always related to the building 
of  the nation. While the attempts at modernizing the capital city, and 
particularly the city centre, also aimed at fostering an economy based 
on regional trade and real estate, the projects were always connected 
with episodes of  political reconstruction and of  state affi rmation.

7 Verdeil 2003. See also part of  Rowe and Sarkis 1998.
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2. Wartime Beirut and its Plans

War as context for urban change

The war, from 1975 until 1990, was a complex framework for urban 
change. The intricate dimensions of  the war (international, regional 
and local; ideological and religious) are a fi rst specifi city. It makes the 
Lebanese situation different from the case of  the European cities during 
the Second World War in terms of  the temporality and spatiality of  
fi ghting, the nature of  destructions, the identities of  protagonists (orga-
nized armies or militias) and their nationalities (Lebanese, Palestinian, 
Israeli, Syrian, Iranian, American, European, etc.) and the stakes of  
the war (religious, social, related to the local scene or to the regional 
one). Because of  its length, the actors on the scene seriously changed 
over time. The state and its administrations were greatly weakened: they 
were now even less able to control urbanization in terms of, for instance, 
construction licenses. Moreover, the administrations usually were not 
able to retain and to replace their skilled workforce, which worsened 
the situation. Ruined, displaced, absent, or wary of  undertaking repairs, 
landowners were also directly or indirectly hit by the war. Conversely, 
new actors emerged or became prominent. A range of  individuals and 
groups benefi ted from the war economically or politically. The chiefs 
of  various militias even became ministers or offi cials. Certain business-
men also profi ted from the wartime economy. The rise of  Rafi q Hariri, 
based in entrepreneurial successes outside Lebanon (in Saudi Arabia), 
illustrates another aspect of  the political and fi nancial renewal. In the 
state administration, the Council for Development and Reconstruction 
(CDR), created in 1977 to replace the Ministry of  Planning, gradually 
concentrated a lot of  powers at the expense of  the obsolescent “clas-
sical” administration.

The Lebanese war is in fact more a succession of  “rounds” with 
different stakes involved, separated by episodes of  “peace” that did not 
succeed, mainly in 1977 and in 1982–83. The cyclical nature of  war 
is the reason why destructions and reconstructions were intertwined. 
Almost all the country has been affected by the combats, at least during 
one round, and at least indirectly. Beirut and its suburbs have been one 
of  the major and continuous scenes of  the war, which thus deserves the 
qualifi cation of  an urban war. The demarcation lines in Beirut remained 
over the war’s course remarkably stable. The city centre was also one 
of  the main places of  confrontation. The interactions between these 
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different factors were accompanied by urban transformations that can 
be considered according to their various scales.

Multiple scales of  Beirut’s wartime transformations

The war hit the city hard. The damage was not only physical: the spatial 
organization of  the population and the means of  production were also 
transformed. People coped in various ways, using the countryside and 
the secondary towns as places of  refuge. But the country as a whole, 
and Beirut specifi cally, underwent an economic marginalization. The 
most immediate cause was war damage itself. Evaluating the destruc-
tions is a challenging methodological issue.8 Buildings that were seriously 
or totally damaged are estimated, in Greater Beirut, at over 10% of  
buildings. The numbers hide geographical differences (fi gure 4): inside 
the municipal boundaries of  Beirut, this amounted to about 16% of  
destructions; but in the city centre, almost all the buildings were hit to 
some extent, and along the demarcation line, serious damage has been 
evaluated at 80%. Still, the level of  destruction in Beirut remained 
below the widespread destructions that befell some European cities like 
West Berlin, where 25% of  buildings were destroyed. In contrast to the 
heavy damage from air bombing (including associated fi restorms) and 
tank fi ghts, the most destructive weapons in Lebanon were relatively 
small rockets or missiles.

More typical of  civil and urban wars, the population was affected by 
massive moves. (Verdeil et al., 2007, chapter 4; Shwayri 2002). Exodus 
from the provinces to the capital and cross-fl ows of  refugees between 
different areas of  the city radically altered the geographical distribution 
of  populations. In 1987, about 27% of  the inhabitants were considered 
refugees, not including all those who had “freely” moved for safety 
reasons. The most notable result of  those shifts was the formation of  
two sectors with relatively homogenous religious composition on both 
sides of  the demarcation line: the East was almost totally Christian 
while the West was largely Muslim. Another consequence has been 
the rapid and massive expansion of  the suburbs, particularly along the 
northern coast and in the hills, as well as in the southern plain. Most 
buildings were built following regulations, but illegal or non-permitted 

8 Some of  these challenges are discussed in part of  Nasr, 1997.
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some plans and ideas that were previously facing obstruction, such 
as the modernization projects in the city centre or the metropolitan 
restructuring plans. The war, thus, would give more relevance to older 
agendas whose memory was not lost.

If  references to the pre-war situation and projects were evident in 
many plans, the reconstruction was and is, in certain respects, a process 
of  consolidation of  the war changes, such as the various confessions’ 
polarization on both sides of  the demarcation line or the expansion 
of  the city towards the mountains. This is particularly relevant for the 
political renewal: the reconstruction was crucial for establishing the 
legitimacy of  new political actors in charge during the two episodes 
of  reconstruction and reestablishment of  the state, in 1977 and in 
1982–83 (Verdeil 2001).

At the end of  the two-year war (1975–77), President Elias Sarkis 
designated the economist Salim al-Hoss as Prime minister. Amin al-
Bizri, an architect and a former president of  the Order of  Engineers, 
was put in charge of  the Ministry of  Public Works. With a profes-
sional committee, he personally supervised the reconstruction plans for 
the centre of  Beirut that a French public consulting fi rm, the Atelier 
parisien d’urbanisme (APUR), was setting up. The proposal dealt with 
a vast perimeter of  120 hectares including the main damaged sites. 
The centre was a symbolic place since it was the major public space 
of  the city where the different communities of  the country interacted. 
The fi rst proposal was to restore the image of  a Mediterranean city. 
It included the restoration of  the suqs, the opening of  the city to the 
harbour, and the design of  a promenade along the sea. It suggested a 
limitation of  the building heights to 30 m and vituperated against the 
“international architecture.” It was indeed the fi rst time that the issue of  
heritage was applied in Beirut. But the second side of  the project was 
the modernization of  the city: it foresaw new public buildings symbol-
izing the unity of  the state. It also included new arteries through the 
ancient urban fabric, as well as the realization of  a modern business 
centre on an old dock site. In order to foster business development, it 
called for doubling the total fl oor area of  the most damaged areas by 
the erection of  new buildings. The 1977 plan’s main justifi cation was 
the pressing need to go back to the normalcy of  the pre-war period 
and to revive the image of  a united state and of  a Mediterranean city 
devoted to trade. In line with pre-war projects, these objectives also 
sought to foster businesses, to develop the real estate and to open new 
arteries in this area.
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The progressive failure of  the peace arrangements did not allow 
the implementation of  the projects, and the new fi ghts worsened the 
damage in the city centre. Reconstruction refl ections only resumed in 
1982, in the aftermath of  the Israeli invasion, when the Phalangists 
Bachir and Amin Gemayel successively acceded to the Presidency. The 
latter did not have the legitimacy of  his brother nor his political sup-
port. The reconstruction process offered him an opportunity to build 
it. His strategy was not limited, as had been the case in 1977, to the 
city centre. He launched a broad programme, including several new 
laws, emergency actions in the city centre and in the southern sub-
urbs, a massive project of  urban development with sea reclamations 
on the northern shore of  the agglomeration and a master plan for the 
metropolitan area of  Beirut, whose consultant was the French Institut 
d’aménagement et d’urbanisme de la région Ile-de-France (IAURIF). 
The city centre was seen, once again, as a symbol of  the continuity 
of  the Nation. But the extension of  war damages, combined with the 
fact that the St George bay had become, from 1978 on, a dumping 
site requiring major reclamation, made it necessary to alter the previ-
ously adopted planning scheme. OGER, a contracting fi rm belonging 
to the businessman Rafi q Hariri, offered its help and was in charge 
of  clearing the site. Under obscure circumstances, it demolished wide 
parts of  the ancient suqs near the Burj Square, clearing far more than 
just war-damaged structures. Between 1983 and 1986, OGER on its 
own introduced several amendments to the offi cial plans and proposed 
various options (fi gure 5). As a result, the reconstruction plan was radi-
calized. It called for a modern architecture, densifi cation of  the project 
and development of  commercial, touristic and business functions, at 
the expense of  heritage conservation and of  the old landowners and 
tenants. In fact, it accepted and affi rmed the social changes resulting 
from the fi ghting.

In the southern suburbs, the state was facing the question of  ille-
gal settlements in an area that was politically controlled by the Shi‘a 
militias of  Amal and Hezbollah. The attempt at solving the real estate 
problem was initially combined with a project of  low-income housing 
and infrastructure upgrading in various parts of  the locality (Verdeil 
2002a). But the brutal removal of  several squats, in the framework of  
resuming tensions between the President and his Shi‘a opponents, led 
in February 1984 to an uprising that plunged Beirut once again into 
war. As for the northern projects, they were intended to restructure a 
partly derelict industrial region into a touristic and residential neigh-
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and failures, of  miscalculations and adjustments. Overall, one can 
observe a general trend from an early boom and optimism, followed by 
a gradual loss of  steam through stasis, and ultimately a crippling of  the 
country’s progress. This trend in the country’s recovery was refl ected 
in (and to a certain extent caused by) the rebuilding of  Beirut itself. It 
will be discussed in three phases that broadly characterize these twinned 
histories (Huybrechts and Verdeil 2000).

Three phases of  Beirut’s post-war transformations

Phase 1: Boom in private projects, preparation of  public projects (1991–1994)
The fi rst few years after the fi ghting stopped were distinguished by an 
almost immediate spike in the level of  construction activity in Lebanon. 
Within metropolitan Beirut, this activity at fi rst maintained the expan-
sion of  the fringe areas, even when Beirut became “safe” again; but 
within a short time, Beirut began to recover, as demolitions, repairs, 
rebuilding, all took off. This was clearly the result largely of  individual 
initiatives in those early years, on a case-by-case basis, in a very haphaz-
ard way. This rediscovery of  Beirut as a locus for real estate investments 
did not throttle the investments in its periphery (many already under 
way since the 1980s); it was complementary to it at fi rst. The highest 
levels of  construction activity, around 1994, were thus reached before 
the full apparatus of  the state was in gear.

The state attention in these years was in fact spread across a range of  
efforts; the state itself  did not involve itself  much in major infrastructural 
activity, though it worked on the planning for such activity. Instead, its 
focus in this phase was in emergency mode: beginning to assist refugees 
fi nancially in relocating themselves out of  squatted apartments, repairing 
basic utilities, restarting state services and administrations.

Some of  this activity was not without controversy. But apart from 
the great public debate—with international echoes—over the future of  
Beirut’s central district which will be discussed below, many other parts 
of  the country’s recovery (whether the physical reconstruction outside 
this limited district, or the many aspects of  the country’s reconstruction 
beyond those of  the physical rebuilding) received generally little debate, 
if  they were not thoroughly ignored. One example was the priority given 
to new freeways at the expense of  the revival of  public transportation. 
So in the shadow of  the towering question of  SOLIDERE, the laying 
of  the ground for countless other activities that occurred in parallel 
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went on fairly quietly, while many other dimensions of  the post-war 
recovery escaped any planning by the state.

Phase 2: Economic slowdown and implementation of  public projects 
(1995–1998)
This phase may have represented the peak of  the reconstruction era 
while, at the same time, it displayed the fi rst signs of  the “normal” 
activities of  post-reconstruction times, even within Beirut. After a few 
years of  preparation many major projects went into full gear. Notably, 
the SOLIDERE company had been established by the government 
after overcoming the range of  contestations over its existence and 
modalities, and it began to implement some of  the major components 
of  the transformation of  Beirut’s centre: completion of  the ring road, 
laying the roadways and its underlying infrastructure, renovation or 
recreation of  much of  the built fabric in the “historic” sectors within 
it, stabilization of  the vast wartime maritime landfi ll . . . In parallel, 
the most signifi cant public works projects were under construction or 
completed in these few years, particularly a number of  new highways 
(the new airport road, the highway to the south, the doubling of  part 
of  the highway to the north, the bypass of  the Damascus road . . .).

On the private side, dynamic construction activity persisted, though 
at a reduced pace. The continuing re-emergence of  Beirut as a magnet 
for large and small construction projects, mostly on the upper end of  the 
market, was maintained. By this time, most of  the activity consisted of  
ordinary projects, mostly redevelopment of  older and smaller building 
sites throughout the city; construction to replace war-destroyed struc-
tures by now amounted to only a fraction of  the construction activity. 
A distinctive type of  residential high-rises even became recognizable 
for certain common features (oval balconies, extensive use of  marble 
and granite . . .). To accommodate these towers, the rash of  demolitions, 
including of  a number of  buildings that had been placed on offi cial 
protected lists, ironically went on simultaneously with the spread of  
renovations of  equally historic buildings, particularly to accommodate 
trendy entertainment spots in some of  the neighbourhoods closest to 
Beirut’s centre. Hence, the contradictory parallel trends that appeared 
in the immediate aftermath of  the war were crystallized and reinforced. 
The “banalization” of  the post-war activities could also be seen in the 
linkages across the metropolitan area. While the profound Christian/
Moslem residential split of  the metropolis was not reduced at all, the 
movements across the area, including across the line of  separation, 
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continued to be reinforced, serving at a limited level at bridging the 
contacts among individuals, even though these linkages generally did 
not get any deeper: in other words, greater propinquity rather than 
greater connectivity.

The most worrisome trend for the everyday life of  the Lebanese and 
Beirutis, however, was the progressive economic slowdown that was 
to grip the country and city year after year. While some of  it may be 
considered simply as the wearing off  of  the boom that is often inher-
ent to many post-war eras, part of  it has to be seen in the context 
of  the sharp shift from regional optimism to pessimism that spread 
across the entire region subsequently to the assassination of  Yitzhak 
Rabin across the border to the south. Indeed, the regional optimism 
had coincided with the local optimism that surrounded the very fi rst 
years of  the halt in combats in Lebanon—anticipating in particular 
an infl ux of  individuals (emigrants to the Arab and Western countries) 
and funds (from these emigrants, from other Arabs, and from a mass 
of  other foreign investors). This optimism evaporated fairly fast in the 
mid-1990s. However, while these explanations (even if  illusory) were all 
exogenous, at least as important were the endogenous factors behind 
the slowdown in the economic machinery of  the country that gripped 
it inexorably within barely four years of  the beginning of  the post-war 
era. Here, it has to be emphasized that the points in the two previous 
paragraphs, which seem contradictory to the ones in this paragraph, 
are in fact closely linked to them. Indeed, the endogenous explanations 
for the slowdown partly lie in the persistent spending by the state on 
massive infrastructure projects (including the rebuilding of  the centre 
as adopted) that it may no longer have afforded—if  it ever did—in the 
changed regional climate, combined with the relentless investment in a 
construction sector on the private side that was not directly connected 
to specifi c levels of  need and affordability in the country at the time. 
Hence, the physical reconstruction (or construction) in Lebanon could 
not be separated from the negative trends from 1995 onwards in the 
country’s broader reconstruction.

Phase 3: Economic recession and end of  the “reconstruction” (1999–2004)
This phase is very much an extension of  the previous one, with an affi r-
mation of  most of  the trends that had emerged during those transitional 
years, a corroboration of  the end of  the post-war boom and undoubt-
edly of  the “reconstruction” period as such. The economic slowdown 
turned here into a full-fl edged recession, crippled by a  spiralling level 
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of  public debt (165% of  the GDP in 2003), combined with a reinforce-
ment of  the blurring of  the lines between public interest and private 
gains and a general lack of  faith among potential investors. The forced 
exit of  Hariri from power after President Lahoud’s election lasted only 
a couple of  years (1998–2000) and did not result in a reversal of  the 
downhill slide of  the country—nor did his return to power either. A 
minor recovery took place around 2003 (largely seen in an expanding 
tourism sector, with more than 1 million foreign visitors that year); this 
related to much more recent factors (especially the complex regional 
aftermath of  the September 11, 2001 events) than to ones associated 
with the short-lived post-war economic recovery.

The consequences of  this confi rmation of  a listless economic future 
for the country (Debié et al. 2003)—as refl ected in the dramatic expan-
sions of  poverty and migration (Kasparian 2003)9—are multifarious. 
Among others, many of  the larger public urban interventions were 
either slowed down or deactivated. Construction activity turned very 
erratic, with the sight of  cranes becoming less common than it had 
been in past years. Still, defl ation in many real estate prices did not 
result in a halt in construction activity, refl ecting the sway of  the myth 
of  an unshakeable real estate sector. Nor does the decades-old focus 
on Arab visitors and investors appear under any threat—to the con-
trary—it is thriving, as refl ected in the continuing erection of  massive 
hotel/resort complexes.

Finally, some trends, fi rst noted in the previous phase, do seem to be 
strongly confi rmed in this period. One is the relative reinforcement of  
local powers, as seen particularly in the development of  municipalities 
as genuine actors with some actual capacities following the 1998 elec-
tions (though their actions remain limited because of  state control and 
funding scarcity). Another signifi cant trend is towards the rehabilitation 
of  the existing urban fabric. The massive success of  the new-old Etoile, 
Maarad and Foch-Allenby zones in the heart of  the area controlled by 
SOLIDERE as the prime destination for nightlife and more recently 
retail in Beirut would have to be placed among a series of  other steps 
of  recognition and usage of  existing structures. These steps include 
some expansion in the reuse of  historic buildings beyond the immedi-

9 In 2001, 42% of  the households were earning less than 800,000 LP (about 500$) 
on a regular monthly basis. About 400,000 Lebanese are estimated to have emigrated 
after the war, among whom about 250,000 during the years 1996–2001.
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ate peri-central zone; the façade painting efforts of  the Help Lebanon 
charitable organization, which seems to be spreading to individual 
actions; the similar effort by the public Fund for the Displaced, shifting 
its priority from provision of  fi xed sums to the displaced to improvement 
of  the image of  some of  the neighbourhoods with a remaining refugee 
presence like Ras al Naba’; the new activities in old neighbourhoods 
such as Gemmayzeh’s “Arts Stairs” festival; and the large World Bank 
funding for a program that is twinning “cultural heritage” and “urban 
development” in Tripoli, Baalbak, Sidon, Byblos, and Tyre.

Over the course of  the past decade and a half, a series of  seeming 
contradictions have emerged: simultaneous demolitions and rehabilita-
tions, adjacent massive investments and untouched war ruins, parallel 
inexorable economic slide and unrelenting public and private construc-
tion spending . . . The brief  explanations above sought to shed some light 
on how so many contradictions could be understood in the specifi c 
context of  the Lebanese reconstruction and post-reconstruction years. 
These contradictions could be clearly seen in the plans and projects 
that were proposed and partially realized in this period.

Post-war plans and projects

The most basic aspects to note about the post-war reconstruction in 
Beirut and, more generally, in Lebanon are the selectivity in its planning 
and the fragmentation in its implementation (fi gure 6). In other words, 
there was no overall plan, no cohesive vision for dealing comprehensively 
with matters related to war recovery. There was no planning ministry, 
and although the CDR did manage to fulfi l many of  the roles of  such 
a ministry (some coordination of  projects, funnelling of  funds from 
overseas for some rebuilding activities), these roles were never integrated 
into a unitary and visionary perspective, operating instead on the level 
of  the revitalization of  particular sectors or the study of  particular parts 
of  the country. The fragmentation of  the reconstruction was thus both 
spatial and sectoral. At the same time, there was a double bias towards 
two types of  physical schemes that dominated the plans that were put 
in place or the projects that were launched: major infrastructure and 
large-scale redevelopment of  defi ned areas.

While some major infrastructure projects included complete new 
ventures that were constructed (such as the highway from Beirut to the 
South), many were pieces of  projects, such as the erection of  segments 
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of  new highways; for example, the bypass of  the Damascus Road in the 
near suburbs of  Beirut was built while awaiting a longer-term extension 
into the mountains. The partly damaged airport was totally rebuilt (at 
a scale that foresees a multiplication of  the level of  activity it receives 
nowadays); while the harbour received major refurbishment. The main 
park in the city, the Pine Forest (through which the demarcation passed 
during the war years), was unusual in that its reconstruction was sub-
jected to a design competition, followed by implementation, although 
it is still (a decade later) waiting for its opening to the public. However, 
a crucial piece of  planning such as the Transportation Plan that was 
prepared in 1994 by the French IAURIF agency remained largely a 
paper document. While some of  the highways on it headed towards 
implementation, the rest of  the (public) transportation improvements 
have not moved even partially towards reality.

As for the large redevelopment projects, there were three: the SOLI-
DERE project for the central district of  Beirut; the Elyssar project for 
the phased total refection of  the southern suburbs of  Beirut, between the 
city limits and the airport; and the LINORD project for redeveloping 
Beirut’s eastern coast and the Metn-Nord landfi ll just north of  it. The 
better-known and substantially realized fi rst project is discussed later. 
The other two projects have had long, complex histories, with little 
to show on the ground a dozen years later. The Elyssar project, the 
closest one to a public redevelopment project of  the three, was bogged 
down by political strife, lack of  funding, complications in acquisition of  
lands and compensation of  residents (legal and illegal), and many other 
challenges—this despite a gradual shift among local powerful groups 
(notably Hizbollah) from opposition to the project to integration into 
the shaping of  it. Apart from a handful of  new road segments in the 
area, nothing has been implemented, while life goes on for the tens of  
thousands of  poor and middle-class residents who would have been 
impacted by the intended displacements and the subsequent collective 
housing that would have replaced this zone (Harb el-Kak 2001; Clerc 
2002). Meanwhile, the redevelopment of  the eastern industrial zones 
has remained without any echo (apart from transformation on a case-
by-case basis), whereas the northern landfi lls were stabilized and a grid 
of  streets was laid out on them, but almost no construction has begun 
to fi ll in the large holes that are meant to become future city blocks 
(Verdeil 2002b).

The three projects clearly differed from each other in many basic 
ways. Yet some key dimensions tied this trio of  mega-projects together. 
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The most obvious one is their scale, which set them apart from any-
thing else that happened in the country in the 1990s—had the two 
suburban projects actually been implemented as intended. A second 
dimension is the principal driving characteristic of  the projects as real 
estate projects, rather than as social transformation instruments or eco-
nomic engines. At the same time, by their sheer size and by the values 
they represented, all the projects did acquire a symbolic signifi cance. 
Finally, these are all not just long-term projects, but with histories that 
extended far into the past, as they built on many proposals and pieces 
of  realizations that sought to transform these very areas through physi-
cal interventions dating back years or even decades, as was shown in 
the earlier sections of  this paper.

The emphasis in this section on substantial plans and projects should 
not distract from the largely unplanned and non-project oriented recon-
struction that characterized the post-war period in the country and 
its capital. The piecemeal nature of  the reconstruction could be seen 
at two levels. As far as the war-damaged areas, while the central area 
given to SOLIDERE (and, in a way, the Pine Forest) are clearly sub-
jected to a plan that was more or less followed, the far more substantial 
kilometres-long destruction along the line of  demarcation was left for 
recovery according to the will and capacity of  individual owners and 
renters. While refugees, displacees, and others who suffered war losses 
did receive fairly fi xed amounts from the government to help them 
recoup their losses, almost nothing more coordinated was undertaken 
in all these areas, all of  which can be labelled reconstruction zones in 
the strictest sense of  the term. Perhaps the lack of  planning for the 
reconstruction along most of  the demarcation line10 is more signifi cant as 
a defi ning characteristic of  the rebuilding of  Beirut than the extremely 
controlled transformation that was applied to the kilometre or so of  the 
demarcation line that fell within the SOLIDERE district. At the same 
time, the subdivision, development and redevelopment activity in the 
vast areas of  Greater Beirut that cannot be considered as war-damaged 
areas was left entirely up to the individual property owners.

10 A study by the IAURIF was prepared in the early 1990s, followed by some pro-
posals that were meant to lead to a plan, but this was not pursued by the Lebanese 
government. 
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SOLIDERE and its evolutions

The creation of  the SOLIDERE company as sole redeveloper of  the 
partly war-destroyed central district of  Beirut has been greatly publi-
cized from the time of  the controversies before its inception, through 
the regular features that appeared in the world (and local) press around 
the time of  its launch and the start of  its activities, until the recent 
years when its partial realization has become a sort of  regional model 
for redevelopment11 and highlight of  the touristic experience in Beirut. 
Given the mass of  writings that exist on the subject, both scholarly 
(including, by these authors) and in the mass media,12 and since this 
article made references to SOLIDERE throughout, the concluding 
section will be kept brief, reviewing retrospectively what characterized 
this approach to rebuilding Beirut’s centre, emphasizing the constants 
in the project and the aspects that evolved.

SOLIDERE’s distinction is as a private, publicly traded corporation 
that was chartered by the Lebanese government (in the early 1990s) 
and was given full control over a clearly defi ned zone that covers 
Beirut’s historic centre and the immediately adjacent areas, including 
the massive trash dump on its seafront (about 1.5 square kilometres 
all together). The rights of  most former property-owners and renters 
were transformed into shares, making up two thirds of  the company’s 
stock. The other third was opened to investors, local and Arab—the 
largest being Rafi q Hariri; the project has been intimately linked to the 
prime minister in reality and in the public imagination (fi gure 7). An 
old (unapplied) law allowing the creation of  redevelopment corpora-
tions on the basis of  land pooling and re-parcelling had been used as 
basis for this approach, but it was modifi ed to allow its combination 
with private investments and its treatment as a tradable company. 
The will to redevelop parts of  the city centre was a decades-old idea, 
as we have shown above, but the SOLIDERE route magnifi ed this 
attempt in degree of  control (from the clearance of  entire sectors in 

11 As seen in references to SOLIDERE made in major redevelopment projects in 
Amman (Abdali) and Damascus (Souq Saruja).

12 See, for instance (in different languages): Beyhum 1991; Cahiers de l’Orient, 1993–4; 
Khalaf  and Khoury 1993; ‘Iimar bairut . . ., 1992; Schmid 2002; Verdeil 2002a. A major 
documentary effort on Beirut’s reconstruction had been undertaken by the French 
research centre CERMOC (now IFPO) within its former Observatoire de recherche sur 
Beyrouth et la reconstruction. 14 issues of  the Lettre d’information de l’ORBR were published 
from 1994 to 2001.
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the centre, down to the choice of  street pavement type), in scale (the 
redevelopment-area boundaries chosen went well beyond the area of  
heavy destruction) and in time (the state recently extended to 75 years 
the concession granted to SOLIDERE). Another innovative aspect of  
the project was the degree of  professionalization of  the company itself; 
indeed, its reliance on a state-of-the-art, technocratic approach in the 
planning, design, marketing, management and other processes was 
heavily emphasized in its self-representation, to emphasize to both the 
outside world and the country itself  that it is meant as a model of  the 
“world-class” globally integrated company that is possible in a Lebanon 
that is once again a vanguard of  modernity in the Middle East.

While the dimensions above are the basic constants in SOLIDERE’s 
history, the project has also evolved in various ways in the dozen years, 
since the end of  the fi ghting and the accession of  Hariri to power 
in 1992 allowed it to move from paper ideas to concrete buildings, 
streets, and spaces. The great degree of  contestation that the concept 
of  SOLIDERE, as proposed, faced soon after it was revealed, had a 
range of  impacts, including on the plans themselves. Two types of  
adjustments can be highlighted. In response to criticism of  the mecha-
nisms of  expropriation and their consequences, a list was established 
of  buildings that could be recuperated by their owners (hence excluded 
from the property-for-stock swap that was imposed on all others), to 
be renovated under strict controls of  the company and within a strict 
timetable. All property held by religious communities (including under 
the waqf  form of  tenure) was also excluded. The broadest shift may 
have been the acceptance that certain sectors within the district were 
set aside as “historic” zones to be preserved but upgraded (fi gure 8).13 
The repeated attacks by the project’s initial critics, while they were not 
able to block the general approach the project adopted, can be largely 
credited for this subtle but important shift; some of  these individuals 
have remained fully dissociated from SOLIDERE, by their choice, 
or the company’s, but others have ended up cooperating with it on a 
variety of  bases, from planning or consulting on entire sectors within 
it to designing specifi c buildings inside its controls.

The integration of  preservation—and to a lesser extent  archaeology—
represented a partial shift towards the existing built fabric. However, 

13 The resulting reduction in density was however amply compensated by increases 
in density elsewhere and an expansion of  the landfi ll area.
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this shift was very erratic, so some areas were totally (southern end of  
Burj Square), mostly (Souq Sursock/Souq Ayyas) or partially (Wadi 
Abu Jmil) razed, while others that had been equally impacted by the 
war were largely saved and renovated at great expense (Foch-Allenby, 
Etoile/Maarad, Saifi ). This shift was accompanied by a shift in rep-
resentation, where the modernity of  the centre was twinned with its 
historicity, as the company’s former slogan of  “ancient city for the 
future” crystallizes (Nasr 1996).

One sensed, though, that this shift was an effort at pacifying the 
critics. The renovation of  the preserved areas was, hence, mostly a 
provision of  an amenity for the rest of  the centre (and the city), which 
accounted for the bulk of  the area and projected volume of  construc-
tion. However, the slowdown in the economy and other reasons led to 
the preservation activities (and of  course the completion of  the main 
infrastructural works that had to be laid out fi rst) largely preceding the 
new construction, which has seen a very slow start. The phenomenal 
success of  the renovated areas—at least at ground level, as the upper 
levels remain largely a ghost town—has in fact transformed the mean-
ing of  the SOLIDERE precinct; ironically, the areas meant for larger 
buildings, which have until recently mostly failed to materialize, are 
actually providing the vast parking lots that serve the islands of  fi xed-
up areas that have become the chief  public space for all of  Beirut 
(fi gure 9).

The slow start in the core activity of  the company (the erection of  
thousands of  square feet of  new construction), as reflected in  substantial 
loss of  stock value and even reduction in personnel size over its fi rst years 
of  existence, is worth further consideration. Some of  the explanations 
are internal to the approach followed. The choice of  creating a world-
class project has meant standards that have necessarily set the resulting 
cost per square meter far above those found in Beirut, thus excluding 
most from the possibility of  renting, working, living or otherwise occu-
pying the SOLIDERE zone (apart from as a space of  leisure). Some 
of  the costs have been dramatic, such as the stabilization of  the trash 
dump and construction of  the sea wall. The attitude of  the company 
as an institution outside state controls (and above them) confronted 
realities of  existing laws and regulations that fell under the purview of  
other governmental entities, which slowed down progress on a number 
of  projects in the centre; the relation to the Beirut municipality has 
been particularly problematic.
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The impacts of  these internal decisions blended with those of  external 
factors, some more directly than others. Political positioning between the 
country’s powerful groups and individuals often used SOLIDERE as a 
battleground. The main suqs project, for instance, was originally seen as 
the initial catalyst and anchor for commercial activities in the district; 
instead, it is stalled as a consequence of  confl icts between Hariri and 
some of  his opponents controlling various state or municipal institu-
tions. The project has, thus, missed the boat on the retail scene, which 
is scattering across other sites in the centre as well as other neighbour-
hoods in Beirut (Achrafi eh, Verdun, Jnah . . .). The creeping economic 
slowdown in the country has probably had the most profound effects, 
for SOLIDERE as elsewhere. It can be partly blamed for the drop in 
the value of  the company’s stock, for a sizable defi cit in its budget in 
2000, for a very slow take-off  of  its real estate sales, for cutbacks in its 
activities. While a new wave of  investments emerged after September 
11, 2001, these have not made up for the slowness of  its start relative 
to what it had anticipated publicly.

As with most things in Lebanon, part of  the political clash, as it was 
translated into the battle over Beirut’s centre, has had some sectarian 
dimensions. It is appropriate to conclude by considering how rebuilding 
Beirut’s centre has been about rebuilding a city in the Islamic world. 
One has to observe here that the confessional dimension has been largely 
absent from this section, and to some extent from most of  the discussion 
of  the many reconstructions of  Beirut as proposed and planned in the 
past. In that way, this dimension has not dominated the rebuilding of  
Beirut’s centre. This does not mean an absence of  religion as a factor, 
of  course.14 For one, the confessional communities have long been sig-
nifi cant landowners and even developers in older parts of  Beirut; but 
their role as a signifi cant player was limited, and they were co-opted 
as players, as SOLIDERE allowed their lands to be excluded from the 
land-pooling it undertook, and it distributed the representation on its 
board according to the various denominations, as is typically done in 
the highly confessionalized state of  Lebanon.

The controversies that characterized the company’s life, especially 
in its early years, rarely took explicitly sectarian dimensions. It is, thus, 
ironic that after all this time, it is only during the 2000 electoral battle 
for parliament that the fi rst signifi cant attempt at “Islamicizing” the 

14 See for example Beyhum 1997.
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city’s centre has gotten under way: the construction of  the new great 
mosque in the very heart of  the city, at the edge of  the main square 
(el-Burj), adjacent to the main Maronite church of  Saint George over 
which it now towers (fi gure 10). The story of  this mosque is compli-
cated; suffi ce it to say that the introduction of  the idea of  a new great 
mosque, as had been erected in Casablanca, Amman and many other 
Arab (and other) cities, was originally in contestation of  the authorities, 
but was then appropriated by these powers (and specifi cally Hariri). It 
may be then that, at a time when the reconstruction—and its correla-
tion to a war that at least in part was about sectarian strife—is reced-
ing from the daily activities, if  not the memories in Lebanon, in the 
heart of  the country’s capital, religious symbolism is making its strong 
mark for the fi rst time in the post-war period in one of  the only parts 
of  the city that had managed to avoid clear association with sectarian 
communitarianism.

Postscript

Post-scriptum: This chapter was completed in April 2004. Dramatic 
changes have occurred in Lebanon during the years 2005–2007 and 
they have impacted directly the rebuilding of  the center of  the city 
and altered its sense of  place. Rafi q Hariri, the former prime minister, 
was assassinated on the 14th of  February 2005 and buried right next 
to the new mosque, along Martyrs Square; this, of  course had not 
been planned, just like the mosque itself  had not been in the plans 
for the city center. The site soon became a place for huge rallies by 
pro- and anti-Syrian demonstrators coming from all over the country. 
In December 2006, in the context of  political struggle following the 
war of  July–August 2006 between Israel and the Hezbollah, backers 
of  “opposition” parties established a tent village that occupied a large 
part of  the city center, freezing almost all the activities in the area. The 
meaning of  the place thus experienced its latest radical changes among 
its long history of  shifts in symbolic meaning over the decades. 

The summer 2006 war also deeply impacted the southern suburbs 
of  Beirut, where 30,000 housing units were destroyed. Amidst veiled 
critiques by various parties, a new reconstruction project, mostly con-
trolled by Hezbollah, has begun to get under way. Sectarian and political 
lines once again split the geography of  the city and urban violence is 
resurfacing, leading to fears of  a new civil war. The future of  the city 



 the reconstructions of beirut 1141

center in general is once again in uncertain territory, as is that of  the 
country and its capital. The destructions and reconstructions of  Beirut 
thus continue.
(written in January 2008)
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Fig. 1. French cadastral plan of  Damascus, scale of  1:500, 1934.

Fig. 2. French cadastral plan of  Aleppo, scale of  1:500, 1931.



Fig. 3. French map of  Latakia “Lattaquié,” scale of  1:10000, 1941.



Fig. 4. Chronological Table.

Fig. 5. The Maps of  Ibn Hauqal ca. 988 A.D. From TAVO, The Tübinger Atlas 
des Vorderen Orients, Wiesbaden 1977–1993.



Fig. 6. Idrisi’s Maps of  the World 1154 A.D. From TAVO, The Tübinger Atlas 
des Vorderen Orients, Wiesbaden 1977–1993.
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Fig. 1. The roofs of  Algiers.



Fig. 2. The Roman Propylees of  Damascus.



Fig. 3. Cairo in the Ottoman period.



Fig. 4. The Qasaba of  Cairo.
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Fig. 6. Kawm al-Shaykh Salama quarter in Cairo (from the Description).
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Fig. 9. Elite’s residence quarter in Tunis.
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Fig. 2. The organizational pattern of  clustered courtyard houses, predominant 
in many regions of  the Islamic world, pre-date Islam. This example from the 
ancient city of  Ur in southern Mesopotamia is dated at about 2000 B.C.E. The 
drawing denotes, by double lines, the use of  the party wall between adjacent 

neighbors. After a drawing by L. Woolley.



Fig. 3. The street hierarchy in Tunis medina, showing the three levels of  public 
through streets, and their linkages to the privately controlled cul-de-sacs. From 

the author’s book Arabic-Islamic Cities, 1986.
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Fig. 5. Example of  a Hanut Hajjam in Dar Bairam, Tunis medina. Note the 
tile work on the walls and the elaborate design of  the bed alcove. From the 

author’s book Arabic-Islamic Cities, 1986.
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Fig. 1. Main axes structuring Cairo from Mateo Pagano’s map: Canals.
From Environmental Design—Urban Morphogenesis, Dell’Ocra Editore, 1993.

Fig. 2. Fustat at the beginning of  the fi fteenth century.
From Environmental Design—Urban Morphogenesis, 1993.



Fig. 3. Map of  Samarra (detail).
From Eugen Wirth, Die Orientalische Stadt, Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 2000.
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Fig. 1. Plan of  Shkodër in 1923.



Fig. 2. View of  a street in Plovdiv. (Photograph by P. Pinon.)

Fig. 3. View of  a street in Bucharest in the mid-nineteenth century. 
(Engraving according to M. Doussault.)



Fig. 4. Plan of  Edirne in 1854, by Colonel Osmont.



Fig. 5. Plan of  Trikala. (According to F. Tsapala-Bardouli).



Fig. 6. Plan of  the carsija of  Sarajevo (1882).
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Fig. 1. Firuzabad (Ghirshman 1962).

Fig. 2. Bishapur (Ghirshman 1962).



Fig. 3. Isfahan, streets (Gaube-Wirth 1978 and Gaube 1979).







Fig. 6. Isfahan, the main axes (Gaube-Wirth 1978 and Gaube 1979).



Fig. 7. Herat, inner city (Gaube 1979).



Fig. 8. Bam, inner city (Gaube 1979).
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Fig. 1. Shahjahanabad. (From Indian Maps and Plans by Susan Gole, Manohar 
Publication, India, 1989.)



Fig. 2. Agra. (From Indian Maps and Plans by Susan Gole, Manohar 
Publication, India, 1989.)

Fig. 3. The Diwan i-Khass in the Red Fort, Delhi.



Fig. 4. A detail of  the map of  Shahjahanabad dated 1830.



Fig. 5. The quarter between Kabul Gate and Lahore Gate in the map of  
Shahjahanabad dated 1830.



Fig. 6. Reconstructive map of  Old Delhi in 1857.



Fig. 7. Plan and transversal sections. 1. Diwan i-Amm; 2. Jahanara Begum 
Sarai; 3. Fatehpuri Masjid.



Fig. 8. In an arbitrary view of  Old Delhi dated 1858 we see the 
Chandny Chowk.
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Fig. 1. Baghdad in the ninth century.

Fig. 2. Bagdad in the eleventh–twelfth century.
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Fig. 1. Plan of  Fez.
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Fig. 1. The city of  Tunis. Scale1/5000. Plan by Colin. Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale.

This plan, dated 1860, is probably the fi rst such representation of  the city 
obtained using reliable, if  not perfect, instruments. At the bottom (east) is 
the Lake of  Tunis, the outline of  the old port and the future TGM Station. 
Above these are vegetable gardens and orchards through which the drainage 
canals pass. One can just make out the future Avenue de la Marine and the 
Maison de France under construction. In the centre of  the plan are the Cen-
tral Medina, encircled by walls, and the Bab el Bahr gate. From here, to the 
right, extends the Rbat Bab el Souika, next to which, on the eastern side, are 
a Jewish and two Muslim cemeteries. The Rbat Bab el Souika is encircled by 
its own walls to the north, while to the west it shares them with the Central 
Medina. To the east the walls are replaced by marshland. Between the western 
extremity of  the Rbat, the Central Medina, and the Kasbah is a large open 
space used for military drills.

The Kasbah forms a separate city, next to the western side of  the Central 
Medina, with which it communicates via a gate. It contains the royal palace, 
congregational mosque, and baths. The Central Medina, encircled by walls, 
is fl anked to the south by the fortifi ed Rbat Bab el Djedid, which includes 
Muslim cemeteries and uninhabited areas. Note that no road from the hinter-
land leads directly into the Central Medina. The traveller must fi rst present 
himself  at one of  the peripheral gates, obtain right of  entry, and then repeat 
this at one of  the gates to the inner city. In conclusion, the city proper of  
Tunis, Tuns el Hâdhira, is made up of  three distinct agglomerates, from north 
to south in succession, from the hill-cemetery of  Djellaz to the high ground 
to the north.



Fig. 2. Tunis Medina. Scale 1/1000. The inner city. Plan by Roberto Berardi.

The plan illustrates the inner city. Above, to the west, the Kasbah is delimited 
by a red line. To the south, from Bab el Djedid, is the forked route that begins 
at the gate and the blacksmith’s souq (Rue el Menatki, Rue des Juges, Rue des 
Plaideurs) and ends in one direction (Rue Ben Bjebi, Rue Mohsen) at Place du 
Château, once the site of  a royal palace, while in the other it continues as far 
as the souqs, crosses them, skirting the Great Mosque, and proceeds to Bab 
Benat. This last stretch constitutes a main route that goes from Bab Benat to 
the Great Mosque in one direction and Rue de la Kasbah in the other.

A second main route (Rue Ben Tayed—Rue Essourdou) breaks off, to the 
south, from a side gate of  the palace, proceeds towards the Great Mosque 
and then branches off  to become Rue Sidi Ali Azouz and join Rue Djamâa el 
Zitouna. From here it runs into Souq el Grana, coming from Bab el Souika, 
that forks off  towards Bab el Carthagena to the east.

A third main route leaves Bab el Dzira with the name of  Rue des Teinturiers 
and branches off  in two directions: Souq el Blat, as far as the Great Mosque, 
and Rue Sidi Ali Azouz, which then fl ows into Rue Djamâa el Zitouna. The 
plan illustrates how these so-called main routes are studded with minor religious 
buildings—mesjeds, zaouias, and madrasas—and specialized staples near the 
city gates. It is this concentration of  socially signifi cant places that qualifi es 
them as two main routes, as distinct from secondary routes.

The olive-green area on the plan to the right represents the destroyed part 
of  the Hafsia, almost entirely organized around blind alleys, starting from Souq 
el Grana. Above, in the centre, is the network of  dovetailing souqs, interwoven 
with the Great Mosque, madrasas, hammams, zaouias and staples.

The term “main route” does not indicate a street that cuts through large 
areas or that is more important hierarchically in terms of  size; rather it indi-
cates a frequently used route, where the presence of  religious buildings and 
souqs selling food stuffs has created a less “private” route system than that of  
the blind alleys or secondary routes, which can be easily closed off.



Fig. 3. Tunis Medina. Scale 1/1000. The network of  main routes. Plan by 
Roberto Berardi.

The “main routes” are not voids incised between the buildings, nor routes 
without buildings traced out on a hypothetical urban plan; rather, they are 
architectonic organisms composed of  two rows dwellings facing each other 
along an access route.

These “ribbons” are represented on the plan. They correspond not only 
to the building alignments but also to a succession of  segments, made up of  
buildings and family groups that protect the privacy of  those within them. 
These “inner” zones are themselves delimited by the “ribbons.” In times of  
peril, the segments can be closed off, thereby interrupting the continuity of  
the route and impeding free circulation. Thus whole areas of  the city are cut 
off, isolated from the outside. In such cases, the urban space seems entirely 
fragmented and the main routes loose their primary function within it.

At the beginning of  these routes are, a city gate, the cell of  a holy man, 
the staple of  a guild, an occasional oukala. Along the routes, as already men-
tioned, are minor mosques, buildings for assisting pilgrims, theological schools, 
and mausolea. The city of  the rich and socially important lies beyond these 
defensive belts.



Fig. 4. Tunis Medina. Scale 1/1000. The inner city. Plan by Roberto Berardi.

This plan is like a photographic negative of  the preceding one; it represents 
the areas within the network of  main and secondary routes. The routes act 
like protective belts, concealing what lies behind them. These protected areas, 
which vary in size and shape, are organized around blind alleys and lanes that 
can, if  necessary, be closed off.



Fig. 5. Tunis Medina. Scale 1/1000. The blind alleys. Plan by Roberto Berardi.

This plan demonstrates the importance of  the organization of  the blind alleys 
in the construction of  this urban space. The main routes are in yellow, the blind 
alleys (some of  which branch off  in different directions) in grey and brown. 
It becomes clear from the plan that the urban space follows complementary 
patterns of  aggregation, obeying precise rules that concern, not so much a 
model of  urban planning as the processes of  dovetailing housing clusters and 
an intarsio-like organization on a general scale of  agglomeration. At least until 
recently, the housing clusters represented the settlement of  an extended fam-
ily, or better still, of  a particular lineage, and often these were created at the 
expense of  garden areas. Thus, the order established by a blind alley—by its 
branches and the varying size of  its dars—accounts for a widespread procedure 
in this urban society, not only in the construction of  the space belonging to 
a particular lineage, but of  the entire urban space.

The relation between the “ribbons” of  houses and the clusters organized 
around the blind alleys could perhaps best be understood by studying changes 
in property ownership. Certainly, the settlements of  prestigious families were 
generally grouped around the blind alleys, while along the defensive “ribbons” 
of  houses, clients, staff, and other, less important members of  the extended 
family settled, thereby forming a protective belt and, spatially, a barrier of  
invisibility. Note the different conception of  urban space with regard to western 
European cities from the late middle ages to the present.



Fig. 6. Tunis Medina. Scale 1/1000. Around the Great Mosque. Plan by 
Roberto Berardi.

The Great Mosque, in yellow in the middle of  the plan and completely sur-
rounded by souqs, is inlaid in their pattern and is thus invisible. The same hap-
pens with the staples, which, like the large family aggregations, occupy spaces 
concealed behind the series of  workshops. Where the souqs end abruptly, the 
“ribbons” of  dwellings begin that conceal the larger, more wealthy habitations, 
made up of  more than one house. Sometimes, for instance to the left below, 
the larger houses are provided with private staples, such as the Fondouk el 
Henna that opens onto Rue el Nayar, while its owner’s dwelling opens onto 
Rue Diamâa el Ghorbal, passing through a family shrine, now in ruins. The 
houses of  the Ghorbal family dovetail with the northern side of  the Fondouk 
el Henna from which one has access to them.

In the aggregate to the right of  Rue Djamâa el Zitouna, between Rue de 
la Kasbah and Souq el Ouzar, the same type of  conjunction between a large 
house and a workshop recurs. Next to the Great Mosque, at the intersection 
of  Rue Sidi Ben Arous and Souq el Trouk, a zaouia, a madrasa, a small 
religious building, and a (destroyed) staple are interwoven in the kaisariyye. 
Types of  organization around blind alleys or lanes, houses with dribas (the 
latter often with a complex articulation), “ribbons” of  souqs, and of  dwellings 
are here represented.



Fig. 7. Kairouan Medina. From Paola Jervis, “Kairouan,” in Enviromental Design, 
1988. Measured drawing adapted by Roberto Berardi.

The Islamic holy city of  Kairouan, once the capital of  Ifriqya, after the inva-
sions of  the Banu Hilal tribe was slowly rebuilt over its ruins on the once fertile 
North African plains. The present city does not follow the typical layout of  the 
fi rst Muslim city, and so the Great Mosque, once the focal point of  the urban 
spatial organization, is now on its outskirts, far from the souqs and staples, and 
is, above all, a place of  pilgrimage for Muslims from other countries.

As Paola Jervis (op. cit.) has underlined, it no longer possible to retrieve a 
syntax of  built space here as exact and organic as that of  Tunis Medina. Nev-
ertheless, we can still recognize the arrangement of  souqs in linear succession, 
the “intarsio” of  religious buildings both in the organization of  “ribbons” of  
houses lining the routes and in the network of  souqs, the blind alley systems and 
the more recent encroachment of  houses with a driba beyond the “ribbons” of  
the so-called main routes. All the spatial strategies used in the transformation 
of  a series of  souqs in fondouks and vice-versa have been applied here. Yet the 
whole seems more like an unplanned “intarsio” of  sporadic settlements, without 
the spatial unity and congruity of  Tunis Medina. Here a different model has 
been used, the fragmentary nature of  which has still to be deciphered. What 
is impressive is the systematic repetition of  dwellings with T-shaped baits that 
form a reticular pattern, in terms of  size and distribution, along the whole 
surface area of  the agglomeration. I know of  no other Arab-Muslim city in 
which this type of  dwelling plays such a fundamental role.



Fig. 8. Fez. Around the Great Mosque. From Stefano Bianca, Urban 
Form in the Arab World, London, 2000. Plan assembled and reworked by 

Roberto Berardi.

This measured drawing represents the immediate vicinity of  the Qarawiyyin 
Mosque, in the city of  traders and artisans, as distinct from Fez el Djedid, 
seat of  the king and his court. It includes the entire extension of  the markets 
(souqs and fondouks) the main religious buildings—(the Great Mosque, the 
mausoleum-mosque of  Moulay Idriss and madrasas hidden from view behind 
the “ribbons” of  shops) and clusters of  family dwellings wedged between the 
series of  workshops and organized around blind alleys that end at the souqs 
through imperceptible openings. The blind alleys are often very long, and like 
those in other similar cities, derive from aggregations followed by “disaggrega-
tions” and reorganizations; that is, from a transformation of  family ties, or 
indeed a substitution of  family groups and the construction of  new building 
clusters. They are, therefore, extremely broken up and angular. Their minor 
branches serve smaller housing clusters and end, for instance, at a souq that 
fl anks the Great Mosque to the east and southeast.

Along the main commercial street to the west a series of  workshops is orga-
nized around open spaces, creating a number of  unconventional fondouks. The 
kaisariyye extends along the western fl ank of  the Great Mosque; it is similar 
in plan to that of  Tunis. The combinations and permutations illustrated in 
the Appendix fi nd their precise application here.



Fig. 9. Sfax Medina. From M. Van Der Meerchen, “The Sfax Medina,” 
Monumentum 8 (1972). Plan by Roberto Berardi.

Sfax Medina is organized around a double, diametrical “ribbon” of  markets 
(in orange-yellow), tangent to the western side of  the Great Mosque. Outside 
the gates to the north and south are workshops that produce dust, smoke, 
and noise. The defensive walls are arrayed with bastions and mausolea. A 
further series of  markets, parallel and perpendicular to the two main “rib-
bons,” extends from the northern gate to the Great Mosque, and is lined with 
mesjeds and madrasas. To the west and east are “ribbons” of  houses along the 
main routes—the former indicated by entrance skifas in red—and clusters of  
family dwellings organized around blind alleys (in purple, pink, and yellow). 
The same applies the zone below and that to the east of  the Great Mosque. 
The distinction between blind alleys and open passageways is highly debat-
able. The length of  the lanes without an exit onto other streets suggests, rather 
than thoroughfares, a succession of  housing clusters that can be broken up at 
will. Note, moreover, the regular “intarsio” pattern of  religious buildings (in 
green) along the routes that lead to the Great Mosque, as well as along their 
secondary routes.



Fig. 10. Damascus. The medina and parts of  the suburbs. From the French 
cadastral plan of  the City of  Damascus, 1932. Scale 1/500. Plan assembled 

and colour-coded by Roberto Berardi.

The information contained in the cadastres has been integrated with that 
published 12 years earlier by Wultzinger and Watzinger in Damaskus, die Isla-
mische Stadt.

In this extremely detailed plan of  the intra muros city, the project for a 
neighbourhood in the heart of  a suburb is outlined to the left (west) above. 
Below this is the area around the citadel, surrounded by souqs that have been 
partially reorganized around the route leading to the Great Mosque. Below 
this are areas of  demolition and reconstruction, the latter in the form of  a 
division into lots of  another part of  the suburbs. Below this is a part of  the 
intra muros city. Further down is a large cemetery and a suburb. The build-
ing work that led to the demolition of  the western suburbs may be dated to 
c. 1932 and is indicated in orange on this plan.

Apart from the Hellenistic via recta, there are routes from the same period 
going in a north–south and east–west direction, though identifying a kind of  
imprint from a pre-Arab past is one thing, identifying the structure of  a plan 
in these vestiges is quite another. Indeed, within these fossilized networks, the 
aggregate is organized according to non-Hellenistic schemes: the very same 
ribbon-like arrangement of  souqs and fondouks, houses along the routes, and 
clusters of  family dwellings along one or more blind alley or along a ramifi ed 
blind alley, in the kind of  organization that is by now familiar to us. There are 
no forking main routes, such as are common in Tunis, for instance. On the 



other hand, there are staples and oukalas near the gates, as in all the other 
cities we have described. The inhabited areas tend to have a garden in every 
courtyard (like Aleppo, see Plate 11 below); in any case every dwelling has at 
least a tree and a circular well.

Many madrasas, mesjeds, and zaouias are scattered around the Great 
Mosque, but also along the lanes that serve the residential areas within the 
vestiges of  Hellenistic routes, in the more arbitrary routes near the ancient walls 
(to the southwest, for instance), and even in the suburbs. To what extent have 
changes in the watercourse that encircles the city from north to east infl uenced 
settlement patterns? And to what extent did pre-Hellenistic routes affect the 
Greco-Roman and Islamic organization of  urban space? Only archaeological 
excavations, which now seem impossible, could tell. In any case, apart from 
the curiosity excited by the traces of  a theatre, an odeum, and a forum, we 
may also note that:

 a) The neighbourhoods around the Great Mosque form a sort of  immense 
workshop in which souqs and fondouks proliferate, fl anking and back-
ing onto housing clusters, madrasas, and small shrines. These work-
shops extend to the end of  the via recta and the northern gates. The 
production of  wealth and the production of  equity and rectitude in 
life and before God coincide with most of  the intra muros city, which 
also contains dwellings of  different sizes that form an intarsio-like 
pattern.

 b) The residential buildings, in the form of  housing clusters, are able to 
penetrate, along the blind alleys, every nook and cranny within the 
heart of  the city, and spread out over the rest of  the city too, following 
the well-known scheme of  “ribbons” of  houses along the streets and 
blind alleys from which they reach the innermost zones and shape the 
clusters of  family dwellings isolated from the public thoroughfares. 
Traces of  the Hellenistic network are reused in a series of  hierarchies 
and modes of  occupation, which conform completely to what we 
have seen in Tunis, Kairouan, Sfax, and Fez. The space created here 
by these processes is identical to what we fi nd in all these cities. The 
straight route has no views; the square or rectangular web is traversed 
by paths, penetrated by dribas and blind alleys, its ancient metrical 
and compositional value thereby annulled.
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Fig. 3. Map of  Bayn al-Qasrayn, Nicholas Warner.

Fig. 2. View of  Cairo and the Citadel. Sketch by Louis-François Cassas, 
Wallraf-Richartz Museum, L. F. Cassas (Egy 8).



Fig. 4. Citadel with Great Palace by Louis-François Cassas.



Fig. 5. Street of  Cairo, L. Libay.



Fig. 6. The mosque of  Qaytbay in the cemetery, L. Libay.



1204 mahvash alemioleg grabar

Fig. 1. Al-Aqsa mosque and the Umayyad palaces next to the Southern 
Wall of  the Haram.



Fig. 2. The Dome of  the Rock and the Dome of  the Chain.



Fig. 3. Al-Ashrafi yya mosque.



Fig. 4. The Dome of  the Rock facing the Holy Sepulchre.



1208 mahvash alemijean-claude david

Fig. 1a. The minarets of  Aleppo: view of  Aleppo in the eighteenth century 
(autrefois au palais Azam de Hama).

Fig. 1b. The Minarets of  Aleppo: view of  Aleppo, around 1790, by the painter 
François Rosset.







Fig. 3a. The waqf  of  Ibrâhîm Hân Zâda, in 1574: courtyard of  Khan 
al-Goumrok.



Fig. 3b. The waqf  of  Ibrâhîm Hân Zâda, in 1574: souq of  Khan 
al-Goumrok.
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Fig. 6. Aerial photo of  the waqf  of  Ipchîr pacha and the quarter of  Jdeidé, 
around 1954.



Fig. 7. Interior courtyard of  house in Aleppo, fi rst half  of  the nineteenth 
century, by Eugène Napoléon Flandin.

Fig. 8. Window decor of  the house Maktabi.





Fig. 11. Ceiling of  a salon; eighteenth century.

Fig. 10. Courtyard of  the Atchikbach house (eighteenth century).



Fig. 12. The women of  Aleppo (1790), by François Rosset.



Fig. 13. Aleppo in the beginning of  the twentieth century. View from the 
hill of  Tellet al-Soda. (Photo Poche.)

Fig. 14. The citadel from the south.



Fig. 15. Meeting of  notables in the salon of  a khan (milieu du XVIIIe siècle). 
Engraving in the book by A. Russell.



suraiya faroqhi

Fig. 1. Bursa: reading of  the main paths (above) and their classifi cation 
(below).



ludovico micara

Fig. 1. Historical urban layouts in the Medina of  Tripoli.



Fig. 2. Plan of  Tripoli in 1567.



Fig. 3. Plan of  Tripoli in 1559.



Fig. 4. The city and port of  Tripoli in 1675 ( J. Seller, Atlas Maritimus, or 
the Sea-atlas; being . . ., London, 1675).



Fig. 5. Prospect of  the city of  Tripoli in 1675 ( J. Seller).

Fig. 6. Naval battle in the port of  Tripoli (1676).



Fig. 7. Plan of  Tripoli in 1696 (N. De Fer, Les Forces de l’Europe . . ., Paris, 
1696).



Fig. 8. The port and the walls of  Tripoli in 1766 (A. Borg, Piano di tutta la 
costa delli stati soggetti al Gran Signior . . ., 1768–1770).



Fig. 9. Prospect of  the city of  Tripoli in 1766 (A. Borg).

Fig. 10. Plan of  Tripoli in 1910 (Fehmi Bey).



Fig. 11. The present plan of  the Medina of  Tripoli.



Fig. 12. A northward view of  the model of  the Medina of  Tripoli. In fore-
ground Bab Al-Hurria, the Jama Ahmad Pasha Al-Karamanli, Bab Al-Menscia, 

The Castle (Sarai Al-Hamra).



Fig. 13. The Arch of  Marcus Aurelius node in the Medina of  Tripoli.
1—Arch of  Marcus Aurelius; 2—Jama Sidi Abd Al-Wahab; 3—Jama Mustafa 
Bey Gurgi; 4—Jama Sidi Salim Al-Mashat; 5—English Consulate; 6—Funduq 

Zummit.





Fig. 15. The Karamanli Mosque node in the medina of  Tripoli.
1—Sarai Al-Hamra; 2—Jama Ahmad Pasha Al-Karamanli; 3—Jama Al-Naqah; 
4—Masjid Zawiya Al-Qadriya; 5—Funduq Zaheri; 6—Hammam Al-Halqa; 

7—Souq Al-Leffa; 8—Souq Al-Naqah; 9—Bab Al-Menscia.



federico cresti

Fig. 2. Algiers in the eighteenth century. (After G. Esquer, Iconographie 
 historique de l’Algérie, Paris, 1931.)

Fig. 1. Algiers from the sea, a seventeenth century view. (After G. Esquer, 
Iconographie historique de l’Algérie, Paris, 1931.)



Fig. 3. Aerial photo of  the casbah, about 1970. (After R. Dokali, Les 
mosqueés de la periode turque à Alger, Algiers, 1974.)



Fig. 4. Mole built by Khayr ad-Din and Bastion 23 with its “Peñon.” 
(Photo: author, February 2000.)



Fig. 5. View from the terraces of  the Ottoman city. (Photo: author, 
 September 1987.)



Fig. 6. View from the terraces of  the Ottoman city. (Photo: author, 
March 1989.)



Fig. 7. Dar Mustafa Pasha, end of  the eighteenth century.



Fig. 8. Dar Mustafa Pasha, end of  the eighteenth century.



Fig. 9. Terraces, attics, and roof  pavilions of  Dar Al-Suf. (Photo: author, 
February 2000.)



Fig. 10. Small dar, now a dispensary, Rue de la Casbah. 
(Photo: author, 1987.)



Fig. 11. Porticos of  the main courtyard (wust al-dar) of  the Dar al-Suf, 
beginning of  nineteenth century. (Photo: author, February 2000.)



Fig. 12. Minaret, Sidi Ramdan Mosque. (Photo: author, February 2000.)



Fig. 13. Rue de la Casbah, 1990.





Fig. 15. Rue Bab al-Jadid. (Photo: author, 2000.)



lisa golombek

Fig. 1. Map of  the old city of  Kirman with some of  the major arteries created 
in the twentieth century (perimeter follows walls of  Qajar period).





Fig. 3. Aerial view of  Grand Bazaar from the west. Foreground: Tawhid 
Square; Upper left: Maydan of  Ganj Ali Khan attached to left side of  Bazaar. 

(Photo: M. Zenderuh Kermani.)



Fig. 4. Aerial photograph of  southwest quadrant of  old city, showing in 
lower left corner traces of  a medieval moat; to the right, level with north 
trench is Masjid-i Malik; just above centre runs the Grand Bazaar (fi rst half  

of  twentieth century).







Fig. 9. One of  three stucco mihrabs on roof  of  Masjid-i Malik.



Fig. 10. Site excavated for new construction south of  Masjid-i Malik; 
 medieval collapsed arch at bottom, centre.

Fig. 11. Sherds collected from Kirman, underglaze painted with chromium 
black and cobalt, early seventeenth century (produced in Kirman).





Fig. 13. Map of  Kirman in the Saljuq period (based on Sykes, 1902).
Legend: 1—Masjid-i Malik; 2—Khvajeh Atabek mausoleum; 3—Masjid-i 

Bazar-i Shah.





maurice cerasi

Fig. 1. Istanbul in a 1764 Reben-Homann map.



Fig. 3. View of  central Istanbul drawn by the Baron von Gudenus 
around 1750.

Fig. 2. View of  central Istanbul drawn by Melchior Lorich around 1560.



Fig. 4. The construction of  the monumental Divanyolu axis. Monuments 
built in the 1610–1690 period (in red).

Fig. 5. The construction of  the monumental Divanyolu axis. Monuments 
built in the 1690–1750 period (in red).



Fig. 6. Reconstruction of  part of  the monumental and street grid of  central 
Istanbul from pre 1850 maps.

Fig. 7. Axonometric view of  the Kara Mustafa, Çorlulu, Koca Sinan group 
of  medreses along the Divanyolu built from the end of  the sixteenth century 

to the fi rst decade of  the eighteenth.



Fig. 8. The Kara Mustafa, Çorlulu, Koca Sinan group of  medreses and 
aristocratic manors (konaks) along the Divanyolu in the Pervititch map of  

the 1920s.

Fig. 9. Street profi le of  the Çorlulu and Koca Sinan medreses along 
the Divanyolu.



Fig. 10. Detail of  the Sultan Ahmet Meydan (ancient Hippodrome) in the 
late eighteenth century view by Cassas.



Fig. 11. Apartments of  the Imperial ladies (Hünkar Kasrı) in the 1690 
Valide Mosque complex.



Fig. 12. Urban fabric with Greek housing in the Fener district.



Fig. 13. The eighteenth century Yeni Han.

Fig. 14. The Divanyolu in a mid-nineteenth century lithograph.



Fig. 15. The Damat Ibrahim medrese and arcade street complex. 
 Reconstructed plan of  the complex.



Fig. 16. The 1748 Seyyit Hasan Pasha medrese and fountain on the 
Divan axis.

Fig. 17. The aesthetics of  proximity: an interpretation of  urban space defi ned 
by of  the Kara Mustafa, Çorlulu, Koca Sinan complexes (1590–1710). Cfr. 

fi gures 7 and 8.



Fig. 18. Cemeterial grounds in the suburbs and outside the city walls. Cfr. 
fi gure 1 centre right.



Fig. 19. Examples of  seventeenth to eighteenth century tombs.



attilio petruccioli

Fig. 1. Bukhara. Axonometrical view of  the central core of  the city, today.



Fig. 2. The Kalyan ensemble.
The Poi-Kalyan ensemble (meaning “at the foot of  the great” is a masterpiece 
of  Central Asian architecture. The clear-cut layout and the monumental por-
tals of  the mosque, the medresseh and the Arslan-khan minaret have always 

aroused admiration by their grandeur and harmony.



Fig. 3. The walled city of  Bukhara and the two superimposed grids.



Fig. 4. The Chor-Bakr ensemble.
The entire history of  formation of  the ritual ensemble Chor-Bakr is associated 
with the dynasty of  the Djubari sheikhs. The ensemble was built around the 

burial vault of  Imam Abu Bakr.



FP

Fig. 5. The city of  Bukhara. Singling out of  a urban mesh.



PO

Fig. 6. The Khoja Zain al Din complex in Bukhara. Exploded axonometric 
view from below showing the prayer room, the portico, and the sanctuaries.



Fig. 7. Typological process of  the main monuments of  Bukhara.



mahvash alemi

Fig. 1. 1765 plan of  Shiraz by Carsten Niebhur.



Fig. 2. Restored plan of  Safavid Shiraz drawn by Mahvash Alemi on the 
background of  1946 plan of  the city.

Fig. 3. View of  Shiraz by Chardin from tang- e Allah-o Akbar.



Fig. 4. Plain of  Shiraz by Pascal Coste (Bibliotheque Nationale de 
 Marseille).



Fig. 5. 1918 plan of  Shiraz by Sykes.



Fig. 6. Plan of  Daryache Qorbungah and Bagh-e Vizir Imani Beyk by 
Kaempfer (British Library).



Fig. 7. View of  the garden with the tomb of  Hafez by Kaempfer 
(British Library).

Fig. 8. Plan of  Bagh-e Kalantar (Delgosha) by Kaempfer (British Library).



Fig. 9. View of  the building in Bagh-e Kalantar by Kaempfer 
(British Library).

Fig. 10. View of  Bagh-e Takht-e Qarache and the plain of  Shiraz from the 
Album of  D’Arcy (British Library).



Fig. 11. View of  Bagh-e Ferdaws by Hofsted van Essen (British Library).

Fig. 12. View of  the entrance building of  Bagh-e Emamqoli Khan with the 
poles of  Chawgan in the foreground by Kaempfer (British Library).



Fig. 13. Plan of  Bagh-e Emamqoli Khan and view of  its building by 
Kaempfer (British Library).



Fig. 14. Restored plan of  Safavid Esfahan drawn by Mahvash Alemi.
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Fig. 1. The three formal types of  the Mughal charbagh. On top: the canoni-
cal cross axial charbagh of  Humayun’s tomb, Delhi (1562–71); lower left: 
the terraced Shalimar gardens at Kashmir (1620 and 1634); lower right: a 
waterfront garden unit, forming part of  Shah Jahan’s palace at Bari (1637). 

(Drawing Richard A. Barraud and Ebba Koch.)



Fig. 2. Agra, left bank of  the river with remains of  Mughal gardens seen 
obliquely from the south-west across the river. In the foreground are the two 
riverfront towers of  the Bagh-i Wazir Khan (or Bagh-i Muhammad Zakarya) 
(7) and between them the ruined pavilion. Behind the pavilion is an anony-
mous tomb known as Kala Gunbad. Beyond rises the large domed tomb of  
Afzal Khan Shirazi (Chini-ka-Rawza) (6); its fragmentary northern riverfront 
tower appears farther to the left. Just to the left of  that is the tall southern 
riverfront tower of  the Bagh-i Jahanara (Zahara Bagh) (4) (Photo by Ebba 

Koch taken in 1986).





Fig. 4. Line drawing of  Map of  Agra with numbering of  the 
riverfront gardens.
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Fig. 6. View of  a riverfront city (Agra ?), background of Nobleman with 
musicians, Collection of  Howard Hodgkin.



Fig. 7. Bagh-i Jahanara (Zahara Bagh), tower pavilion (burj ), 1630s. 
(Photo Ebba Koch.)



Fig. 8. Bagh-i Wazir Khan (or Bagh-i Muhammad Zakarya), plan, c. 1640. 
(Drawing Richard A. Barraud and Ebba Koch.) 



Fig. 9. Taj Mahal, plan of  entire complex, 1632–43 with numbering of  
buildings. (Drawing Richard A. Barraud and Ebba Koch.)





Fig. 12. Map of  Shahjahanabad, begun in 1639, showing the gardens of  Shah 
Johan’s fortress palace, of  Prince Dara Shikoh, and a few selected nobles on 
the bank of  the Jamna, and the gardens of  Princess Jahanara and other nobles 

inside the city. (Drawing Richard A. Barraud and Ebba Koch.)



1302 mahvash alemialison mackenzie shah

Fig. 1. Diplomatic Sites before 1858*.
(1) British Residency at Chaderghat; (2)  Chaderghat Bridge (1831); 

(3)  Diwan Deodhi; (4)  Nizam’s Palaces at Motigalli; (5)  Purani Haveli; 
(6)  Delhi Gate.

* Map of  City based on S.P. Shorey’s tracing of  a “Map of  the Hyderabad 
and Secunderabad around 1845 A.D.” from the now dispersed collections 

of  Shah Manzoor Alam.



Fig. 2. The British Residency at Chaderghat, north facade, after Campbell.



Fig. 3. Riverside (south) entrance to Chaderghat  Residency, aquatint, 
after Grindlay.

Fig. 4. The Delhi Gate, after Campbell.



Fig. 5. The Chini Khana, Diwan Deodhi, after Campbell.

Fig. 6. The Aina Khana, Diwan Deodhi, after Campbell.



Fig. 7. Diplomatic Sites after 1868*.
1. British Residency at Chaderghat; 2. Afzal Gunj Mosque; 3. Afzal Bridge/
Afzal Gate; 4. Diwan Deodhi, entrance; 5. Char Kaman; 6. Char Minar; 

7. Chowmahallah Palace.
* Map of  City based on S. P. Shorey’s tracing of  a “Map of  the Hyderabad 
and Secunderabad around 1845 A.D.” from the now dispersed collections of  

Shah Manzoor Alam.



Fig. 8. The Afzal Bridge, after Campbell.

Fig. 9. The Afzal Gate, after Campbell.



Fig. 10. Char Kaman, after Campbell.



Fig. 11. The Char Minar, after Campbell.



Fig. 13. Chowmahallah Palace, Tahniat (north) pavilion.

Fig. 12. Chowmahallah Palace, Afzal (south) pavilion, after Siyasat.



Fig. 14. Afzal Gunj Mosque, interior courtyard, after Campbell.

Fig. 15. The Toli Masjid, (17th century), after Campbell.



Fig. 16. Asaf  Jahi Mosque Design.



Fig. 17. The Afzal Gunj Masjid, original elevation (reconstructed).





Fig. 4. The Friday mosque. An aerial view looking down into the courtyard, 
with the treasury in the centre. The broader of  the two minarets on the left.

Fig. 3. The citadel, viewed from inside the city, could be plainly seen to 
dominate it from the outside, but was also linked so that it was accessible 

from the town.



Fig. 5. General View of  the market.

Fig. 6. A model of  the caravanserai in fi gure 12. There were two large, multi-
storied rooms which are the stables. That in front had high central columns, and 
the stable at the rear had even taller central columns. Around both there were 
storerooms for goods. Above were two inns for the merchants and drovers.



Fig. 7. A typical covered caravanserai from the outside. Note the shops built 
into its lower walls.



Fig. 8. Inn in the suq, with men sitting in the café at the entrance.









Fig. 13. A water carrier bringing a goatskin fi lled with water up the staircase 
inside a house.



Fig. 15. The diwan of  a large house; here the whole family clan could gather 
for deaths, births, engagements, or weddings.

Fig. 14. A typical room with gypsum in the upper windows.



Fig. 16. Typical entertaining rooms on the roofs of  houses taking advan-
tage of  the view and the cool airs. Note how the minarets are dwarfed by 

the houses.



Fig. 17. Diagram of  a typical bathroom, showing the disposal of  solid and 
liquid water.



Fig. 18. A street corner cistern.
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Fig. 1. The tomb of  the Emir Nur.

Fig. 2. A courtyard house.



Fig. 3. Faras magala, view of  the church.

Fig. 4. Main room in the traditional house.



Fig. 5. View of  a mosque.



1330 mahvash alemisaïd mouline

Fig. 1. Hand coloured copper plate engraving. Alain Manesson Maller 
1603–1706, in Description de l’Univers, Paris, 1683.



Fi
g.

 2
. 

Ve
rt

ic
al

 a
er

op
ho

to
 o

f 
th

e 
tw

o 
sid

es
 o

f 
th

e 
riv

er
 a

nd
 th

e 
m

éd
in

as
 o

f 
R

ab
at

 a
nd

 S
al

é.
 A

rc
hi

ve
s 

of
 th

e 
M

in
ist

ry
 o

f 
H

ou
sin

g 
an

d 
U

rb
an

ism
.



Fig. 3. Oblique view of  the Qasba and the Médina of  Salé.

Fig. 4. Vertical aerophoto of  the médina of  Salé beginning of  the century.



Fig. 5. Aerial view of  the Qasba des Oudaya.



Fig. 6. Vertical aerophoto of  the Médina of  Rabat in 1980.



Fig. 7. Vertical aerophoto of  the Médina of  Salé in 1980.



Fig. 8. View of  the esplanade and the minaret of  the Hassan Mosque. 
Photos by Etienne Revault.

Fig. 9. General view of  the Merinide necropolis, Chellah. 
Photo by Etienne Revault.



Fig. 1. Frontier of  the Sokoto Caliphate at its greatest extent. Zaria is 
located roughly in the middle. The dotted line represents the current 

frontiers of  Nigeria.

 besim hakim and zubair ahmed



Fig. 2. Zaria old town, circa 1970, shows the primary streets linking the gates 
of  the walled town to the market area (M), and to the Friday mosque and 
Emir’s palace (P). The shaded portions of  the plan denote the built up areas 
within the walls. The dotted square is the approximate location of  the air photo 
in Figure 3, and the dotted circle indicates the location of  the neighborhood 

cluster in Figure 5.



Fig. 3. Air photo, mid-1950s, of  a typical pattern of  clustered walled com-
pounds and the numerous small farms within and between neighborhoods. 
Location of  this photo is indicated in Figure 2. This and other air photos were 

commissioned by the previous Northern Nigerian government.



Fig. 4. A typical compound, from the neighborhood cluster in Figure 5, show-
ing the route of  entry from the outside to the private zone of  the family: (1) 
Zaure (main entrance), (2) Kofar Gida (fore court), (3) Shiqifa (second entrance/

passage), (4) Cikin Gida (private area of  the compound).



Fig. 5. A neighborhood cluster of  26 compounds, its location within the town 
is indicated in Figure 2. Entrance to the Zaure of  each compound in indicated 
by a black dot. Two small neighborhood mosques are shown in black. One 
is located centrally and the other is in far north of  the cluster. The dotted 
areas are the Zaure (main entrance huts) of  each compound. The hatched 
areas within each compound are the male zone of  the compound. After 
B. A. Urbanowicz’s study (reference cited in note 22), and on-site investigation 

by Z. Ahmed.



Fig. 6. Comparative study of  the covered areas and space allocations, drawn 
to the same scale, between a typical house confi guration from North Africa 
and a compound from Hausaland in sub-Sahara Africa. The example on the 

left is from Tunis, on the right from Zaria.



Fig. 7. Exterior view of  the main entrance Zaure of  two houses in Zaria. 
Above (a) is a house with modest treatment of  the front elevation. Below 
(b) is an example of  an elaborately decorated façade of  the Zaure. Photos 

by Z. Ahmed, 2001.



rino montalbano

Fig. 1. a–b) A view of  Uzunkemer Aqueduct (from: K. Çeçen, Sinan’s Water 
Supply System in Istanbul, p. 92).

c–d) A view of  Buyuk Dam (from: K. Çeçen, Sinan’s Water Supply System in 
Istanbul, p. 130).





Fig. 3. a) A tank dug in the rock to Shahara, Yemen (from: A. Petruccioli, 
Dar Al Islam. Architetture del territorio nei paesi islamici [Rome: Carucci, 

1985], 90);
b) A big tank dug in the rock to Jaipur (Prof. Attilio Petruccioli’s archive);

c) The big tank aghlabita of  Kairuan (from: A. Petruccioli, Dar Al Islam. 
Architetture del territorio nei paesi islamici [Carucci: Roma, 1985], 89);

d) The big Jhalra, octagonal well (Baoli) (10,36 m), in the area of  Rang Mahal, 
Fathpur Sikri (Prof. Attilio Petruccioli’s archive).



Fig. 4. a) The Kupagar of  Agra. Plans and sections (from: A. Petruccioli, Dar Al 
Islam. Architetture del territorio nei paesi islamici [ Rome: Carucci, 1985], 99);

b) Circular well (Baoli) in citadel of  Firuzabad, Delhi, c. 1354 (from: 
A. Petruccioli, ed., Environmental Design: Journal of  the Islamic 

Environmental Design Research Centre, 2 [ Rome: Carucci, 1985], 77);
c) The baoli of  Adalaj in Gujarat (from: A. Petruccioli, Dar Al Islam. 

Architetture del territorio nei paesi islamici [ Rome: Carucci, 1985], 100).



andré raymond

Fig. 1. Sheshia makers in Tunis 
(from Ch. Lallemand, Tunis, 1890).



Fig. 2. Soap factory in Aleppo.



Fig. 3. “Kisariya” of  Fez. (From R. Le Tourneau, Fès, 1949.)

Fig. 4. Wakâla Dhulfi qar in Cairo. (From P. Coste, Architecture arabe, 1839.)



Fig. 5. Khan Qurt-bey in Aleppo. (From J. Sauvaget, Aleppo, 1941.)



Fig. 7. Qasabat Ridwan in Cairo.

Fig. 6. Souq al-Birka in Tunis.



Fig. 8. Caravanserai in the Qahira district of  Cairo.
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Fig. 10. Suwayqa of  Jayrun in Damascus. (From J. Sauvaget, “Esquisse,” 1934.)



david j. roxburgh
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Fig. 5. Head of  a pilgrimage scroll showing the basmala and Mt. Arafa. (Istan-
bul, Museum of  Turkish and Islamic Art, no. 4739. After Aksoy and Milstein, 

“Collection of  Thirteenth-Century Illustrated Hajj Certifi cates,” pl. 4.)



Fig. 6. Pilgrimage scroll, dated 608 (1211–12). (Istanbul, Museum of  Turkish 
and Islamic Art, no. 4091.)



Fig. 7. Line drawing from a pilgrimage scroll dated 608 (1211–12). (Istanbul, 
Museum of  Turkish and Islamic Art, no. 4091. After Aksoy and Milstein, 

“Collection of  Thirteenth-Century Illustrated Hajj Certifi cates,” fi gure 1.)





Fig. 9. Pilgrimage scroll, Ayyubid, dated 602 (1205–06). (Istanbul, Museum 
of  Turkish and Islamic Art, nos. 4737 and 4746.)



andré raymond

Fig. 1. Christian and Jewish quarters in Baghdad.



Fig. 3. Residential Quarter in Damascus. 
(From J. Sauvaget, “Esquisse”, 1934.)

Fig. 2. Greek quarter in Cairo.
(From the Description de l’Egypte.)



Fig. 4. Quarter gate in Damascus.



Fig. 5. Damascus: elevation of  the street level in a residential quarter.



Fig. 6. The tells in the east of  Cairo.



Fig. 7. Localization of  the Cairene fountains.



Fig. 8. Sabil Abd al-Rahman Katkhuda in Cairo (1744).

Fig. 9. Aqueducts of  Algiers.



d. fairchild ruggles

Fig. 1. Anjar, city plan. (After Creswell.)



Fig. 2. Rusafa, garden plan. (Ruggles, after T. Ulbert.)



Fig. 3. Zaghouan, aqueduct at the Temple des Eaux. (Ruggles.)

Fig. 4. Aghlabid basins of  Kairouan. (Ruggles.)



Fig. 5. Map of  the Roman sites in the Guadalquivir valley. 
(Variava and Ruggles.)



Fig. 6. Aqua Augustana, Cordoba. (Ruggles.)

Fig. 7. Remains of  a Roman aqueduct on the west side of  Cordoba. (Ruggles.)



Fig. 8. Madinat al-Zahra’s water supply. (Ruggles.)



Fig. 9. River-powered waterwheel. (Variava, after Schioler.)

Fig. 10. Saqiya waterwheel. (Variava, after Schioler.) 



Fig. 12. Elephant fountain with tank and channel. (Ruggles.) 

Fig. 11. Screw pump. (Variava, after Hillel.)



Fig. 14. Landscape of  olive trees. (Ruggles.)

Fig. 13. Cordoba bridge. (Ruggles.) 



 attilio petruccioli

Fig. 1. The village of  Ait Lahsen in Kabilia, Algeria: repetition of  the cell 
downhill.



Fig. 2. Village of  Ait Lahsen in 
Kabilia, Algeria: lateral extension of  

the axxam.

Fig. 3. Village of  Ait Lahsen in Kabilia, 
Algeria: lateral duplication, but with 
a reinforced concrete building. Com-
pare to the building types in fi gs. 36 ff.



Fig. 4. Typological process of  the courtyard house. The A series synthesizes 
the variants of  the single-family house within the limits of  the original plot and 
with minimum specialization: (A1) entrance and path to the opposite covered 
part; (A2) entrance and path from the opposite covered part; (A3) layout of  
the covered part along the enclosure’s longer wall. From left to right: (A1,2) the 
phasing of  the construction of  the accessory spaces on the side opposite the 
cell; (A1,3) consolidation of  the accessory spaces with the construction of  a 
portico; (A1,4) unifi cation of  the distributive system with a covered passage; 

(A1,5) tendency to form a courtyard around the centre.



Fig. 5. The B1, B2, B3 series describes the taberna process: in (B1,2) two 
shops are created by duplicating two of  the elementary cells of  the house on 
the outside of  the plot. The taberna develops autonomously until it constitutes 
the row-house type along the street, thus behaving as an isolated elementary 
cell: it could then double its height (B1,3) with the introduction of  a stairwell; 
then grow sideways (B2 and B3) to form an embryo of  row-house tissue and, 
where possible, double its front facade by encroaching with a portico onto 
the public route (B1,2,3,4). The process continues incrementally towards the 
inside of  the original plot (B5), and the tabernized rows are changed into 

apartments (B6).



Fig. 6. The C1, C2, C3 series represents the insula process starting with the 
occupation of  one side of  the courtyard (C1,2) with a row of  cells soon to 
be extended vertically (C2,2). To increase the living space, the single cells 
eliminate the exterior staircase and adopt a collective balcony served by a 
common stairwell strategically placed in the portico of  the original elementary 
cell; then the row is mirrored on the opposite side (C1,3). This leads to the 
construction of  a second balcony served by the same stairwell (C1,5). Another 
version embeds the staircase inside every elementary cell of  the two rows, and 

the cells protrude another four feet on both sides (A1,4).



Fig. 7. House in the casbah of  Algiers at 5 impasse des Pyramides. Despite 
its exiguous dimensions, this example presents all the components of  the 
leading type. The series of  paths shows the whole distributive matrix of  the 
building: entrance, patio, stairway, balconies. Rooms have no access to each 
other either directly or through accessory spaces, but only through a fi lter of  

balcony and stairways.
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Fig. 9. Lebanon. From the elementary cell to the house with cross-shaped 
central hall. (1) Abd el-Baki house in Ain Baal: double elementary cell and 
replica with loggia on the upper fl oor. The loggia itself  is not a type but a 
synchronic variation. (2) House in Ain Touffaha: split in two by the cells and 
formation of  a central square hall. (3) Mansour Daniel house in Brissa: doubling 
in depth and formation of  the crossing hall with windows on the two opposite 
facades serves all the other rooms. (4) Muallim house in Kfar Hazir: second-
ary access creates two systems of  distribution, the crossing hall is specialized 
with formation of  an alcove. (5) Adel Tay house in Kfar Him: next passage 
with a T-form room. (6) Hanna Shikhani house in Bikfaya: mature implant 

with central crossing hall, part of  which serves as a vestibule.











Fig. 2. Mehmed IV as a Young Boy, enthroned, watches while two court dwarves 
entertain him. Anonymous ca. 1650, Miniature Painting, Berlin Staatliche 

Museen, Kunstbibliothek, Lipperheide OZ 52, fol. 1v.



Fig. 3. Repast Given in Honour of  an Ambassador in the Public Council Hall. Oil on 
canvas. Jean-Baptiste Van Mour, Koç Holding Collection, Istanbul, 1671–1737. 
In the arch is the grated window from which the sultan could observe secretly 

the activities of  the Divan below him.



Fig. 4. Women proceed to a public bath, from Johannes Lewenklaw’s Codex 
Vindobonensis 8615, Vienna’s Österreichische Nationalbibliothek.



Fig. 5. The double chambered bath for men and women was built by Süley-
man’s wife, Haseki Hurrem and is located on the grounds of  the Byzantine 
hippodrome in Istanbul, view from the west. (From the Istanbul German 

Archaeological Institute.)



Fig. 6. Etienne Raffort, Tophane Fountain (detail), 1849 Oil on canvas. Collection 
of  Emine Renda, Istanbul. Women, particularly non-elite urban women, were 

often seen in the markets of  Istanbul.



Fig. 7. Women were expected to partake in mourning rituals such as this scene 
from a miniature from the Khamsa of  Nizami where men and women are griev-
ing over the death of  Laila’s husband, Majnun. Herat, 1494 (British Museum).



Fig. 8. The tomb of  Telli Baba on the European shore of  the Bosphorus in 
Istanbul is a frequent place of  pilgrimage for women praying for a happy 

marriage and future children.



Fig. 9. Court records attest to the fact that women in the Ottoman Empire 
in the early modern era took their legal complaint to the qadi and other 
offi cials in the empire. Detail from a Hünername miniature, dated to 1588. 

(Topkapı Palace Museum Archives H.1524.)
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Fig. 11. Plan of  the Yeni Valide Mosque complex showing the various parts 
of  Turhan Sultan’s foundation which were visually accessible to the valide 

from her royal pavilion.



Fig. 12. Women can often be seen participating, albeit in the margins, in public 
events such as the festivities depicted in the Book of  the Circumcision Festival, or 

Surname-i Vehbi of  1720. Folio 55°.



jean-luc arnaud

Fig. 1. Istanbul, Edirnekapı quarter, land division prior to 1882. The width 
and layout of  the streets is in conformity with the tanzimat. While this quarter 
is well connected to the road network along the wall and on its south roadway, 
to the east and the north it is serviced by small alleyways. According to an 

1882 map of  Istanbul, published by E. H. Ayverdi in 1978, sheet D6.



Fig. 2. Alexandria, a very early movement of  growth. The city, which was of  
some hundred hectares in 1800, had 330 in 1855 and 1,400 in 1902. According 
to: “Alexandrie, Plan général des deux ports, de la ville moderne et de la ville 
des arabes,” Description de l’Egypte (Paris, 1809), E. M., vol. 2, pl. 84; Charles 
Müller, Plan d’Alexandrie comprenant toutes ses fortifi cations rues et édifi ces principaux 
par Charles Müller 1855 (Trieste, 1855); Plan de la ville d’Alexandrie dressé par les 

services techniques de la municipalité, 1902 (Alexandria, 1902).



Fig. 3. The urban growth of  Cairo in the nineteenth century. The city was 
of  850 hectares in 1800, acquired some dozens more fi fty years later and had 
reached 1,800 by the end of  the nineteenth century. According to: Jacotin, ed., 
“Environs du Kaire—Plan général de Boulâq, du Kaire, de l’île de Roudah, 
du Vieux-Kaire et de Gyzeh,” Description de l’Egypte (Paris, 1809), E. M., vol. 1, 
pl. 15; “Plan général de la ville du Caire et des environs,” laid out in F. Pruner, 
Topographie médicale du Caire avec le plan de la ville et des environs (Munich, 1847); 
Plan général de la ville du Caire et des environs, dressé par le service de la ville du Caire 

(Cairo, 1897).



Fig. 4. Damascus, example of  the old urban fabric, Souq Saruja quarter. The 
irregularity of  land division makes for highly varied property values within a 
single quarter. According to Ville de Damas, division VI, Souq Sarouja, section 

1, sheet 1 (Damascus 1933).



Fig. 5. Istanbul, example of  a regular land division, Kumkapı quarter. Major 
land division laid out following the 1864 fi re in Istanbul. According to Borie 

et al., L’Occidentalisation d’Istanbul, pl. A8.



Fig. 6. Cairo, streets and cul-de-sacs, quarters to the northwest of  the old city. 
According to the Plan général de la ville du Caire et des environs (Cairo, 1896).



Fig. 7. Tunis, Marine Avenue, around 1910. This avenue, inaugurated during 
the 1850s, links a gate of  the old city with the banks of  the lagoon. Author’s 

collection.



Fig. 8. Bursa, the intersection of  streets opened in the bazaar quarter fol-
lowing the 1855 earthquake. According to two maps published by Mustafa 
Cezar, Typical Commercial Buildings of  the Ottoman Classical Period and the Ottoman 

Construction System (Istanbul, 1983), pp. 38 and 316.



Fig. 9. Cairo, covered passageway, Franc quarter. This assemblage, built around 
1890, comprises fi ve blocks, a warehouse, workshops, and some thirty shops. 
Author’s restitution and drawing, after E. Goad, Insurance plan of  Cairo—

Egypt—March 1905 (London, Toronto, 1905).



Fig. 10. Alexandria, apartment block, Kum al-Nadura quarter. This block, built 
before the end of  the 1880s, comprises 12 dwellings, each of  between 100 and 
120 square metres. It is part of  a compound of  four identical blocks arranged 

around passageways and cul-de-sacs. Plotted and drawn by the author.



1414 mahvash alemi

Fig. 1. Place de la République. Note to the right the National Theatre designed 
by F. Chasseriau.

attilio petruccioli



Fig. 2. Abacus of  the typological process. From left to right the four periods 
between 1830 and 1930. From above the urban scale or the plan; the layout of  
the plot; the urban block; the apartment type and the techniques of  construction.



Fig. 3. The stair used as a  corner solution in rue Michelet today 
Didouche Mourad.

Fig. 4. The traditional Arab fabric covered by a Colonial curtain at place 
de Chartres.



Fig. 5. The gigantic infrastructure of  the harbour designed by F. Chasseriau.
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Fig. 2. Dr. Félix Weisgerber, plan of  Casablanca in 1900, coll. of  the author.



Fig. 3. Henri Prost, Development and extension plan of  1917 for Casablanca, 
in France-Maroc, 1917, coll. of  the author.

Fig. 4. Henri Prost, Zoning plan of  Casablanca, 1930 version, Bibliothèque 
générale et archives, Rabat.



Fig. 5. Albert Laprade (with Auguste Cadet and Edmond Brion), four views 
of  the Habous quarter, Archives nationales, Paris.



Fig. 6. Aerial view of  the medina, 1943, National Archives, Washington, DC.



Fig. 7. Alexandre Courtois, Project for the rond-point d’Amade, 1944, coll. 
Alexandre Courtois Jr., Bayonne.



Fi
g.

 8
. 

M
ic

he
l E

co
ch

ar
d,

 Z
on

in
g 

of
 th

e 
G

re
at

er
 C

as
ab

la
nc

a,
 1

95
2,

 c
ol

l. 
of

 th
e 

au
th

or
.



Fig. 9. ATBAT Afrique (Georges Candilis, Shadrach Woods, Vladimir Bodian-
sky), Housing for muslim workers, Carrières centrales, 1952, Ministry of  

Housing, Rabat.



Fig. 10. A street in the neighbourhood of  Sidi Othman, 1999, 
© Jean-Louis Cohen.

Fig. 11. New business center on the road to the airport, Sidi Maârouf, 
2002, © Jean-Louis Cohen.



Fig. 1. Dhahran Airport, 1961, Minoru Yamasaki; a modernist interpretation 
of  the nomad tent for a new building type. Courtesy: the Aga Khan Award 

for Architecture.

Fig. 2. Heliopolis, Egypt—plan. (Redrawn by N. Simone.)

hasan-uddin khan
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Fig. 4. Kuala Lumpur—National Mosque.

Fig. 5. Dhaka—Capitol. (H.U. Khan.)



Fig. 6. Jakarta—Kampungs. (H.U. Khan.)
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Fig. 8. Petronas Towers. (N. Simone.)



Fig. 10. Saudi Camp Housing. (Gary Otte.)

Fig. 9. Burj al Arab Hotel. (H.U. Khan.)



Fig. 11. Dubai—shopping mall. (H.U. Khan.)



Fig. 12. Soleimania Golf  City.



Fig. 13. Kuwait National Assembly Building. (Arch. J. Utzun.)
Courtesy of  Aga Khan Award for Arch.



Fig. 2. Bastakiya.

Fig. 1. Al Faheidi Fort.

deeba haider



Fig. 3. Grand Souq with wooden roof  structure.



Fig. 4. Grand Mosque.



Fig. 5. Ali bin Abitaleb.



Fig. 6. Burj al Arab.



Fig. 7. The Palm Islands.



Census data; E. Denis, SEDET, 2004.

Fig. 1. Annual growth rate by agglomeration size, 1900–2000. The distribution 
used entities at constant limits based on the 1996 urban agglomerate.

Census data; E. Denis, SEDET, 2004.

Fig. 2. Evolution of  annual growth rates by types of  quarter.

eric denis



Census data; E. Denis, SEDET, 2004.

Fig. 3. Evolution of  Greater Cairo population.

* Cairo Governorate only, not the metropolitan area
Census data; E. Denis, SEDET, 2004.

 Fig. 4. Share of  inhabitants born outside of  Cairo in Cairo population 1907–1996* 
Time life migration.



Fig. 5. Contact between Bulaq al-Dakur unplanned popular settlement and 
Muhandisin residential area—Giza. (Ikonos, 2000.)

Fig. 6. Popular illegal settlement edge on agricultural private land—Giza, 
2003. (D. Sims.)



Fig. 7. Popular illegal settlement edge on agricultural private land—Giza, 
2003. (D. Sims.)

Census data; E. Denis, SEDET, 2004.

Fig. 8. Evolution of  densities by type of  quarter.



Fig. 10. Illegal popular settlement extension on private agricultural land—
Giza. (Ikonos, 2000.)

Fig. 9. Buildings on the Nile west bank—Munîb, Giza, 2002. (E. Denis.)



Fig. 11. Typology of  illegal settlement within Greater Cairo area.



Fig. 12. Villa—Dream Land gated community—Near Six October New City, 
Giza, 2002. (E. Denis.)
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Fig. 2. Proposal by Ernst Egli for transformations in Beirut and its suburbs, 
shown as part of  an exhibit in 1950. Source: Egli collection, Archives of  

ETH-Zurich, Hs 785: 142.



Fig. 3. Project for changes in the central area of  Beirut, by the Executive 
Council for Greater Projects in 1964. Consultants: M. Ecochard, G. Banshoya, 
A. Salam, P. el Khoury, N. Tabbara, R. Daoud, R. Issa. Source: photo E. Verdeil.



Fig. 4. Building destructions from the wartime period in the Metropolitan 
Area of  Beirut. Compiled by E. Verdeil©.



Fig. 5. OGER project for the Martyrs Square area in 1984. Architect: Jean 
Willerval. Source: Documentation centre, CDR.



Fig. 6. Reconstruction projects in the Metropolitan Area of  Beirut during the 
1990s. Source: Compiled by E. Verdeil©.



Fig. 7. Poster for the Legislative Elections of  September 2000, showing 
Rafi q Hariri in front of  Maarad Street in Beirut’s central district. Photo by 

E. Verdeil©.
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Fig. 8b. Proposal for the central district of  Beirut by SOLIDERE (1995). 
Source: Photo by E. Verdeil©.



Fig. 9. Overview of  central district, showing the emptied out Martyrs’ Square 
on the right, and part of  the ring road around the centre on the left. Photo 

by E. Verdeil©.



Fig. 10. New mosque under construction (March 2004) between Martyrs 
Square (al-Burj), in front, and St. George’s Cathedral, to the left. At the far 
left is the Lazarieh complex, developed in the 1950s on property freed up by 

the move of  a religious school. Photo by J. Nasr©.





INDICES





























 index of places 1477

Blida, 7, 657, 866
Bologna, 501
Bombay, 184, 1096
Borgo Longobardo in Bologna, 501
Bosnia, 145–149
Bosna-Saray, 156
Bosphorus, xix, 471, 472, 474, 480, 494
Bostra, 97
Boujad, 13
Braga (Gallaecia), 108
British (Chaderghat) Residency 593, 

594–596, 598–599, 601, 603, 
607–608, 609, 614

Bucharest, 150, 153
Bugeaud quarter, 995
Bukhara, 41, 42, 93, 104, 162, 163, 174, 

176, 235, 491–523
Buland Bagh, 567, 569
Bulgaria, 145, 146, 153, 216
Burhanpur, 191, 574
Burj al-Arab Tower Hotel, 1055, 1076, 

1082–1083
Burj Square, 1119, 1126, 1138
Bursa, 45, 144, 146, 149, 150, 206, 212, 

217, 357–381, 895, 902, 914–916, 
961, 966, 971

Bustan Kafur, 135
Byblos, 1133
Byzantium, 208, 864, 932

Caesarea, 96, 113
Cairo, xv, xvi, xviii, xix, 7, 17, 24, 29, 31, 

32, 33, 34, 36, 47, 51, 59, 60, 61, 62, 
64–67, 68, 69, 94, 126, 133, 136, 150, 
212, 214, 229, 232, 274, 295, 299, 
300, 302–305, 309, 310, 311–316, 
323, 324, 329, 342, 343, 350, 359, 
404, 419, 556, 688, 698, 732–739, 
740–749, 776–781, 783–791, 825, 
833, 834, 838, 858, 866, 870, 872, 
873, 874, 875, 877, 895, 896, 897, 
901, 903, 905, 908, 911–912, 
914–916, 931, 932, 942, 945, 954, 
955, 960, 962, 965, 968, 969, 971, 
1038–1041, 1052, 1058, 1059, 
1085–1099, 1101, 1103–1113, 1124

Calcutta, 184, 204, 594, 595, 604
Calicut, 191
Cambay, 191
Campo Nazario Sauro, 868
Cannanore, 191
Cannaregio, 868
Çankaya Municipality, 1058
Cappadocia, 145, 146

Casablanca, 840, 843, 865, 1009–1033, 
1140

Casbah, 995, 997
Carevi Bridge, 156
Caspian, 104, 135
cemetery of  al-Baqi in Medina, 771
Central Asia/Asie centrale/Mittleasien, 

8, 11, 41–43, 55, 132, 160, 167, 171, 
175, 176, 177, 179, 180, 183, 225, 
236, 445, 503, 509, 512, 514, 515, 
555, 557, 558, 686, 690, 933, 1070

Chalcis, 106
Champ de Manoeuvres, 997
Charbagh Padshahi/Chahar Bagh/

Bagh-i Hasht Bihisht, 561, 568, 576
Chhatri of  Jaswant Singh, 568, 586
China, 49, 55, 73, 177, 178, 476, 631, 

638, 721, 853, 1054
Chios, 376
Chowmahallah Palace, 592, 593, 

605–608, 611
Ciputra, 1048
Citadel, 60–62, 65, 106, 110, 154, 156, 

172, 174–178, 206, 277, 283, 295, 
296, 298–305, 310–312, 332–334, 
357, 363, 462, 698, 743, 746, 749, 
936, 1039, 1059

Cercadilla, 109, 799
Ceuta, 111
Complexes of  Awrangzeb, 583
Constantine, 152
Constantinople, 43, 44, 147, 148, 152, 

234, 235, 257, 365, 367, 387, 390, 
408, 466, 692, 813, 885, 932

Copts, 125, 313, 325, 783, 796
Córdoba/Cordoba/Cordova, 93, 108, 

109, 110, 113, 135, 136, 229, 258, 
280, 679, 689, 798–809

Ctesiphon, 100, 102, 107, 108, 113, 225, 
237

Custom House, 582, 584
Cyberabad, 1046

Dacca, 184, 185, 189, 194
Damascus/Damas, 6, 12, 23, 35–36, 

47–48, 50, 53, 60–63, 67–68, 73–74, 
87, 93, 95, 97, 99, 108, 112, 116, 
127, 136, 151, 163, 212, 224, 249, 
270, 274, 276–278, 285, 323–324, 
330, 336, 342–343, 352, 679–680, 
689, 693, 707–708, 714, 731, 735, 
738–740, 742, 744, 746, 749, 761, 
763, 775, 778, 782–784, 829, 840, 
866, 895, 897, 910, 913, 928–929, 




































	CONTENTS VOLUME ONE
	Preface and Acknowledgements
	Introduction
	PART ONE GENERAL TOPICS
	Some Historiographical Notes on the Islamic City with Particular Reference to the Visual Representation of the Built City (Giulia Annalinda Neglia)
	The Spatial Organization of the City (André Raymond)
	Law and the City (Besim Hakim)
	Inherited Cities (Hugh Kennedy)
	Founded Cities of the Arab World From the Seventh to the Eleventh Centuries (Sylvie Denoix)

	PART TWO REGIONAL ASPECTS
	The Ottoman Cities of the Balkans (Pierre Pinon)
	Iranian Cities (Heinz Gaube)
	Indian Cities (Marc Gaborieau)
	The Ottoman Town (Fifteenth-Eighteenth Centuries) (Gilles Veinstein)

	PART THREE CASE STUDIES
	Baghdad in the Abbasid Era: A Cosmopolitan and Multi-Confessional Capital (Françoise Micheau)
	Marinid Fez: Zenith and Signs of Decline (Halima Ferhat)
	The Spatial Organization of Tunis Medina and Other Arab-Muslim Cities in North Africa and the Near East (Roberto Berardi)
	The Mamluk City (Doris Behrens-Abouseif)
	Islamic Jerusalem or Jerusalem under Muslim Rule (Oleg Grabar)
	Aleppo: From the Ottoman Metropolis to the Syrian City (Jean-Claude David)
	At the Ottoman Empire's Industrious Core: The Story of Bursa (Suraiya Faroqhi)
	The Ottoman Tripoli: A Mediterranean Medina (Ludovico Micara)
	Algiers in the Ottoman Period: The City and its Population (Federico Cresti)
	The "Citadel, Town, Suburbs" Model and Medieval Kirman (Lisa Golombek)
	Istanbul 1620–1750: Change and Tradition (Maurice Cerasi)
	Bukhara and Samarkand (Attilio Petruccioli)
	Shiraz: The City of Gardens and Poets (Mahvash Alemi)
	Mughal Agra: A Riverfront Garden City (Ebba Koch)
	Nineteenth-Century Hyderabad: Re-scripting Urban Heritage (Alison Mackenzie Shah)
	Sana?a (Ronald Lewcock, Arief Setiawan)
	Harar: The Fourth Holy City of Islam (Serge Santelli)
	Rabat. Salé – Holy Cities of the Two Banks (Saïd Mouline)
	The Sub-Saharan City: Rules and Built Form (Besim Hakim, Zubair Ahmed)


	CONTENTS VOLUME TWO
	PART FOUR CITY FUNCTIONS
	Dar-Al Ma: The Architecture of Water in the Islamic Countries (Calogero Montalbano)
	The Economy of the Traditional City (André Raymond)
	Pilgrimage City (David Roxburgh)
	The Management of the City (André Raymond)
	The Countryside: The Roman Agricultural and Hydraulic Legacy of the Islamic Mediterranean (D. Fairchild Ruggles)
	Citizenhood: Proof Against the Century (Mohammed Naciri)
	House and Fabric in the Islamic Mediterranean City (Attilio Petruccioli)
	The Gendered City (Lucienne Thys-?enocak)
	Guilds in Recent Historical Scholarship (Nelli Hanna)
	The Waqf in the City (Randi Deguilhem)

	PART FIVE THE MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY CITY
	A. Tradition and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century Modernization of the Cities of the Ottoman Empire (1800–1920) (Jean-Luc Arnaud)
	Mediterraneanism: French and Italian Architects' Designs in 1930s North African Cities (Mia Fuller)
	Algiers: The Colonial City (Attilio Petruccioli)

	B. The Modern City Casablanca: The City in the Islamic World (Jean-Louis Cohen)
	C. Transformations Identity, Globalization, and the 
Contemporary Islamic City (Hasan-Uddin Khan)
	The Growing Pains of Dubai: A City in Search of its Identity (Deeba Haider)
	Cairo Between Traces and Liberal Re-foundation: Demographic Stabilization, Extension of the Metropolitan Area, and the Renewal of Forms (Eric Denis)
	The Reconstructions of Beirut (Joe Nasr, Eric Verdeil)



	Plates
	Index of Names, Personal and Dynastic
	Index of Places
	Index of Terms



