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ABSTRACT

The goal of this thesis is to understand the Structure 
and organization of the ancient Near Eastern city. The main 
focus is analyzing major forces that helped shape the 
traditional environment in Mesopotamia and ancient Syria, from 
prehistoric times until 640 A.D. This study specifically 
analyzes ancient domestic architecture in relation to urban 
planning. To understand the traditional urban fabric, we need 
to explore how the ancient architect responded to prevailing 
belief systems, not only in regards to architecture but also 
regarding social, cultural, religious, and environmental 
factors.

The thesis is presented in two parts: (1) the pre- 
Hellenistic Near East, which includes Stone Age, Chalcolithic 
Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age; and (2) the Hellenistic Near 
East, which includes the Greek Period, Roman Period, Early 
Christian and Byzantine Period.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM,' -
METHODOLOGY AND ORGANIZATION

A. The Problem
1. Goals

The aim of this research is to understand the 
structure and organization of old the ancient Eastern city. 
The main focus of this research centers around analyzing the 
major forces that helped shape the traditional environment in 
Mesopotamia and ancient Syria from prehistoric times until 
640 A.D. (see Appendix A).

2. Objectives
The fundamental objective which prompted this research 

is the premise that to understand the traditional Middle 
Eastern urban fabric, we need to understand how the ancient 
architect responded to prevailing belief systems. This
understanding is necessary not only in terms of architecture 
but also in terms of social, cultural, religious, and environ
mental factors (see Appendix A).

3. Relevance
The value of this research stems from the author's 

conviction that to solve the urgent problems facing modern
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Middle Eastern cities, traditional architecture must be used 
as a point of departure. The study of architectural history 
and urban planning has practical value and should influence 
city development in the present as well as in the future. 
This thesis serves as a tool to better understand the history 
of traditional architecture of the Middle East.

The traditional Middle Eastern urban environment has 
undergone three distinctive phases of development. The first 
phase was its ancient Near Eastern evolution, in which the 
native belief system helped shape both architecture and urban 
planning. , The second phase was the ancient European, when 
the Greeks, Romans, and Byzantines colonized the Near East. 
This phase witnessed a vast reshaping and reorganizing of both 
the cultural and physical environments of the ancient Near 
East, during which ancient European belief systems became the 
dominant force and influence. The third phase was the Islamic 
period, in which the native belief system reasserted itself 
and took total control in shaping the physical environment. 
This research studies the first two phases.

It is important to provide the reader with background 
about the problems facing modern Middle Eastern cities in 
order to understand the value of this thesis.

Western colonization of the Middle East during the 
last two centuries engendered some fundamental changes in 
the old Middle Eastern belief system. These changes were 
felt very strongly in socioeconomic and anthropo-cultural
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institutions. New ideas and perspectives on life modified or 
replaced some of the old values. This transformation of the 
indigenous belief system left its imprint on the physical 
environment.

Architecture and urban planning were suitable means 
of reordering Middle Eastern society. Various Western 
administrations during this colonization period strove to 
introduce Western - ideas and lifestyles into the native 
environment. This was successfully achieved by ignoring the 
old city and erecting either a separate newer city or building 
newer suburbs surrounding the old town. These suburbs and 
towns were modeled on the Western style, which was quite 
different from the native model.

These new cities were laid out according to the 
gridiron system, with wide boulevards and express highways. 
Urban planning in these new cities stressed strict zoning 
according to the activities and socioeconomic status of their 
inhabitants. Further, they stressed mobility and convenience 
of movement. In the 20th century the automobile emerged as 
the most important factor in the planning and design of both 
the city and its buildings.

While these new cities flourished, the older towns 
were neglected. The old Islamic-Arab city suffered from a 
lack of local experts who were knowledgeable in traditional 
Middle Eastern theories and practices. This situation caused 
a cultural vacuum and engendered a gap between the old town
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and the modern imported city. The continuous flow of commu
nications which had transferred the knowledge and. expertise 
of indigenous architecture and urban planning from generation 
to generation diminished to a trickle. The native model was 
misunderstood and abandoned by both local authorities and 
international consultants practicing in the Middle East.

Into this vacuum flowed Westernized architectural 
education and practices. The educational curriculum of 
architecture and urban planning taught in Middle Eastern 
universities has been Western from its inception and in its 
development. Consequently, Middle Eastern universities have 
produced architects and planners who are knowledgeable in 
Western theory and practice but little educated about their 
own architectural heritage.

In the West, architectural and urban planning educa
tion and practice have not stressed strongly enough the impor
tance of cultural, social, and religious factors. Western 
belief Systems differ markedly from those of the Middle East; 
and since architecture and planning are manifestations of 
those belief systems, their built architectures would differ. 
As a consequence, the modern physical environment in the 
Middle East has grown more out of Western belief systems and 
less from its. native heritage. Many consequences of this 
phenomenon have been negative, not only to the physical 
environment but also to the anthropo-social fabric of the 
region. Imported architectural theories and styles have
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helped move the old order of society into modern times; 
however, they have also created serious problems for man and 
the environment.

Many people have voiced concern regarding these 
burgeoning problems, calling for a more responsive archi
tecture that responds better to the native environment. 
In answer to these concerns, some local and international 
architects have studied the old Islamic-Arab city superfici
ally, borrowing the aesthetic values of facades and attaching 
them to new buildings. Unfortunately, this superficial 
approach has created more problems than it solved.

The apparent conflict between the traditional values 
affecting architecture and new technology can be misleading. 
Is the entire traditional belief system at odds with modern 
technology? How serious is this alleged conflict? Is it a 
matter of style or substance? Answers to these questions can 
help us diagnose the problem and provide solutions. It is 
argued that in many parts of the Middle East the old belief 
system should be modified to accommodate new ideas and a new 
order. It is felt that new ideas should be carefully applied 
to accommodate both the traditional cultural and physical 
environments. The main issue is how to maintain a balance 
between the old and new so that the nagging problems facing 
Middle Eastern cities can be successfully solved.

This could be achieved if local authorities and archi
tectural professionals are willing to reexamine their thinking
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about the old Middle Eastern model of architecture and urban 
planning without preconceived judgments. Obviously this 
requires significant change in Westernized education, policy 
making and practices that prevail throughout the Middle East. 
To facilitate this transition, there should be a systematic 
survey of traditional architecture to serve as a reference 
point and place of departure. This must in much greater 
detail than the mere listing of aesthetic values and descrip
tion that prevails in some architectural publications. More 
structured research work needs to be done which analyzes the 
traditional city comprehensively and objectively in order to 
understand the thought processes that have shaped the envi
ronment. Research must explore the methodology, techniques 
and processes which created the old urban environment on both 
the large scale as well as the small scale. To be effective, 
this analysis must concern itself with substance,- and not 
merely with character.

The author realizes that in order to propose alter
natives that modify the imported methodology and techniques 
in both architecture and urban planning, we have to understand 
the mentality and mechanisms that shaped the old Islamic-Arab 
city. This thesis begins with the assumption that the old 
Islamic-Arab city did not originate and develop during the 
Islamic period. To clarify methodology and achieve objectiv
ity, this thesis will trace the development of the old Near 
Eastern city from the beginnings of urbanization. The goal
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■is to construct a comprehensive picture of the origin and 
development of the old city in all ages to better understand 
the meaning and reasons behind its existence.

) • ■ .

4. Limitations ..
The original scope of work for this research included 

study of the old. city from prehistoric times to the twentieth 
century as well as study of the modern Middle Eastern city 
(see Appendix A). The resulting work covered only the pre- 
Islamic period. There are four kinds of limitations: scope 
of work, time, information, and geography. Originally the 
study included all the structures in the urban, fabric such as 
religious, commercial, governmental, military, institutional, 
cultural, entertainment, services, and domestic. Due to time 
limitations, the original scope was reduced to the study of 
domestic architecture in relation to urban planning, covering 
only the pre-lslamic epoch.

Timewise, it is almost impossible to apply the same 
research methodology with the same treatment to all areas of 
the original scope of work in the short period of time allo
cated for a master degree. Further, it proved to be a time- 
consuming task to locate the necessary information pertaining 
to this study. Research materials were not readily available 
unless one traveled overseas to personally gather materials. 
The original scope of this research was to cover the history 
of the city of Aleppo in Syria from the pre-lslamic period on.
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Among the few books- written about the archeology of 

the ancient Near East and the Hellenistic and Roman Near East, 
it is rare to locate books that analyze the old architecture 
in detail and in the context of native belief systems. Some 
of these publications also contained incorrect assumptions and 
misinterpretations of facts. This was partly due to the fact 
that many writers were not native to the Middle East and 
therefore tended to use their own cultural perspective to 
analyze and judge a completely different environment. 
However, one cannot obtain accurate knowledge about another 
culture merely by reading about an area or through visits. 
One has to live in and experience that culture on a daily 
basis over a long period of time, like an anthropologist or 
sociologist.

Geographically, "it is impossible to cover all the 
ancient Near East in a thesis. It was therefore deemed 
necessary to limit the area of study to one geographical area 
that is also representative of other areas in the Middle East 
(Fig. 1). The region of Mesopotamia and ancient Syria was 
chosen because it was acknowledged "the cradle of civiliza
tion." The first civilization emerged from this region and 
was followed by numerous civilizations that progressed for 
thousands years.
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5. Definitions

Ancient Near East: As far as this study is concerned,
the region includes present-day Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, 
and Palestine (Fig. 1).

Islamic-Arab City: " That city which is dominated 
by Islamic culture, where the majority of dwellers are Arabic- 
speaking peoples, and which geographically is located in the 
Arab World" [ Ismail, 1970] .

The Levant: Those lands bordering the eastern
Mediterranean; Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine.

Middle East: Lands around the southern and eastern
shores of the Mediterranean Sea, extending from Morocco to the 
Arabian Peninsula and Iran, and sometimes beyond.

Syria; The name has two uses; one is twentieth 
century--"The Arab Republic of Syria." The second is ancient, 
referring to present-day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Pales
tine.

6. Hypotheses
Ancient Near Eastern architecture and urban planning 

had responded effectively to prevailing local belief systems. 
The traditional urban fabric was the outcome of man's inter
actions with his environment in a meaningful response to 
cultural, social, religious, environmental, economic, and 
physical forces. This peculiar Near Eastern attitude toward 
man's interaction with his environment has existed ever since
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the rise of urbanization. This attitude was superceded by a. 
European counterpart during the Hellenization process of the 
Near East; however, it lost its appeal after some time, only 
to be replaced by the native attitude with some modification 
to accommodate for regional differences. The analogy between 
this situation and the modern one is not invalid.

B. Methodology and Organization
There are two basic categories of information 

presented in this study: . a general historical survey, and 
specific architectural data„ Two sets, of matrices are used 
in this study's analysis. The historical survey is tested 
against four factors: political, social, economic, and 
architectural. Architectural data is tested against four 
factors: concept, planning, context, and visual quality (see 
Table 1) .

This research is organized into seven different time 
periods: Chapter 2 covers the Stone Age, Chapter 3 the 
Chaleolithic Age; Chapter 4 the Bronze Age; Chapter 5 the Iron 
Age; Chapter 6 the Greek Period; Chapter 7 the Roman Period; 
and Chapter 8 the Byzantine Period. Chapter 9 includes two 
case studies. The thesis ends with a brief summary (Chapter 
10). Several cities or towns have been selected as case 
studies to represent different regions and climates in each 
time period. These case studies are treated differently in 
scope and in detail, depending on available information.
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Table 1. Structure of the thesis.

1. Palaeolithic Age
A. General Background

2. Mesolithic Age
A. General Background

3. Neolithic Age
A. General Background

4. Chalcolithic Age
A. General Background

5. Early Bronze Age
A. History (General Background)

1. General Description
2. Political Analysis 
.3. Social Analysis
4. Economic Analysis 
5> Architectural Analysis

B. Case Study: Ur
1. General Background
2. Characteristics of the Kara at Ur 

.a. The Kara
i. Concept

ii. Planning
iii. Context
iv. Visual Quality 

b . The Dwelling
i. Concept

ii. Planning
iii. Context
iv. Visual Quality

6. Middle Bronze Age
A. General. Background

7. Late Bronze Age
A. General Background

8. iron Age
• A. History

1. General Description
2. Political Analysis
3. Social Analysis
4. Economic Analysis
5. Architectural Analysis
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Table 1--Continued

B. Case Study; Babylon
1. General Background
2. Characteristics of the Kara at Babylon

9. Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine Periods
A. History

1. General Description
2. Political Analysis
3. Social Analysis
4. • Economic Analysis
5. Architectural Analysis

B. Case Study; Dura-Europos
1. General Background
2. Characteristics of the Neighborhood

a. . The Neighborhood
i. Concept

ii. Planning
iii. Context
iv. Visual Quality

b. The Dwelling
i. Concept

ii. Planning
iii. Context
iv. Visual Quality

C. Ca'se Study: Aleppo
1. General Background



PART ONE: THE PRE-HELLENISTIC NEAR EAST



CHAPTER 2

STONE AGE 

A. Introduction
The ancient Near East has influenced the development 

of many well known civilizations throughout history. Many 
significant historical events that have influenced the 
advancement of the human race have their origins in the 
ancient Near East [Hitte, 1956] . These events include the 
invention of the first alphabet, writing, agriculture, art 
and architecture. It's ruins stand as witnesses to countless 
religions, civilizations and struggles. What has charac
terized this region as a most influential land was its unique 
mosaic of ethnic groups, religions and cultures which managed 
to flourish side by side. One element that has enhanced its 
significance has been its geographic location (Fig. 2).

The ancient Near East was the heart of the ancient 
world and functioned as a bridge connecting three influential 
continents. This strategic location has been the basis of 
both its fortunes and miseries, as shall be explained later. 
The land was subject to continuous active migrations through
out history. These movements kept the Near East dynamic and 
influential. The Near East was the corridor and center not 
only for migration but also for invasions and battles. Many 
foreign elements tried to conquer this region by inflicting
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devastation and destruction. However, the land always seemed 
to defeat its enemies or absorb them in the end and resume its 
influential role.

The following historical discussion will briefly 
outline some of the important events that have influenced the 
rise and development of later civilizations. This discussion 
will be limited to the ancient Near East; therefore, continu
ous reference to this region will be omitted.

B. Palaeolithic Age (Before 10,000 B.C)
While Europe still suffered from the Ice Age, Near 

East civilization, had an early start [Hitte, 1956] . The Near 
East had a tropical climate, which changed to dry and warm by 
the middle Palaeolithic Age. During this period, man lived 
in caves in primitive social organizations consisting of 
groups which survived by hunting animals and the gathering of 
plants. Man still used tools and weapons made of stone.

In the late Palaeolithic, drastic climatic changes 
brought about a continuous pluvial state, with alterations of 
climate between cool and warm. Some evidence indicates that 
the first discovery of fire occurred in Syria some 150,000 
years ago [Hitte, 1956].



32
C. Mesolithic Age (10,000-8,000 B.C.)

In the Mesolithic Age, man's tools and weapons became 
more refined and effective. He was therefore able to exploit 
natural resources to a greater extent. In the Near East, man 
first domesticated animals and practiced some form of agricul
ture [Hitte, 1956]. He developed tools to carry food and 
liquids. Excavations prove that the first known man-made 
dwelling was built in the Near East around 5,000 B.C. [Hitte, 
1956], Man left the cave and began to build clay huts or 
mud-brick houses, including structures to store food to 
alleviate future uncertainty. The lifestyle of the small 
family nucleus began to give way to a community lifestyle. 
Due to this development, the need for language and religion 
rapidly intensified.

Man believed in natural deities and in life after 
death. However, fear constituted the basic element of this 
religion. Man needed protection and security from the 
elements and from the unknown. Thus, he developed a sense of 
community and a pattern of collective work which impacted the 
architecture and community planning that was yet to be devel
oped. Resulting from this search for security and existential 
meaning, primitive man began to launch one of the greatest 
developments of mankind: the expression of imagination and 
beauty through art. The earliest discovered examples of 
plastic art were found in the Near East [Hitte, 1956].
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D. Neolithic Age (8,000-4,000 B.C.)

Man further advanced the practice of agriculture and 
animal breeding; consequently,. he learned to conserve and 
store food, which gave him respite from the constant search 
for food [Hitte, 1956]. Neolithic man spent some of his 
leisure time cooperating with neighbors to increase the scale 
of cultivation. Such collective efforts required the concen
tration of farmers into small villages which later developed 
into urban settlements, such as those recently discovered near 
the Dead Sea, the Middle Euphrates, and along the eastern 
shore of the Mediterranean Sea (Fig. 2).

1. Case Studies
a. Jericho. Located north of the Dead Sea, Jericho 

is the first known urban settlement dating to the eighth 
millennium B.C. [Lample, 1968] . It originated as an agri
cultural village, and had a distinctive architectural form 
represented by round houses, which might have developed from 
early huts and tents. The typical house had a curvilinear 
mud-brick wall that was roofed by wattle and daub [Burney, 
1977]. Some of these houses had entrance passages while 
others were semi-subterranean, with steps leading down from 
the outside [Burney, 1977]. This early appearance of earth 
sheltered houses resulted from the need for protection from 
nature and to reduce the amount of work in constructing 
individual dwellings. Due to threats from wild animals and
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nomads, the village was encircled by a wall around 8,000 B.C. 
The enclosed village of Jericho occupied about 10 acres of 
mound area [Lample, 1968].

In the seventh millennium, the village developed into 
a new town with a different architectural style. The round 
house had evolved into a rectilinear shape. It consisted of 
large rooms located around a courtyard and shrines [Lample, 
1968]. This early appearance of an urban lifestyle indicated 
a prosperous society that depended on advanced agriculture and 
vigorous trade with surrounding communities, such as Beidha 
(Fig. 2).

b. Beidha. Beidha was a contemporary of Jericho 
located near Petra south of the Dead Sea. Its prosperous 
economy depended heavily on manufacturing and trading due to 
the lack o f ■arable land. Its early dwellings were round, 
resembling those of Jericho and Tell Mureybet (Figs. 3 and 
21). Not much is known about this town except that it 
witnessed the first appearance of "corridor buildings," „ 
consisting of a passage about 20 feet long with three rooms 
located at each side [Burney, 197 7] . Perhaps this layout was 
necessary for functional segregation, one side being used for 
sleeping and the other for a toilet and storage.

c. Byblos. The rectangular house still persisted not 
only in the desert but along the coast, such as in the city 
of Byblos (Fig. 2). Around 6,000 B.C., its rectangular houses 
were built of mud-brick or reeds plastered with mud. Houses
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had a main room, storage, hearth, and benches or platforms, 
which were typical components in this region [Burney, 1977]. 
Generally, the Levant displayed similar architectural styles. 
Rectangular house plans had floors and walls that were often 
plastered and decorated with red paint [Burney, 1977]. 
Corners of buildings were rounded, perhaps to facilitate the 
movement of donkeys used for hauling and transportation. Some 
similarities to this architectural style can be found in the 
middle Euphrates in villages such as Tell Mureybet.

Architecture was developing simultaneously in the 
three climatic regions of the ancient Near East: (1) the 
coast of the Mediterranean Sea, (2) the desert region, and 
(3) the middle Euphrates.

d. Tell Mureybet. At Tell Mureybet, a small agricul
tural village covering over seven acres which flourished about 
7350 B.C. [Burney, 1977], round houses still persisted (Figs. 
2 and 3). However, a new architectural style was slowly 
emerging. Dwellings of a later age had rectangular shapes 
and were built from soft local limestone blocks.

e. Tell Abu Hureyra. Just south of Tell Mureybet a 
larger community flourished--Tell Abu Hureyra. Tell Abu 
Hureyra covered about 30 acres, which indicates a prosperous 
town (Fig. 2). Its houses were also rectangular and made of 
mud-brick. In addition, floors were either made of compacted 
earth or were plastered [Burney, 1977]. Walls were plastered 
white and decorated with red lines.
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The development of architecture in this period could 

be characterized as introverted, with homes that turned inward 
to create a prototype courtyard building. This introverted' 
character was further emphasized by directing the decoration 
and detailing of the building to the interior, to the exclu
sion of the exterior. This inward treatment tendency through 
layout and decoration was to continue and develop until recent 
times. In fact, this inward tendency has been a Middle 
Eastern peculiarity since the beginning of urbanism, and was 
not an Islamic creation as many scholars believe. There is 
archeological evidence that ancient Near Easterners buried 
their deceased beneath rooms and courtyards, such as in Tell 
Abu Hureyra. This was not the main function of the courtyard, 
but it added religious and spiritual character to the house.

f. El Kowm. The town of El Kowm shared the architec
tural characteristics of the former towns. However, it was 
unique because some of the houses had plastered staircases 
that wound around a central pier, indicating a two-story 
structure. Unfortunately, these settlements came to an abrupt 
end a round 5,900 B.C. perhaps because of war [Burney, 1977].
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Figure 3. Round dwelling at Tell Mureybet. —  (A)
Reconstruction model; and (B) Floor plan. 
(Source: Aurenche, as cited in 
Margueron, 1977).
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CHAPTER 3

CHALCOLITE!C AGE ( 4,000-3,000 B.C. )

As. in the Neolithic period, the Near East continued 
to be the main cultural center of the ancient world. It was 
at this time that the Near East entered its most crucial and 
influential stage of history, when the lifestyle of the Stone 
Age was left behind and the Age of Metal began to shape the 
environment and culture in a most profound manner. To compre
hend the overall characteristics of the Near East, be it 
ancient or post ancient, it is now necessary to examine the 
ethnic profile of the ancient Near East (Fig. 4).

The majority of the population of the ancient Near 
East and Egypt was Semitic and Hamitic. Hamites settled in 
Egypt, and Semites inhabited Mesopotamia, Syria and the 
Arabian Peninsula. Both the Hamites and Semites descended 
from Ham and Shem, Noah's sons. Semitic groups shared common 
characteristics such as physical features, linguistic kinship, 
religious beliefs, social organization, and psychological 
traits [Hitte, 1956]. The Arabian Peninsula was the area of 
their origin and provided the inspiration with which they 
developed unique cultures that were to shape the great 
civilizations of the ancient Near East. The. desert gave them 
simplicity, purity and spirituality but denied them natural 
resources. Consequently, continuous great migrations at
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different intervals spread out from the desert to Mesopotamia 
and Syria. The most significant migration occurred in 3,500 
B.C., when the Akkadians, later called the Babylonians, 
settled in Mesopotamia [Hitte, 195 6] . They intermarried with 
the natives and learn'ed to build dwellings, practice agricul
ture, and read and write. Combining the culture of the desert 
with newly acquired technology, they established the most 
sophisticated civilizations of the ancient world: Sumer, 
Babylonia, and Akkad.

A. Political Analysis
The basic political unit of the ancient Near East was 

the independent city-state. • It was too early to develop 
imperialist ambitions. Indeed, this political structure would 
persist until the third millennium B.C. Although the region 
lacked cohesive political unity, people shared a common 
civilization, trade,, and ethnic and cultural similarities 
which facilitated communication. Kings ruled with absolute 
power from their palaces, in cooperation' with priests who 
enjoyed great influence in political, social, and economic 
affairs.

B. Economic Analysis
The basic characteristics of economic life differed 

from one region to another. Thus., cities depended mainly on 
either dry agriculture, irrigation, manufacturing or trade.
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Rapid growth in agriculture and manufacturing further inten
sified the division of labor and specialization. As a result, 
social stratification became a strong control system that has 
persisted ever since. Social classes ranged from kings and 
politicians, priests and clergy, industrialists, rich farmers, 
craftsmen, merchants, traders, cattle herdsmen, manual labor
ers, and poor farmers. This specialization and stratification 
must have been a crucial force in urban planning and architec
ture; for example, the division of the city into different 
quarters to accommodate different socio-economical classes. 
Zoning also controlled the location of different activities 
within the city such as industry, commerce, service, religion, 
and government.

C. Architectural Analysis
Ancient Near Eastern, cities shared some distinctive 

characteristics in urban planning and architecture. Water 
availability was the. most crucial factor determining site 
selection. Some cities were built near rivers, springs, the 
sea shore, or where there was plenty of rain. Others were 
built in arid areas where rain was scarce. Some form of 
functional specialization existed between cities to fulfill 
a particular activity. For example, some specialized in 
agriculture, trade, manufacturing, cattle herding, or maritime 
activities. Site selection thus depended, among other fac
tors, on soil arability, an abundance of clay for pottery and
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building materials, stone for construction, wood and metals 
for manufacturing, grazing land, caravan trade routes, and 
most importantly, the presence of a protective hill. Some 
cities were built on natural mounds as a defensive measure 
against enemies, floods, and animals. Some of those mounds, 
however, were partly artificial due to the underlying accumu
lated debris of successive of cities over long periods of time 
[Lample, 1968]. Near Eastern cities such as in Mesopotamia 
also shared a typical spatial organization which persisted for 
millennia .

• Some of the best known Mesopotamian cities from this 
period will be examined in order to construct an image of what 
urban development might have occur red simultaneously in Syria: 
Uruk, Eridu, and Tepe Gawra (Fig. 5). Most buildings and 
cities were oriented toward the northwest, with their four 
corners facing the cardinal points to catch the most pleasant 
breezes blowing from Anatolia. Therefore, the most wealthy 
homes and palaces were located on the northwest side of the 
city [Lample, 1968].

It is safe to assume that religion was the chief 
driving force in every aspect of daily life of ancient Near 
Easterners. In fact, the temple was the focal point--the 
center and the generator of urban planning. A temple stood 
at the center, high and massive, dominating the urban land
scape to symbolize the religious forces that shaped the 
physical environment. This central religious structure was



Figure s. 

/ 
I 

( 

' ·. ' 

·,. 

''• 

~.... .... .. 

' ..... 

.. ·'. ' 
......... ,_ ....... .... .. 

• Tell Asmar 
Khafaje 

• Nip pur 

~huruppak 
. umma 

H ... h Larsa 
3JJI Mu amma .!-..__..,. 

s u 
AI UDatt • 

Map of Mesopotamia, Chalcolithic Aqe. 
(Source: Burney, 1977). 

43 

,, 
'· ' 

..... , , 

" ' . ' 
' · ... "" . ..... 

..... ' 

·"A"-
' ~' · '~" ....... 

. ....... . , ...... :.._ 

,':''"' 



44
not to lose its significance until recently. . Religious 
compounds, whether Semitic, Hellenistic, Roman, Christian or 
Islamic, have been the most powerful manifestations of the 
belief system in Near Eastern cities and the nucleus of their 
planning. Mesopotamian temples and planning in general 
exhibited strong concern for symmetry, axes and balance within 
individual buildings but showed disregard of overall composi
tion principles, as Lample has argued [Lample, 1968] (Figs. 
10 and 11).

Unlike religious structures, the primary planning 
elements of secular buildings were narrow rectangular rooms 
which were placed around a large courtyard.

1. Case Studies
a. Eridu. "Eridu . . . may be the earliest city in 

history [and] reveals the central feature of the typical 
Mesopotamian temple, the 'Celia1 or sanctuary which included 
an altar in a niche" [Fletcher, 1975] (Fig. 6). The cella 
had a central offering table. At a later stage this layout 
developed into larger structures with the introduction of the 
tripartite plan, which included rooms on each side of the 
cella • [Fletcher, 1975]. This development in temple planning 
was to become standard. Architects introduced the first 
attempt at exterior decoration of temples by alternating 
niches and buttresses. The cella, the altar in a niche, and
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Figure 6. Temple at Eridu. —  (A) Floor plan; 
and (B) Isometric.(Source: (A) Burney, 1977; (B) Roux, 1984).



the offering table were later incorporated into classical 
temples and churches.

b . Uruk. Uruk, the largest of the Sumerian cities, 
contained 203 acres within its walls. About one-third of this 
area was dedicated to great religious compounds and public 
buildings [Fletcher, 1975] (Fig. 7). The White Temple stood 
at the center, dominating the horizon (Fig. 8). It had 
terraces, stairs and ramps that contributed to its dynamic 
three-dimensional organization. The. concept of an elevated 
terrace with stairs has persisted since then, to play a. 
significant role in the layout of buildings (especially 
dwellings) such as those found in the old city of Aleppo. 
The main room of the temple, 15 feet wide, had small rooms on 
each side, three having stairs to the roof. This plan,was 
perhaps developed from the courtyard dwelling, substituting 
a secular use with a religious one. Although it had four 
entrances, the main one gave a bent axis approach to the 
sanctuary, which consisted of an altar platform 4 feet high 
on the north side [Fletcher, 1975]. A brick offering table 
was centered in the hall and attached by a low semicircular 
hearth [Fletcher, 1975]. Its decoration was rather simple: 
buttresses and niches inside and outside of whitewashed walls.

c . Tepe Gawra. Partial excavation at Tepe Gawra 
revealed twenty layers of occupation. The first settlement 
flourished around 3,500 B.C. [Lample, 1968] (Fig. 5). A 
heavily fortified round building was located at the center of

46
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Figure 7. Uruk, city mound.(Source: Hawkes, as cited in Lloyd, 1978).
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Figure 8. The White Temple at Uruk. —  (A) Floor 
plan; (B) Section; and (C) Perspective. 
(Source: (A) Fletcher, 1975; (B) Leacroft,
as cited in Lloyd, 1978; (C) Lenzer, as 
cited in Giappichelli, 1970).
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the settlement, surrounded by groups of houses (Fig. 9). This 
plan shows a haphazard growth pattern and lack of planned 
expansion. The city had an impressive complex of monumental 
religious structures (Fig. 10). Unlike the houses, these 
buildings were well planned. Indeed, a great striving for 
symmetry, axial organization, and balance is clearly mani
fested in their plans and facades. However, Lample argued 
that Mesopotamian architects lacked an understanding of an 
overall compositional principle between individual buildings, 
which is clearly shown in this compound [Lample, 1968]. It 
is doubtful that the architect, who demonstrated an impressive 
mastery in planning and design at this early stage of civili
zation, could have been negligent in the comprehensive 
planning of his work.

Toward the end of the fourth millennium, Tepe Gawra 
advanced in terms of urban planning (Figs. 10 and 11). In 
the residential quarter (Fig. 11) groups of compact houses 
clustered around a large rectangular square, with narrow 
access lanes radiating from it. In addition, narrow alleys 
provided access to houses outside the square. Some of those 
streets were paved with pebbles and provided with drainage 
[Lample, 1968].

Examining the city of Tepe Gawra, one might ask if 
old Middle Eastern cities have been pure Islamic creations or 
if they are a continuation of an older process that had been 
established in the ancient Near East. A better way to word
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the question is: how much is Islamic and how much is ancient 
in the urban planning of old Islamic-Arab'towns? It is clear 
that some characteristics of Islamic-Arab cities resemble 
those f ound in ancient towns such as in Tepe Gawr a; f or 
instance, high density and compactness, crooked streets, dead 
end alleys, the agglomeration of buildings, and the courtyard 
concept as the planning nucleus. These ancient urban forms 
were adopted by Islam and were further developed and refined.
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Figure 9. Tepe Gawra, 3,500-3,200 B.C.
(Source: Tobler, 1956).
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Figure 10. Tepe Gawra, religious compound, 
3,100-2,900 B.C.
(Source: Speiser, as cited in 
Lample, 1968)•

Figure 11. Tepe Gawra, residential area, 3,000 B.C. 
(Source: Speiser, as cited in 
Lample 1968)•
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CHAPTER 4 

BRONZE AGE

A. Early Bronze Age. (3,000-2,000 B.C.)
The wealth and fame of ancient Near Eastern cities 

invited new waves of migration from the east that settled in 
the small villages scattered around the country. Soon these 
villages prospered and increased in size, to reach the scale 
of moderate-size cities. Because archeological discoveries 
from this period are incomplete and preliminary, accurate 
reconstruction of urban life in this region is difficult.

These cities eventually came to a halt due to the 
great migrations from the Arabian Peninsula by the Canaanites 
(often called Phoenicians), who settled in Syria in 2,500 B.C. 
and by the Amorites, who settled in Mesopotamia and Syria in 
the same period. The sheer number of new immigrants had put 
those cities into regression and it required about three 
hundred years for the migrants to assimilate into the native 
population [Lample, 1968]. Therefore, a new stage of 
urbanization and civilization with a clearly distinctive 
character was set in motion.
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1. Case Studies

a . Ebla. The 1968 discovery of the ancient city of 
Ebla and the 1975 discovery of its huge archives of written 
tablets have changed the written history of the ancient Near 
East. Destruction of the city, however, was so extensive that 
Ebla's archaeological discoveries have yielded little informa
tion about its physical layout. However, the written tablets 
have been extremely useful in understanding life in the Near 
East at that time.

Located 30 miles southwest of Aleppo, Ebla ruled 
an empire of^ 260,000 people in the third millennium B.C. 
[Bermont, 1979] (Fig. 12). The dominant kingdom in Syria at 
that time was Yamhad, centered in Aleppo, which had good 
relations with Ebla [Bermont, 1979].

i. Political Analysis
The political organization of Ebla was more secular 

than religious, with the king as the supreme power and, along 
with the queen, enjoying great governmental power. In the 
middle of the state hierarchy, there was a council of senior 
citizens which exercised great power and exercised numerous 
responsibilities of a political,economical and social nature 
[Pettinato, 1976]. Responsibilities were delegated among the 
lower hierarchy, consisting of about 11,700 bureaucrats 
[Matthiae, 1976], who put most of their communications in 
writing. This explains the massive archives of tablets that 
date from 2,500 B.C.



55
ii. Social Analysis

By now social organization had reached a developed 
stage of stratification which impacted the physical pattern 
of the city. Over 4% of the kingdom's population were bureau
crats (11,700 ) , an indication of Ebla's commercial prosperity 
and economic power. The majority of the population consisted 
of laborers, merchants, craftsmen, traders, and slaves. 
Writing held a crucial place in the kingdom's development; 
many scribes held lucrative jobs in government and in the 
private sector. As medical services advanced, doctors came, 
to be highly regarded, becoming a distinct profession.

One unusual aspect of Ebla's social fabric was the 
position of women in society. They enjoyed greater social 
and economic freedom and had equal access to legal justice. 
Women could train as doctors or scribes and could conduct 
financial transactions independently . of their husbands 
[Harris, 1965].

iii. Economic Analysis
Ebla's life centered a round commerce. Its economy 

depended heavily on trade, industry, and manufacturing based 
on resources such as timber, metal and precious stones. It 
had a large, active trade in wheat, barley, grapes, cattle, 
etc. as well as an active textile industry [Matthiae, 1977] . 
Ebla traded with surrounding regions as well as with foreign 
countries such as Cyprus, Mesopotamia, and Persia [Bermont, 
1979]. The social, political and economic organization of the
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kingdom influenced the architecture and urban planning of the 
city.

iv. Architectural Analysis
Ebla was a hill town consisting of two walled layers 

surrounding a high acropolis (Figs. 13 and 14). The high city 
had eight sections where people worked. Four of them were 
called the first, second, third, and fourth districts. The 
others may have been devoted to local government. The other 
four districts were the "Palace of the King," "Palace of the 
city" (the public forum), the "Stables," and a district for 
servants [Rinista, 1976]. These last four quarters, which 
were crowded around the acropolis, served the central govern
ment [Bermont, 1979].

The lower city, on the other hand, was divided into 
four quarters, with four gates oriented toward the northeast, 
southeast, southwest and northwest [Bermont, 1979]. The terms 
"gate of" and "district of" described the quarters and gates, 
which were given the names of . different deities [Bermont, 
1979] . Perhaps each quarter observed a religion different 
from the others. In fact, this may be an early appearance of 
a city divided on the basis of religion as well as by social 
class.

The city was well planned, symmetrically, as a great 
circle divided into four quadrants. "It was, even by the 
standards of much later times, a remarkable feat of urban 
design" [Bermont, 1979]. Indeed, Ebla had some distinctive
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Figure 13. Artist's impression of Ebla.
(Source: Enterprises Educational 
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Weitzman, 1979).
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TELL MARDIKH • EBLA

Figure 14. Ebla, city plan.
(Source: Matthiae, 1985).
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architectural and planning characteristics, as demonstrated 
in the royal palace. . Unlike the general trend in Mesopotamia, 
the various city ■divisions of administration, residential, 
etc. were built side by side or back to back, arranged along 
the eastern and northern sides of the big courtyard called the 
"Audience Court" [Matthiae, 1977]. The court had a platform 
for the royal throne. In addition, Matthiae believes that 
this court extended westward, providing a meeting area between 
the rulers and the people and was perhaps a focal point for 
social life [Matthiae, 1977]. A temple was not included in 
the palace compound, perhaps to discourage the church from 
interfering in the affairs of state. "In the Mesopotamia of 
this period, on the other hand, the trend was to build one 
huge self-sufficient enclave, in which living quarters, 
shrines and administrative and other buildings were all 
brought together in one tight enclosure" [Bermont, 1979].

Ebla was devastated by both fire and Akkadian conquest 
around 2,250 B.C. Its progress came to a halt after the 
Amorite conquest in 2,000 B.C. However, it prospered again 
in 1,900 B.C. until it was absorbed into the strong kingdom 
of Yamhad of Aleppo in 1,800 B.C., then to be destroyed 
completely by the Hittites around 1,600 B.C.

b. Tell -Selenkahiye. A contemporary of Ebla, Tell 
Selenkahiye flourished around 2,400 B.C. on the Ephurates 
River east of Aleppo [Meijer, 1977] (Fig. 12). Its economy 
depended heavily on agriculture but trade also played a
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significant role. Its citizens produced most of their own 
food; however, some goods were imported. Their diversified 
diet consisted of barley, wheat, pears, chick peas, grapes, 
figs, olives, lamb, goat meat, butter, milk, and cheese. 
Indeed, one can assume the existence of shops for groceries, 
pottery, tools, and clothing.

Some trades were practiced at home [Meijer, 1977]. 
In two-story dwellings the ground floor was used for trade, 
storage, cooking and washing, while the upper floor was used 
for sleeping and recreation. Dwellings were of a rectangular 
shape with an open courtyard that had an oven and wood storage- 
located in such a way that it would not block passage or 
produce smoke within the room [Meijer, 1977] (Fig. 15). The 
court opened into a main room, into which other smaller rooms 
opened. The house had a religious and spiritual character. 
One would worship a stone statue placed in an open niche, and 
deceased children were buried under the floor as well. Bodies 
were buried with tools, weapons and food stored in jars and 
bowls [Meijer, 1977]. In fact, this custom was practiced 
throughout the Near East for millennia. Without a doubt it 
must have influenced architecture and planning profoundly in 
terms of dwelling layout and details, as well as the character 
of residential streets (see the discussion on the city of Ur, 
Chapter 4, for more details) . The houses of Tell Selenkahiye 
were built of sun-dried mud bricks of massive thickness which 
supported roofs that were made of mud, reeds and twigs on wood
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beams. Streets were paved with pebbles and had drainage 
gutters [Meijer, 1977].

c. The Ancient City Of Ur. Although the city of Ur 

had existed long before the third millennium, it reached its 

height at the close of this period [Lample, 1968] (Fig. 12). 
The inner city was erected on a mound enclosed by huge ram

parts. The impressive ziggurat, with its large-scale offices, 

storerooms and temple compounds, dominated the landscape. 

These buildings were not only the administrative center of 

the city but also a symbolic manifestation of prevailing 

political and religious forces. The inner city contained 

about 34,000 people in an area of 220 acres. But greater Ur, 

with its suburbs, merchant quarters and dependencies, might 

have contained a quarter of a million people [Lample, 1968], 
which by the standards of that time made it one of the biggest 

cities in the Near East.

Ur exhibits two conflicting modes of planning: ortho

gonal for major streets, religious compounds and royal build

ings ; and labyrinthine in residential areas. Moreover, here 

is another example of population segregation according to 

religious and social stratification. Priests and royalty had 

special quarters in the walled ziggurat compound, whereas the 

rich lived adjacent to the religious compound and the rest of 

the population occupied surrounding neighborhoods. A typical 

quarter in the latter area had crooked major streets lined 

with a few small shops [Lample, 1968] (Fig. 24). Dead-end,
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narrow alleys, straight or bent, branched off the major routes 
and led to private dwellings. It seems that the walled old 
city had two distinctive zones. The northern zone was used 
exclusively for religious and political functions and 
contained temples, administrative offices and royal courts. 
Further, royalty, government officials, and priests had their 
own living quarters within this zone. The southern zone was 
reserved for the commoners (Fig. 16). It was inhabited by 
merchants, tradesmen, laborers, craftsmen, and other special
ized businesses.

Aside from agriculture, Ur's economy depended heavily 

on industry and regional trade. Various raw materials were 

brought in by ships from areas along the Arabian Gulf for 

manufacture, primarily in this zone. The old city had two 

ports: the northern harbor, which was perhaps used exclu

sively for religious, political and military purposes, while 

the western harbor was used for commercial activities, in the 

southern zone the convenience and close proximity of harbor, 

factories and other related services was a clear indication 

of predetermined urban planning.

The city was divided into two zones for some impor

tant reasons. The northern area was much more attractive and 

pleasant than the southern for two reasons. It had direct 

frontage on the Euphrates River, which offered the pleasant 

scene of passing ships and boats. The second factor was envi

ronmental, as it was customary to orient building courtyards
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Figure 16. Walled city of Ur.(Source: Woolley, 1963)•
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toward the northwestern to capture pleasant summer breezes. 
It was therefore important to locate factories and shops in 
the south to insulate the north from unpleasant smells and 
dust. Such effective environmental planning illustrates a 
high level of architectural thinking and. practice. It is 
evident that the north side was better defined and ordered 
than the south side. The architect displayed a great deal of 
sophistication and mastery in the planning and the design of 
his work, with the precision and articulation of all the 
elements in plan and form (Fig.. 17). Planning and design were 
largely influenced by powerful political and religious decrees 
to manipulate the environment, through architecture, into 
physical statements which solidified, institutionalized, and 
perpetuated the. power of government and religion. This 
tendency called for preconceived plans and designs in which 
all factors, consequences, and end results were analyzed and 
anticipated prior to construction. Indeed, the major concern 
was for the resulting form and scale which was achieved 
through intellectual and geometric manipulation of the plan 
and form. This was an instant architecture, with emphasis on 
a pure philosophical exercise by the architect and the state. 
This trend flourished mostly in the north section of the town; 
the south had its own unique characteristics.

The practice of ordered and preconceived urban plan
ning extended to the south to a certain degree. The architect 
used a modified grid scheme for the major traffic system. The
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Figure 17. Ur, religious compound? see Figure 16 
(Source: Woolley, 1963).
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main road of the old city ran along the northwest/southeast, 
axis, perpendicular to the main temple compound. This wide 
street provided straight access between the temple and outer 
suburbs. This road was clearly the processional highway, 
where inhabitants, inside the old city and out, formed great 
lines to enter the religious compounds for routine services, 
as well as for holidays and large events. It is possible that 
this street was used for social and religious parades, as well 
as for the display of political and military power. Conse
quently , the desire for uninterrupted flow overshadowed other 
considerations in traffic planning. This was a matter of 
convenience for the religious and political establishment, 
which had two main goals: To provide a straight line of 
vision as far as the eye could see so that total dramatization 
and intensification of emotions and thoughts could be 
accomplished through the continuous lines of moving bodies. 
Indeed, this helped not only to legitimize and stabilize the 
king's and priests' power, but also served to propagandize 
their divinity. . The second purpose was to facilitate the 
movement of parades and processions. It was also crucial to 
provide wide and direct access for the army in case of riots 
or war.

Orthogonal planning of the circulation system in the 
south existed only along the main thoroughfare; in the 
beginning, the old city had a limited population which was 
concentrated along this road. Land behind this strip was left
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unplanned; therefore, urban growth occurred spontaneously and 
in small increments over a long period of time. This fact was 
responsible, to a certain extent and in a general context, for 
the seemingly haphazard and organic character of the southern 
residential quarters (Fig. 2 4)..

Before we discuss the structure and mechanism of Ur's 
■domestic architecture, it is essential to trace its historical 
development from its genesis to 2,000 B.C. The following 
discussion concentrates not only on the evolution of domestic 
buildings but also on the hara, for both had equally 
influential roles in the development of the traditional city.

i . Origin of Domestic Architecture 
in the Ancient Near East

Previous to Ur, discussion of domestic architecture 
in this thesis describes the general setting. This is due 
not only to limited historical information but also to the 
lack of significant domestic . archeological discoveries 
preceding the city of Ur. Archeological discoveries at Ur are 
considered the most extensive of any ancient Near Eastern city 
built to that time. Ur was selected as a case study to 
analyze domestic architecture in the ancient Near East due to 
the extensive available information. Discussion in this 
thesis has been linear, period by period. However, it is 
deemed necessary to break this continuity and return to the 
beginning, when man first settled in the ancient Near East.



69
When the Flood swept all the land, it destroyed not 

only the physical environment but also all preexisting socio
religious institutions, which were then replaced by new ones. 
Our historical: search should begin at this point. After the 
triumph of the prophet Noah and his few followers, two 
separate groups of people emerged, descending from his two 
well-known sons: Shem and Ham. The Semitic group settled in
the Arabian Peninsula while the Hamites occupied Egypt.

For a long period of time, the Semites depended on 
food gathering and hunting and it was not until later that 
their economy was transformed into a dependence on pastoral- 
activities, with hunting and food gathering playing a minor 
role. Owing to fluctuations in rain and scarcity of water, 
herdsmen had to travel considerable distances across the . 
desert to search for green pastures. These were the first 
nomadic Bedouins. They lived a simple and free life and 
nothing could keep them from moving. In fact, they resisted 
any notion of a permanent structure or physical boundaries in 
their environment. The only, built structure that they 
invented that has persisted into modern times is the Bedouin 
tent (Fig. 18).

The traditional tent had two separate domains: one
for men and one for women. The men's section was used 
primarily as a reception area for guests, while the women's 
domain, which was twice the size of the men's, was used as a 
family living room. The men's section was covered with
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carpets to create seating areas divided by pack saddles, 
perhaps to establish hierarchal spaces or to define individual 
seating domains „. A fire pit was located at the center on 
which coffee was prepared. The men's section was segregated 
from the women's by a dividing curtain as high as the tent. 
Against this curtain, food was stored for future use. Sleep
ing blankets were rolled up and stacked against the storage 
area. This flexibility reduced the need for a bigger tent; 
indeed, maximum utilization of the built environment was 
achieved through the mixed use concept of a flexible plan. 
At the other end of the women's domain, a fire pit was located 
for cooking. This area served as a kitchen where food was 
prepared and utensils stored. In the middle, a hammock was 
hung for the children; the mother could exercise immediate 
supervision and access in case of emergency. Nearby, inside 
the tent, women gathered around a loom, making clothing, 
blankets, tents, etc. Indeed, a woman's daily activities were 
much more diversified and numerous than a man's. She made the 
tent from animal hair and wool and erected the tent after 
clearing the site. Close by, water skins were raised off the 
floor for cooling. The method of cooling wafer in animal 
skins or clay jars has continued ever since. In fact, the 
mashrabeya (meaning a drinking place) has been an integral 
part of old Islamic-Arab cities, evolving from this tradition 
of thousands of years ago. Other architectural elements as 
well can be traced back to the tent.



The front side of the tent was oriented toward the 
south. This allowed the sun to penetrate in the winter, when 
solar angles were low. In addition, this protected the tent 
from direct sun during the hot season. The back side was 
completely closed to shield residents from undesirable north 
winds. The roof line of the tent was- very flat, to minimize 
resistance to winds and sandstorms [Shoenauer, 1981a]. 
Moreover, the tent's rectilinear plan evolved in direct 
response to urgent social, environmental, and economic needs. 
Socially, the segregation of men and women required a physical 
division of the tent into two domains, each requiring direct 
access to the view and to light. To provide equal exposure 
to the outside and because there was only one desirable direc
tion for orientation, the floor plan had to stretch along the 
east-west axis, which eventually evolved into a rectangular 
form. Environmentally, the tent's rectilinear plan maximized 
southern exposure to the sun in the winter while minimizing 
it during the summer by limiting exposure on the east and 
west. Economically, the women and children cooperated in the 
family's daily tasks. Each task occupied a designated domain 
inside the tent and each required direct access to the 
outdoors, which tended to elongate the floor plan. In conclu
sion, the planning and design of the Bedouin tent evolved as 
a direct response to intricate relationships Between man and
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his environment.



73
It is safe to assume that the Bedouin tent served as 

the original model from which the courtyard house developed. 
The tent can be separated into five physical domains: 
reception room, mixed-use family area, kitchen, storage area, 
and front yard (Fig. 19). These domains had no clear physical 
boundaries, and because the family was constantly moving, an 
easily erected tent was crucial. In addition. Bedouins 
rejected the notion of containment and complexity that might 
result from physical boundaries. The tent fulfilled six 
primary functions: entertainment, sleeping, cooking, working, 
child rearing, storage. These were to be further developed 
into separate rooms in man-made permanent dwellings. Figure 
20 illustrates One possible support for this.hypothesis.

In the last few pages we concentrated on the nomadic 
Bedouins of the Arabian Peninsula who were in constant search 
of pasture and water for their cattle. Some of these Bedouins 
developed a semi-sedentary lifestyle, with seasonal migration 
between south and north. They traveled long distances to the 
northern frontiers in the winter where grain was abundant; 
but once their livestock exhausted the pasture they migrated 
further south, where summer rains rejuvenated the parched 
land. Did this drastic change in lifestyle and environment 
necessitate an alteration in the layout and design of the tent 
Structure?. Due to a lack of information, one can only offer 
a hypothesis. These early Bedouins did not have the technical 
knowledge to build a permanent structure out of natural
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materials. In fact, they did not even favor this type of 
permanent environment and continued to live in portable tents. 
However, the architecture of the tent would presumably be 
modified to suit the new semi-sedentary lifestyle. A family 
could perhaps occupy more than one tent to accommodate the 
functions formerly performed within one. Further, the organ
ization of all tents within the community might have taken on 
a more organized form. Indeed, this development toward a 
settled or semi-settled community lifestyle set the stage for 
the future rise of an urban lifestyle. This was a transition 
period in the development of urbanization. Nomadic man became 
accustomed to living within a more confined physical environ
ment .

Some semi-nomadic Bedouins developed a preference for 
a sedentary lifestyle in the desert for convenience and 
comfort. This began with tents erected near an oasis or along 
the coast. These villages later developed from primarily 
tents into predominately mud-brick houses. Early villages 
later evolved into towns and cities close to coastal areas of 
the Red Sea, Arabian Sea, and the Arabian Gulf. After a long 
developmental period, some of these urban centers, such as 
Sheba, Mecca, and Medina, exerted considerable power within 
this region. Four types of communities developed: the 
nomadic Bedouin, semi-sedentary Bedouin, villages, and cities. 
The Arabian Peninsula continuously provided great migrations 
of people, such as those to Mesopotamia and to Syria.
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Due to proximity and similar environments, some early 

Bedouins migrated northwest to Palestine, where'they enjoyed 
more abundant resources than on the Arabian Peninsula. Some 
inhabited caves' while others lived in tents and maintained a 
subsistence economy consisting of hunting and fodd gathering. 
Slowly this - way of life developed into rudimentary plant 
cultivation and domestication of animals. Man gradually 
replaced the small-band type of social unit with a larger 
tribal community [Shoenauer, 1981a] after he learned to 
practice agriculture and animal domestication as a full-time 
occupation. This decisive development compelled the emergence 
of villages with common interests and a common socio-cultural 
structure.

Ancient civilizations developed from agrarian commu
nities [Shoenauer , 1981a]. These early villages evolved into 
towns and cities such as Jericho and Beidha, which were 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. Figure 21 illustrates 
an early appearance of the hara, a concentration of attached 
circular dwellings. Simultaneously, a similar development was 
underway in Mesopotamia and in northern Syria, where many 
■ Semitic groups from the Arabian Peninsula continuously flooded 
the region.

Initially, the first immigrants continued to depend 
on a pastoral economy. However, they later learned to farm 
the land and some decided to settle permanently in order 
to practice agriculture. This prompted an increasingly
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Figure 21 Ancient hara in Beidha, 7,000 B.C 
(Source: Leonard, as cited in 
Shoenauer, 1981).



collective lifestyle, which required the physical proximity 
of farmers to their land. This was soon to develop into a 
village built with mud and bricks. The economy of such 
villages was still subsistence. Some people cultivated the 
land and others grazed sheep and camels. Because of fluctua
tions in crop yield and the increased efficiency of farming, 
farmers grew more food than they could consume. Therefore, 
they processed the surplus and stored it for later use. Man 
now had more free time. The need to store food, in conjunc
tion with leisure time, gave rise to the third economic 
activity of primitive man: industry.

Manufacturing of weapons was man's first step into 
technology and industry. The need to process and store 
surplus food led to the invention of pottery and utensils. 
Surplus time aided the invention of architecture and the 
building of permanent homes, storage, and stables for domestic 
animals. Thus architecture improved man's standard of living. 
His environment was less hostile and he slowly began to find 
a meaningful orientation in an ambiguous world.

Protection against animals and the elements, which 
architecture offered, in combination with newly acquired 
tools, convenience and leisure time, opened the door to one 
of the most influential developments in mankind's history: 
the outburst of creativity and the arts. These developments 
paved the way for another activity: commerce.
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Because some people were more artistically creative 
and had more free time., there was an increasing surplus of 
manufactured products. Therefore, just as with agriculture, 
industry evolved from a subsistence stage to a profit-oriented 
phase of development. Man was now on his way to developing 
a powerful new trend in his economic activities which was to 
change his life forever: the evolution of specialization in 
economics and labor, which consequently facilitated the 
emergence of greater social stratification within the society.

Some people were more skillful and artistic in 
industry than in agriculture or pastoral pursuits; hence, they 
concentrated on manufacturing products that others needed. 
In the beginning, man practiced industry on a small scale in 
the courtyard of his dwelling with the help of his wife, 
children and immediate family members. Due to population 
increase and improvement of his talent and techniques, an 
"ever-increasing demand for manufactured goods made it 
necessary for some to build separate shops and storage areas 
for their growing businesses. For convenience, these work
shops were built adjacent to or near the home. This tended 
to shrink the physical distance between dwellings.

It proved to be more economical and convenient to live 
and work in a concentrated area, with buildings attached to 
each other. In fact, this physical proximity initiated the 
first urban traffic system to facilitate the movement of 
people and goods. The scale of industrial production began



to escalate, as will be explained later, which compelled 
business owners to hire laborers from within the community or 
from among immigrants to help with production or distribution. 
This new development increased the level of production, which 
created a surplus. Again, the community economy was trans
formed from a subsistence into a profit-generating activity. 
This gave rise to yet another important development: trade 
between communities. Figure 22 summarizes the early economic 
development of ancient man.

Industry was growing and evolving. On one hand, the 
artistic experience and creativity which were accumulated, 
passed on by earlier generations, and improved on by new 
generations, helped produce more useful and aesthetically 
pleasing products. On the other hand, man was improving his 
skills, techniques and tools, which in turn improved the 
quality and quantity of products. Four major factors were 
responsible for the emergence of trade between different 
communities and lands: differences in know-how or level of 
technology between communities, availability of raw materials, 
cost of production, and availability of an effective, distri
bution network.

As these early villages were growing into towns and 
major metropolises, trade created further specialization in 
the economy and in the division of labor. There existed three 
types of craftsmen: the masters or owners, juniors, and 
apprentices. There was also a need to hire other people to
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transport raw materials and to distribute finished products. 
Other jobs were emerging, such as street cleaners, caretakers 
for animals which transported goods, blacksmiths, physical 
laborers, and eventually, merchants.

A village would increase in size and density as more 
homes, shops, workshops and storage were needed. This led to 
the development of a condensed neighborhood with an intermix 
of functions and people. These early communities were 
continuously augmented by immigrants. Newcomers established 
their own quarters close to the native quarters. This 
tendency in urban growth was to persist until recent times due 
to such reasons as anonymity, a new environment, differences 
in religions and ethnicity, place of origin and race, and 
occupational differences (Fig. 23). The new immigrants were 
homogeneous because they often immigrated in groups from the 
same area. In fact, sometimes a whole tribe would immigrate 
to a city. It proved to be easier to assimilate into the new 
urban environment while living in separate quarters. Thus the 
tendency to divide the traditional Near Eastern city . into 
quarters according to religion, ethnicity, place of origin, 
and occupation developed simultaneously with the rise of 
urbanism. The ancient city of Ebla is a good example (see 
Chapter 4 under Early Bronze Age). The earliest documented 
example of the hara was the city of Ur, which existed long 
before the third millennium.
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concentration of harat according to religion.

Figure 23. Urban growth of the ancient hara
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ii. Characteristics of the 

Ancient Kara at Ur
A quick look at the residential quarters of Ur 

indicates a striking resemblance to the traditional Islamic- 
Arab city, such as the Old City of Aleppo. A closer look, 
however, will determine if this similarity is one of substance 
or coincidence. We will therefore analyze the hara at Ur in 
some detail.

Our discussion will focus on the hara in general and 
will continue on to a specific house. Generally there were 
two somewhat distinct types of hara--type A and type B (Figs. 
24 and 25). 
a. The Kara

1. Concept. We saw previously that the rudimentary 
development of the residential quarter was characterized by 
a homogeneous concentration of people on the basis of 
ethnicity and occupation. The most crucial belief system'of 
early man was a sense of social solidarity and cooperation 
within a tribe or a settlement. For most, the sense of 
community overshadowed the sense of individuality. This 
concept was physically manifested through high density and 
proximity in the form of the hara. Moreover, privacy played 
a crucial role in the evolution of the hara. This was 
manifested by isolating certain parts of a hara, or sometimes 
the whole hara, from other harat to discourage nonresidents 
from wandering into private streets and alleys. The third
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Figure 24. Ur, plan of hara A; see Figure 16. 
(Source: Woolley, 1963).
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Figure 25. ur, Plan of Hara B; see Fiqure 16. 
(Source: Woolley, as cited in 
Scoenauer, 1981). 
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concept behind the development of the ancient hara was the 
control and safety of people and property. The goal was to 
control traffic, not only of" people but also of beasts of 
burden and carriages. ' There was greater concern for the 
safety and well-being of pedestrians and the children who 
played in streets and alleys. In addition, the main 
thoroughfare accommodated many commercial and religious 
activities which required the road to be narrow, clean and 
quiet for the pleasure of pedestrians. Fourth, proximity 
governed the physical planning of ancient cities. Convenience 
was, in fact, a matter of daily concern for the inhabitants. 
The close proximity between one's dwelling and one's work 
place developed into a fundamental factor in urban planning, 
ever since the emergence of urbanization until the last cen
tury. This concept dictated some peculiar land use patterns. 
Mixed use planning proved to be a very effective method for 
dealing with the social and physical concerns of inhabitants. 
Finally, the need for defense from within and without has 
played a role in the design of the ancient hara.

2. Planning. We will focus on three general elements 
which have contributed to the unique character of the hara: 
circulation, zoning, and self-sufficiency. We notice two 
different planning models for the hara. The type B hara was 
most likely inhabited exclusively by the affluent of the old 
town. Its close proximity to the religious compounds near the 
eastern gate suggests a close relationships between its
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inhabitants and the religious establishment. Some residents 
might have occupied high-level jobs inside the compound, while 
others might have controlled large industries or international 
trade at the Western Harbor, conveniently located near this 
hara. Circulation was quite simple and clear: streets and 
alleys were angular in shape. However, the tendency to bend 
streets still persisted (Fig. 25).

There were two types of circulation in hara A: rela
tively straight, narrow private blind alleys; and irregular, 
wide main street (Fig. 26). The closed alleys were designed 
very narrow, 4 to 6 feet wide, so that commercial or other 
undesirable uses could not intrude upon the privacy of 
residents. The main street, however, was designed for public 
use; commercial and religious structures were scattered along 
its length. Street width, accordingly, had to increase to 
allow the movement of people and beasts of burden. The 
direction and width of this street, 7 to 10 feet, were altered 
frequently. One reason for this was perhaps to slow down the 
animals and carriages, not only to protect the safety of 
pedestrians but also to minimize air pollution caused by 
street dust.

To the Western eye this pattern appears chaotic, 
haphazard, or at best disorderly.. In reality, the 
pattern reflects a natural or organic growth rather 
than artificial growth, and as such it possesses a 
hierarchical order that distinguishes between main 
commercial streets and local residential streets in 
contrast to the rigid "orderly" grid pattern of more 
recent cities. The "precise" grid inhibits this 
natural hierarchy [Schoenauer, 1981b].
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The circulation network of this hara was characterized 

by hierarchy and variety in shape, size and function. Private 
alleys were planned either straight or bent, with no two 
alleys alike. Public streets, on the other hand, were more 
complex, with three types that complemented each other. Broad 
Street, 11 to 14 feet wide, could conceivably have served very 
intensified uses due to its unique size. Unfortunately the 
archeological quest .has not yet extended to the area along 
this road. The lowest in hierarchy was the Church Lane, which 
connected with Paternoster Row, which also served high-inten
sity mixed-use functions. The third type of public street, 
such as Store Street, served very light commercial uses that 
did not require the ample size of the previous streets.

The second force which influenced hara planning was 
zoning. We saw earlier that zoning did indeed exist in the 
architect's mind in the general planning of the city; however, 
it was not in evidence within the hara. Hara land-use 
patterns did not follow predetermined zoning ordinances or a 
preplanned scheme, as in the northern section of the city 
(Fig.27).

The three general methods of accommodating nonre- 
sidentia1 functions within the hara included the following: 
conversion, addition, or pre-planning. A homeowner might 
convert one room or more of his dwelling, sometimes the whole 
house, into a store, workshop, or chapel. If a commercial or 
religious function required more space, the owner could buy
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Figure 27. Ur, land use pattern of Kara A.
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a neighbor's dwelling and modify it to provide direct access 
between the two structures. The third method included pre
planning for that specific function and building accordingly.

Distribution of nonresidentia1 uses within the hara 
followed three courses: financial necessity, convenience, or 
reciprocity. The residents of a home might convert part of 
their dwelling to commercial use to increase the family's 
income. Sometimes part of the house was converted into a 
store or workshop for that dwelling's residents. Finally, the 
distribution of certain nonresidential structures followed a 
mutual relationship: for instance, the close proximity 
between the school and two chapels at the intersection of 
Broad Street and Paternoster Row. In addition, various shops 
and a chapel were located very close to the khan (an overnight 
accommodation for caravans and other travelers). Incidently, 
sometimes chapels were located at the corner of an important 
intersection. It should be noted that the characteristics 
previously described of mixed use zoning existed only in hara 
type A, whereas hara B was an exclusively residential area.

Finally, the hara's self-sufficiency was responsible 
for its unique character. Major streets were alive with 
people and beasts of burden, creating a special flavor. 
Generally speaking, each hara had a few commercial, religious, 
and institutional outlets to satisfy the basic daily needs of
its inhabitants.
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3. Context. The physical environment shaped the hara 
to a considerable degree. For instance, some climatic 
conditions required certain solutions which were partially 
responsible for the unique character of that hara. The 
region's climatic conditions demanded adequate protection from 
intense heat, wind, and flooding. The architect answered this 
challenge in a creative and practical manner. To deal with 
intense heat and glare, alleys and streets were built rela
tively narrow, but of an adequate width for pedestrians and 
traffic. This arrangement provided some shade for passersby 
while creating a pleasant circulation system. Moreover, 
streets and alleys were laid out in an irregular fashion so 
as to avoid continuous exposure of the sun on buildings and 
streets. As shown in Fig. 28, in winter or in summer the sun 
did not shine all day on the same buildings or streets. 
Streets and alleys were curved to provide shaded areas for 
pedestrians. This was in contrast to the regular gridiron 
pattern where one facade was continuously exposed to the sun. 
The winter sun fell on the southern facades, while summer sun 
fell constantly on northern facades. Because gridiron streets 
would have to be much wider than those in the hara, most 
streets would be directly exposed to intense heat and glare 
(Fig. 29).

Because the cold winds of the winter and the dusty 
winds of summer posed serious problems to its inhabitants, 
the hara responded effectively to these environmental forces.
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The size and shape of the circulation system was manipulated 
to reduce not only the velocity of undesirable winds, but also 
to break their direction through its narrow, and irregular 
street patterns. Compare this solution to the grid street 
pattern (Figs. .2 9 and 30). Finally, roads did not suffer 
heavily from floods since all drainage occurred inside 
courtyards through subsoil channels.

The hara responded effectively to certain crucial 
human factors, and traces of this response were imprinted in 
its physical form. Religion played a dominant role in shaping 
man's environment, which was reflected in the many neighbor
hood chapels scattered along its streets. In the small area 
examined in hara A, we find four chapels. Socially, hara A 
facilitated not only family growth and expansion but also 
solidarity and cooperation among residents. Culturally, 
people shaped the character of their hara. A person could 
convert his house into a. school, chapel, shop, or restaurant 
to fulfill certain needs and traditions. This was allowed by 
the lack of strict zoning ordinances.

Finally, the hara1s character was the result of 
adaptation to local conditions. It was in harmony within 
itself and with other harat. All buildings used the same 
construction methods and materials: mud-bricks and burnt 
bricks. Furthermore, most structures were of similar sizes 
and scales due to use of the same floor plan in different
variations.
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TIME OF DAY
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gT e q u i n o x
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winter sunrise
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noon

Figure 28. Solar analysis of the hara. —  (A) Sun's 
daily path across the sky; the sun is 
higher in the sky in summer than winter 
due to tilt of the earth's axis; and (B) 
Sun behavior on the hara.
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Figure 30. Wind behavior in the hara.
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Figure 29. Sun behavior in a gridiron neighborhood.
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The hara maintained some unity of color and building 
detail. Consequently, the hara became cohesive and homogen
ized. Its integrity and concord resulted in a pleasant and 
positive sense of community, which ultimately enhanced the 
experience of its inhabitants.

4. Visual Quality. The visual .quality of the hara 
was not an added feature placed somewhere in the streets or 
stuck■onto buildings, nor was it a superficial manipulation 
of facades. It was a byproduct of a meaningful rapport 
between man and his environment, materializing in sound 
planning and design of his built environment. This was 
manifested in a human scale and proper proportions of 
buildings and streets; houses were no more than two stories 
high (Fig. 31). Further, the ratio of solid to void heavily 
favored the solid. Indeed, facades facing streets were 
virtually blank at the first floors [Woolley, 1954]. Woolley 
argued that this lack of fenestration contributed to dull 
streets [Woolley, 1954]. This is not entirely true for two 
reasons. First, walls intact after excavation were not high 
enough to indicate the presence of openings near the ceiling 
or second floor, as is customary in the traditional Islamic- 
Arab city. Second, a seeming scarcity of windows could have 
projected a sense of simplicity and calm. imagine how 
different pyramids and ziggurats might have looked if their 
builders had punched openings in their facades.
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Figure 31. Ur, view inside a hara, with the ziggurat 
at the rear.
(Source: Lample, 1968).

Figure 32. Ur, view of the ziggurat.(Source: Woolley, as cited in 
Norwich, 1984).
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The unique image and character of the hara was 
enhanced by the constant interaction and intermingling of all 
sorts of people and objects in its streets, creating a unique 
flavor and sense of place. Undoubtedly, this could not have 
occurred without a mixed-use tendency and the absence of 
strict zoning regulations.

Walking was pleasant and relaxing to the senses. 
Ovens cooking in adjacent homes produced a special smell 
unique to each street. Moreover, the ear adapted comfortably 
to the mild sounds of busy streets, not too quiet to be boring 
nor too loud to be irritating. Finally, the hara1s planning 
and design was tailored to the sense of sight. The pedes
trian's line of vision changed constantly as he walked through 
the winding streets and broken alleys, creating a sense of 
anticipation and surprise. Further, different nodes and 
vistas enhanced one's sense of place and community throughout 
the hara. For instance, one notices that all four chapels in 
hara A were located at important intersections of major 
streets, generating a balance in the street's skyline and 
producing a visual attraction which served as a point of 
reference and orientation in the maze of the hara.
-b. The Dwelling

1. Concept. There were five major concepts that 
influenced the design of the ancient house. First and perhaps 
the most powerful force was the notion of privacy. The an
cient Near Eastern family valued the intimacy and sanctity of
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its private affairs and demanded effective protection against 
the public view and eavesdropping. The early architect 
approached this problem effectively from three directions.
(1) He oriented the whole house inward, which created the 
courtyard house model; (2) he planned groups of houses in such 
a way as to minimize outside exposure to the streets by 
attaching houses to each other from at least three sides; 
(3) he minimized or eliminated outside fenestration. Second, 
the ancient urban dwelling had to provide adequate protection 
not only from the elements but also from people intending 
harm, such as robbers, burglars, vandals, etc. This was 
accomplished by minimizing outside openings as well as outside 
access to public streets by attaching dwellings to each other. 
Third, the third concept behind the courtyard house centered 
around access to nature since such access proved impossible 
in an enclosed perimeter. As primitive man lived in the open 
environment for millennia, he has tried to carry with him in 
the built environment his strong attachment to nature. The 
courtyard dwelling fulfilled that need through the vertical 
and horizontal access of the court and the rooftop. Fourth, 
Bedouin and peasant families had lost the ample outer area in 
which to conduct their daily chores when they moved into the 
confined urban environment. Again, the courtyard house was 
the ideal solution for such limitation. Much of the family's 
work and entertainment could be conducted in the courtyard or 
on the rooftop. Fifth, religion occupied the residents' mind
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and soul on a regular basis. This was manifested on three 
levels: in the city, with its gigantic religious compounds; 
in the hara, with numerous chapels scattered throughout; and 
on the level of the house. Man not only believed in life 
after death but also in the continuing existence of deceased 
spirits inside the house, and that they continued to share in 
the family's life. Consequently, the adult dead were buried 
in vaults that were carefully designed and built under the 
floor of the chapel room [Woolley, 1976]. The chapel room was 
a narrow, long, paved yard at the back of the dwelling, 
usually behind the guest room. Only one-third of this room 
was covered, with a penthouse roof, and in this area the 
pavement was raised a few inches to distinguish it from the 
open area [Woolley, 1954]. The covered part was the domestic 
chapel while the unroofed part served as the burial area, with 
a door that opened into a vaulted tomb. Incidentally, child
ren were buried in large jars underneath the courtyard; 
indeed, some families could not afford an elaborate domestic 
chapel and buried their dead under the courtyard or underneath 
other rooms.

2. Planning. The courtyard house can be traced back 
to the Bedouin tent (Figs. 18 and 19). The organization of 
the tent had endured into a physical built form of the urban 
house (Fig. 20). Figure 33 illustrates one hypothesis on the 
evolution of the courtyard house. Indeed, these diagrams 
indicate the organizational development of the courtyard
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rather than specific physical forms. Figure 33A literally 
imitated the spatial organization of the Bedouin tent, with 
the reception room corresponding to the men's section of the 
tent, separated by a wall from the family room where cooking, 
living and sleeping still mixed. The courtyard evolved from 
the yard in front of the tent where women did some of their 
work and the children found a place to play.

In Fig. 33B, the kitchen was physically separated from 
the family room owing to cooking odor's. Also, the need for 
an indoor toilet had arisen by now, which was solved by 
allocating a separate room near the reception room. People 
also had to make room for domestic animals and storage for 
food, pottery, and tools, as shown in Fig. 33C. During the 
rise of urbanization, man had to reorganize his lifestyle to 
fit the new.physical environment. He transformed the previous 
stable and barn into enclosed, rooms for sleeping. Indeed, by 
now sleeping and storage had been separated from the family 
room and evolved into their own separate rooms. . This example 
occurred in the Neolithic Age in the ancient city of Beidha, 
south of the Dead Sea (see Fig. 33D). The combination of 
shrinking buildable urban land and growth within the family 
led to development of the enclosed courtyard dwelling, as 
illustrated in Fig. 33E. In fact, the increase in family size 
and need for servants further expanded the size of the house 
through the development of a second floor. We will now 
examine a few houses of this type from Ur.
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Figure 33. Development of the traditional courtyard 
dwelling.
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A prototype medium-size courtyard house such as No. 
3 in hara B will illustrate layout and general arrangements 
(Fig. 34). It is interesting to note the architect's concern 
for privacy in his locating the main entrance in a such a way 
as to avoid a direct view by passersby. The main door led to 
a brick-paved lobby, which had a drain and a jar of water in 
one corner so that residents and visitors could wash their 
feet,and hands before entering the courtyard [Woolley, 1930]. 
Next was located a door leading to the courtyard, which 
further protected privacy. The brick-paved courtyard sloped 
slightly toward the center, where a drain carried runoff water 
away into the subsoil [Woolley, 1930].

Five rooms on the first floor opened onto the court
yard. The kitchen, surprisingly larger than the other rooms, 
contained two fireplaces and querns. Servants slept in one 
room, on beds placed on brick benches against the wall. 
Another room was used for domestic tasks; querns and storage 
jars were also located there. This was clearly an indication 
of a vertical functional zoning of courtyard houses where the 
first floor was reserved for domestic staff and visitors and 
the second floor was for the exclusive use of the family 
[Woolley, 1954]. The staircase, near the lobby, provided 
access to upstairs balconies, which in turn provided access 
to the five rooms along the four sides of the courtyard on 
the second floor. The roof was sloped slightly inward to 
drain rainwater into the courtyard; in fact, all household
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Figure 34. Ur, House No. 3, Gay Street in Kara B; see 
Figure 20. —  (A) Floor plan; 
and (B) Section.
(Source: Woolley, as cited in 
Kramer, 1969).
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runoff drained to 1 the inside of the house, not into the 
street. A roof overhang and balconies served the important 
climatic function of protecting rooms below from rain and sun 
(Fig. 35).

According to Norbert Schoenauer, Cantacuzino stated 
that "The plan [of the Ur house ] is a lasting solution to 
urban life. The house is insulated against the bustle of the 
street, defended against marauders, and protected against the 
fierce climate" [Schoenauer, 1981b]. In Ur we can easily 
extract six different prototypes of courtyard house (Fig. 36). 
The model dwellings A, B, C, and D existed side by side on 
one street in hara B; this is exemplified by house Nos. 3, 4, 
5, and 2, consecutively. These four types existed in hara A 
as well. Dwelling model F was located in house No. 2 on 
Bazaar Alley, while model G, house No. 3, was near the inter
section of Church Lane and Broad Street. Dwelling No. x at 
the far western side exemplifies prototype dwelling E. We 
will briefly discuss five houses in hara A so that can better 
understand the various forces that shaped the ancient har.a.

House No. 1 on Broad Street was larger than usual 
and belonged to a scribe or priest [Woolley, 1954]. It went 
through various modifications to accommodate a school, which 
occupied the courtyard and reception . room; the remaining 
quarters were reserved for domestic use (Fig. 24). House 
No. 1 on Bakers' Square was converted into a smith's factory. 
Furnaces occupied most of the rooms. Dwelling No. 14 on



Figure 35. Ur, House No. 3, Gay Street, perspective.
(Source: Woolley and MaiIowan , 1976)
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Figure 36. Ur, types of courtyard dwellings
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Paternoster Row was reduced in size by converting the south
east corner into a chapel. This house was altered into a 
restaurant. Room No. 4, the kitchen, had a wide window that 
opened onto the street, with a counter for display of cooked 
dishes [Woolley, 1954] (Fig. 24). House No. 3 on Store Street 
belonged to a grain merchant and had large brick bins below 
the floors of most of its rooms [Woolley, 1954]. Building 
No. 11 on Paternoster Row was originally built for public use 
as a khan and might have had three floors (Fig. 37). Some 
first floor rooms were stables, which indicates some of the 
guests were out-of-town merchants and businessmen<;

The next peculiar characteristic of dwelling planning 
deals with the issue of growth in family size and the issue 
of change in physical layout and house forms. Dwelling No. 1 
on Old Street belonged to a copper merchant who had many 
agents in other towns. He also had other side businesses such 
as brokerage and moneylending. The house's original owner 
'bought the house next door, No. 7 Church Lane and incorporated 
if into his house. This occurred for one of two reasons. 
First, the family size had grown so large that the need to 
buy additional rooms or a neighboring house was urgent; it 
was common to have large, extended families living together. 
Second, a positive change in one's socioeconomic status might 
have prompted an change in living standard, -requiring more 
specialized rooms and hiring of additional domestic staff, who 
usually required separate quarters. It seems that more room
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Figure 37. Ur, isometric of the Khan in Kara A. 
(Source: Woolley, 1954).

(^) Roof top <§> Street main entrance

(S) Courtyard 0 Sleeping ramada

Second floor (3 ) Stair well

First floor



was needed to accommodate an increase in family size and in 
wealth. Therefore, house No. 3 on Straight Street was bought: 
and connected to the other two houses (Figs. 38 and 39). The 
new owner of house No. 1 on Old Street had some financial 
difficulties that forced him to enclose the doorways on the 
southeast side of the central court and incorporate the rooms 
into house No. 7 on Church Lane, to be sold as a separate 
dwelling. This example, and house No. 2 in hara B among other 
examples, are clear illustrations of ongoing alterations in 
dwellings through the buying or selling of one or more rooms 
from a neighbor's house, buying or selling an entire dwelling, 
and the continuous transformation of some parts of residential 
areas to commercial and religious uses. Woolly argued that 
this hara was socially on the downgrade, with many excellent 
houses being divided up or turned to nonresidential uses 
during Hammarabi's regime. Babylon was growing fast in wealth 
and power, which helped curtail Ur's trade and undermined its 
prosperity [Woolley, 1954]. This commercial slump resulted 
in a revolt against Babylon, which ended in the total destruc
tion of Ur around 1885 B.C.

Finally, planning of the dwelling was greatly influ
enced by the concept of centrality, which came about as a 
result of the inward orientation of the house. The tendency 
to turn the house back against the street created the need 
for a common, open, central space around which all rooms 
could be located. This simple concept did not require much

113
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Figure 38. Ur, floor plan. House No. 3, 
(Source: Woolley, 1963).

Kara A.
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. Section A-A, House No. 3, Kara A? Figure 38.
(Source: Whitehouse, 1977).

Figure 39 see
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complicated design or construction. Consequently, the 
simplicity.of the courtyard dwelling was partly responsible 
for the popularity of this type of housing.

3. Context. Man adapted effectively to the different 
environmental conditions which he was subject to. Various 
environments can engender diverse psychological milieu, living 
conditions, and built forms. To a great degree, the environ
ment controlled man's personal traits and living conditions 
in the arid zone of the Near East. A great part of this 
region was covered with an infinite vastness of sand, that 
constantly claimed new land. Most of the region was consid
ered uninhabitable due to lack of water, lack of vegetation, 
and the continual slow march of the sandy desert. Only a few 
oases could have survived in this hostile environment.

Generally speaking, three types of communities existed 
in the Near East: nomadic Bedouin compounds, villages, and 
urban centers. Each community type enjoyed its own peculiar 
psychological characteristics, living conditions, and physical 
environment. The three, major problems the inhabitants dealt 
with were: excessive heat, dusty winds, and aridity.k ' v .The traditional dwelling evolved slowly over a long 
period of time through a deep understanding of the behavior 
and effects of the sun. In this context, the courtyard house 
type proved a suitable solution in dealing with severe cli
matic forces.
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The courtyard house dominated the skyline of the city. 
To keep the house cool, it proved essential to minimize the 
building's exposure to sun. This was achieved through 
agglomeration and compactness. Houses were attached to each 
other on three sides. In fact, it was not uncommon to see 
houses encircled by other houses from all directions, leaving 
only room for an entrance. Further, outside windows were few 
and small; when it was deemed necessary, elaborate treatment 
of fenestration facing the street was developed, partly to 
exclude direct sunlight. Moreover, houses were built with 
massive, thick outside walls to reduce heat gain in the hot 
season and reduce heat loss in the cold. Another technique 
that helped to cool rooms was to make them large, with high 
ceilings. In fact, it was the courtyard itself that provided 
effective solutions to the climatic conditions created by the 
sun. '

• The tile pavement of the courtyard absorbed the sun's 
heat gradually during the day and released it in the evening. 
During the hot season, residents watered the courtyard right 
after sunset to expedite cooling by release of heat. The 
courtyard was cooled during, the night by radiation to the 
clear desert sky, which helped cool the rooms during the 
daytime (Fig. 4 0). Some courtyards had. lavish vegetation to 
soften the heat. Courtyard houses with two floors were built 
with covered balconies, that blocked sun rays from penetrating 
rooms on both floors (Fig. 35).
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Figure 40. Heating and cooling of the courtyard. —  
During the night, cold air formed on the 
roof sinks into the courtyard. Radiation 
from the protected courtyard surface helps 
cool the house during the day.
(Source: Dunham, I960).
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There were two types of wind .that impacted build 
structures: the desirable and the undesirable. Desirable 
winds were those northern cool breezes occurring during the 
hot season that blew in from Anatolia, in Asia Minor. These 
breezes were admitted through windows and doors inside the 
courtyard. The more undesirable wind is that commonly 
associated with the Near East, that coming in from the dusty, 
hot desert. • Although hot desert winds made for miserable 
conditions, little could have been done architecturally to 
mitigate this hardship except to shut all doors and windows 
and stay inside. Here the inward nature of the courtyard 
house proved effective in reducing wall area exposed to these 
winds. Another type of undesirable wind came, again, from 
Anatolia, bringing very cold air during the cold seasons. 
Again, the compactness and high density of residential areas 
offered adequate protection against these frigid winds.

B. Middle Bronze Age (2,000-1,500 B.C.)
Unprecedented ethnic homogeneity in the Mesopotamia 

and Syria of the Semitic Canaanites and Amorites gave rise to 
peace and prosperity throughout the region. Numerous city 
states were established that ruled most of Mesopotamia and 
Syria independently from the Amorite's central government at 
Mari. ■ This new civilization, which began in 2,500 B.C., 
reached its climax by the opening of the second millennium, 
when an unparalleled surge of urbanism and urbanization arose
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to transform social, political, and economic institutions to 
a more complex level. This was in large part due to the 
intensification of communication and trade between the three 
continents, resulting in the founding of new towns along 
caravan routes.

This advanced international role of the ancient cities 
made the need for writing more urgent to facilitate communica
tion and technology transfer across Africa and Europe. The 
first known written documents originated in Sumer around 3,500 
B.C. [Hitte, 1956]. Shortly after that, writing spread to 
North Syria and was well advanced in the early third millen
nium, - when recorded history finally began. However, Syria's 
greatest contribution to civilization had to wait until the 
second millennium,, when the Canaanites invented the alphabet 
[Carter, 1979].

The Canaanites (Phoenicians) were highly advanced in 
industry and in maritime activities. They manufactured dyes, 
pottery, glass, clothing, weapons, and tools of metal that 
exhibited elaborate detail and exquisite ornamentation. Their 
ingenuity and skills were particularly pronounced in the areas 
of ship building and navigation.

Phoenician products were distributed throughout t.he 
Mediterranean by merchants who established factories which 
evolved into settlements, then into colonies. These centers 
spread throughout southern Europe and northern Africa and 
included the great city of Carthage, which was founded as
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early as the thirteenth century B.C. (Fig. 41). Consequently, 
the Phoenicians were the agents who disseminated their civili
zation and that of Syria, Mesopotamia and Egypt across Europe 
and Africa [Hitte, 1956].

Greeks in particular became their pupils in navigation 
and colonization; in fact, the Greeks borrowed from them 
literature and religion. Further, they adopted and modified 
the Phoenician alphabet before 750 B.C. then passed it on to 
the Romans [Hitte, 1956].

Syria's prosperity and fame ultimately brought about 
its destruction through invasion by jealous and impoverished 
foreign entities. However, the incredible resilience and 
tolerance of the Syrian natives allowed foreign invaders to 
assimilate easily. This melting pot of Semitic groups (the 
Amo rites and Canaanites) and non-Semitic groups such as 
Hurrians and Hittites from Asia Minor, produced the energetic 
and powerful Hyksos, who ruled all of Syria, northern Mesopo
tamia and Egypt in the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries 
B.C. [Hitte, 1956]. Hyksos domination of the Near East was 
challenged for a long time by the Egyptians and Hittites, 
which resulted in the destruction and conquest of Syria in the 
middle of the second millennium.

This catastrophe left many cities in complete ruin. 
As a result, it is difficult to reconstruct a comprehensive 
and accurate account of architectural and urban planning
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Figure 41. Canaanite (Phoenician) colonial expansion. (Source: Hitte, 1956).
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Figure 42. Map of Mesopotamia, Middle Bronze Age. 
(Source: Lample, 1968).
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activities during this period. As a result, discussion of the 
physical environment will be limited to the city of Shaduppum.

"Cities were generally well planned with large public 
buildings, shops, stores, workshops; they were provided with 
drainage systems and cobbled streets" [Lample, 1968]. It was 
evident that great prosperity and peace was reflected in the 
physical environment. To preserve this wealth, the Hyksos 
introduced a new system of fortification: huge artificial 
embankments built against the lower slopes of the city-mound 
and . surrounded by a moat [Lample, 1968] . On top of these 
embankments, the peripheral city wall was erected, and in a 
short time, these ramparts were developed into battered stone 
walls resembling those of the citadel of Aleppo.

Furthermore, the Hyksos introduced new types of city 
gates, to respond to changes in warfare brought about by the 
invention of battle chariots. The old L-shaped gate proved 
nonfunctional for vehicular traffic and was replaced by a gate 
with a straight approach [Lample, 1968] (Figs. 43 and.44). 
Moreover, dwellings such as those of Jericho continued to have 
a rectangular shape with a courtyard oriented north-south. 
Some of these houses had two stories, the second level serving 
as a living area, and the first level as stable, storage, and 
workshop. In addition, the city contained some single-room 
shops and stores located along the streets.
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Figure 43. Megiddo XIII, reconstruction of the 
city gate.
(Source: Yardin, as cited in 
Lample, 1968).

Figure 44. Middle Bronze Age city gates.
(Source: Yardin, as cited in 
Lample, 1968).
a) Gezer c) Bethshemesh
b) Shehem d) Qatna
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1. Case Study
a. Shaduppum. Located along the eastern bank of the 

Tigris river in the middle of Mesopotamia, Shaduppum was built 
with a unique layout which did not fit the organic growth 
pattern of most ancient cities (Fig. 42). The city layout 
shows a plear inclination; perhaps, the first, toward pre
conceived and comprehensive city planning (Fig. 45). It 
indicates that Shaduppum was a newly erected city that was 
geometrically conceived. The architect carefully planned a 
uniform rhythm in spacing the towers, buttresses and panels 
of the enclosing wall [Lample, 1968].

The orthogonal plan shows a hierarchical traffic 
system consisting of three types of streets. The main public 
road, leading to the main gate, was connected to smaller 
public streets lined with shops, offices and workshops, 
leaving semi-private alleys for access to dwellings. Even in 
this well-planned city, great effort was made to avoid equally 
spaced streets and alleys, which were bent to avoid a straight 
appearance. In fact, streets and alleys were alternated to 
avoid any straight alignment.
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Figure 45. Shaduppum, city plan.(Source: Smith as cited in Lample, 1968).



C. Late Bronze Age (1,500-1,100 B.C.)
Syria was subjected to political upheaval and serious 

ethnic disorganization in this period which set all aspects 
of life into regression for some time. In fact, this period 
of disarray was an incubation period for a new order that 
would emerge. The Hyksos, who were in supreme command 
throughout the Near East, were expelled from Egypt by 
Thutmose III. The Egyptians then advanced into Syria, leaving 
many cities in ruin. Aleppo was occupied and destroyed around 
1471 B.C. [Macqueen, 1975].

Egypt's conquest of Syria inflicted heavy damage 
on most cities. The native population suffered greatly from 
Egyptian oppression and exploitation [Lample, 1968]. 
Consequently, Palestinian cities showed a severe decline in 
planning, architecture, wealth, and culture. Nonetheless, 
northern Syrian city-states such as Aleppo, Alalakh, and 
Ugarit escaped this fate and remained progressive and 
prosperous [Lample, 1968 ] (Fig. 4 6).

Ancient Aleppians revolted against the Egyptians and 
overthrew them around 1450 B.C. only to suffer more devas
tation by the Hittites, who finally established firm control 
over the city and its trade in 1380 B.C. [Macqueen, 1975] . 
In fact, the Hittites consolidated most of Syria into their 
new empire, which was to rule until the eighth century. This 
political reorganization attracted new migrations from Asia 
Minor to Syria. The Hittites were Anatolian aborigines and



Indo-Europeans; however, their impact on the ethnic organiza
tion of Syria proved negligible compared to the Aramaeans.

Of all the invaders and immigrants who settled in 
Syria, only one group‘permanently affected the ethnic and 
cultural patterns of the region. The Aramaeans, originally 
Arab nomads, migrated from the Arabian Peninsula to Mesopo
tamia and Syria around 1,500 B.C. [Hitte, 1956]. They were 
assimilated by the native population. Soon they built many 
great.cities under one empire, centered in Damascus.

Simultaneously, however, two other major migrations 
were establishing footholds in Syria. While the Aegean 
Philistines were invading Syria from the north and the east, 
the Jews, under, the leadership of Moses, were invading 
Palestine around 1,200 B.C. [Hitte, 1956]. The Philistines' 
biggest contribution was the introduction of iron to Syria in 
about the thirteenth century B.C. They built a few foreign 
colonies which soon disappeared. The Philistines were 
Semitized and assimilated, leaving little trace of their 
cultures. On the other hand, the Jews fought relentlessly 
against any kind of assimilation and preferred to establish 
an empire of their own in 1020 B.C. "Their greatest contri
bution was a stupendous one, the religious and ethical ideas 
of the Old Testament" [Hitte, 1956] (Fig. .47).
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1. Case Studies

a . Alalakh. Alalakh was located in northern Syria 
west of Aleppo (Fig. 46). The Alalakh of the fifteenth 
century B.C. was carefully planned. Its streets and alleys 
intersected at right angles. In fact, all buildings were of 
a rectangular layout (Fig. 47). The town's acropolis, which 
consisted of a citadel, palace and temple, was purposely 
located on the northwestern edge of the city to benefit from 
the pleasant winds blowing from that direction.

The city plan shows that Alalakh had an elaborate 
drainage system, especially on streets that were pre-planned 
and cobbled. It is evident that in this period Alalakh 
enjoyed a great deal of prosperity, progress and order in many 
aspects of life, which were boldly expressed through its 
state-of-the-art architecture and urban planning.

b. Ugarit. The coastal city of Ugarit retained its 
power and wealth and was the dominant economic force on the 
Mediterranean seaboard, trading with Mesopotamia, Anatolia, 
Egypt, Cyprus, and the Aegean region [Lample, 1968]. Its 
power and wealth were monopolized by the king, and feudal and 
mercantile hierarchies [Lample, 1968].

It seems that religion did not dominate the city's 
architectural life, as was the case in most ancient Near 
Eastern cities (Figs. 46 and 48). Although the. citadel of 
Ugarit had two temples, they were small enough to minimize the 
religious character of the city (Fig. 49), Amidst these



130
temples, there was what might have been a cult neighborhood, 
especially designed for priests, containing schools, a 
library, and dwellings. This quarter had a north-south 
orientation with nearly parallel, crooked streets [Lample, 
1968]. Even though houses in this neighborhood had less 
regular plans and lacked a consistent orientation, they were 
of good construction, had many rooms and an upper floor, and 
a sanitary installation and individual well [Lample, 1968].

The great palace complex, on the other hand, displayed 
an advanced stage of planning and design where some form of 
systems design approach was implemented through a nucleus 
courtyard surrounded by rooms, storage, stairs, and a defined 
entrance (Fig. 50)., Indeed, the plan shows an impressive 
attempt to emphasize traffic and to celebrate entry and 
approach.
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Figure 47. Alalakh, city plan.
(Source: Lample, 1968).



Key
1 Palace area
2 Residential area
3 Lower city
4 Acropolis (area enclosed by dotted 

line)
5 Southern slope of acropolis
6 Southern city

A Postern K 'House of Alabasters'
B Tower L Houses of Rasap'abu and 'the
C Fortress Scholar'
D Shrine M House of Rap'anu
E Royal stables N Temple of Baal
F 'Queen Mother's Residence' 0 High priest's house and Temple
G 'Governor's Residence' Library
H Northern Palace P Temple of Dagan
1 Royal Palace Q Public square
J Southern Palace R Building with library

Figure 48. Ugarit, city plan.
(Source: Curtis, 1985)•



Figure 49. Ugarit, the Citadel.
(Source: Schaeffer, as cited in Lample 1968).
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Figure 50. Ugarit, Palace plan.
(Sources La Mission Archeologique, 1979).
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CHAPTER 5

IRON AGE (1,100-1 A.D.)

This epoch witnessed a dramatic reorganization of life 
in the Near East in religion, culture, physical environment, 
politics, and ethnic composition. The Israelites, who 
migrated to Palestine from the Arabian Peninsula around the 
middle of the second millennium, destroyed and occupied many 
Canaanite cities. In fact, the region enjoyed a short-lived 
period of city building under the new empire of King David and 
his son, King Solomon, in the tenth century B.C. Soon after, 
however, the empire lost its power and influence in Palestine 
when it was divided into two quarreling states. It finally 
came to an end when the Assyrians destroyed their cities in 
582 B.C.

The Semitic Assyrians, who inhabited the region north 
of' Mesopotamia in Asia Minor, successfully destroyed the 
Hittite empire in the eighth century B.C. and established 
their own empire in Syria and Egypt. Thus the great Aramaean 
empire faced a tragic termination that left their cities in 
ruins. The Aramaeans built many cities in Mesopotamia and 
Syria at the end of the second millennium; however, they 
quickly reached the climax of their power in the ninth and 
eighth centuries B.C.



Regardless of Aramaean political collapse, however, 
their peaceful penetration of commerce and culture survived. 
They monopolized land trade and their merchants spread the 
Aramaic language to Africa, India and throughout the Near East 
until it became the language of commerce, government and cul
ture in those regions„ "They are the modern Syrian ancestors"
[Hitte, 1956].

In the continuous cycle of destruction and rejuvena
tion in the Near East, Assyrian power could not escape its. 
inevitable destruction in the seventh century B.C. by the Neo- 
Babylonians. This celebrated civilization flourished, to 
become the most famous power in the ancient world. Indeed, 
the city of Babylon continued to be the largest and most 
influential city anywhere, whose fame and admiration have had 
a lasting impact.

Unfortunately, Babylon came to an early end when it 
was ruthlessly destroyed in 515 B.C. by the Persians, who 
ended a long, active Semitic era and began a new one: the 
Indo-European [Hitte, 1956]. They created a vast, mighty 
empire including parts of Syria, which retained its trade and 
commercial significance. Trade caravans became more numerous, 
with the help of an extensive, newly constructed network of 
roads. Furthermore, the Aramaic language maintained its 
hegemony and was adopted as the. official language of the new 
empire.
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The Phoenicians assisted the Persians in their 
maritime wars against Greece. They were consequently granted 
independence from Persian rule. Phoenician cities flourished 
again and were locally autonomous. Their city-states formed 
a common federation centered in their capital at Tripoli.

The Phoenicians continued their maritime supremacy of 
the Mediterranean, and with it their acculturation of the 
region. "In the seventh century [B.C.], Phoenicia was still 
influencing Greece; in the sixth century there was a rough 
balance; in the fifth century Phoenicia was on the receiving 
end" [Hitte, 1956]. For one century before the Macedonian 
invasion, Syria's coastal cities were filled with Greek 
settlements, merchants, and craftsmen. The Persian empire 
was retreating and its cultural influences left little im
pression. In fact, its civilization continued to be Semitic, 
with rapidly growing influence from Greece [Hitte, 1956].

A. Case Study
1. Babylon

Babylon was considered the ultimate living model for 
cities for a long time due to its advancement in science, 
technology, arts and architecture, culture, social organiza
tion, and urban planning (Fig. 51). Although it was inhabited 
quite early in prehistoric times, it was the new city of 
604-561 B.C. which typifies the physical and cultural environ
ment of the Iron Age city (Figs. 52 and 53).
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The Euphrates river divided the city into two halves: 

the old western section and the new eastern town. Combined, 
they occupied about 1,000 acres [Lample, 1968] . The four 
corners of the rectangular city were oriented toward the 
cardinal points and were surrounded by a double fortification 
wall, reinforced by strong towers and a moat. The total 
population'of Babylon, including its suburb's, might have been 
more than half a million [Lample, 1968].

Unlike most ancient cities, Babylon was a well-defined 
and well-planned city. Indeed, the orthogonal layout of major 
streets enhanced its uniqueness. .Those streets connected 
eight gates which were placed in such a way to link the city, 
via its principal routes, to outlying cities and villages. 
It seems that Babylon's architects used a paradigm of pure 
functionalism and a calculated, ordered mentality.

Nonetheless, they intentionally strove to avoid a 
strict gridiron model in designing its major arteries. This 
tendency is clearly shown in the secondary streets and alleys, 
especially in the residential quarters (Fig. 54). The monu
mental "Processional Way," running south-north on the eastern 
wall of the great religious complex, served multiple func
tions: religious, cultural, traffic, commercial, and social. 
This road led to the New Year's Festival house, outside the 
city enclosure the north.

As is the case with most ancient cities, Babylon's 
religious character had been imprinted on the cityscape
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through a dominant religious compound situated at its center. 
The city had also been adorned with many smaller temples, 
which conceivably reinforced the spiritual flavor of the 
community or had served as distinguished physical elements 
for orientation, visual manipulation, or for balance and 
aesthetics. This trend has continued to play a significant 
role in urban planning in later Arab and Islamic cities, the 
most notable being Aleppo'.

The second center of Babylonian power was its highly 
organized political and military institutions. Their prestige 
was symbolized architecturally in an impressive complex just 
north of the great temples (Fig. 55). Built on a high plat
form and fortified by its own walls and gateway, the citadel 
consisted of administrative and garrison buildings, palaces, 
throne room, and the famous "Hanging Gardens," which were 
arranged around five large courtyards [Lample, 1968]. The 
architect did not hesitate to implement the grid system in 
designing this complex to help create an effective and 
hierarchical traffic system.

West of this compound stood an awesome fortress which 
guarded and protected the city. The enclosed town gave refuge 
to inhabitants of the unprotected countryside. Babylon was 
encircled by a belt of well-developed suburbs, with gardens 
and canals.

Finally, the residential quarters tended to deviate 
from the grid system. The Near Eastern planning tradition
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Figure 52. Babylon, city plan.
(Source: Oates, 1979).

Southern Citadel (see Figure 55). 

Merkes Kara (see Figure 54).<§>
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Figure 53. Babylon, reconstruction model. 
(Source: Unger, 1931).
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Figure 54. Babylon, Merkes Kara; see Figure 52. 
(Source: Deutsches, 1964).

Figure 55. Babylon, Southern citadel; see Figure 52. 
(Source: Koldewey, as cited in 
Lloyd, 1978).
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exemplified earlier in t-tie city of Ur persisted even in pre
planned Babylon. The Babylonian architect had no dearth of 
enthusiasm for curved and broken streets, alleys of irregular 
shape and width, and dead-end streets such as the well-planned 
Merkes quarter (Fig. 54). Dwellings were large and of 
rectangular form, with central courtyards surrounded by rooms 
[Schoenauer, 1981b]. Time and again we see remarkable 
similarity in planning principles between this ancient city 
and the traditional Islamic-Arabic city such as the old city 
of Aleppo.

a. The Ancient Kara of Merkes in the City of Babylon. 

Unlike the city of Ur, the discussion of Babylon will be brief 

and unstructured because the forces which influenced develop

ment of the built environment were similar in both cities. 

The following review will be limited to the hara of Merkes.

• Merkes, a trade center and center of the town, was 
situated in a strategic location between the royal palace and 
the great religious compounds. A canal encircled the hara 
from the north and east; from the south it was bordered by 
Marduk street, a major artery. The impressive Processional 
Street encircled the hara from the west, providing prestigious 
exposure to the most important street in the city (Fig. 52).

It is evident that Babylon was a highly planned and 
ordered city that utilized an orthogonal planning system. 
Strict adherence to this system was maintained throughout 
except in residential areas, where regulations were more
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relaxed for the general public (Fig. 56). What .caused this 
deviation? Was the deviation haphazard and unresponsive to 
the basic nature of the urban lifestyle? Figure•57 illus
trates what the hara might have looked like as a pre-planned 
and preconceived master scheme. However, this neighborhood 
plan had to adjust to the same Near Eastern peculiarities in 
urban planning as well as the anthropo-social environment.

These peculiarities were strikingly similar through
out the Near East for thousands of years. They dealt specif
ically with the circulation system (Fig. 54). Bent and blind 
alleys, winding streets, and the maze-like character of its 
streets persisted in most ancient Near Eastern towns, which 
undoubtedly indicated a cultural desire for such a system. 
The shapes and hierarchical sizes of streets and alleys were 
influenced by certain crucial forces, six of which will be 
discussed.

First was a concern with trespassing. Planning 
of neighborhood alleys inhibited trespass by bending and 
closing them. Second, privacy proved to be one of the major 
generators of urban planning. This is clearly evident in the 
narrow, broken alleys and cul-de-sacs. Third, major city 
thoroughfares were wide enough to facilitate the passage of 
chariots and carriages, but neighborhood streets and alleys 
were, designed to discourage and reduce such traffic for the 
safety and health of inhabitants. Fourth, neighborhood alleys 
were laid out to maximize control and security in the hara,
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EB Major city thoroughfares 
J  Major neighborhood thoroughfares 
||| Neighborhood streets 
[— j Neighborhood alleys

Figure 56. Merkes Kara, circulation system.

Figure 57. Merkes Kara, analysis of the circulation 
system.
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not only by reducing alley width but also by bending and 

closing the alleys.

Fifth, the high density of the traditional hara 

resulted from a concern for sound management through the effi

cient use of natural resources. Figure 58 shows a simple 

hypothetical comparison between a typical gridiron neighbor

hood plan and a modified checkerboard plan using blind alleys. 

In Fig. 58A, the major through streets encircle the neighbor
hood block while alleys penetrate inside the block to provide 

access to inside units. These alleys were wide because they 

penetrated many residential blocks in a straight line to 

provide access to houses located on these alleys. However, 

Fig. 58B shows that identical access could be achieved with 

smaller, narrower alleys that would provide the privacy and 

security lacking in the previous diagram. Similar analysis 

could be applied to the small residential section south the 

Temple of Ishtar of Agade in the Merkes hara (Fig. 59). 
Figure 59A illustrates what that section might have looked 

like as a pre-planned pair of narrow alleys running north- 

south. However, Fig.' 59B shows a more effective and efficient 
scheme which saved considerable land, from being used for 

streets and alleys.

Sixth, compared with busy public streets, private 

alleys were designed to create spaces for social communication 

between neighbors and to provide private urban spaces for
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Figure 58. Analysis of circulation system in the
residential area. —  (A) Typical traffic 
layout in the grid iron neighborhood 
scheme; and (B) Modified grid layout using 
the concept of the hara.



Circulation system in 
Hypothetical traffic Actual traffic layout

Merkes Kara layout; and (B)
Figure 59

(A)



children to play. . In fact, these private alleys created a 

sense of place and urban space within the hara.
This area still exhibited the characteristics of the 

traditional hara, such as a neighborhood temple and neighbor
hood commercial and mixed-use activities. As for residential 
buildings, they were exclusively of the courtyard type, with 
few modifications. We will focus on three unique houses that 
are close to each other, located north of Narrow Lane and east 
of East Way (Fig. 60).

All Babylonian houses had a principal chamber on the 
south side of the courtyard. This unusual large room was used 
exclusion for a family dining and living room. House A was 
a typical medium-size dwelling having a well-defined regular 
shape (Fig. 60). The entry door was located to break the 
direct line of sight from the outside to ensure privacy. The 
vestibule consisted of two rooms to further protect the pri
vacy of residents in case of visitors. North of this passage 
was a washroom so people could wash . their feet and hands 
before entering the courtyard.

North of the courtyard, the kitchen and its ancillary 

facilities occupied a large area of the house, indicating a 

rise in the importance of the kitchen and a change in cooking 

style. A two-room interconnected apartment was located on the 

west side of the court. ' Perhaps this was separate sleeping 

quarter for the parents. The family room, south of the court 

garden, was the magnet of the house, where the family ate,
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entertained and took siestas. Some of the chambers- surround-

ling the family room were for sleeping and others were for 
storage. The reception room was located on southern, shadowy 
side of the court to capture the pleasant northwestern summer 
breezes and as protection from midday heat.

House B, east of house A, had an atypical layout: it 
had one large central courtyard and two small ones (Fig. 60). 
The latter were for the exclusive use of the family; the 
former was used more by guests and visitors, which may explain 
the unbroken entry passage. This particular dwelling went 
through some modifications. The two small courts and their 
chambers were added to house C at a later dated. Because of 
the size and scale of house C, it appears that it belonged to 
a well-to-do family. It is noteworthy that different socio
economic classes inhabited the same neighborhood, side by 
side. Socio-economic differences were shown primarily in the 
dwelling's size and furnishings (Fig. 61).

House.C had three courts, each one with its own prin
cipal chamber on the south which corresponded in size to its 
court [Koldewey, 1914]. It was divided into two sections that 
were connected only by vestibule #1. Its eastern area was 
used primarily for business and social intercourse with the 
general public [Koldewey, 1914]. Robert Koldewey argued that 
because room #13 used to have a door, it might have been a 
shop. Therefore, adjacent rooms might have been used as 
storage, employee sleeping quarters, and private offices



[Koldewey, 19141. The western part of the dwelling was for 
the exclusive use of the family..

Finally, this hara's dwellings exhibited a unique 
difference from other ancient Near Eastern cities such as Ur. 
The apparent lack of stairways could indicate the absence of 
second floors. However, wooden stairs might have provided 
access to the roof. Some houses in this hara were inhabited 
continuously from 700 B.C. until the entire city population 
was moved to the new Hellenistic city of Seleucia around 275 
B.C. [Schoenauer, 1981b].
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Figure 60. Babylon, floor plans of Houses A, B and C 
in Merkes Kara.
(Source: Unger, 1931).

Figure 61. Merkes Kara, view of House C.
(Source: Koldewey, as cited in 
Unger, 1931).
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PART TWO: THE HELLENISTIC NEAR EAST

>
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CHAPTER 6 

THE GREEK PERIOD

During the fourth century B.C., the ancient Near East 
was subjected to an intense upheaval in which various native 
cultures and civilizations came to a halt. The Greeks had 
conquered North Africa and all of Western Asia including the 
Near East. This military conquest opened up a new era of 
Hellenistic domination of ancient Near Eastern cultures and 
a prolonged overshadowing of native belief systems.

Architecturally, the Greek supremacy, of the ancient 
Near East forced the abandonment of native architecture, 
replacing it with the Hellenistic model of planning and 
design. Greek orthogonal urban planning was imposed on the 
numerous Greek colonies built in the Near East. In our quest 
to trace the development of domestic architecture and urban 
planning in the ancient Near East, it is imperative to inves
tigate the development of Hellenistic and Roman domestic 
architecture and urban planning.

One cannot understand the forces that shaped Greek 
and Roman architecture in the ancient Near East without 
tracing their origin and development in Europe. Consequently, 
the next three chapters will concentrate on the historic
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setting of the following Western civilizations : Greek, Roman, 
and Byzantine.

Architecture does not develop from isolated theories 
and practicesrather, it responds to many forces within a 
society such as social, economic, religious, environmental, 
political, and cultural. Therefore, some time will be spent 
on these forces to better understand the relationships between 
architecture and society. These relationships might have been 
different from those eras previously discussed.

In the fourth century B.C. the ancient world was 
polarized by two antagonistic superpowers: the Greeks in the 
West and the Persians in the East. The extensive destruction 
inflicted by constant wars and invasions by the two empires 
ended in the complete annihilation of Persian power at the 
hands of Alexander of Macedonia around 373 B.C. He destroyed 
Phoenician and Philistine cities, sold their populations into 
slavery and captured their wealth [Hitte, 1956]. Alexander 
sought the Hellenization of the Near East by three primary 
means: (1) the introduction of Western ideas and belief 
systems, (2) the implementation of Western institutions, and 
(3) the establishment of Greek colonies wherever he travelled.

After Alexander's death, the Macedonian empire was 
divided into four states with General Seleucid taking control 
of Syria and Iran, marking the beginning of the Seleucid era 
in 312 B.C. with Antioch as its capital [Hitte, 1956].



Initially about 30 more cities were built in Syria as 
the process of Hellenization continued. In addition, many 
native villages and cities were transformed into Greco- 
Macedonian cities; their Semitic names changed to Greek ones.

One exception to Greek domination was the Nabataean 
society, located south of the Dead Sea in Palestine, which 
retained its independence from the Seleucid kingdom. The 
Nabataeans, Arab nomads who settled in the region around the 
6th century B.C., developed a sophisticated civilization and 
power which threatened the Seleucid state [Hitte, 1956]. 
Syria experienced constant fighting, destruction, heavy 
taxation and separatist movements by Arabs and Jews that left 
the region in disorder and ruin. The Romans exploited this 
unsettled situation when Pompey incorporated Syria into the 
Roman empire in 64 B.C.

A. Political Analysis

On the Greek mainland, the political profile was 
characterized by self-contained city-states. However, this 
system proved impractical and inefficient on a large scale 
and was abandoned after Alexander's death. The new conquer
ors of the ancient Near East were faced with vast new hori
zons, .social and religious problems and preoccupations, and 
economic opportunities [Ward-Perkins, 197 4] .

The Seleucid Kingdom had firm political and economic 

control of Syria and Persia. Nevertheless, in colonized
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cities the constitutional form of the Greek city-state was 

imposed, with provisions for self-realization of its citizens 

as an integral part of the whole empire [Ward-Perkins, 

1974]. Seleucid political institutions were formed of Greco- 

Macedonian and Eastern Persian elements, with the latter 

predominating [Hitte,. 1956]. Seleucid kings not only 

exercised absolute power but propagandized their divinity. 

Dynastic feuds, causing political and economic chaos, paved 

the way for emergence of a new, ever stronger> more organized 

Roman Empire that gained control of the Near East and ulti

mately the rest of the ancient world.

B. Social Analysis

For a long period, strong commercial and cultural 
relationships flourished between the ancient Near East and 
Europe. In the middle of the first millennium B.C., Greek 
commercial and cultural influences gradually infiltrated the 
Near East. Their activities suddenly accelerated and 
intensified with Alexander's military invasion. Enormous 
numbers of Greek immigrants flocked to Syria, attracted by 
lucrative economic prospects [Carter, 1979]. Greek coloni
zation of the Near East took two directions: first, Greek 
immigrants established new colonies in strategic locations and 
transported whole populations of native Greeks into these new 
colonies [Cohen, 1978]. Second, the Greeks colonized existing 
native cities and transformed them into pure. Greek towns.
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New Greek immigrants received allotments from the 

local government. Each family acquired a house in the city 
and agricultural land in adjacent territory [Cohen, 1978]. 
It is important to point out that Hellenization of the Near 
East proceeded in two parallel movements: Easternization and 
colonization. On one hand, when the Greeks came to the Near 
East, they found we11-developed civilizations that were 
different from their.own. They did not hesitate to borrow 
certain elements of Eastern science and culture.

Greek and Eastern cultures were synthesized to produce 
what is called Near Eastern Hellenism, with its high points 
being its developments in jurisprudence, philosophy, science, 
and architecture [Carter, 1979]. On the other hand, the 
Greeks tried relentlessly to isolate themselves from local 
populations and to prevent any form of intermixing with 
natives. Cohen argued that Seleucid cities were characterized 
by the homogeneity of their Greek populations [Cohen, 1978]. 
This was achieved by excluding natives wishing to settle in 
these cities, and by attracting colonists of the same national 
background.

There was one institution in particular that proved 
crucial in maintaining the demographic homogeneity of Greek 
colonies: the gymnasium. Almost all colonies in the Near 
East had Greek gymnasiums. Membership in Seleucid gymnasia 
was restricted to Greek settlers, which helped to further 
institutionalize, the policy of segregation. Their basic
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character and function was of an athletic nature--for train
ing, workouts, and games. However, of equal importance was 
its function as a social and psychological bond between 
settlers. It had areas for a library, and for exhibitions, 
lectures, public feasts, trials, and assemblies [Cohen, 1978]. 
Indeed, the Greek gymnasium materialized from a religious 
belief system in which man was the measure of all things. 
The Greeks competed in all manner of sports in order to 
emulate the perfect bodies of their gods [Fleming, 1980]. 
Unlike ancient Near Easterners, the Greeks believed that any 
humanistic point of view assumed that life here and now was 
good and was meant to be enjoyed. Therefore they produced no 
major religious prophets, no divinity-imposed creeds, no 
sacred scriptures, or final authorities on religious matters 
[Fleming, 980]. Distinct from Semitic religions, Greek 
mythology lacked an organized priesthood. In fact, priests 
and priestesses were not members of an exclusive class but led 
an average life [Fletcher, 1975] . This fact eventually shaped 
their cultural, social and physical environment.

Greek society was extremely secular in character and 
content. Therefore, Greek architecture and urban planning 
were byproducts of this belief system. This will be further 
discussed under the section on architectural analysis.

The apparent recurrence in ancient Greek thought and 
action, especially architecture, can be explained by the emer
gence of three basic belief systems: idealism, rationalism,
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and humanism [Fleming, 1980] . This provided the framework for 
Greek architect to not only reflect but also to symbolize the 
essence of Greek culture. While the Greeks symbolized certain 
aspects of their environment as gods, they emphasized the 
human aspect of their gods by extending some elements of their 
gods' personalities into external objects. For example, 
certain Greek deities symbolized the sky, earth, agriculture, 
and cities. The Greeks symbolized the results or personali
ties of anthropomorphic deities [Norberg-Schulz, 1978]. As 
Fleming pointed out, the arts tried to bring the experience 
of space and time within human grasp, just as Greek religion 
sought to capture godlike images in human forms [Fleming, 
1980]. Architecturally, this meant that indefinite space and 
infinite time meant little to the Greeks.

As far as the native Semitic population was concerned, 
they were obviously outside the mainstream of Hellenistic 
society. As. vanquished people, they maintained a passive 
acquiescence [Hitte, 1956]. Most often, they suffered from 
expropriation of their lands, slavery, and heavy taxation, 
in one way, this exclusion was fortunate for the local people 
for they preserved their native culture and maintained their 
separate identity. Segregation momentarily delayed the 
inevitable assimilation process of the Greeks into the native 
population. In fact, Greek tenacity in holding onto their 
culture and identity was insufficient to withstand the 
stubbornness of native culture [Cohen, 1978]. In due course,
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most cities and towns shed their thin veneer of Hellenism, 
along with Greek nomenclature, and reasserted their Semitic 
character. In fact, Aramaean, the local Semitic language, 
remained the main language of the native populace and was used 
extensively in commerce and in political administration 
[Hitte, 1956 ] .

C. Architectural Analysis
It is not the intent here to analyze Greek civiliza

tion, but rather to trace the basic philosophy behind Greek 
architecture so we can better understand the Hellenistic city 
in the Near East. Hellenism was not purely Greek like the 
Hellenic, but rather a synthesis between Greek culture and 
different Near Eastern civilizations. Architecturally, 
however, the fundamental principles adhered to in city 
planning and building designing, whether intentionally or 
haphazardly, remained pure Greek in most situations.

1. Concept
Platonism as a framework for basic Greek philosophy 

will be used to understand the origin and forces that shaped 
Greek architecture. . Christian Norberg-Schulz asserted that 
"Platonism seeks the key to natural phenomena in perfect final 
causes, and in Greek cosmos means beauty as well as order" 
[Norberg-Schulz, 1978]. As in all ancient civilizations, 
religion played a significant role in the development of Greek
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thought as well as in Greek architecture. Unlike ancient Near 
Eastern religions, Greek mythology had distinctly different 
points of departure and equally different consequences. 
Whereas Semitic gods were obscure, mysterious and lived high 
in the infinite skies, the Greeks brought their gods down 
to earth and gave them human characteristics. These two 
different religious concepts were faithfully reflected in 
the physical environments of the two continents, in urban 
planning, and in the design of individual structures. Near 
Easterners built massive temple compounds, pyramids and 
ziggurats to reach their eternal gods. Greeks, however, built 
relatively small temples that were less mystical. The follow
ing discussion will be organized around two basic concepts of 
Platonism: order and beauty.

Greek mythology originated and developed through 
man's search for the meaning behind his environment, and in 
his search to understand, natural phenomenon. Meanings so 
discovered were symbolized as gods. To Greek philosophers 
these gods, or natural forces, were perfect, ordered and 
beautiful, just like the sun, moon, earth, etc. These 
religious arid intellectual forces vigorously influenced the 
development of architecture in a profound manner. Order meant 
geometry, clarity, and symmetry; hence, the orthogonal grid 
system was selected as an urban planning tool to fulfill the 
need for order. Further, the trabeation system, exclusively, 
was used to. design and build structures. More significantly.
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these two powerful systems represented a practical tool which 
made the planning and building of new colonies and structures 
easier and faster. The orthogonal system had no intrinsic 
symbolic function [Norberg-Schulz, 1978].

So much has been written about Greek architecture but 
one crucial concern has not been adequately explored: Was the 
Greek city heterogeneous or homogeneous? Martienssen argued 
that "The idea of the city as a corporate whole, as an organic 
mechanism, in which the parts bear an essential relationship 
to one another and to the complete scheme, is characteristic 
of the Greek attitude" [Martienssen, 1964]. Organic, in this 
context, means a quality of harmonious and integral consis
tency. On the other hand, Norberg-Schulz asserts that "Greek 
architecture is, therefore, characterized by its heterogene
ity. It is not ruled by the same laws on all environmental 
levels, like Egyptian architecture, but is determined by a 
multiplicity of modes of organization" [Norberg-Schulz, 1978]. 
Similarly, Fleming pointed out that "Each building thus 
existed as an independent unit, not as part of a coherent 
whole" [Fleming, 1980]. •

This disagreement between harmonious synthesis, inco
herent pluralistic, and independent individualistic results 
from differences in approaching such an analysis rather than 
from basic conceptual forces which influenced the development 
of Greek urbanization. The Greek city was indeed harmonious, 
but harmony was superficial rather than substantive. Streets
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and houses were planned and built of equal sizes and shapes. 
In addition, the consistency Of materials, details and styles 
profoundly facilitated the institutionalization of resemblance 
and conformity in Greek settlements. Because the Greeks did 
not believe in infinite spaces and massive structures as did 
ancient Near Easterners, they turned their attention to small 
individual spaces and buildings. In fact, Greek architecture 
was that of separate buildings and sculptures that were 
intended to be perceived and experienced in isolation from 
other structures and to be enjoyed independently. Therefore, 
a cohesiveness of total urban experience was sacrificed for 
fragmented individual spaces.

The concept of beauty, the second component of Platon
ism, undoubtedly shaped Greek architecture as we know it. 
This meant the beauty of nature, or gods, and that of man. 
The Greeks humanized nature and the belief system derived from 
it. Indeed, man was not only the measure of all things but 
also the point of departure for every action. This outlook 
tended to symbolize human society as a reconciliation of 
nature and man. Man projected his own image and characteris
tics on all forms and ideas in the built environment. In this 
sense, the city was perceived as a union of persons rather 
than as a group of buildings; it was more of a person and less 
of a place [Martienssen, 1964]. Beauty meant a passion for 
self-expression to the artist and to the architect as well.
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All Greek colonies in Europe, Africa and Asia were 
characterized by strict uniformity and regularity in both 
planning and design. Such conformity resulted from the use 
of the gridiron system in planning and the use of classical 
order in design. Hippodamus of Miletus was responsible for 
introducing the regular city plan in the 5th century B.C.

However, the Hippodamian system was not Greek in 
origin, nor did it make its first appearance in that century. 
The gridiron system was influenced by the Mycenaean and Minoan 
civilizations, but it was to both Egypt and Mesopotamia that 
Greek classical architecture and planning owed a great deal 
[Ward-Perkins, 1974]. The basic characteristic of the Hippo
damian system stemmed from its universal recognition of the 
formal and geometric approach to the problems of town planning 
[Martienssen, 1964]. New Greek colonies were laid out accord
ing to a preconceived plan characterized by straight wide 
streets intersecting at right angles. Where ancient Near 
Eastern cities were planned from the inside outward, Greek 
colonial cities were planned from the outside inward, a system 
in which the. city itself was the formal planning unit within 
which individual buildings had to find their appropriate place 
[Ward-Perkins, 197 4] . The following paragraphs will illus
trate the process of establishing new Greek colonies.

It was seen previously that the founding of a Greek 
colony was fundamentally a political act. Establishing a new

2. Planning
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city was done under the control of a single leader who wielded 
great power. He was accompanied by colonists who participated 
in the construction process.

Religion played an important role in selecting the 
proper site. As a religious formality, it was necessary to 
consult an oracle. In addition, the actual site laying was 
preceded by sacrifices and prayers as protection against 
supernatural displeasure [Ward-Perkins, 1974].

As far as orientation of the colony was concerned, 
the surveyor controlled the process of laying out directions. 
The priest's interest in this matter was limited primarily to 
his knowledge of points on a compass. Both the surveyor and 
priest took the cardinal directions as their points of 
departure, physically and ritualistically, but for different 
reasons. In fact, they did not work within the terms of 
north-south and east-west as such, but of right, left/ forward 
and backward [Ward-Perkins, 1974]. Very few cities had pre
cise orientations due to topographical and hygienic factors 
such as winds, slope, sun, etc.

Aristotle's theoretical concepts formed the basis of 
city design in the 4th century B.C. The need for healthy 
situation was stressed. The site should likewise be conve
nient for both political administration and war [Martienssen, 
1964]. There should be an abundance of springs, or reservoirs 
must be erected. If streets were regularly laid out according 
to the Hippodamian style, the arrangement of private houses
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would be more agreeable and eventually more convenient. But 
for protection in war, Aristotle advocated the "antiquated 
system" of irregular streets, which would assist in defense, 
so that the ideal city would contain two types of street 
layouts: regularity for beauty, and confusion for security 
[Martienssen, 1964],

"Orthogonal planning was the product of a colonizing 
situation-, involving the formal establishing of new urban 
centers" [Ward-Perk ins, 1974]. New settlers who helped found 
new colonies carried with them Official decrees which entitled 
them to specified common rights and obligations. Indeed, they 
Were entitled to an equal allocation of land both inside and 
outside city walls. In conclusion, Greek democracy and 
equality between all citizens demanded the equal distribution 
of urban land for houses, which resulted in city blocks being 
equal.. In addition, the need for a practical, convenient and 
speedy process of planning and constructing .a whole new city 
within a short period of time required the orthogonal planning 
system.

Greek colonies in the Near East conformed to a very 
simple standard type, consisting essentially of a network of 
uniform city blocks, each roughly twice as broad as long, and 
set at right angles to the main axis of an orthogonal grid of 
streets [Ward-Perkins,1974]. Open spaces were reserved for 
the agora and certain public buildings. The city was loosely 
enclosed by a defensive wall, with towers whose layouts and
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settings did not respond to the street plan. One or more of 
the longitudinal, and occasionally of the transverse streets 
were usually wider than the rest [Ward-Perkins, 1974]. The 
typical Greek colony had several public buildings of differing 
functions and styles, some of which Will be explained in the 
following paragraphs.

a. Agora. The typical Greek city was expected to make 
provision for political, commercial, and social institutions 
such as the agora, stoa, bouleterion and ecclesiasterion, 
gymnasium and palaestra, theatre, and temples. Some of these 
buildings were organized in close proximity to create a focal 
point to enhance and dramatize a sense of place and sense of 
space as an essential part of the urban experience. This was 
perhaps the first appearance of a well-defined city center or 
downtown as the main focus of an urban center, both physically 
and culturally.

The agora developed into the largest and most signifi
cant of all Greek public structures (Fig. 62). It usually 
occupied a large area in the heart of the city and was origi
nally an open area at the intersection of the main streets. 
It had no defined shape or clear architectural identity. Its 
origin was purely political and civic but it incorporated 
commerce at a later stage [Martienssen, 1964]. In due time, 
other public buildings grew around it such as the meeting 
place of the city council, offices of individual magistrates, 
temples and altars, municipal water fountain houses, law
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courts, and covered walls [Ward-Perkins, 197 4]. Aristotle 
advocated the establishment of two separate agoras: one for 
commercial and the other exclusively for official purposes 
[Martienssen, 1964],. The agora maintained its prestige and 
influence in the urban planning of Greek cities for centuries.

b. Stoa. The need to protect the populace against 
rain and the summer sun was solved with the invention of the 
stoa. It was originally designed as a long rectangular 
extended portico, not only for walking but also for public 
meetings. At a later stage, the stoa developed into a 
commercial enterprise where many small shops were built at one 
side, allowing two separate walkways, one for customers and 
the other for meetings. Where the site called for a more 
complex arrangement, the stoa had several stories for shops 
and stores (Fig. 62). Stoas were a distinctive feature of 
Greek life. They were found in all areas of public gathering, 
in or a round the agora, the gymnasia, in sanctuaries, etc. 
Stoas were places for teaching, discussion, people-watching, 
and ceremonies [Martienssen, 1964]. The agora and stoa 
functioned well in the temperate, cool weather of the Greek 
mainland. However, in the Hellenized Near East, the agora and 
stoa went through major alterations in adapting to different 
cultures and climates. At Dura-Europos, as discussed later, 
the agora underwent fundamental changes in layout, style, and 
function. The stoa, on the other hand, was replaced with a 
colonnaded street to protect pedestrians from the sun.



172

Figure 62. Agora at Assos. —  (A) Floor plan; and 
(B) View.
(Source: Bacon, as cited in 
Ward-Perkins, 1974).



CHAPTER 7 

THE ROMAN PERIOD

. While the Greeks relied mainly on the establishment 
of numerous colonies to spread their culture to new lands, the 
Romans depended upon their military for conquest. Unlike the 
Greeks, who utilized a citizen-soldier system, the Romans 
established a full-time professional army. Through this 
strong army, Rome was able to conquer the civilized world of 
Europe, North Africa, and the ancient Near East. The Roman 
army defeated the Armenian king, who briefly held control over 
Seleucid Syria in 64 B.C., thus ending Greek control over the 
Near East.

The Romans had different aims from the Greeks in 
controlling their subjugated foreign lands. Their primary 
concern was not to force their culture and belief system on 
conquered foreign peoples, perhaps because the Romans did not 
excel in philosophy, science, arts or architecture to the same 
extent as the Greeks. However, the Romans strongly surpassed 
the Greeks in politics and organization. This was demon
strated by their ability to continue the conquest of many 
nations for over seven centuries.

The Romans concerned themselves to. the utmost with 
political security and civil obedience in their subjected

173
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lands through a strong military presence in every major urban 
center. Their main concern was to collect taxes as exten
sively as possible from conquered nations for the exclusive 
use of the central government in Rome. To increase collection 
of taxes and trade between lands, a large network of roads was 
built throughout the empire. The Romans built an elaborate 
road system in the Near East which facilitated political and 
military management. Unlike the Greeks, the Romans left 
existing Near Eastern cities and cultures alone and built few 
cities. Ancient Near East found very little to borrow from 
Roman culture [Hitte, 1956].

A. Political Analysis
The Near East did not enjoy the same autonomy under 

the Romans that they had under the Greeks. The Romans 
concentrated their efforts in keeping order and collecting 
taxes from Roman citizens as well as from the native Semitic 
population. The Near East was firmly controlled by the 
central government in Rome through Roman governors stationed 
at Antioch, the capital of the.Syrian province. These gov
ernors stayed in power for short periods without, salaries but 
grew quite wealthy by extracting excessive taxes and through 
other oppressive devices [Hitte, 1956]. Near Easterners had 
little involvement in the political institutions affecting 
their countries, thus preventing them from influencing the
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history of the ancient world as they had done previously for 
thousands of years.

The Romans had to face constant threats from native 
populations. They faced particular resistance from the 
powerful Nabataean empire at Petra. Palmyra, the richest and 
most magnificent city in the Near East, also constituted a 
serious challenge to Rome through its economic'and military 
power. Other Arab dynasties were allowed to remain but their 
authority was restricted to their original domains and they 
had to pay annual tribute to Rome [Hitte, 1956].

Romans proved to be extremely effective politically, 
administratively, judicially and militarily. After abolishing 
the republican system and constitutional government in Rome, 
a succession of military dictators took firm control of the 
empire for four hundred years.. Except for a few brief, 
intermittent periods of security and prosperity, the Roman 
empire was plagued With corruption, political chaos, social 
injustice, and general immorality. Numerous political 
assassinations and unstable emperors symbolized an age that 
was glutted with power, ostentatious wealth, extravagant 
pleasures,and a search for entertainment [Fletcher, 1975]. 
Power struggles in central and provisional governments, 
combined with widespread social corruption and immorality, 
were mainly responsible for the gradual disintegration and 
ultimate collapse of the vast empire. This situation paved
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the way for the emergence of a new force for change that swept 
throughout the Roman empire: the rise of Christianity.

B. Social Analysis
The Roman empire was characterized by an unprecedented 

multiplicity of religions, cultures, and races, Unlike the 
Greeks, the Romans were not preoccupied with Romanizing native 
populations. Various indigenous Near Eastern religions and 
cultures were rejuvenated and flourished in this period. The 
Romanizing process was primarily directed toward legal and 
governmental jurisdiction and architecture. However, cities 
throughout the Roman empire eventually began to share a 
similar architectural character.

People from different parts of the ancient world 
flocked to the Near East to seek economic and social opportu
nities. In spite of the multisocial composition of its popu
lace, the Near East began to reassert its Semitic character. 
In fact, all of the Near East gradually became fully Semitized 
during this period. Though Latin remained the official 
language of administration and Greek the cultural language, 
Aramaean persisted as the vernacular language of all Near 
Easterners [Hitte, 1956].

General aspects of life in the Roman Near East did not 
differ much from their earlier patterns. The Romans spent 
little or no money for education, health or charity [Hitte, 
1956] . Villages retained their patterns of ancient rites and
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customs. Above the peasantry, as always, stood a native 
aristocracy, owners of large land holdings or flocks of sheep. 
On the other hand, city residents were more Romanized in their 
activities and preoccupations than villagers and small town 
dwellers due to the presence of Roman social and economic 
institutions. Only a few native city dwellers were rich 
industrialists and government officials, the majority of the 
indigenous population being either poor or slaves. The Roman 
system, being based on slavery and aristocracy, lacked a 
strong middle class [Fletcher, 1975].

Climatic conditions and traditional attitudes toward 
life made for temperate social habits. A respect for author
ity and family loyalty never lost their hold on the people 
[Hitte, 1956]. City dwellers devoted themselves to sports, 
amusement and social functions. Recreational activities 
included wrestling, chariot races, musical competitions and 
theatrical performances. Dromedary racing and hunting were 
popular in cities bordering the desert [Hitte, 1956]. Perhaps 
the most popular recreational outlets were the gymnasium and 
hot baths.

The Roman religion had a fundamentally different point 
of view than the Greek, more strongly emphasizing politics 
and less of a social aspect. Sir Banister Fletcher argues 
that the Roman religion became incorporated into the state's 
constitution, and the worship of the gods was eventually kept
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up only as a matter, of state policy [ Fletcher, 1975] . In 
Imperial times, the emperor received divine honors.

The Roman government included a priest class as part 
of the state apparatus. The purpose of the state religion was 
more for the glorification, of the emperor than of traditional 
religious entities, and officialdom stamped its character even 
on temple architecture [Fletcher, 1975]. Religious feelings 
had a weaker hold on Romans than on the Greeks and did not 
enter into daily life to the same degree [Fletcher, 1975] . 
However, every house had an altar to the family gods; indeed, 
ancestor worship was a recognized aspect of religious rites.

C. Architectural Analysis
Rome had no original art of its own. "Romans were poor 

in artistic and philosophic fields, where Greeks were rich" 
[Fletcher, 1975],. Rome borrowed arts from conquered lands and 
modified them to suite its local conditions [Murray, 1917]. 
For example, Murray argues that .Roman architecture in the Near 
East was a mixture of Hellenistic Near East and Semitic Near 
East styles and was not an original contribution of Rome 
[Murray,. 1917] . The fact is that the Greeks were more intel
lectual and artistic than the Romans? indeed, the Greeks 
displayed an unusual tendency toward idealism and metaphysics. 
The Romans, on the other hand, were more practical and worldly 
in their thoughts and actions.



1. Concept
Even though the Romans were less contemplative and 

artistic than the Greeks, they excelled in other fields that 
have greatly influenced the development of architecture since 
then.

The Romans were a practical and well organized people. 
They demanded that buildings fulfill their function. This 
inclination gradually led to the emergence of astonishing 
engineering accomplishments for which the Romans have been 
known. In short, they developed long span structural systems 
based on the arch which increased horizontal span to an 
unprecedented scale. Their engineering skills also helped 
increase vertical span, spatially in the Pantheon and struc
turally in high-rise apartment buildings. One of the basic 
forces behind the development of Roman architecture was the 
utilitarian sense, which was clearly evident in various new 
building types such as amphitheaters, basilicas, aqueducts, 
thermae and bridges. Moreover, the practical Roman mind was 
preoccupied with •the economy of construction through the 
efficient use of materials. This led to the development of 
concrete as their primary building material [Fletcher, 1975].

Roman mythology was a basic force in the conceptual 
development of Roman architecture. Unlike Greek deities, 
Roman gods were conceived of as forces rather than as person
alities. The gods did not belong to particular locales. 
Rather than pursue ideal perfection, the Romans felt they
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should live in accordance with a divine plan [Norberg-Shulz, 
1978]. This meant that they should not be held back by a 
strong: religious belief system and should not be limited in 
their thoughts and activities in their own familiar world. 
This concept engendered a new belief system that has persisted 
ever since in which man has not only the right but the obli
gation to subdue nature and monopolize its resources. This 
belief necessitated a global outlook and preoccupation which 
required bringing the experience of the world into a human 
understanding. Physically, this was achieved through ab
stracting certain; natural phenomena and symbolizing them in 
physical realities. Some of these natural abstractions 
included the cardinal points, path, center, domain, etc.

The Romans brilliantly exploited architecture to the 
highest level to concretize these discovered meanings in phys
ical realities. Such concretism attempted to find analogies 
between nature and the man-made environment. The worldly, 
secular point of departure of Roman culture was the main force 
influencing architecture and urban planning throughout the 
empire. A city was perceived as a microcosm of the world, 
where the emphasis was on the concepts of the center, path 
and domain. The center of the city symbolized the world, and 
the path indicated a desire to conquer nature [Norberg-Shulz, 
1978] . The domain was a dynamic force where people congre
gated to. be energized to move along their path, either in 
their daily activities or in conquering other lands. Roman
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architect used the combination of the center, path, and domain 
as a hierarchical system in planning cities and designing 
buildings. This systematic approach helped create a unifor
mity not only in image but also in the process of design and 
construction. However, this did not inhibit strong diversity 
in style, building types and spatial manipulation.

Roman architect used extensive and varied combinations 
of interior spaces as well as active exterior spaces. Roman 
architecture was spatial in contrast to the plastic Greek 
architecture [Norberg-Shulz, 1978] . Roman buildings Rad grand 
interior spaces and complex groups of spaces that showed great 
variety in form. In general, Roman architect treated space 
as a substance to be shaped and articulated, making it active 
and no longer secondary to the surrounding plastic bodies 
[Norberg-Shulz, 1978]. Roman architecture, therefore, can be 
characterized as an internal style independent of a particular 
location. One reason for this property was the fundamental 
change in the use of classic orders. Where classic orders 
had been constituent elements during the. Hellenic and 
Hellenistic times, the Romans reduced them to surface decora
tion. Indeed, character was no longer the embodiment of 
individual places [Norberg-Shulz, 1978].

2. Planning
Roman city planning owed a great deal to Greek theore

tical and practical experience. The Romans followed the Greek
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model of urban planning with some modification. Like Greek 
town planning, the Romans depended heavily on two profession
als in' developing the basic outline of new cities, the agri- 
mensor and the augus. The agrimensor, or the surveyor, set 
the outside limits of the town and marked its four corners. 
In addition, he set the topographical slope and subdivided it 
into blocks. The augus, or priest, on the other hand, was 
responsible for the religious aspects of laying out the new 
city. He seated himself in the middle with his stick and 
defined two main, axes through the center, dividing space into 
four domains: left, right, before, and behind [Norberg-Shulz, 
1978].

The typical Roman town had a square or rectangular 
shape that was divided into four parts by two main streets 
intersecting at right angles, the primary cardo and the secon
dary decumanus [Norberg-Shulz, 1978]. The cardo, running from 
north to south, represented the axis of the world, and the 
decumanus represented the course of the sun from east to west 
[Norberg-Shulz, 1978]. These main streets led to the four 
gates in the city wall. In conclusion, the general layout of 
the city and its streets was the result of a basic belief 
system: a cultural and religious preoccupation with orienta
tion. In fact, cardinal points were the generators of town 
planning.

In the case study of Dura-Europos, it is difficult 
to identify specific applications of the Roman theories and
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practices described above. Dura was a Hellenistic creation 
which, during the Parthian occupation of the city, went 
through significant modifications which transformed Dura from 
a Hellenistic town to a Near Eastern city. The Romans did not 
care much for Dura beyond its military utility. Dura did not 
enjoy many Roman architectural embellishments, partly because 
it was located far from Rome and from other major Roman Near 
Eastern cities. However, the Romans did build a few baths, 
an amphitheater, a grand palace, and some palatial houses.
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CHAPTER 8

EARLY CHRISTIAN AND BYZANTINE

For thousands of years the Near .East, the cradle of 
many impressive secular civilizations, produced prophets who 
attempted to introduce a monotheistic belief system that was 
completely different from the area's widespread paganism. The 
prophet Jesus came to change the very fundamentals of his 
society only to face rejection and persecution from his own 
people as well as from the Romans. Early Syrian Christians 
took the new religion to Rome, the head and hearth of the 
empire, believing that by influencing the source of power, 
they could easily propagate the new religion throughout the 
world. They faced persecution and suffering at the hands of 
the Roman government for over three centuries.

During this period, the Roman empire was decaying and 
disintegrating rapidly in an unprecedented fashion. Govern
ment and its auxiliary institutions were plagued by political 
assassinations, corruption, unrest and atrocities. Roman 
■society in general experienced signs of self-destruction, 
immorality, injustice and other social ills. Needless to say, 
Roman society eventually exhibited an eagerness for radical 
change. Christianity provided a unique alternative with which 
to reshape society. Christianity aimed at fundamental reform
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in every aspect of life: the social, political, economic, 
spiritual and physical environment. The new religion directed 
its energy at the complete reconstruction of the individual 
and his interpretation of his environment. Where Rome domi
nated the material reality of its subjected peoples, Syrian 
Christians conquered their souls. They also introduced many 
Syrian cultural elements to Western Christianity [Hitte, 
1956].

As the Romanization process began to decline, the 
Easternization process accelerated, not only in Rome but 
throughout the empire. Rome could not cope with the funda
mentally new Syrian religious and economic influences. The 
need for a new culture and a new state was rapidly growing. 
Emperor Constantine declared Constantinople the new capital 
of the Roman empire in 330 A.D. then recognized Christianity 
as the official religion of this new empire [Hitte, 1956].

A. Political Analysis
The central Byzantine government at Constantinople 

was preoccupied, throughout its existence, with defending its 
territories against enemies. A constant struggle to survive 
negatively affected the Near East. The Near East was pre
vented from making its traditional contribution to the history 
of mankind. In fact, the Byzantines were more autocratic in 
their- rule and more oppressive in taxation than the Romans. 
They had little regard for the aspirations and feelings of the



186
natives. In addition, the Byzantines displayed less religious 
tolerance than their pagan predecessors [Hitte, 1956] .

This epoch witnessed an escalation of fighting between 
the East and the West, the battleground for these traditional 
feuds being the ancient Near East. The wars between Byzantium 
and Persia made Arab kingdoms allies to one side or the other 
and created buffer states along the northern borders of 
Arabia. Persia supported the Lakhmids of al-Hirah on the 
Euphrates whereas Byzantium backed the Ghassanids of Syria. 
Persia's Sassanid dynasty posed a constant' threat to the 
Syrian province; they set fire to Aleppo in 540 A.D. [Hitte, 
1956]. Persian attacks and earthquakes in northern Syria were 
disastrous and left permanent damage to its cities. Another 
Persian war in 562 A.D. swept throughout Syria with great 
destruction and loss of life, leaving many cities in complete 
ruin [Hitte, 1956].

Byzantine history is one of fluctuating and gradually 
declining fortunes. Constant wars against its enemies on the 
east, north and west led in the end to its destruction; "Decay 
from within facilitated defeat from without" [Fletcher, 1975] .

B. Architectural Analysis
After the third century A.D. the Roman empire under

went a total reconstruction of established belief systems. 
Christianity brought with it new ways . of thinking and, 
ultimately, new ways of interacting with the environment.
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However, preestablished philosophies and beliefs kept their 
hold on people and on the authorities. Old belief systems 
were given new interpretations in light of the new religion 
[ Fleming, 1980] . Architecturally, this ’’was manifested by 
adopting some of the new fundamental concepts such as the 
concept of center, path, and the schism.between treatment of 
interior space and exterior space.

Early Christian and Byzantine architecture took over 
the centrality of the Pantheon and longitudinality of the 
basilica [Norberg-Schulz, 1978]. Furthermore, the church 
exterior was intended to be a neutral envelope of continuous 
masonry walls which were intentionally manipulated to exude 
a crude, rough image. Perhaps this was intended to symbolize 
the harsh reality of temporal life. The church interior, on 
the other hand, strove to make believers forget about the 
world outside. The interior was intended to be. a spiritual 
spatial experience, rich and dynamic. These fundamental 
concepts helped unify Christian architecture for some time.
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CHAPTER 9 

CASE STUDIES

A. The City of Dura-Europos 
1. The Hellenistic Period

When Alexander marched east to conquer his relentless 
Persian enemies, he found sophisticated civilizations that 
were fully urbanized throughout the ancient Near East. To 
halt once and for all the continuous invasions and destruction 
inflicted upon Greece by the Persian empire, Alexander 
initiated a long-term plan to neutralize Near Eastern power 
through a rigorous policy of Hellenization. This policy had 
two basic strategies. One was to replace the long-established 
Near Eastern style of urban planning and architecture? in 
addition, there was to be a disregard of native cultures and 
way of life in favor of purely Greek belief systems. Second, 
Greco-Macedonian settlers were to persistently isolate them
selves from native elements. Fearful of being Semitized, they 
refused to mix with natives or be influenced by them in order 
to ensure Macedonian racial purity. Hellenizing the East 
proved difficult because the subjected nations' were proud of 
their own civilizations and resisted Hellenization < Macedo
nians therefore felt the need to import replicas of their 
native physical and social environments and implant them
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throughout the ancient world. Obvious questions which 
surfaces from this discussion might be:

1. Was the policy of Hellenizing the ancient Near East 
successful?

2. Did Greek architecture and urban planning succeed in 
achieving this policy?

This question not only calls for investigation of the influ
ence of Greek culture on the native populace, but most 
importantly, initiates a quest to understand the forces that 
shaped the ancient Near East. The following discussion 
attempts to address these important issues.

Alexander's successors in both Syria and Mesopotamia, 
the Seleucus, faithfully carried out his vision of a Hellen- 
ized Near East. New Greek towns were built near existing 
settlements and almost all the native cities were recolonized 
and transformed into purely Greek cities. Some of these 
cities--Antioch, Baalbek, Palmyra, Damascus, Aleppo, and Dura- 
Europos--played crucial roles in the region's history during 
the Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine periods (Fig. 63).

Dura was built on a rocky plateau along the western 
bank of the Euphrates river. This site was chosen for three 
primary reasons. First, it was located in a fertile alluvial 
region and thus had good agricultural potential. Second, the 
famous caravan route connecting the East and West passed 
through Dura. This location presented great possibilities for 
controlling crucial trade and communication lines. Third, the
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site was selected for its excellent defense potential. Essen
tially, Dura was a fortress city that was destined to play a 
crucial role in defending the Seleucid kingdom's eastern 
frontiers (Fig. 64).

Dura-Europos was founded around 300 B.C. Built upon 
an existing native settlement [Rostovtzeff, 1938], the area 
already contained many villages whose inhabitants practiced 
agriculture and raised livestock. Some of these lands were 
expropriated and distributed among the Greco-Macedonian 
settlers for the purpose of farming. These settlers did not 
live on the farms but had their own houses inside the town.

The city was laid out according to the Hippodamian 
style of urban planning, disregarding the site's topography 
and the area's special character (Fig. 65). The city plan 
clearly conveys monotony born out its naive simplicity and 
predictability. This plan exemplified the contemporary trend 
in city planning throughout the ancient, world, a trend toward 
systematic planning and mass production for the sake of 
economy and speed.

Hellenistic Dura had between 60-70 city blocks measur
ing 100'x200', separated from each other by nine longitudinal 
avenues and 12 transverse streets [Ward-Perkins, 1974] (Figs. 
66 and 67). All streets were 18 feet wide, except for Street 
4, Street 5, Street D, Street H and Main Street; these were 
the city's arteries. Main Street was the most important and 
widest street in town (about 36 feet). The width of other
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Figure 63. Map of the Hellenistic Near East: location 
of Dura-Europos and its trade routes. 
(Source: Perkins, 1973).
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Figure 64 Map of Dura-Europos.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 65 Air view of Dura from the south 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1938).
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Figure 66. The Hellenistic Dura, original layout, 
300 B.C.(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).

Citadel 0 Main city gate

0 Palace 0 Agora

0 Temple 0 City wall
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Figure 67. Dura, air view of the original 
Hellenistic layout.
(Source: Perkins, 1973).
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arteries was about 24 feet [Rostovtzeff, 1944]. These streets 
were significantly wider than their typical Near Eastern 
counterparts due to the basic layout of dwellings and quarters 
in the Hellenistic city, and also due to the peculiar land use 
and zoning of the Greek city (Fig. 68). Dura's city plan 
exhibits a rather strict centrality and heavy concentration 
of nonresidential functions. All commercial and other public 
facilities were concentrated in one large area at the city 
center--the agora. The agora's original planning allowed for 
a considerable area of about 8 city blocks. This ambitious 
plan was beyond their means, and only half of it was fully 
developed (Figs. 69 and 70).

One serious handicap of this zoning method was 
inconvenience in working and shopping. Unlike the typical 
Near Eastern city, a person could not possibly work near his 
house. In addition, he.could not send his child to get some 
bread, for instance, from a neighborhood store. Let us take 
an extreme case to explain this point, a dwelling located in 
block N5. The resident had to walk in an L-shaped or jagged 
path for an average of 1,600 feet to reach the agora, either 
to work or to shop. Needless, to say, shopping must have been 
stressful if done on foot (Fig. 71). Some residents used 
carriages or animals to carry their food and other purchases. 
This made wider streets necessary.

One important characteristic of Dura's Hellenistic 

plan stemmed from its well-organized method of growth. The
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Figure 68. Dura, traffic system and land use pattern. 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 69. Dura, the Hellenistic agora, as built.
The original plan allowed for an agora 
twice the size.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 70. Dura, air view of the Hellenistic agora. 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).



Figure 71. Dura, pedestrian path.
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city's nucleus was definitely the agora, symbolizing the 
secular point of departure for Durene society. The original 
settlers built their houses around the agora, and growth in 
subsequent periods followed in an outward fashion from the 
center to the outskirts of the city (Fig. 72). The first step 
in building Dura was the staking and construction of the city 
wall and towers [Perkins, 1973]. The second step involved 
staking, defining and legally documenting city blocks right 
from the beginning of the town's establishment. This frag
mented process may explain the lack of relationship between 
street layout and the city walls.

The original population consisted of a nucleus of 
Macedonians, some Greek civil settlers and some natives, all 
attracted by its growing prosperity [Rostovtzeff, 1938]. The 
Macedonians were the most prosperous segment of the population 
and formed the only ruling, class of the city. They also 
resisted any Semitization of their families, carrying out 
Alexander's and his successors' policy of all Near Eastern 
Greek cities remaining Hellenistic [Rostovtzeff, 1938] . 
Indeed, Dura remained purely Hellenistic for about 200 years, 
until it lost its political association with the Seleucid 
kingdom in Syria to the newly emerging power of the Parthians 
in Persia.

It was explained previously why ancient Near Eastern
styles, architectural methods and urban planning were suddenly
replaced by. Hellenistic styles. In addition, we saw how this
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imported style was implemented. It is interesting to observe 
what happened . to these new seeds that were planted in a 
foreign environment. How did the Hellenistic city respond to 
a land with its own established heritage of planning and 
architecture? Did Hellenization fundamentally change the 
ancient Near Easterner's belief system regarding architecture 
and urban planning? The remainder of the thesis will attempt 
to answer these questions.

2. The Parthian Period
After a long period of bitter struggle between the 

Seleuc.ids on the one hand and the Arsacids and Parthians on 
the other, Dura finally fell to the Parthian empire in 113 
B.C. However, this change of power was purely political and 
had little effect on the life and organization of the city 
and its people [Perkins, 1973]. The Macedonians and Greeks 
were left alone, their culture and institutions remaining 
unchanged. Dura's subjection to Parthia and its strong 
commercial association with Palmyra ushered in the most 
brilliant, peaceful and prosperous period of the city's 
history [Rostovtzeff, 1938].

Dura's character was drastically altered during this 
epoch. Its previous function and character as a fortress city 
gave way to its role as a strong and influential commercial 
center for the whole region. This sudden increase in wealth 
and security stimulated great building activity; in addition,
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both the human and physical environment of the city were 
fundamentally changed. The process of Easternization was 
underway.

Greek civilization throughout the ancient Near East 
was no more than a veneer. Beneath it, the long-established 
civilizations of the past acquired new force and began to grow 
stronger. There were Semitic forces which emerged as reac
tions against the East's intensive Hellenization of the Near 
East. These were new embodiments of the great civilizations 
of the past [Rostovtzeff, 1938]. This revival of the Eastern 
spirit began to emerge everywhere at the end of the first 
century B.C. Some aspects of this resurgence were strongly 
evident in religion, . social patterns., culture, art and 
architecture. What provoked this renaissance, or uprising? 
Why did the process of Hellenization fail to achieve its goals 
despite all the money and effort invested in this policy? 
These answers demand elaborate and lengthy research which is 
beyond the scope of this thesis. However, this author will 
briefly explore some of the key issues, such as the role of 
segregation, language, religion, indigenous resurgence, and 
infiltration.

The relentless segregation policy between Greco- 
Macedonians and the natives worked against the former; indeed, 
this policy molded the Greco-Macedonians into an alien 
population within their colonies for a long period of time. 
Inevitably, most native populations maintained their own
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cultures. Furthermore, the Greek language failed to replace 

the vernacular Aramaic. Greek, flourished only in Greek 

colonies and only as the language of administration, litera

ture and art. However, Aramaic persisted as the language of 

commerce and helped natives maintain continuity with their 

ancestral roots. Moreover, Semitic religions never lost their 

hold on the people. They continued to serve as the main 

native belief systems.

In addition, the Greco-Macedonians committed a 

seriousmiscalculation in Hellenizing the East because they 

concentrated their effort on cities and ignored the indigenous 

populations living in villages and small towns, especially the 

Bedouin. . The negative results of this policy error were 

perpetuated and intensified over a long period, only to 

eventually undo the process of Hellenization. Finally, the 

fast-growing un-Hellenized, indigenous population infiltrated 

Hellenized cities and in due course they demographically 

overwhelmed the Greco-Macedonian citizens.

Increased construction activities in the Parthian 
epoch were characterized by the increasingly diminished 
influence of Greek architecture. Dura was filled with 
Eastern, not Greek, buildings. Indeed, Hellenistic building 
methods and materials were no longer used [Perkins, 1973]. 
Dura was slowly changing from a Greco-Macedonian fortress to 
an Eastern vast commercial emporium. The only features of the 
city that remained unaltered from Hellenistic times were the
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Hippodamian layout and its fortifications (Fig. 73). In all 
other respects, the city was profoundly modified [Rostovtzeff, 
1938]. For instance, some of the Greek temples were replaced 
with Eastern temples; indeed, all the city's prominent and 
beautiful religious-buildings were Eastern temples dedicated 
to native gods.

After 50 B.C. no Greek buildings were erected in 
Dura. Temples, dwellings, public and commercial buildings 
were all of the Eastern variety. One good case in point is 
the complete modification of the Greek agora. The first signs 
of change within the city occurred in the agora. The neatness 
and regularity of Hellenistic shops were fundamentally 
changed; they were rebuilt, added to, changed in function, and 
so on. ‘ These alterations took place around the end of the 
second century B.C. [Perkins, 1973]. From that time on until 
the end of Dura's history, there was a progressive filling in 
of formerly open areas of the agora. Houses were connected 
to shops, attesting to the Eastern custom of the merchant 
living in the same location where he conducted his business. 
Buildings were crowded close together, and narrow winding 
lanes wove through the area [Perkins, 1973] (Figs. 74 and 75). 
The regular shape of Market Street, with its shops of various 
sizes, suggests a planned construction rather than gradual, 
spontaneous development [Rostovtzeff, 1938]. The Greek agora 
became an Eastern bazaar, or suq, resembling the character and 
function of those still existing in today's Middle East.
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Figure 74. Dura, Parthian agora (suq area).
(Sources Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 75. Dura, isometric of Parthian agora.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Dura's transformation was not the outcome of a delib

erate Arsacid policy nor did it correspond to any change 
in the Greek constitution (it remained the same), official 
religion, or Dura's social life. The head of the city was the 
"strategos," a member of the Macedonian aristocracy. The 
leading class of Dura continued to be the Macedonian aristoc
racy. If the aspect of the city was Easternized, this was 
hot due to any pressure or Orientalizing policy on the Par- 
thians' part, but was gradually initiated by its own citizens, 
by the Macedonian and Greek aristocracy [Rostovtzeff, 1938]. 
Orientalization of the city may have corresponded to similar 
and profound changes in the mentality and religion of its 
citizens.

3. The Roman Period
The ancient struggle between the West and East was 

incessant from the sixth century B.C. The long period of 
peace and prosperity (about three hundred years) began to fade 
in Dura-Europos when the Romans embarked on a new offensive 
against the Parthian empire. Dura witnessed many struggles 
and reverses between the Romans and Parthians, and later the 
Sassanians. The Romans finally besieged and conquered "Dura 
in A.D. 165 and came to stay. Dura was first a Seleucid 
fortress then a Parthian caravan city, and finally a Roman 
frontier military stronghold on the Euphrates (Fig. 76). The
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purely military character of the city proved to be the cause 
of its downfall.

Dura's Roman period was not a happy and prosperous one 
[Rostovtzeff, 1938]. The Romans had total disregard for 
native inhabitants and treated them as second class citizens. 
Their only concern was to preserve a strong military presence 
that would check the Sassanian empire. They literally turned 
their backs on real issues affecting the livelihood of the 
Durene people and their city. The Romans confiscated many 
private houses , foodstuffs animals , men, etc. [Rostovtzef f,- 
1938]. . Dura was merely a place to. feed and house Roman 
soldiers, who were the masters of the city.

The Romans lived a peculiar and segregated life from 
the rest of the population. They expropriated the northern 
part of t.he city as their permanent camp, an area one-fourth 
the actual size of Dura [Perkins, 1973]. A strong wall was 
built to separate the camp from the rest of the city (Figs. 77 
and 78). This obviously displaced a great number of families 
from their own homes, creating chaos in the physical and 
cultural fabric of the city.

This was a time of impoverishment and decay which was 
slowly killing the city. Dura suffered greatly from Roman 
confiscation of the northern section of town. One example is 
evident in the way private dwellings were organized at this 
time. The great houses of earlier times were now, as a rule, 
divided into small, humble, tenements where many people were
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FORTI FI CATI ONS
1. Citadel and its palace.
2. Main gate.
3. Subsidiary gate on the desert front.
4. South gate.
4a. Brick wall of the Roman M ilita ry  

Camp.

TEMPLES
5. Temple of Artemis-Nanaia.
6. Zeus Megistos.
7. Atargatis.
8. Azzanathcona.
9. Bel (?) NW. corner.

10. Zeus Kyrios.
11. Aphlad.
12. Gaddd.
13. Zeus Theos.
14. Adonis.
15. Tyche.
16. Military chapel.
17. Christian church.
18: Synagogue.

PUBLIC B U I L DI NGS
19. Acropohs Strategion.
20. Agora.
21. Sukhs.
22. Khan.
23. Baths.

MI LI TARY B U I L D I N G S
24. Praetorium.
25. House of a Higher Officer.
26. Palace of the dux.
27. Mithraeum.
28. Dolicheneum.
29. Amphitheatre.
30. Barracks.

PRI VATE HOUSES
31. House of Lysias.
32. House of the Scribes.

Figure 77. Dura, city plan in the Parthian and 
Roman periods.fsource! Rostovtzeff, 1938)•
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Figure 78. Isometric of Roman Dura 
(Source: Perkins, 1973)
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forced to live [Rbstovtzeff, 1938] . By the time of its final 
siege. Dura was crowded, with every available space filled in. 
Narrow streets usually remained inside the city walls to 
enhance access' to its defenses, but buildings encroached even 
upon this space and abutted the walls [Perkins, 1973]. All 
the city's blocks were completely occupied and built up. In 
later periods, streets became narrower because of building 
encroachment. For example, buildings on the north side of 
Main Street encroached onto the street about 9 to 12 feet 
[Rostovtzeff, 19 4 4]. This was perhaps due to relaxation of 
zoning regulations.

The bulk of Dura's population must have always been 
Aramaic-speaking peoples--the indigenous inhabitants of the 
region [Rostovtzeff, 1938]. They were still governed by a 
Greco-Macedonian aristocracy whose authority went unchallenged 
even during the Roman, period. Their absolute rule, however, 
began to crumble. After a long period of struggle between the 
Romans, and Persians, Dura fell to the new Sassanian empire 
around A.D. 256. The Sassanians did not destroy the city, but 
its life was ending. It was ultimately the self-perpetuating, 
internal decay process.and severe negligence by the Roman 
administration that caused Dura's slow death. Dura ultimately 
reverted to the desert [Rostovtzeff, 1938].

Before we analyze Dura's domestic architecture, it 
is. essential to trace the origin and development of Greek and
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Roman domestic architecture, because Dura was a purely Hellen

istic creation in its planning and architecture.

4. Greek and Roman Domestic Architecture
Greek architecture from the fifth century. B.C. onward 

witnessed a drastic departure from its old established 

practices. This new development sought order and standards 

in the planning and design of towns and houses. The Greeks 

applied their new system to their European, North African and 

Near Eastern colonies. Greek architecture had complete disre

gard for Near Eastern ideas and methods in both planning and 

design; these were entirely replaced by these new practices 

for a long period of time. Before discussing Dura's typical 

residential quarter, I will provide a brief historical account 

of development of Greek and Roman houses that should be help

ful in understanding the development of domestic architecture 

in the ancient Near East.

The archetypal Greek house was the megaron, which the 
Greeks borrowed from the Anatolians as late as the third 
millennium B.C. [Fletcher, 1975]. The megaron was a free
standing structure with a rectangular room adjoined by an 
entrance porch (Fig. 79). From the fifth century B.C. on, 
this indigenous megaron, or hall-type house, was gradually 
replaced in urban areas by the peristyle house type, a Greek 
adaptation of the Near Eastern urban courtyard house 
[Schoenauer, 1981b]. One important reason for this drastic
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change in domestic architecture had to do with increasing 

urbanization. The more efficient use of urban lands and 

natural resources proved crucial for the survival of Greek 

cities and towns on the mainland. The courtyard house type 

solved the urgent need for greater density and, ultimately, 

the need for controlled growth within the city.

Initially Greek residential quarters resembled those, 
of ancient Near Eastern cities such as Ur, with a maze-like 
street pattern and a myriad of narrow alleys that resulted 
from agglutinative organic growth. Even Hellenic Athens, 
devastated by the Persians in 480 B.C., chose to restore its 
former organic urban patterns [Schoenauer, 1981b] (Fig. 80).

On the other hand, after its destruction by the 
Persians in 494 B.C., Miletus rejected the old organic pattern 
and rebuilt the city with a gridiron street pattern designed 
by Hippodamus (Fig. 81). This decision to abandon the old 
city plan might have been imposed by Miletus' political and 
professional authorities for two main reasons. First, Athens' 
image helped the case in favor of an orthogonal scheme. 
Residential quarters in Athens were quite unhygienic? indeed, 
Greek urban dwellers paid little attention to public health.
A mistaken notion at the time was that Athens' numerous 
plagues were caused by the basic nature of the city's layout. 
Schoenauer argued that "The assumption that narrow, crooked 
and dark streets are synonymous with unsanitary conditions is 
not necessarily tenable" [Schoenauer, 1981b], Second, due to
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Figure 80. Athens in the 5th century B.C.
(Source: Whittick, as cited in 
Schoenauer, 1981) .



Fiqure 81. Miletus in the 5th century B.C. 
(Source: Ausqrabunqen, as cited in 
Ward-Perkins, 1974). 

220 



221
the total destruction of Miletus and the. rugged nature of its 

site, the gridiron scheme proved very practical, economical, 

and most of all, convenient. For one thing, buildable urban 

land was limited; therefore, it was critical to maximize land 

use through high density and maximum control over lot size. 

Further, there was an urgent need to rebuild the city as 

quickly as possible to house the homeless. Consequently, 

political authorities were convinced that the orthogonal plan 

would expedite the reconstruction process and would impose 

strict limits and control over private building activities and 

future growth.

The Greek peristyle house retained its basic charac

teristics in both situations; that is, in the organic layout 

of Athens and in the preconceived plan of Miletus, regardless 

of radical differences in urban settings. However, the 

configuration of the typical house and its relationship with 

surrounding houses had to change from one setting to another 

due to the nature of the city plan. . Even though the shift 

from organic planning to preconceived planning allowed the 

courtyard, house to continue as the only model for domestic 

architecture in all the Greek cities, the basic character of 

old residential quarters underwent fundamental alteration. 

Indeed, residential quarters lost their essence and meaning 

within the new style of neighborhood planning. The new grid

iron plan did not help create a strong sense of neighborhood
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or community due to the stress on circulation over other 
important factors.

a. The Greek Peristyle House. The typical Greek house 
was at first modest in scope and materials. Rooms were organ
ized a round a small courtyard., the principal apartments being 
on the north side facing the winter sun with others on the 
east and west. Two-story houses were quite common (Fig. 82).

In Asia Minor, the lonians long retained the megaron 
as the basic element in their dwellings, as shown in House 
No. 33 at Prie'ne (Fig. 83). This type of dwelling, measuring 
about 57 feet x 98 feet, was usually found in a block of four 
apartments. The megaron and its columned porch, facing south 
onto the inner courtyard, gave access to two other rooms 
arranged along one side. All four rooms had a height of 20 
feet [Fletcher, 1975].

.The Dorian Greeks, on the other hand, developed the 
'Pastas 1 house, the pastas being a long, shallow room crossing 
the dwelling from side to side and partly open on the south 
toward the courtyard, while also serving as access to the main 
inner rooms on the north [Fletcher, 1975] (Fig. 84). The 
courtyard was fully colonnaded, with a water cistern centrally 
below it, its north side lighting the pastas. It had a stair
case leading to bedrooms on the second floor opening from a 
gallery. Other houses were much less formal and less sym
metrical. In old parts of the city, dwellings were irregular
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Figure 82. Athens, two attached houses.
(Source: Kriesis, as cited in Schoenauer, 1981).
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(a ) PLAN I F

(g ) EXTERIOR
Figure 83. Prien, House No. 33 —  (A) Floor plan; 

and (B) Isometric.
(Source: Fletcher, 1975)•
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Figure 84. Delos, House of Colline.
plan; and (B) Section. 
(Source: Fletcher, 1975).

(A) Floor
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and crowded, and were still more varied in design than in 

regularly planned towns.

The Greek peristyle house developed in response to the 

high density of the urban environment. It was situated in 

large city blocks and was adjoined by neighboring houses. 

The central space of this dwelling was the peristyle, a court

yard surrounded on several Sides by colonnades which, in turn, 

gave access to the adjacent rooms (Fig. 85). The number of 

rooms and size of the house varied according to the occupants' 

wealth. However, Greek dwellings were generally unpretentious 

when viewed from the street. The concept of the courtyard 

made window openings unnecessary in external walls; therefore 

street elevations were both modest and of simple design 

[Schoenauer, 1981b]. The courtyard was an indispensable 

feature of most Hellenic urban dwellings, serving as a source 

of light and air for surrounding rooms and enabling residents 

to . carry on many household activities in the open while 

maintaining privacy. A common feature of the Greek courtyard 

was an altar dedicated to Zeus Herkeios, the god of the 

courtyard. Greek houses were generally a single-storied 

structure, but on occasion, larger houses had two stories with 

a two-tier colonnade in the courtyard, similar to Ur houses 

nearly two millennia earlier [Schoenauer, 1981b]. Dwellings 

were built of mud, brick or stone, with floors of hand-packed 

earth or mosaics. Entrance to the house was either directly

l
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* f f * * s * * 7 j r * 4 * £ * r Y M f s f r s * f 7 f f * * * w d 7 r i f / f s s s / d S f f 7 * ‘

Figure 85. Olynthos, Hellenistic house.
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from the street to the courtyard, or by short, direct access 
through a corridor (Fig. 86).

The "house of the many colors" in Olynthos, dated 
between the 5th and 4th century B .C., exemplified the Greek 
peristyle house and its internal organization (Fig. 87). It 
reflected the internal structure of the Greek family, especi
ally the role and social position of the women, who seldom 
went out. In addition, it reflected the Greek desire to 
protect one's private life [Schoenauer, 1981b]. This dwelling 
had four zones arranged along two axes in the direction of its 
cardinal points. The northern section was reserved for 
nighttime activities while the southern part was used predom
inantly in the daytime. The north-sOuth division of the house 
was purely functional, and its east-west organization was 
basically social and symbolized certain Greek cultural belief 
systems. The eastern section was the men's domain, used for 
entertaining and banquets. The western part was the. women's 
domain, in which all daily household activities were conducted 
in, seclusion from the public domain.

In his sixth book on architecture, Vitruvius described 
the classical Hellenic house. His version of the prototypical 
peristyle dwelling had two courtyards [Schoenauer, 1981b] 
(Fig. 88). The part of the house close to the main entrance 
was predominantly designated for men and for guests. Women 
and children had exclusive use of the more secluded section 
of the house in the back. Vitruvius' model has not been yet
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Figure 86. Athens, Hellenistic house.(Source: Lavas, as cited in
Shoenauer, 1981)•
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Figure 87. Olynthos, the House of "Many Colors".
(A) Floor plan; and(B) Functional analysis.
(Source: Lavas, as cited in 
Schoenauer, 1981)•
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Figure 88. Plan of Vitruvius1 Greek House.(Source: Vitruvius, as cited in Beches, as
cited in Schoenauer, 1981).
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verified by archaeological evidence but it was possible, 
Schoenauer argues, that two adjacent houses were joined to 
form one house as illustrated earlier in the case of Ur (see 
Fig. 38) [Schoenauer, 1981b]. This practice of acquiring 
neighboring houses for expansion has long been common in the 
Islamic world.

The typical Greek residential quarter was far less 

interesting than the peristyle house. Figures 89 and 90 show 
a city block consisting of two sets of five dwellings, each 

covering an area roughly 60 feet square. The length of the 

block was about 300 feet and overall . width was 120 feet. 

These two sets were separated by a narrow lane, perhaps used 

for drainage. Streets were about 16 feet wide, ran in an 

east-west direction, and led to wider avenues with north-south 

orientation [Schoenauer, 1981b]. It is worth noting that even 

though streets and avenues looked alike, the layout of houses 

varied considerably. However, all dwellings had a pillared 

portico which faced south and opened into a courtyard.

The city of Delos typified another model of Greek 

neighborhood (Fig. 91). The gridiron street network was 

modified for reasons that are unclear. Dwellings in this 

cluster were relatively small and simple. Only one house had 

a staircase that indicated a two-story dwelling. These houses 

differed in size and layout: "here, too, the juxtaposition 

of very small and large houses implies that there was no 

separation according to income" [Schoenauer, 1981b]. This



typical residential block (See Figure 90)

Figure 89. Olynthos, typical residential blocks.
(Source: Robinson, as cited in Ward- 
Perkins, 1974).
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Figure 90. Olynthos, typical neighborhood block.
(Source: Robinson, as cited in Hiorns, as
cited in Schoenauer, 1981)•
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Figure 91. Delos, residential area. 
(Source: Lavas, as cited in 
Schoenauer, 1981). 
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residential area indicates a rare successful attempt to human

ize the monotonous layout, of the typical Hippodamian city 

plan.

b. The Roman Atrium House. Roman domestic architec
ture displayed more variety in dwelling types and styles than 
the Greek. Three house types existed: (1) the private house, 
(2) the villa, and (3) the multi-story tenement. The typical 
Roman house evolved from the Etruscan dwelling form, which was 
characterized by an axial plan with a central hall and open 
skylight [Schoenauer, 1981b].

The typical Etruscan urban house consisted of the 

following elements: an entryway leading to an atrium, open 

courtyard, and at the opposite end of the entrance, the 

reception room. Behind this room was a small garden, arranged 

along the axial sequence, starting from the entrance through 

the atrium space and reception room, ending in the small 

garden (Fig. 93).
As a result of the Hellenistic influence of the second 

century B.C., the typical Roman urban dwelling became a compo

site of the Etruscan atrium house and Greek peristyle house, 

with its Eastern heritage [Schoenauer, 1981b]. Consequently, 

the typical urban dwelling that emerged during the late Roman 

period had two rectangular interior garden courts, the smaller 

called the atrium and the larger the peristyle. Sometimes it 

had a third outdoor space--a small rear garden. The atrium



237
formed the more public portion of the house and beyond it was 
the peristyle section--the private or family quarters.

Roman houses appeared surprisingly small and remark

ably similar when viewed from the street. Facades were rather 

simple, with few openings. Most• windows opened onto the 

courtyard. The Roman house was usually a one-story building.i
In contrast to its exterior simplicity, the interior was 
splendid. Floors were made of patterned mosaic or marble, 
walls were decorated with frescos, and ceiling timbers were 
often gilded. The entryway was adorned with statues of 
deities lit by candles. In addition to the family altar 
in the atrium, the two courtyards were lavishly adorned 
by fountains, statues, vases and other embellishments 
[Schoenauer, 1981b]. Residential quarters in sixteen blocks 
of Pompeii show great disparity in dwelling sizes, ranging 
from the palatial, such as the House of Pansa (No. 8), 
occupying an entire city block, to a tiny house whose total 
area was equal to the courtyard of the larger houses (Figs. 
92 and 94). This suggests that in the typical. Roman city 
there was a mix of different income groups in a given 
residential quarter such as in a typical Near Eastern city. 
Some other characteristics in this neighborhood block that 
resemble those of Eastern cities include the fact that housing 
plots within city blocks were less orderly than the street 
layout itself. Moreover, the tendency to combine the work
place with the residence was common in some Roman cities. In
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Figure 93. Pompeii, Houses No. 2, 3 and 4; see 
Figure 92.
(Source: Eschebach, as cited in 
Schoenauer, 1981)•
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Figure 94. Pompeii, Pansa House, No. 8, see 
Figure 92.(Source: Fletcher, 1975).
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addition, some residential quarters had their own neighborhood 
shops, such as in the city of Ur.

5. Characteristics of Residential 
Quarters at Dura-Europos

As only one-third of Dura was excavated, it is diffi
cult to reconstruct a comprehensive image of the city's socio
physical environment. However, available data derived 
primarily from archeological discoveries can provide a general 
picture of Dura's domestic architecture. The analysis of 
Europos and its architecture also applies to most Hellenistic 
cities in the Near East. If some differences exist, these 
could be of style and locality rather than of substance or 
content.

a. The Neighborhood.
i . Concept

The typical Greek neighborhood not only symbolized 
certain Greek philosophies regarding man's interaction with 
his environment but also shaped the Greek belief system in 
physical terms. Democracy was among certain basic forces that 
shaped the ancient Greek residential quarter. Democracy was 
the main pillar of Greek society. All .citizens of any given 
city willingly and * actively participated in their town's 
affairs. As a reward, all citizens had the equal opportunity 
of owning a home and securing a job. Theoretically, all city
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blocks were divided into equal plots on which inhabitants 
could build their homes (Figs. 89 and 90).

However, this practice gradually changed when the 
city-state political system ended due to the Macedonian con
quest ; then the disparity between dwellings dramatically 
increased. In certain areas of Hellenistic towns, one can 
find a whole block taken up by a single family. Nevertheless, 
democracy dictated equal-size houses and equal-sized city 
blocks, or equal sized neighborhoods (Fig. 77).

The second force that shaped the Greek neighborhood 
was the Greek fascination with the human body. They person
alized deities into human form. This led to an increasing 
emphasis on individuality over community; the individual was 
the measure of all things. This clearly manifested itself in 
orderly, divided dwellings and neighborhood within a city. 
Every house had ample exposure to a street. No dwelling was 
hidden somewhere in a dark alley. The individual house had 
a more important position in the community than the neighbor
hood.

The third force involved Plato's ideas on beauty and 
order. The typical Greek city, neighborhood, and dwelling had 
to express a pure sense of order, each in its own domain. 
Here order was expressed in the regularity of the street 
pattern, position of neighborhoods, and their relationship to 
each other. Greeks sought order in their environment and to 
set limits on objects within that environment. This was the
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inevitable result of stressing individuality; indeed, indi

viduality meant an object well defined in space and time. 

Consequently, neighborhoods had to have certain limits on 

their physical positioning within the city. A residential 

quarter was not allowed to grow in any direction beyond its 

original size. Furthermore, Greeks essentially sought order 

in order to have control over their neighborhoods and over the 

city itself. Having control over the city and its inhabitants 

proved to be a crucial factor in maintaining the distinguished 

lifestyles of the ancient Greeks.

The fourth force that influenced the development of 

Greek residential quarters was more . a matter of practical 

convenience. Ongoing Greco-Persian wars had left many Greek 

cities in utter ruin, and a fast and economical mechanism was 

desperately needed to rebuild those cities and house war 

refugees. In addition, Greek colonists sought methods to 

expedite the erection of new colonies and to speed up the 

Hellenization process of the ancient world. The solution was 

the orthogonal model of urban planning. This was universally 

adopted because it called for a preplanned scheme that would 

ultimately save time and money in planning and construction. 

This practical need produced residential quarters of the same 

size, same shape, and same character, in which the sense of 

neighborhood was sacrificed to save time and money. Indeed, 

the typical Greek neighborhood symbolized systems planning, 

which required the same modular unit to be repeated everywhere
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in the city and everywhere else in other regions. The Greek 
neighborhood was the victim of standardized architecture.

The last force that shaped the typical Greek neigh
borhood was the strong sense of functionality. Residential 
quarters had to respond to purely practical convenience for 
residents, the general public, and city officials. Easy, 
quick traffic and circulation of people,, wagons, animals and 
goods was of the utmost concern to city officials. Planners 
concentrated their attention on street layout and neglected 
the spaces between streets. The Greek neighborhood was a 
manifestation of purely utilitarian architecture.

The Durene neighborhood typified the Greek residential 
quarter in both substance and style. Indeed, it remained that 
way for about two hundred years. Around the end of the second 
century B.C., Dura witnessed a gradual change in architecture 
by turning away from its Greek forms and Greek methods. 
Simultaneously, old native traditions emerged more strongly, 
particularly the Mesopotamian, both culturally and architec
turally. Dura's Hellenistic plan did not change much in 
general street layout. However, the size and shape of some 
streets went through some alterations (Fig. 95).

Changes within the Durene neighborhood were limited 
due to the persistent presence of the gridiron layout. Never
theless, these changes were strong enough to indicate their 
obvious Near Eastern origins. Streets, for instance, showed 
a tendency to deviate from their straight alignment so that
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Figure 95. Dura, a typical neighborhood (Block L7).
—  (A) Floor plan; and (B) Air view, 
see Figure 77.
(Source: Bellinger, 1956).



Figure 96 • Dura, air view of neighborhood Block L7 
looking toward the southern corner; see 
Figure 95.
(Source: Belliger, 1956).
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the width of a street might vary from one block to another; 
it might even vary within the same block. In addition, some 
alterations changed the form and character of some streets, 
individual dwellings being recessed or projected into them, 
giving these avenues an organic character. Moreover, the 
regular shape and similar sizes of the original Hellenistic 
dwellings gave way to Near Eastern houses of irregular shape 
and varied size. Finally, Dura's Easternization process 
dramatically transformed the three-dimensional quality of the 
Durene neighborhood from gabled and tiled roofs to flat roofs 
of alternating heights (Figs. 95 and 96).

ii. Planning

As stated earlier, the Hellenistic neighborhood en

joyed little precise planning as it was the outcome of street 

layout. Indeed, residential quarters were left alone, to be 

dealt with later; but the plan did not allow them to grow or 

to change. The traffic system did not have a meaningful 

hierarchy. The basic idea was to have thoroughfare streets 

for use by all people, carts and animals, whether for private 

or public use. Moreover, the Hellenistic neighborhood had to 

conform to strict zoning and land use regulations. The 

neighborhood was intended to be purely residential, with no 

commercial activities. Consequently, every neighborhood had 

to rely on. the central market--the agora--for work, shopping, 

and entertainment.
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The' Durene neighborhood . faithfully followed the 
Hellenistic model. However, it underwent a few changes such 
as combining the workplace with the residence in some 
neighborhoods (Fig. 97). Furthermore, some neighborhoods 
housed temples, churches and synagogues between dwellings. 
Here we can see striking difference between Greek temples and 
Durene temples. Whereas the former stood individually and 
conspicuously in the open, the latter were hidden in enclosed 
residential quarters. This practice was typical of ancient 
Near Eastern cities and has persisted to the present.

ill. Context
The layout of the Near Eastern Hellenistic neighbor

hood proved unresponsive to its context. This was due to 
three general factors inherent in the basic structure of the 
neighborhood: ineffective solar orientation, negative 
response to winds, and unresponsive traffic system. First, 
the neighborhood's orientation did not respond positively to 
the. path of the sun, either in the summer or winter. The 
north-south alignment deviated to the northwestern-southeas
tern direction about 30° (Fig. 98). Coupled with the mistake 
of aligning the long side of the neighborhood block with the 
north-south direction, sun exposure "was meaningless and 
ineffective. Due to the deviation from the north-south axis 
of the block, houses were arranged toward the east-west axis. 
In winter the eastern exposure to the winter sun proved 
ineffective because the sun almost ran parallel with the
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Figure 98. Dura, sun behavior on a typical
neighborhood.
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direction of the eastern side of the block in the morning. 
However, the western exposure was more effective due to the 
almost perpendicular alignment of the sun against the western 
side of the block. Southern exposure to the winter sun was 
most desirable, but it. was not utilized effectively due to 
the orientation and shape of the neighborhood. The optimum 
shape for maximum utilization of the winter sun could have 
been rectangular, with its long side running east-west 
(Fig. 99).

Exposure to the summer sun was entirely undesirable 
in the Near East, especially in Dura. Ancient native archi
tects effectively minimized building exposure to the summer 
sun through both sound planning and environmental orientation. 
The Hellenistic neighborhood was designed as if -it were a 
free-standing Greek temple, left exposed to the sun from all 
directions. The long side of the typical Durene neighborhood 
was entirely oriented to the eastern summer sun. In addition, 
both the northern and western sides of the neighborhood were 
subjected to the severe assault of the summer heat (Fig. 98). 
The miserable effects of the summer sun were not limited to 
the facades of the residential block but also extended to the 
streets. The average height of the typical dwelling roughly 
equaled the width of the narrowest street: 18 feet. Con
sequently, the majority of the street surface was exposed to 
direct sun during the hot season, as opposed to protection 
through shading provided by higher walls and narrower streets
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Figure 99. Dura, effective solar orientation of the
neighborhood.
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(Fig. 100). This generated two serious problems: it made 
walking or animal riding uncomfortable and unpleasant; in 
addition, it generated excessive heat gain in the street, 
which not only increased the temperature inside the street but 
also infiltrated adjacent dwellings, raising their inside 
temperatures. Another negative effect of the Hellenistic 
neighborhood's orientation was that, because of the unbroken 
alignment of the city's straight streets, the entire street 
facade and street surface were exposed to sun most of the day. 
This exerted severe environmental and psychological hardships 
on residents and pedestrians. For further discussion on this 
topic, refer to Chapter 4, City of Ur. Further, the continual 
solar exposure of the straight street generated unpleasant 
glare due to sun intensity and the continuous straight align
ment of streets.

The second negative impact of the layout of the 

Hellenistic neighborhood in Dura's context was the lack of 

attention to the negative effects of the wind. This problem 

arose from two main aspects of the circulation system: ortho

gonal planning, and street size. Throughout history, winds 

posed serious problems for Dura's inhabitants and those of 

other Near Eastern settlements. Winter winds, coming from 

the cold and snowy regions of the north, drove temperatures 

far below average winter temperature. Summer winds, on the 

other hand, inflicted more serious hardships than winter winds 

because they carried sand in addition to extremely hot air.
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Figure 100. Solar impact on the Hellenistic 
neighborhood.
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The inherent character of the orthogonal scheme was not condu
cive to alleviating hardships brought by these winds due to 
the continuous alignment of the street. These straight roads 
did not break wind direction or velocity. Rather , the Hellen
istic layout allowed winds to penetrate the entire city, from 
one end of a street to the other , without ef fective resistance 
(Fig. 101). Road width further aggravated the wind's impact. 
The Hellenistic streets in Dura and in other Near Eastern 
cities were wider than were environmentally necessary: the 
narrowest street was 18 feet, and some arteries were between 
27 and 42 feet [Rostovtzeff, 1944]. These excessive widths 
did not decrease the volume and force of undesirable winds.

Later, in the Easternization process, some roads 
became narrower due to building encroachment. For instance, 
the average width of Main Street narrowed to about 26 feet 
instead of its original 42 feet [Rostovtzeff, 1944]. One 
might argue that wide, straight streets may increase moderat
ing winds and enhance natural ventilation. This is true in 
less hostile environments where the general effects of the 
wind are desirable. However, Dura's winds were less positive, 
calling for greater protection. Further, other issues should 
influence the shape and size of streets beyond the effects of 
wind. These are the effects of the sun, glare, pedestrian 
convenience, sense of space, and sense of community.

The third negative impact caused by the Hellenistic 
neighborhood layout related to the traffic system, which
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Figure 101. Dura, wind behavior in the neighborhood.
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produced some serious disturbances. In the orthogonal 
planning scheme, all city streets were designed as thorough
fares , from one end' of the city to the other. This concept 
accommodated traffic and simplified communication within the 
city. However, it created too much dust and air drafts within 
the neighborhood and its dwellings. Further, the constant 
movement of people and carts on both sides of the street 
created noise. The neighborhood was actually exposed to noise 
along all four sides. Exposure to dust and noise from all 
directions must have created a feeling of stress and confine
ment. The dedication of all the streets to public usage 
denied or inhibited private use of these streets by its 
residents. On one hand, neighborhood streets were denied a 
private, cozy character for their inhabitants. On the other 
hand, these streets lacked a sense of security and safety, for 
children to play on or for adults to gather. Indeed, this 
traffic system made private dwellings vulnerable to both 
vandalism and burglary. Finally, the inherent public nature 
of Dura's Hellenistic traffic system did very little to create 
a positive response to the context between individual 
neighborhoods. The excessive width of streets coupled with 
the lack of privacy and safety made social interaction and 
communication between residents across any street difficult 
and unpleasant.
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iv. Visual Quality
The extremely rigid regularity of Durene city blocks 

inhibited individual residential quarters from developing 
their own special character. They lacked a strong sense of 
neighborhood and meaningful sense of community due both to 
uniformity of design and standardization in planning. The 
preconceived and mechanical Hippodamian planning style pro
duced negative side effects to the neighborhood's visual 
quality, which suffered from monotony and a lack of person
ality. Dullness materialized physically and perceptually 
because the Hellenistic city overemphasized the role of 
traffic and neglected other important social, cultural, and 
psychological concerns. Further, neighborhoods were deprived 
of vistas, nodes and landmarks which could have enriched the 
cultural and physical environment. Again, the traffic system 
was to blame for streets following a continuous alignment 
without a break or change in the pedestrian's vision. In 
addition, the sole circulatory functionality of the streets 
made it unnecessary to create landmarks, and also made it 
difficult to create those visual effects within the 
neighborhood.

Exteriors of the Hellenistic neighborhood subsequently 
lost some of their original character and adopted the native 
Near Eastern style. For instance, tiled gabled roofs were 
replaced with flat parapets. In addition, some dwellings had 
a pavilion-like structure on top of the roofs that tended ‘to
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break up the facade profile. Moreover, fenestration treatment 
was drastically altered to adapt to Durene cultural and 
environmental conditions. Windows were placed high near the 
ceiling for privacy. Their sizes were greatly reduced to
minimize infiltration of. heat, sunlight, noise and dust (Figs.

: » .96 and 102). Further, entry doors did.not open directly onto 
the courtyard; they opened into bent vestibules. The overall 
image of the solid-void treatment of facades heavily favored 
the solid.

On the positive side, the typical Hellenistic Durene 
neighborhood responded positively to human scale and propor
tion in building height as well.as in facade details. Most 
doors had well-detailed and well-emphasized entrances that 
helped soften the solid, continuous facades.

b. The Dwelling.
i. Concept

Planning and design of the Hellenistic house responded 
to certain important factors such as concern for privacy, 
access to.nature through the courtyard, the basic Greek demand 
for order and beauty, and other factors including the need for 
inward organization of the dwelling. In addition, there was 
a critical desire to separate males from females by means of 
separate quarters. As part of the heritage of the Hellenistic 
house was Eastern, the forces that influenced development of 
the Greek house were similar to those influencing the Near 
Eastern courtyard dwelling.
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Figure 102. Dura, a typical house plan.
(Source: Perkins, 1973).
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However, there existed a few differences between the 

Hellenistic house and the Durene dwelling. Where the former 
had direct entrance from the street to the courtyard, the 
latter had the typical Eastern crooked entrance hall to 
further ensure privacy and protection. Moreover, the Hellen
istic peristyle courtyard was used as a garden and contained 
a fountain whereas the Durene courtyard accommodated many 
outdoor activities such as washing clothes, preparing and pro
cessing food, and cooking. These activities were done indoors 
in Greek houses, with separate rooms set aside for them.

ii. Planning
No Hellenistic peristyle house has yet been found in 

Dura. All preserved dwellings have dated from the Parthian 
period [Rostovtzeff, 193 8]. It seems that the Greek house 
could not long survive in the Near East, at least in 
substance. The Durene house moved away from the Greek model 
toward the Eastern courtyard house type. For a more detailed 
discussion of planning aspects of the Greek house type, refer 
to the previous analysis under the Greek Peristyle House. We 
will continue to describe the Durene house and analyze its 
components in order to trace its development.

All houses excavated in Dura had a single basic plan, 
modified according to the available space, needs, and means 
of their owners. Usually there was a single entrance that 
opened into a small vestibule or corridor, from which a right- 
angle turn led into an open courtyard--the nucleus of the
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house (Fig. 102). The courtyard was surrounded by rooms, some 
of them provided with built-in benches. The largest room in 
the house was the "diwan," the reception room. Incidentally, 
the old houses of today's Aleppo have a large reception room 
called the "iwan," which evolved from the "diwan" of the 
Durene house. The diwan was normally located, if space 
permitted, on the south side of the courtyard. Otherwise, 
room arrangement was rather haphazard. Especially secluded 
chambers or suites were presumably used as women's quarters 
[Perkins, 1973]. Sanitary needs were met by a cesspool 
located in the center of the courtyard, although occasionally 
there were secluded toilets in other parts of the dwelling. 
Close to the entrance hall was a stairway, usually located 
inside the court leading to the roof, which was often used at 
night in the summertime and during the day in winter, 
Pavilion-like buildings were sometimes erected on this roof.

It is curious to note that there was no evidence of 
an indoor kitchen or work rooms to prepare and process food. 
In fact, much of the cooking and food preparation was done 
outside in the courtyard. In one corner of the courtyard was 
a kitchen consisting of a built-in oven and a fireplace. The 
kitchen was normally located under the staircase for protec
tion from the elements. Sometimes there were stables inside 
the courtyard. Houses in the suq quarter (the old agora) 
included shops and workrooms as well as living quarters.
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Even though all Durene dwellings were typical court
yard houses, they varied considerably in size, architectural 
detail and distribution of rooms. Some were small and modest? 
others were of medium size, well built and carefully main
tained. Some were palatial-type dwellings which were large 
and impressive, such as the Lysias palace (Fig. 77). This 
structure occupied an entire city block and contained two 
courtyards, one for men and their guests and the other for 
women and their guests. This palace had modern lavatories and 
bathrooms [Rostovtzeff , 1938].

To further understand Durene domestic architecture, 
a typical dwelling and its common features will be described 
in general terms. This will be followed by a short descrip
tion of several, examples, pointing out their possible 
deviations from the prototype (Fig. 103)

Despite variations in Durene domestic architecture, 
some common features persisted in most of them. All Durene 
houses had a courtyard where many daily household activities 
took place, such as cooking. A cesspool opening was located 
in the middle of the courtyard, covered with a square, pierced 
gypsum lid. Some courtyards had a stable enclosure for horses 
or donkeys. All dwellings had flat roofs. Access to the roof 
was provided by an open or enclosed staircase located inside 
the court. Some courtyards had an interior porch with a 
column in the middle? this acted as an open entrance hall.
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Figure 103.
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Dura, plan of the Parthian agora/suq. 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944) .
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In addition, the porch provided a shaded area for outdoor 
activities during the hot season.

Most dwellings included an enclosed vestibule to 
ensure maximum privacy. The transition from street to 
vestibule involved stepping down a flight of steps. It is not 
clear if this vertical transition occurred intentionally to 
symbolize departure and arrival or if it occurred due to dirt 
accumulation in the street that perhaps raised its elevation.

It was customary to locate a few water coolers, large 
clay jars, in shaded areas of the courtyard. It is interest
ing to note that the staircase served more than a circulatory 
need; the area provided a protected area for cooking. All 
Durene dwellings had at least one diwan, which was used as a 
reception area for guests and for family entertainment. Diwan 
seating was provided by a continuous built-in bench set 
against the walls. Some diwans had a fireplace and small 
shrine. Most of the house was paved with rammed earth, 
a. House K, Block G3

This seven-room house was located off Street H , one 
of Dura's major arteries (Figs. 104, 105 and 106). On the 
left of the entrance to the stairs was a doorway leading to 
the. space beneath the stairs, which was perhaps used as a 
storeroom. This house had two diwans, K3 and K8, one which 
may have been used as a formal reception room for guests and 
the other as a family room. The double doorway from the
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courtyard to diwan K8 had a stone step before it and a stone 
threshold.
b. House M, Block G3

The stair unit for this house was completely secluded 
from the court in a separate area, room M5, with its own 
doorway (Figs. 104 and 106). Beneath the stair at the left 
side was a low plaster platform with an inset basalt grinding 
stone; in the opposite corner was a plaster cooler near an 
opening to. allow breezes to cool drinking water in a jar. 
This method of cooling water was a Near Eastern tradition that 
has persisted until the present; this particular corner can 
be called mashrabeya —  "a place to have a drink". In many 
Islamic cities, this concept evolved into a physical identity 
of its own during latter Islamic periods. The mashrabeya 
took the shape of an outside window where a clay jar would be 
placed on the window sill to be cooled by outside breezes.

Room K6 had a built-in table set against the east 
wall, and in the northwest corner was an oval terra cotta tub 
set in a plaster frame [Rostovtzeff, 194 4] . The room 
contained a large jar, perhaps for storing food. It is 
interesting to note that this room had direct access to both 
houses K and M. This may indicate that the two dwellings were 
combined into one structure for the same family. This process 
of growth by accretion was a peculiar ancient Near Eastern 
practice that allowed room for physical expansion of the
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Figure 104 Dura, floor plan of House K and M,G3 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 105. Dura, section A-A, House K,G3; see 
Figure 100.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).

Figure 106. Dura, section B-B, House K and M,G3; see 
Figure 100
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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dwelling. This was similar to other cases in the city of Ur, 
over two thousand years earlier.
c. House B, Block G3

Unlike the previous houses, this dwelling's staircase 
was entirely exposed as a free-standing structure within the 
courtyard B2 (Figs. 107 and 108). The stair served another 
important•function besides its circulatory use; below it were 
two terra cotta ovens. Three vaulted spaces at the staircase 
along the west side helped provide shade from the western sun 
while cooking. House B had two separate courtyards: the one
nearest the entrance was reserved for public use; and the 
second, courtyard B7, located at the back, served as private 
family quarters. While courtyard B2 was completely open, B7 
had a covered porch on its northern side.
d. House A, Block Gl

This large dwelling had twenty-four rooms including 
two separate courtyards. The entrance vestibule, A25, was 
elaborate to ensure maximum privacy and protection from the 
alley (Figs. 109 and 110). Both street entrance and courtyard 
doorway had double doors. An arch divided the L-shaped 
vestibule into two parts, both of which had brick pavement 
[Rostovtzeff, 1944]. Courtyard A10 was entirely devoid of 
porch and stairs and was paved with brick. Staircase A43 was 
set against the northern outside wall and was completely 
enclosed, with a double door entrance from the court. Another 
doorway to the left led to a small room beneath the stairs.
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Street 4

.Figure 107. Dura, floor plan of House B,G3.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 108 Dura, section A-A, House B,G3; see 
Figure 106.(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Figure 109. Dura, floor plan of house A,G1.(Source; Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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KUAmouwi a-7-40

Figure 110. Dura, isometric of House A,G1. -- From 
the northern side.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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The staircase had a landing which opened into the alley 
through an opening that could be closed by a heavy bar. This 
was perhaps to facilitate unloading of heavy goods from carts 
or pack animals [Rostovtzeff, 1944].

There was no evidence of outdoor cooking facilities 
in the courtyard, it is probable that room A28 served as an 
indoor kitchen. This' room led to room A36, which could have 
been used as a work area to prepare, process and store food. 
A36 had a staircase which perhaps led to a low loft over this 
room. This is the first time we have encountered an inside 
mezzanine in a domestic building. It is difficult to trace 
its origin; however, this practice still exists in some parts 
of the Islamic world. Another peculiarity pertaining to this 
house was an enclosed stable, A14. The doorway from the court 
was fitted with double doors [Rostovtzeff, 1944] .
e. House B, Block G1

This dwelling was located on a busy corner, with an 
alley to the north and marketplace to the west (Figs. 111). 
To create a buffer against outside noise and dirt for the 
courtyard and living areas, rooms for daily household activi
ties and circulation were located on the north and west sides 
of the house. Unlike other Durene houses, where the cesspool 
was placed near the center of the courtyard, this dwelling's 
cesspool was indoors, beneath the staircase in room B30. 
There was a separate toilet facility in an enclosed area,
room BIOS.
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Alley 63

Figure 111 Dura, floor plan of House B,G1 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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f . House C, Block G5
This house was typical of the small, modest Durene 

dwelling type (Fig. 112). It lacked a secluded entry hall; 
however, entrance was protected by a covered porch situated 
against the courtyard's eastern wall. This dwelling had a 
shop opening into a major street and a cellar beneath the shop 
[Rostovtzeff, 1944].
g. House H, Block G7

There were two interesting architectural treatments 
in this dwelling that illustrate the architect's creativity 
and attention to detail (Fig. 113). Originally access to room 
H5 was provided through a door from room H6. However, the 
owner decided to close this door and sought separate access 
from the courtyard Hi. An interesting doorway was carved out 
from the tight corner. The second case involved providing 
natural light to room H7,the covered porch in the courtyard 
having blocked the entry of sunlight. This was solved by 
providing direct access to sunlight through seven small arched 
clerestory windows, set high, near the ceiling.
h. House D, Block G6

The entrance was located off the largest street in 
town. Main Street (Fig. 114). To create a buffer against 
outside noise and dust, the vestibule and storerooms were 
placed against the south side of the house bordering Main 
Street while its sleeping quarters were in the northern 
section of the house, to increase privacy and protection.
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Figure 112. Dura, floor plan of House C,G5. 
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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Dura, House H,G7. —  (A) Floor plan? 
and (B) Section A-A.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).

Figure 113
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Figure 114. Dura, floor plan of House D,G6.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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iii. Context
The typical Greek peristyle house did not entirely 

respond to the context of Dura-Europos so some modification 
proved necessary. These changes occurred during the process 
of Orientalizatioh. For example, the peristyle was rejected, 
and replaced with a small covered porch. Further, the gabled 
Greek roof was changed to a flat one, for two important 
purposes. First, the gabled roof drained rainwater into the 
street, not only creating serious flooding but denying the 
private use of rainwater to dwelling inhabitants. The 
traditional Near Eastern flat roof proved to be the solution 
against floods, directing rain water to inside storage in 
private wells. Second, it was an established tradition to use 
roof terraces of private houses for certain uses such as for 
sleeping in the hot season, processing and preparation of 
food, clothes drying, entertainment, and extending one's 
exterior space while maintaining privacy. As cooking and its 
ancillary activities took place in the courtyard, there was 
no need for an indoor kitchen. Finally, a response to clima
tic conditions was exhibited by reducing the amount and size 
of fenestration, either outside in street facades, or inside 
in courtyard facades (Figs.. 96 and. 102).

iv. Visual Quality
The typical courtyard house had an unpretentious 

character when viewed from the outside; however, the inside 
was richer and more elaborate. The scale and proportion; of
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the courtyard and its rooms helped humanize the spatial 
experience of the house. Human scale and proportion helped 
create an image and soothing character and alleviated the 
experience of boring or tedious street images to some extent. 
Attention to detail was manifested in most dwellings. Windows 
were framed with stucco or marble to emphasize an opening into 
a wall. Doorways were explicitly celebrated through an 
elaborate combination of a step, threshold, projected jambs, 
and projected head, all of stone (Fig. 115). Moreover, it was 
common for Durene house to have niches inside walls, to be 
used for books, tools, decorative elements, a lamp, or a 
statue of a deity. Religious, sculptures were common in Durene 
dwellings for religious as well as decorative purposes. Some 
rooms also had large alcoves in walls, to be used as exposed 
closets, perhaps to exhibit precious family belongings,. 
decorations or as storage. These recessions were as much 
functional as decorative (Fig. 116).

Finally, painting in private, houses played a crucial 
role in symbolizing certain belief systems and to heighten 
the spatial experience of the dwelling. As in other centers 
of the ancient world, Durene art was primarily devoted to the 
service, of religioun. Many private dwellings had inscriptions 
of a religious character scratched or painted on the wall 
[Rostovtzeff, 1938]. The worship of many deities was accom
panied by a belief in astrology and magic. Horoscopes were 
frequently scratched on walls; magic figures and texts were
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as common as horoscopes in houses. However, secular paintings 
did exist in some homes. Many dwellings had painted walls, 
some being solid washes of color and others showing design 
elements. Rooms were sometimes ornamented with molded plaster 
cornices [Perkins, 1973]. Ceilings in many dwellings were 
coffered and painted with bright colors [ Rostovtzeff, 1938].
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Figure 115. Dura, section of a house.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).

Figure 116. Details of cupboards.
(Source: Rostovtzeff, 1944).
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B. The City of Aleppo
1. The Pre-Hellenistic Period

Sauvaget dated the foundation of Aleppo at 1806 B.C.; 
however, some archaeological discoveries at Ur, Mari and Ebla 
indicate a much earlier date of 2,500 B.C. [Jiha, 1977]. In 
the third millennium B.C., Aleppo was the capital of Yamhad, 
Syria's dominant kingdom (Fig. 117). To make possible such 
power over vast territories, Aleppo must have been developed 
for a long time previously; therefore, Aleppo obviously dates 
long before 2500 B.C. This means that Aleppo, along with 
Damascus, are the world's oldest continuously inhabited 
cities— over four thousand years.

Sauvaget argued that the first prehistoric rural 
community in Aleppo inhabited the hill of Tell Halab along the 
eastern bank of the small river Quaick [Sauvaget, 1941] (Fig. 
118). However, some recent archaeological evidence indicates 
that Aleppo's original inhabitants dwelt in caves located 
south of the town, adjacent to the southwestern corner of the 
Old City of Aleppo in what is now known as the al-Magayir 
quarter. When caves were replaced by man-made dwellings, the 
ancient Aleppians established their first community in Tell 
Al-Sowda, near the western side of the caves. At a later 
stage, the village moved to what is now known as the Al-Aqabah 
quarter at Tell Halab. Therefore, Tell Halab was the third 
site of early human settlement and not the first, as assumed 
by Sauvaget.
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Figure 117. Aleppo, location map.(Source: Bermant and Weitzman, 1979)
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Figure 118. Aleppo, prehistoric development of the 
first human settlement.
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Aleppo and its contemporary neighbor Ebla, enjoyed 

immense military, political and economic power, which enabled 

both to build large and sophisticated metropolises. Aleppo's 

economy depended heavily bn industry, commerce and trade, and 

it could not possibly have achieved power and influence with

out these important activities. ' It follows that the city's 

economy could not possibly have flourished without a well- 

organized city with adequate structures to accommodate it and 

to facilitate the production and sale of various products. 

It follows that Aleppo must have had numerous factories, 

workshops, storage buildings, stores, and large markets. Raw 

materials were brought in from surrounding villages to be 

worked and traded in the city. Further, Aleppo was a trading 

center for the entire region of northern Syria and many 

traders brought products to the city to be sold or exchanged 

for local products. In addition, Aleppo was a trading center 

for international markets. Commercial caravans traveling 

throughout the Near East stopped at Aleppo to buy, trade, or 

rest. Khans and restaurants provided sleeping and eating 

accommodations for out-of-town merchants and travelers. A 

capital with such an influential regional and international 

role must have been a busy, major metropolis. Aleppo must 

have had a typical ancient Near Eastern urban planning scheme 

where high density and natural planning were the basic tools 

of city building. Aleppo could not have been very different
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in its layout and character from other ancient Near East 
cities such as Ur and Ebla.

Sauvaget argued that Aleppo was a rural settlement 
when it was captured by the Macedonians. He also believed 
that the origin of modern Aleppo was the Seleucid colony 
called Beroia, which the Macedonians built between 301 and 281 
B.C. [Sauvaget, 1941]. These two hypotheses can be questioned 
on the basis of history and induction. It is true that much 
of Aleppo's history before Islam is guesswork; however, even 
in such circumstances one can use reasoning and logic in 
interpreting historical information. The hypothesis of 
Aleppo's peasant origins did not derive from any archeological 
discoveries or written texts, but rather, it was built upon 
either misunderstanding or misinterpreting the city's history. 
The only possible way for Aleppo to become a rural settlement 
after being the capital of a strong kingdom could have been 
the total destruction of everything in the city.

Aleppo faced, as did many other ancient Near Eastern 
cities, a continuous history of destruction and rejuvenation 
due to its strategic location and its power. It refused to 
relinquish its life and rose from the ashes every time it was 
destroyed. Only a handful of ancient Near Eastern cities such 
as Aleppo and Damascus have survived this endless process of 
annihilation. Aleppo managed to survive owing to its crucial 
location as a corridor for international communication and 
trading; its site proved to be too convenient to abandon.
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Aleppo had a continuous supply of water from the river and a 
large spring-fed reservoir. Climatic conditions were 
favorable for the urban lifestyle; in fact, Aleppo's weather 
offered a welcome change from harsh conditions in desert. 
Further, Aleppo had an easily defended natural mound that 
played a crucial role in the survival of the ancient city. 
One decisive factor that helped Aleppo's struggle to recover 
from its devastations was the abundance Of building materials 
such as limestone and brick. The combination of all these 
factors was responsible for Aleppo's continuous existence.

The ancient cities of the Near East, after being 
destroyed, either completely vanished or persisted and rebuilt 
themselves but none turned into a rural settlement. It would 
have been physically and economically impossible to clear the 
city of its ruins and transform it back into agricultural 
land. On the other hand, one can transform a peasant into an 
urbanite through the process of assimilation and adaption; 
however, it would be extremely difficult to transform an 
urbanite into a peasant for the following reasons. First, the 
urban dweller would lose the comforts and conveniences of the 
city and its amenities and would have to endure the physical 
hardships of farming the land. Second, he would lose his 
socio-economic status which he strived so hard for so long to 
achieve. He would have to work much harder and earn much less 
money being a farmer; in addition, losing one's social status, 
prestige and influence within the urban society would have
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been terrifying. Third, the urbanite would have to do without, 
the safety and security provided by the city walls and its 
citadel, -in case of war, raids, or local crime. Finally, 
mankind progressed and advanced from peasantry to urbanite, 
which increased man's intellect and creativity; therefore, 
going backward would be psychologically disturbing. There are 
a few examples to prove the hypothesis that a highly 
sophisticated metropolis cannot be transformed into a rural 
settlement; for instance, Ur was deserted by its entire 
population after its destruction by Babylon. Further, Babylon 
itself was completely abandoned by its inhabitants after the 
Macedonians destroyed it. Neither of these two cities 
regressed into rural settlements. In conclusion, Aleppo would 
not have transformed itself from a major city into a rural 
settlement, as Sauvaget believed; indeed, it was still a 
metropolis at the time of its conquest by the Macedonians. 
Consequently, Aleppo's origin was not as the Hellenistic city 
but as an ancient Near Eastern town.

It is interesting to note that almost none of the new 
cities and towns built by the Greeks and Romans have survived 
till today; in fact, most of them were abandoned after the 
collapse of the Roman empire or during Byzantine occupation 
of the Near East. Why did cities such as Dura-Europos, 
Baalbek and Palmyra fail to survive even though they were 
well-ordered, beautiful and prosperous? Some historians' 
suggest that these towns might have lost their importance as
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military garrisons or trade centers, or they were simply 
eradicated by their enemies. These justifications may have 
some validity and may, indeed, have influenced the fate of 
these cities. But a sounder hypothesis is that most Near 
Eastern Hellenistic cities failed to survive because they were 
foreign objects transplanted into a local environment without 
much consideration as to the native culture or climate. These 
cities could not have survived for very long without importing 
enough Greco-Macedonians from Greece to settle them. It is 
true that some of the affluent natives were Hellenized and 
became Greek citizens, but the majority maintained their Near 
Eastern belief systems. Once the Greeks and Romans lost their 
regional political and military power, these foreign cities 
were unable to sustain the basic needs of the natives; 
therefore, they moved to other, more secure native towns or 
built new cities that appealed to them and respecteded their 
physical and.cultural environment.

2. The Greek Period
Figure 119 shows what Aleppo might have looked like 

when it fell to the Macedonians. It was pointed out earlier 
that Tell al-Aqabah was the city's third site. The natural 
mound, on the east was the focal point of the new city and 
provided protection in case of severe floods, raids or wars. 
It was also the main religious precinct, which not only housed 
temples and statues of local deities but also provided an
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Figure 119. Aleppo before the Macedonian conquest.



unusual character and substance of its own. Ultimately, the 
obvious direction for growth would have been the area con
necting Tell a1-Aqabah and the mound (Fig. 119). It was on 
this exact area that the new Hellenistic town was built. The 
Macedonian army destroyed many native cities in its conquest 
of the region, and more destruction occurred when the process 
of Hellehization was initiated. To build a new society with 
completely different ideas, it was crucial to alter the old 
society, including demolishing the city itself. Much of Near 
Eastern Aleppo was leveled and its native inhabitants 
relocated to the suburbs to keep the new city and its. Greco- 
Macedonian residents pure and isolated from the possible 
influences of native culture.

The new town was laid out according to the Hippo da mi an 

system that was typical; of all Hellenistic cities. It was 

oriented toward the cardinal points and enclosed an area of 

about 62 acres. Old city walls were reinforced, and the 

ancient Aramaean citadel went through major reconstruction and 

fortification. Hellenistic Aleppo's orthogonal layout was 

very simple but strict; however, it did not respond positively 

to the hilly character of the site; it was, rather, imposed 

on the topography of the land (Fig. 120).
The plan had a major artery running from the west, 

near the Antioch Gate, to the east, leading to the Acropolis. 
The rest of the streets were smaller than the main avenue. 
Streets oriented east-west measured about 26,2 feet wide, and
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Figure 120. Aleppo, the first Hellenistic town. 
(Source: Sauvaget, 1941)•
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north-south streets measured roughly 19.7 feet in width; city 
blocks measured 147.6 feet by 393.6 feet [Sauvaget, 1941]. 
The orientation of city blocks along the north-south axis 
exposed the longitudinal side to the eastern and western sun; 
indeed, this situation created some hardships on inhabitants 
due to heat gain and the glare of intense sunlight in the hot 
season. Further, the generous street width meant that little 
shadow would be cast On building" facades or on the streets 
themselves, which made social gathering or even walking in 
hot weather unpleasant.

As in other Greek towns, Aleppo's public life was 
based on the concept of centralization and concentration of 
all commercial, social, religious and governmental, activities, 
which often brought city residents together; indeed, this 
concept was a clear architectural manifestation of the Greek 
belief system regarding citizenship and democracy. The agora 
was used for religious ceremonies, political meetings, open 
markets, entertainment and other social activities. Public 
buildings of different types surrounded the agora, such as 
government, municipal, legislative, educational, commercial, 
industrial and religious. A great Greek temple was erected 
on the agora's west side. Both the agora and the acropolis 
dominated the city's skyline. The acropolis symbolized safety 
■ and security by offering protection to inhabitants from raids 
and war, both physically and psychologically. The acropolis 
housed the governor's palace and other government offices; in
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addition, another Greek temple was erected there to emphasize 

the citadel's combined political and religious character.

3. The Roman Period
The Greek occupation of Aleppo continued until Pompey 

ended the Seleucid empire and incorporated Syria into the 
Roman empire in 64 B.C. Even though the Greeks lost their 
kingdom, they never lost their political, economic or cultural 
power in the internal affairs of their Hellenistic towns. In 
the beginning, the Roman occupation of Aleppo inflicted exces
sive hardship on the inhabitantsthis was a period of tyranny 
and oppression [Roussi, 1986]. The situation improved at a 
later stage, and Aleppo resumed its influential role once 
again. It enjoyed a new period of peace and prosperity, 
resulting in the expansion of the size of the Hellenistic town 
due to new construction activities. New market buildings were, 
added and the agora was expanded [Sauvaget, 1941].

Commercial streets of Near East Hellenistic cities 
were fundamentally modified in the Roman period. Due to the 
continuous process of the Easternization of Hellenistic 
cities, a colonnaded street was introduced to the agora and 
surrounding commercial streets. According to Bosanquet, this 
idea had its origin in Antioch and Alexandria owing.to cli
matic conditions that demanded more protection than the stoa 
could provide [Bosanquet, cited in Martiehssen, 1964]. This 
new architectural system was not just purely functional; its



aesthetic value was. of equal importance. It humanized the 

scale and space of the dull Hellenistic street; indeed, the 

commercial street became more dynamic by adding a three- 

dimensional quality to its original static form.

4. The Byzantine Period
After the partition of the Roman empire, Aleppo was 

to be occupied for the next three hundred years by the Byzan

tine empire. This epoch witnessed a dramatic escalation of 

tension between the West and East, of the same magnitude of 

the earlier Greek-Persian wars. Persia's Sassanid dynasty 

posed.a constant threat to the Byzantines. In their massive 

attacks against the Syrian province, the Sassanians set fire 

to Aleppo and inflicted heavy destruction on the city and its 

structures in 540 and 562 A.D . ' The combination of wars and 
earthquakes set Aleppo into serious regression and stagnation 

from which it did not recover until 637, when the Byzantine 

rule of the city ended to open a new era: the Islamic period 

[Hitte, 1956].
Christianity spread to Aleppo in the first century, 

where it established a stronghold. During the Byzantine 
period, Aleppo become an influential Christian center both 
religiously and intellectually; it had its own large bishop's 
seat [Roussi, 1986]. A large cathedral and bishop's palace 
were erected on the same.site as a demolished Greek temple; 
in addition, two more churches were built on the outskirts of
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the city [Edelby, 1977]. The citadel continued as the 
political and military center of the town? two more churches 
were added there to serve government employees and soldiers 
[Jiha, 1976]„

In the beginning of this period, Aleppo's center was 
extensively enlarged, corresponding to its increasing commer
cial activity and prosperity. The city grew dramatically and 
new quarters were built, mainly on the north and south 
[Roussi, 1986] (Fig. 121). A new suburb grew outside the city 
walls at the southwest corner, called el-Hader. This area was 
inhabited by Bedouin, perhaps due to a feeling of alienation 
among natives living inside the city. This separate settle
ment might have been the point of convergence for regional 
and international caravans [Sauvaget, 1941].

Aleppo was composed mainly of three separate communi
ties: Jewish, Christian, and Bedouin [Sauvaget, 1941]. The 
city's ethnic and religious division symbolized the socioecon
omic status of these communities, where Christians enjoyed the 
highest prestige and the Bedouin the least.

The agora maintained its presence in the city because 
its original concept of centralization and concentration 
served the.new religious belief system as well. The concen
tration of public, commercial and government structures around 
the agora and the main cathedral symbolized the belief in one 
god and the church's duty to guide, bind, and influence 
people's daily life. This feeling of new emerging power cast
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a strong religious character upon the city. The cathedral 

dominated the skyline, as the Greek temple did before.

Aleppo's Hellenistic character began to lose its grip 
on city development in the Byzantine period. New residential 
quarters did not conform to the strict layout of the old city. 
Instead, they followed the Near Eastern style of natural urban 
planning. Newer encroachments within the Hellenistic town 
began to alter its basic street layout. Sauvaget argued that 
such encroachments and lack of a fixed plan to guide Aleppo's 
new growth was due primarily to relaxation of strict Roman 
municipal laws [Sauvaget, 1941].
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CHAPTER 10 

SUMMARY

The Middle East has twice witnessed a major trans
formation and total reconstruction of its cultural and 
physical environment'. The first occurred during Greek and 
Roman colonization (roughly 333 B.C. to 640 A.D.), and the 
second was during the massive modern European colonization of 
the Arab world that has taken place over the last two 
centuries. While the earlier stages of these recent dramatic 
changes were imposed directly through the colonization poli
cies of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the most 
sweeping changes have been carried out during the independence 
movements of this century. Even though the latest waves of 
physical and social reconstruction throughout the Middle East 
have been initiated primarily by local authorities, the very 
existence and structure of such policies have been indirectly 
imposed or greatly influenced by Western belief systems. .

The reorganization of Middle Eastern societies has 
affected all aspects of life, from religion and culture, 
social organization and family structure, economics and 
politics, to planning and architecture. Some of these changes 
have been positive to a certain degree; however, some have 
been equally negative and even destructive.
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. Modern architecture and planning, for example, have

introduced desirable changes into the cultural and physical
- J

environments. However, these changes have engendered serious 

problems and negatively altered some aspects of the socio

cultural and anthropo-religious makeup of Middle Eastern 

societies„

Historically, Middle Eastern societies have exhibited 

a bold inclination toward change and progress. The rise of 

numerous ancient Near Eastern civilizations and their ever

lasting positive imprint on mankind's history illustrate this 

progressive tendency. Pre-Westernization changes in the 

cultural and physical environment had been more successful

and meaningful than those of modern times because of two
)

crucial factors. First, these changes had occurred over a

long period of time, spanning centuries and even longer, so

that new ideas could be absorbed slowly and peacefully and

passed on to new generations. Second, because these new ideas

had been initiated and developed from within, they respected

native belief systems and also responded to the local environ
s'

ment so that change and progress could emerge as a reflection 

of established convictions and understandings. Consequently, 

these changes had become constituent elements in Near Eastern 

belief systems over a long period of time.

On the other hand, radical changes which aim at 

complete and immediate alteration of the basic structure of 

society tend to generate stress and damage to people and their



environment, especially if the elements of change are imported 
from completely different cultures, such as in the case of the 
Hellenization of the ancient Near East and the Westernization 
of the modern Middle East.

Imposed changes may flourish through political and 
military decrees, but they rarely become constituent elements 
in the native belief system. In fact, imposed changes tend 
to fade away once these powers lose their influence ? for 
instance, the policy of Hellenizing the Near East failed after 
about two hundred years of intense transformation and restruc
turing of native environments.

The analogy between classic Hellenization and current 
Westernization of the Middle East is striking. Both movements 
resulted initially from military conquest then developed into 
political policies which were carried out by colonizing admi
nistrations. The third aspect shared by classic Hellenization 
and current Westernization involves training local populations 
to carry out colonial policies once natives began to partici
pate in their own affairs. This ensured the continuing influ
ence of colonizing powers. In both instances, foreign 
policies strove to replace long-established values and beliefs 
peculiar to the Middle East with entirely new Western counter
parts.

The consequences of both Hellenistic and contemporary 
colonial policies Were not very different from each other. 
Both engendered numerous reactionary movements within the
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native populace, calling, for reassertion of local belief 
systems and stronger adherence to an Eastern way of life.

The issue of change and transformation is understand
ably complicated. It is not the task of this thesis to 
analyze the Hellenization and Westernization movements in 
their entirety, but rather to assess their effects on one 
particular element: urban planning and domestic architecture.

The effects of the Westernization of the modern Middle 
East can be seen clearly in the physical environment in both 
its urban planning and architecture. In all fairness, some 
of these effects have been positive and enriching to the 
socio-physical environment. However, many people feel that 
the negatives have outweighed the positives. Again, an 
exhaustive analysis of these effects demands more time than 
this thesis permits. Two areas have therefore been selected 
to serve as examples: city planning and domestic architec
ture.

The Middle East had long established its own peculiar 
methodology and style in both urban planning and architecture. 
These evolved over thousands of years. The Middle Eastern 
city had developed slowly over a long period of time to 
achieve harmony with its environment while fulfilling the 
physical, socio-cultural, and anthropo-religious needs of its 
inhabitants. The old Middle Eastern city had proven to be the 
most effective solution to the particular urban lifestyle that 
developed in that region; it has effectively supported man's
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interaction with his environment. However, its development 
was interrupted twice in history, resulting in its collapse.

In their relentless quest to eradicate ancient Near 
Eastern urban planning traditions, the Greek's destroyed the 
ancient cities and built new Greek colonies which embodied 
typical Greek orthogonal planning without consideration of 
local traditions and environments. Similarly, modern Western 
colonization aimed at destroying the old urban fabric by 
either demolishing or neglecting the old cities and towns.

New suburbs and cities have been designed and built 
in strict compliance with Western urban planning models, which 
are marked by. orthogonal layouts as well as by huge boulevards 
and high-rise buildings. All major traditional Middle Eastern 
cities share a juxtaposition of the old city and modern town 
living side by side--in conflict.

■

In many cases, old towns have been intentionally pre
vented from growing and developing to accommodate new changes 
in lifestyle. This policy of neglect was intended to isolate 
the old town for two purposes: either to conserve it whole 
as a living museum (such as the old city of Fez in Morocco) 
or to let it disintegrate slowly for easy demolition without 
strong political opposition.

Many Middle Easterners associate the words "old" and 
"tradition" with backwardness and ignorance. The bid city has 
also been perceived by many as a symbol of the very national
istic weakness which facilitated Western colonization of their



countries. The old city stands as a reminder of the huge 
disparity between Easterners and Westerners in terms of 
technology and economy; indeed, many have called for the 
eradication of old towns to erase unpleasant reminders of 
colonization.

The modern colonization era caused unprecedented 
upheaval within established Middle Eastern institutions, 
whether religious, cultural, social, economic, or political. 
It was a time of confusion and despair within these sectors. 
During periods of independence, some writers and elite 
consistently attacked old belief systems and called for their 
replacement with entirely new ideas and social structures-- 
which would be imported from the West. This attitude has 
generated a stampede to import entire Western institutions, 
both in ideas and lifestyle.

Architecturally, this has resulted in a major trans
formation of the physical environment through implementation 
of various Western styles without filtering them through the 
native culture. Western-style suburbs have been built 
adjacent to old towns without a meaningful architectural 
transition. Further, the traditional Middle Eastern courtyard 
dwelling type has been largely abandoned, to be replaced with 
Western dwelling types such as the Italian villa and high-rise 
apartments. Obviously this has required the use of Western 
materials, building techniques, details, and aesthetics. This
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has engendered serious socio-culfcural problems as well as 
noticeable physical damage to the built environment.

There has been increased urgency in the Middle East 
to introduce alternatives to imported architectural solutions. 
Today there is a pressing need for more responsive architec
ture, and for greater numbers of environmentally and socially 
conscious planners and architects. In the last two decades, 
strong new movements have emerged throughout the Middle East 
that call not only for preservation of the past built environ
ment but also the reinforcement of ties to traditional values, 
beliefs, and lifestyles.

Architecturally, this task is of extreme importance, 
complexity, and difficulty. How can one manipulate architec
ture to serve the past, the present, and the future, all at 
the same time? Modern Middle Eastern architecture faces a 
unique challenge. On one hand, while the speed and magnitude 
of change and progress are unprecedented, man's cultural 
adaptation is lagging way behind his own technological 
advancement. On the other hand, Middle Easterners have a long 
history of holding onto their traditions and religious belief 
systems. In physical terms: How can planners and architects 
design cities that not only respect and draw inspiration from 
the past but also utilize modern technology and embody new 
ideas?

It is crucial to understand the old architecture 
in order to use it as a point of departure for modern
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architectural movements. This task should not center around 
the copying of traditional forms and blind reuse of old ideas. 
Rather, we should first analyze the forces that shaped the old 
Middle Eastern city. What kinds of ideas and values did 
ancient architects work with in shaping their environment? 
What were the architectural priorities and what was the 
emphasis in implementing them? In summary, how did ancient 
architects respond to all the prevailing forces of society in 
their particular time?

This study is the result of much broader research that 
was reduced in scope due to certain limitations. The main 
idea behind this thesis was derived from the original scope 
of work: How to design a city that relates to the traditional 
urban fabric yet promotes change and progress, while still 
responding to religious, social, cultural and environmental 
forces (see Appendix A).

This thesis has examined the development of Near 
Eastern domestic architecture in relation to urban planning 
from the inception of urbanization to the Early Christian Era. 
Hopefully, others will complete this historical research to 
include the Islamic epoch and the modern era. Such historical 
analysis should enable us to understand the forces that have 
shaped the traditional Middle Eastern urban environment. Such 
understanding should be the point of departure in developing 
now solutions that are appropriate to their Middle Eastern
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context. A fresh, informed approach is needed to reconcile 
the dramatic conflict between the old and the new in the 
fragile physical environments of the Middle East.

o
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ORIGINAL STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

Goals and Objectives
Goals:

To understand how traditional cities work.
To understand how modern cities work.
To gain general knowledge about the Middle East and 
about Islam.

4. To understand the problems facing the Middle Eastern 
city.

5. To provide basic conceptual solutions/guidelines to 
deal with some of these problems.

6. To point out areas of future research.
7. To learn about and explore scholarship.

Objectives:
1. To understand the theories/forces that shaped the 

traditional Middle Eastern urban environment.
2. To understand how architecture/planning responded to 

prevailing forces in certain times.
3. To understand the relationships between belief systems 

of certain epochs.
4. To analyze transitional periods between different 

eras.
5. To place a certain locality in the context of its 

surroundings and. to distant regions, to gain an 
accurate, comprehensive understanding.

6. To point out the positives and negatives of tradi
tional towns.

7. To point out the positives and negatives of modern 
towns.

8. To provide a meaningful and acceptable fusion between 
the traditional town and modern city.

9. To maintain scientific objectivity.
10. To conduct this research in a scholarly manner.
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Original Structure of the Thesis

Research SolutionForm the problem

Problem:

How to design a new city that relates to its 
traditional urban fabric yet promotes change and 
progress, and still responds to religious, social, 
cultural, and environmental issues/forces.

Research:
Methodology + Research.Techniques
1. Holism 1. Survey of written history
2. Comparison 2. Survey of archaeological 

discoveries
3. Objectivity 3 . Statistics/census

4. Religious texts
5. Analysis of facts/hypothesis
6. Analysis of visual/graphic

materials

Solution:
Methodology + Techniques
T. Humanistic 1. Written texts
2. Holism 2. Drawings/sketches
3. Comparative 3. Photos

. 4. Objective 4. Maps
5„ Realistic 5. Charts/matrix
6. Diagrammatic
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Traditional Muslim-Arab Cities vs. Modernization:

A Possible Fusion

I. Introduction: Intent of the work, subject and value
II. Background: Historical and modern (set parameters and

matrix system: houses, urban, negatives and. positives,
etc. )

I I I .  General description of Aleppo
A. The Old City

1. city walls
2. gates
3. citadel
4. madina
5. districts
6. neighborhood

B. The new city
1. land use
2. traffic system
3. new suburbs ,
4. neighborhood

IV. Analysis and comparisons between old and new (draw
ings/sketches)

Framework/matrix system used in this section:
1. concept/idea
2. layout
3. context
4. function
5. visual quality

A. COMMERCIAL STRUCTURES: traditional vs. contemporary
1. Religious factor

a. Prevention of harm
i . privacy
ii. access

1. water
2. light
3. air
4. loading/unloading

b. Solidity/cooperation
i . family
ii. neighbors
iii. neighborhood
iv. district



314

v. city
vi. nation

c . Encouragement of good deeds
i . building for the use of the community

1. mosques .
2. schools
3. drinking fountains

d . Defense/war
i. City fortification

1. citadel
2. gates
3. tower

ii. Neighborhood defense
1. streets layout
2. neighborhood layout
3. gates

Environmental Factors
a. Micro

i. Climate
1. Sun

a. Heat
i. evaporation
ii. food poison
iii. perspiration
iv. decrease in activities
v. change in mood
vi. increase in disease

b. glare
c. light

2. Precipitation
a . flooding
b. usable water
c . irrigation
d. humidity
e. psychological effects

3. Wind
a. desirable

i . ventilation
ii. cooling

b . undesirable
i . dust
ii. heat

ii. Ecology
1. ' vegetation
2. animals

b . Macro; regional, international 
i . trade

1. roads
2. structures within the city
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a . hotels
b . warehouses
c . markets

3. Social Factorsa~. structure/organization
i. individual
ii. family 
iii . kinship
iv. neighborhood
v. community
vi. nation
vii. Allah/God

4. • Cultural Factors
a. traditions
b. habits
c. values
d. lifestyle

5. Economic Factors
a. structure

i. trade
1. local
2. regional
3. international

ii. production
1. industry
2. agriculture
3. crafts

iii. consumption
iv. services

b. relationships/organization
i. location
ii. supervision/control
iii. merchant-to-consumer
iv. merchant-to-community
v. merchant-to-government

6. Physical Factors
a. architectural

i . function
ii. layout
iii concept/idea
iv. context
v. visual quality

b. planning
i. concepts
ii. principals
iii. goals and objectives
iv. relationships
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B . RELIGIOUS STRUCTURES: traditional vs. contemporary
1. religious factors
2. environmental factors
3. social factors
4. cultural factors
5. economic factors
6. physical factors

C. DOMESTIC STRUCTURES: traditional vs. contemporary
1. religious factors
2. environmental factors
3. social factors
4. cultural factors
5. economic factors
6. physical factors

D. CULTURAL, SPORTS, ENTERTAINMENT
1. religious factors
2. environmental factors
3. social factors
4. cultural factors
5. economic factors
6. physical factors

E. SERVICES
1. religious factors
2. environmental factors
3. social factors
4. cultural factors
5. economic factors
6. physical factors

Conclusion: general recommendations and guidelinesV.
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APPENDIX B

GLOSSARY
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GLOSSARY

Acropolis: a citadel built on the summit containing the
principal temples and treasure-houses.

Agora: the Greek equivalent of the Roman forum; a.place of
open-air assembly or market.

Atrium: an apartment in a Roman house, forming an entrance 
hall or court. Sometimes the rim of the roof aperture 
was supported by four or more columns.

Bazaar: a Persian term for a market consisting of rows of
shops or stalls selling miscellaneous goods.

Bedouin: Arab nomad.

Bouleterion: a Greek Senate building or council house.

Caravanserai: a combination warehouse, stable and inn for
travelers and wholesale merchants doing business in 
the traditional city.

Citadel: fortress or stronghold that commands a city,
usually located on the highest ground (acropolis).

Diwan: a large reception room, more formal than other rooms;
used mostly for guests and family entertainment.

Kara: "quarter" or "ward" of a city.

Karat: plural of hara.

Iwan: large, roofed hall with one side, completely open,
opening onto a Courtyard, used mostly for guests and 
family entertainment.

Khan (Han): a usually large and fortified building surround
ing a court and located along trade routes, furnishing 
accommodations for caravans.

Madina: a city.

Mashrabeye: wooden latticework covering projecting windows.

Megaron: the principal room of an early Anatolian house.

Stoa: a portico or detached colonnade.



319
Suq: an urban marketplace.

Tell: an artificial mound' or hill; the remains of an ancient
site.
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