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Abstract 

Change is a central issue in the domain of vernacular architecture studies today 

and is a highly relevant matter in the fields of cultural heritage and conservation, 

sustainability, and development. Classic definitions and conceptualizations surrounding 

vernacular architecture are arguably restricted by product or object-driven approaches that 

articulate formal and material qualities while overlooking the underlying systems and 

processes. As a result, change in vernacular architecture is often understood and 

addressed through static models which create a conceptual divide between past and 

present forms of vernacularity. The research argues for a dynamic model that considers 

both product and process characteristics in approaching vernacular architecture as it 

continues to change and transform today. By utilizing first-hand data from fieldwork 

studies, as well as previous literature and documentary sources, the research aims to 

develop a systematic approach to studying vernacular architecture. This is to identify the 

underlying processes and principles governing the production, adaptation, and 

transformation of characteristic formal and spatial vernacular patterns through time and 

space. A phenomenological approach was employed in the exploration of the case studies 

of Esna in Upper-Egypt, and the Siwa Oasis in the Western Desert of Egypt using a variety 

of methods including observations, interviews, sketching, photographic documentation, 

historical literature, and documentary sources. The interpretive analysis of the findings 

shows that the historical development of Siwa and Esna’s vernacular setting and dwelling 

patterns through the previous two centuries was influenced by historical, environmental, 

and socio-economic factors, with the primacy of the socio-cultural in shaping and 

sustaining characteristic vernacular patterns and guiding their future adaptations. The 

comparative analysis of vernacular dwellings in the selected cases, highlights the 

symbiotic relationship between dwelling and settlement patterns, the continuities between 

past and present spatial patterns of dwelling, but more importantly the ongoing nature of 

change which may be instigated by internal or external factors, but always mitigated 

through contextual conditions and pre-established systems. The conventional approaches 

to change within these contexts are argued to articulate the gap between past and present 

forms of vernacular heritage, by widening the divide between the goals of conservation 

and development, and the actual local needs and pressures for the provision of shelter. 

Alternatively, by capitalizing on local natural and socio-cultural resources, some of the 

alternative approaches which adopt a community or process-led approach to cultural 

preservation and socio-economic development, incentivize local participation and attribute 

a continued significance to characteristic vernacular architecture and building traditions. 

Finally, a dynamic model for the study of vernacular architecture is proposed after 

reviewing previous literature and relevant studies and following a critique of the adopted 

research methodology and findings. The model proposes a systematic approach for 

researchers and practitioners engaging with vernacular contexts to study and detect 

underlying systems and key values in vernacular buildings and landscapes with the aim 

of their reintegration into contemporary practice.   
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Figure 82 Image taken around Siwa (on the road between Shali and Aghurmi). To the right 
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section of the traditional town centre of Esna (11 Hectares), with the temple of Khnum at 

the centre. The excavated parts surrounding the temple feature newly constructed 

buildings inspiring minimal aspects from Esna’s “traditional houses,” with open green 

https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937050
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937050
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937051
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937052
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937052
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937052
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937052
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937052
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937052
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937053
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937053
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937053
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937054
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937054
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937054
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937054
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937055
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937055
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937055
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937055
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937055
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937056
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937056
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937056
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937056
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937056
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937057
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937057
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937057
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937057
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937058
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937058
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937058
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937058
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937059
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937059
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937059
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937059


xviii 
 

spaces and green roofs. The newly proposed patterns barely relate to the traditional and 

take on a postmodernist appearance (Image source: After: Cube, 2010). ................... 208 

Figure 86 Images taken during fieldwork trip in March 2019 showing (top left), the entrance 

to the Wekala, (top left) the central courtyard inside the wekala, (bottom right) an inspection 

of restoration of one of the old doors a researcher from Takween, (bottom right) restoration 

of a local diwan. (Image Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019.) ........................................ 210 

Figure 87 Pictures taken in 2019 during fieldwork visit in Esna showing some of the 

completed and ongoing houses under restoration. The restoration work carried out by 

Takween included the external facades only, leaving the interior spaces and their 

renovation up to locals. (Image Source: Researcher, 2019) ........................................ 211 

Figure 88 Image taken during fieldwork in March 2019 showing part of the Qessariyya 

street under restoration. The street was originally shaded with a structure made of wooden 

louvers, plastic sheets, fabrics, and corrugated sheets. The shading was taken apart, 

redesigned using wooden louvers. Shops are structurally reinforced, and then afterwards 

the external facades are restored down to their original colours. Workers appearing in the 

image are some of the local labourers hired by Takween from Esna’s community (Image 

Source: Researcher). .................................................................................................. 212 

Figure 89 Image taken during fieldwork in March 2019 showing a giant banner at the 

entrance of the portion of the Qisariyya market under restoration. The banner was one of 

the different visual communication tools developed by the team during the work as way of 

communicating the final outcome to locals which had a positive impact over many locals 

and shop owners in the Qisariyya who were initially resistant to the project (Image source: 

Researcher.) ............................................................................................................... 212 

Figure 90 Image showing the different buildings constituting the eco-lodge at the foot of 

the White Mountain or Adrere Amelal, against the white mountain after which it was 

named. (Image Source: Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2018) .............................. 219 

Figure 91 Pictures showing (top) the seemingly ‘random’ positioning of openings in the 

building as seen on external walls and (below) the placement of these openings in the 

interior spaces (Image Source: Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2018). .................. 220 

Figure 92 Pictures taken during fieldwork trips in 2018 & 2019. (Left): the integration of 

buildings into the natural terrain and the gradual staggering (Right): Integration of interior 

spaces of the building into the natural topography utilizing natural caves as alcoves or 

enclosures inside the building, a feature inspired from the architecture of Old-Shali. (Image 

Source: Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2018) ...................................................... 221 

Figure 93 Windows in Adrere Amelal are usually either small square-shaped or rectangular 

with longitudinal proportions in order to reduce solar flare and heat. Windows are often 

positioned to maximize cross- ventilation. Windows used to frame views consider the level 

of sight of the person and thus its height depends on the type of activity in the interior 

spaces. Pictures taken in 2018 during Fieldwork in Siwa. (Picture Source: Researcher, 

Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2019) ........................................................................................ 222 

Figure 94 Pictures taken during field in Siwa in 2019. (Left): Entrance corridor leading to 

the central courtyard. (Right): central courtyard leading to the different rooms and quarters 

of the eco-lodge (Image Source: Researcher, Al bab-en Shal eco-lodge, 2019). ........ 224 

Figure 95 Pictures showing the Eco-lodge is built at the foot of Siwa’s Red-Mountain in the 

same way traditional settlements in Siwa are often situated, adapting the natural 

topographical features and incorporating them with the buildings. The architectural 

https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937059
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937059
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937060
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937060
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937060
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937060
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937061
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937061
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937061
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937061
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937062
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937063
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937063
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937063
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937063
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937063
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937063
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937064
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937064
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937064
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937065
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937065
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937065
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937066
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937066
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937066
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937066
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937066
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937067
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937067
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937067
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937067
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937067
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937067
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937068
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937068
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937068
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069


xix 
 

features are similar to those of Shali including the general lack of symmetry, the use of 

loggias which appear in the expansive phase of Shali’s Kerchief architecture during the 

early 20th century. The architecture here however takes on a more orderly and geometrical 

form, straight non-tapering walls, and incorporating modern aspects such as balconies, 

and bricks in the construction of wet-areas allowing for modern sanitary systems.  (Image 

Source: Researcher, Taziry, Siwa, 2019) .................................................................... 230 

Figure 96 Images showing some of the interior spaces of the lodge. (Top): Bathroom 

space, with red-brick walls allowing for the installation of modern tiling and sanitary 

systems in an attempt to integrate traditional and modern solutions. (Bottom): a bedroom 

attached to the mountain, where the building integrates with the natural topography and 

cave structures, a typical feature in Shali’s traditional buildings (Image Source: (Taziry, 

2021)).......................................................................................................................... 231 

Figure 97 A Study of West-Siwa's Sustainable Development Strategy according to Taziry 

eco-villages. The study concerns Land-use, Climate and environmental aspects, and 

resources and incorporates lessons learnt from the traditional vernacular built environment 

and processes into the proposed plan. The map highlights areas for natural conservation, 

areas for potential building and living (allocated on the higher points in the plateau 

(highlighted in grey)  in the same fashion of medieval settlements, and areas for sourcing 

materials for building. (Image Source: (Taziry, 2021)) ................................................. 232 

Figure 98 Image taken during the construction of the house (during 2005/6). The picture 

shows the outer mudbrick walls encompassing the inner Kerchief core, with the building 

stood over a stone raft foundation (Image source: Fiona Mckie, [2006] 2021). ............ 234 

Figure 99 A simple sketch of Beit Wahed. The main building is constructed from Kerchief, 

apart from the Kitchen and Bathroom walls (North pointing upwards) – (Image source: 

Fiona Mckie, 2021). ..................................................................................................... 234 

Figure 100 Pictures showing the Moon building from different sides. (Top): Picture showing 

the north-eastern side of the building with the outer wall enclosing the staircase gradually 

reducing in height as it approaches the Northern terrace.  (Bottom): the southern terrace 

and concave wall. This geometry was designed to minimize the southern side of the house 

exposed to the sun and casts shade on parts of it during the sun’s movement (Image taken 

in 2018, by Fiona Mckie). ............................................................................................ 235 

Figure 101 Plan of the Moon House Lodge as provided by the architect. The plan shows 

the main spaces constituting the Kerchief building, with the outer terraces and stairs 

enclosed between the building and the outer brick wall (Image source: Fiona Mckee, 

2020). .......................................................................................................................... 236 

Figure 102 Pictures showing the space within the workshop with bright lighting despite the 

small proportions of windows. This is achieved through the undulating bright plastered 

ceiling which diffuses sunlight in different directions in the space (picture source: Fiona 

Mckee,2020). .............................................................................................................. 240 

Figure 103 Image showing a plan for one of the architect’s latest projects. The plan is 

drafted using papyrus paper and tape glue. The main idea behind this ‘sketch’ is to assist 

the architect in conveying the main idea behind the building in the simplest manner (Image 

Source: Image taken by the researcher in London, in Fiona Mckie’s studio and residence, 

2020). .......................................................................................................................... 241 

Figure 104 A Diagram describing generative, adaptive, and regenerative processes 

governing the cyclical nature of Vernacular Architecture as living heritage (Image Source: 

Researcher). ............................................................................................................... 249 

https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937069
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937070
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937070
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937070
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937070
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937070
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937070
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937071
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937072
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937072
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937072
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937073
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937073
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937073
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937074
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937074
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937074
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937074
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937074
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937074
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937075
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937075
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937075
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937075
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937076
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937076
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937076
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937076
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937077
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937077
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937077
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937077
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937077
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937078
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937078
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937078


xx 
 

Figure 105 A conceptual framework of the different guiding parameters shaping vernacular 

architecture ................................................................................................................. 255 

Figure 106 The Vernacular Regenerative Cycle: The chart depicts four stages in the 

vernacular traditional building, with the four main stages. ........................................... 258 

Figure 107 A conceptual sketch showing the spatial structure/hierarchy of a traditional 

dwelling organized both: vertically and horizontally. (Image Source: Researcher 2019)

 ................................................................................................................................... 260 

Figure 108 Image showing a series of traditional dwellings of varying sizes indicating 

different socio-economic backgrounds, exhibiting the same spatial organization. The 

ground floor is reserved for service and domestic activities, top floors are for living, and 

the roof is used for domestic activities. (Image Source: Researcher, 2019) ................ 260 

Figure 109 (Right): An explanatory sketch produced during fieldwork to depict the vertical 

process of adaptation to allocate more spaces. The tip floor is added upon by extending 

sections of the walls to function as 'columns' with pottery infill in-between used as bricks. 

(Left): Image taken during fieldwork in Esna showing pottery jugs as a lightweight material 

for further vertical extensions. (Image Source: Researcher, Esna. 2019) .................... 261 

Figure 110 (Left): A sketch showing the original plan of a 19th century house in Esna 

developed by the researcher during fieldwork. (Right): Image showing the re-division of 

the original plan during the early 20th century among inheritors developed after the original 

inheritance document consulted during data gathering phase (Image Source: Researcher, 

Esna, 2019; adapted after consulting an inheritance plan). ......................................... 262 

Figure 111 Images showing floor plans of the south-eastern division of the house (top:  

ground floor, bottom: first floor) after its re-adaptation into an individual family house 

(Image Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019). .................................................................. 263 

Figure 112 Methodological Structure deduced from the conducted research as an 

elaboration of the model. ............................................................................................. 266 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937079
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937079
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937080
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937080
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937081
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937081
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937081
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937082
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937082
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937082
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937082
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937083
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937083
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937083
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937083
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937083
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937084
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937084
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937084
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937084
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937084
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937085
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937085
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937085
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937086
https://computingservices-my.sharepoint.com/personal/imte20_bath_ac_uk/Documents/Compiled%20thesis%20Final%20DraftISA/Final%20Resubmission%20Draft%20PHD/PhD-From%20Artifact%20to%20Process-%20Final%20Draft%20ELHADIDI.docx#_Toc110937086


xxi 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blank Page





1 
 

1. Chapter One: Introduction 

1.0 Research Background 

In recent years, the question of change has been central to discussions in the 

domain of vernacular architecture studies (Blier S. , 2006, p. 233), and touches on different 

issues of cultural heritage and preservation, as well as those of sustainable development 

(Blier S. , 2006, p. 234; Salman, 2018) The domain of vernacular architecture studies 

officially emerged in the 1970s, and was considered to have completed its ‘natural history’ 

stage two decades later with the publication of the Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture 

of the World in 1997 (Oliver, 1997; Rapoport, 2006, p. 183). During the updating of entries 

for the second edition of the Encyclopaedia in 2015, “change” and rapid transformation in 

vernacular architecture and traditions were reported (Memmott & Ting, 2020; Vellinga, 

2020). While the encyclopedia mainly focused on examples of vernacular buildings from 

East Asia and Oceania (at least in the first edition), researchers have reported the same 

phenomenon in much of the world’s vernacular traditions 1 . However, many of the 

conceptualizations and definitions surrounding the nature of the subject, i.e., vernacular 

architecture may be argued to have been shaped through various disciplines for over a 

century, mainly through early anthropological approaches which view the vernacular and 

tradition through a static lens.  

This research deals with the issue of understanding and dealing with change in 

vernacular architecture, built environments, and building traditions. The study argues that 

the domain of vernacular architecture is challenged by the predicament that theoretical 

ideas and methodological approaches underpinning the discourse are held back by 

disciplinary limitations (Upton, 1993, p. 9). These limitations mainly concern how the 

vernacular is defined and understood in relation to notions of historicity and stasis, and by 

extension how it is methodologically approached especially as it continues to change today 

(Garcia-Esparza, 2015; Vellinga, 2020; Memmott & Ting, 2020). For example, in Egypt, as 

in many parts of the global south, vernacular building traditions which have been 

developed over extended periods, are reported to be rapidly changing, a phenomenon 

often ascribed to the overpowering effects of the homogenizing forces of modernity and 

globalization (Alsayyad, 1995; Yildirim, Koromaz, & Mahir, 2012). However, the emerging 

modes of practice and built environments, are relegated to the separate domain of 

informality, slums, or the Arabic expression ‘ashwa’iyat since they fail to meet the static 

 
1 See for example: Philokyprou M. , 2015; Bhattarai & Sengupta, 2016; Barke & Parks, 2016; de Miguel, 
Soriano, Mileto, & Trizio, 2020; Navarro, de Dato, & Lahoz, 2020. 



2 
 

criteria of conventional definitions. This conceptual divide in understanding vernacular 

architecture between the past and the present means that change, as manifested in the 

visible contrast between historical and contemporary forms of self-built settlements and 

dwellings is often dealt with through separate lenses of cultural heritage and informality. 

However, as people continue to transform their vernacular traditions and built 

environments, there is a pressing need to address the question of change, after 

reconsideration of established conceptualizations and approaches adopted in the study of 

vernacular architecture.   

1.1 Perceptions and conceptualizations on the elusive meaning of vernacular 

architecture and change 

Defining vernacular architecture is central to both the ontological and the 

epistemological foundations of this research, and crucial for the understanding of the 

phenomenon of change in vernacular architecture and how it may be addressed (Blier S. 

, 2006; Carlos, Correia, Rocha, & Frey, 2015). The term ‘vernacular’ used in architecture, 

was originally borrowed by historians in the 1850s from the field of linguistics, denoting a 

language of a specific region (Heath K. , 2003, p. 50), or the language of the people 

(Maudlin, 2010, p. 13). “Vernacular,” describes the form of speech arising from the 

everyday circumstances of community life, thus contrasting with the formal or elite speech 

which follows a prescribed tradition developed through scholarly circles and reserved for 

special occasions (Carter & Cromley, 2005). As in linguistics, using the term vernacular in 

architecture often connotates a common form of building that is non-elite, produced by 

non-experts, where the analogy with linguistics reflects the distinction between polite and 

impolite forms of speech (Carter & Cromley, 2005; Heath K. , 2009; Maudlin, 2010, p. 10). 

Defining the subject through this linguistic analogy may be both de-limiting, open and 

inclusive, and may also be restrictive and exclusive (Crinson, 2016, pp. 1,2). 

In a publication accompanying the 1964 exhibition Architecture Without Architects, 

Bernard Rudofsky, a social historian, and architect described the vernacular as “the 

unfamiliar world of non-pedigreed architecture […] it is so little known that we don’t even 

have a name for it” (Rudofsky, 1964, p. 2). This definition articulates the lack of a 

disciplinary background behind the vernacular practice, and in a sense the ‘other’ when 

contrasted against the formal or classical architectural western tradition.  Thus, for lack of 

better terms, Rudofsky remarks “we shall call it vernacular, anonymous, spontaneous, 

indigenous, rural” (Rudofsky, 1964, p. 2). For Rudofsky, the vernacular is a pragmatic 

response crystallized in the form of a ‘static’ or ‘immutable’ object that has been ‘perfected’ 

to needs, therefore it doesn’t need to change any further. He thus argues that “vernacular 



3 
 

architecture does not go through fashion cycles. It is nearly immutable, indeed, 

unimprovable, since it serves its purpose to perfection” (Rudofsky, 1964, p. 2). The 

tendency to contrast the vernacular with the “formal” or “polite” forms of architecture was 

also reflected in the field of architectural history in an excessive emphasis on monumental, 

as opposed to everyday buildings, thus stressing the underlying “social” bias in defining 

the domain. In English Vernacular Houses, British historian Eric Mercer articulated this 

social bias by arguing that specific building types were linked to class structure, and 

therefore the vernacular by extension belongs to the non-elite (Mercer, 1975). Asadpour 

(2020) explains that the concept of vernacular is the result of the elites’ look at the 

achievements of the classes of society which did not conform to formal aesthetics of the 

polite architecture but formed by their everyday life” (Asadpour, 2020, p. 252).  

It may be argued that despite potential accusations of an underlying elitist view in 

perceiving the vernacular as the buildings of the “other,” the social bias is instrumental in 

articulating the ‘everyday-ness’ of this form of practice, and stresses the social and cultural 

significance of the vernacular (Maudlin, 2010, p. 13). However, used too broadly, this elitist 

‘social’, this definition of the vernacular, often reduces the concept to a broad category that 

encompasses all sorts of non-elite forms of buildings and traditions. Therefore, with the 

growing scholarly interests and the diverse methodological approaches to its study, 

vernacular architecture has been deemed a concept that was too loosely used, and 

possibly even ubiquitous (Wells, 1982; Heath K. , 2003). By the end of the 20th century 

and for encyclopaedic purposes, Paul Oliver coined an exclusive definition of the 

vernacular in the Encyclopaedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World (Oliver, 1997), 

which is very often quoted in the academic literature since. 

Oliver defined the vernacular as: 

“…the dwellings and other buildings of the people. Related to their environmental 

contexts and available resources, they are customarily owner or community-built, 

utilizing traditional technologies. All forms of vernacular architecture are built to meet 

specific needs, accommodating the values, economies, and ways of living cultures 

that produce them” (Oliver, 1997, pp. xxi-xxviii). 

Oliver’s definition was an attempt to narrow down the term to a more restricted 

understanding to categorize buildings for the Encyclopaedia, a critical step for establishing 

the natural history phase (Rapoport, 2006, p. 183). The definition outlines ‘product’ and 

‘process’-related characteristics, and the role of society, culture, and environment. 

Stressing the role of ‘tradition’ in its production, the vernacular is still positioned in 

opposition to the pedigreed, and by extension, the formal practice. The vernacular thus 
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continues to encompass the ‘traditional,’ ‘pre-industrial,’ and ‘hand-made,’ buildings. Being 

“tied to a specific time and locality”, the definition stresses the specific contextual, cultural, 

and temporal conditions shaping the vernacular (Cromely, 2008, p. 302). However, by 

linking these specific spatial and temporal qualities to the use of particular “traditional 

technologies” the vernacular is equated with the traditional and considered a fixed local 

style or form of building. In other words, through this understanding, the vernacular is 

assumed static, while change is implicitly denied and by extension considered a corrupting 

external force.  

Underlying most approaches to defining the vernacular is this implicit equation 

between the concept of the vernacular and that of tradition, and its opposition to external 

western influences, formal practices, and modernity (Vellinga, 2011, p. 173). By portraying 

the vernacular as opposed to the formal and polite practices, and its exclusive locality, i.e., 

untouched by modernity or ‘western advancement’, the vernacular is denied its dynamic 

capacities (Crinson, 2016, p. 2). Change is by extension often relegated to external factors 

and depicted as a form of contamination from without. Within the context of the Egyptian 

vernacular, as researchers approach it through conventional definitions, the vernacular is 

made equivalent to ‘traditional’ buildings or mabany ‘taklidiya’. A set of enduring 

dichotomies have thus resulted from this static conceptualization of the vernacular which 

will be further explored in the following section and chapter two.  

Defining the subject of the domain of vernacular architecture studies, as it continues 

to undergo change and transformations, is an ongoing process with several studies 

dedicated to this issue through the years (Blier S. , 2006; Vellinga, 2006; Sim, 2010; Brown 

& Maudlin, 2012; Carlos, Correia, Rocha, & Frey, 2015; Crinson, 2016; Memmott & Ting, 

2020; Asadpour, 2020). And while the different approaches to defining the vernacular have 

helped in revealing some of its different facets, the ongoing changes in the vernacular-

built environment today necessitate a more dynamic approach to defining and studying 

the vernacular. To quote Johnson (1997), “there can be no final, single ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 

interpretation of a given feature, or of vernacular architecture in general” (Johnson, 1997, 

p. 15). There will always be different views, and we should not expect buildings and spaces 

to resolve themselves to an outcome with a final meaning; in fact, there is no reason for 

us to expect this to be the case. 

1.1.1 Theoretical and practical limitations of product-focused or object-oriented 

approaches to the vernacular   

Common in many definitions is a tendency to articulate static notions in 

conceptualizing the vernacular, which arguably stems from what is often referred to as a 
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product/object-focused approach, which fails to encompass the dynamic nature and 

ongoing changes in the vernacular today (Vellinga, Oliver, & Bridge, 2007; Heath K. , 2003; 

Vellinga, 2020). ‘Product-focused’ or ‘object-oriented’ approaches tend to approach and 

define the vernacular according to a set of fixed characteristics which serve as the main 

criterion deduced from exemplary forms of vernacular architecture (Upton, 1983, p. 264; 

Carter & Cromley, 2005; Asquith & Vellinga, 2006). This criterion goes on to define what 

researchers consider to be a ‘true’ vernacular, i.e., that which meets the criteria of static 

definitions, alternatively what fails to meet these criteria are excluded. This conceptual 

divide between the past and present forms of vernacularity means that the complex 

processes underlying changes and transformations are undermined.  

The problem of understanding and managing change in the built environment in 

Egypt today is arguably also rooted in static and exclusive conceptualizations which 

perpetuate this conceptual divide between the past and the present. In theory and among 

academics, the divide informs what is perceived as a ‘true’ vernacular, often “traditional” 

buildings that can be worthy of learning from and preserving. On the other hand, the more 

recent developments are regarded as a by-product of modernity and relegated to the 

separate domain of informality. This is even though much of the built environment in Egypt 

still occurs at a grassroots/ vernacular level while the architectural and urban discourse 

are still detached from this reality (Elshahed, 2013). The Arabic term used to describe the 

more modern developments in the built environment includes ‘ashwa’iyat (or slums) which 

translates as “randomness,” denoting a lack of an underlying structure or logic. 

Alternatively, less pejorative terms such as informal or unplanned areas are normative in 

describing the recent transformations in traditional settings as they fail to meet the 

vernacular criteria as some researchers claim (e.g.: (Ahmed R. , 2014; Joshi & Tonarelli, 

2016)).  

Therefore, the unmatching realities between how the vernacular is defined and 

conceptualized in theory and how it continues to transform today goes beyond questions 

of disciplinary limitations to influence how the built environment is perceived and managed. 

In practice, there are numerous challenges in dealing with the vernacular-built environment 

as it changes today ranging from the vast amount of dilapidating ‘traditional’ vernacular 

heritage to the lack of documentation, listing, and protection. As far as policy makers are 

concerned, it is mostly modernist top-down approaches that rest on imported and outdated 

ideas of progress and modernity, that are still predominantly perpetuated in theory and 

practice (Ibrahim, 2014; Osman, 2018). In terms of recognizing vernacular heritage and 

assessing its potential values, questions of ‘historicity’ and economic value often come to 

the forefront while everything that is of ‘ordinary’ people is often overlooked (Alsayyad, 
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2015). Therefore, the recognition and engagement with the vernacular from professionals 

and policymakers in the fields of architecture, housing, and conservation, is still wanting 

(Asquith & Vellinga, 2006; Elshahed, 2013).  

1.1.2 Modernization, globalization, and narratives of cultural loss, decline, and 

decay 

Modernization and globalization are often considered the main reasons driving 

change in vernacular building patterns and construction processes (Asquith & Vellinga, 

2006; Ozkan, 2006; Aikpehae, Isiwele, & Adamolekun, 2016). Modernization, however, is 

an elusive term. In sociology, the term denotes the transformation from traditional, rural, 

and agrarian societies, to secular, urban and industrial (Kumar, 2021). As a process, it 

involves industrialization, urbanization, and the adoption of modern values (Kendall, 2007, 

p. 11). Modernization is linked to industrialization, a process that implies more than 

economic and technological components, but rather a way of life encompassing “profound 

economic, social, political and cultural changes” (Kumar, 2021).  

Akin to modernization, urbanization is a debatable term interpreted in different ways. 

It may be used to define the “process of transforming societies from simple and agrarian 

forms into complex and heterogeneous structures characterized by increasing population 

density and size” (Odetola, Oloruntimehin, & Aweda, 1983). It is thus used to denote the 

engine of modernization, and economic growth and development, in relation to the growth 

and densification of towns and cities (Cai, Liu, & Cao, 2020, p. 1). Globalization is broadly 

viewed today as the international integration of economic, political, and social cultures, 

through the exchange of worldviews, products, and ideas (Aikpehae, Isiwele, & 

Adamolekun, 2016). Globalization is related to the spreading of modernization across 

borders, which can manifest in different aspects including processes of urbanization. 

Accordingly, globalization is often considered responsible for cultural and architectural 

homogenization by facilitating the spread of modernization (Ozkan, 2006; Guler & Bilge, 

2014).  

In the context of vernacular architecture, globalization is often perceived to be the 

process by which modern values and traditions replace the local vernacular traditions, 

facilitated by the widespread availability of modern building materials and construction 

methods. With the onset of modernization in vernacular contexts, researchers tend to 

lament the loss of a ‘true’ vernacular through narratives of loss, decline, and decay (see: 

Tiwari, Yoshida, Rijal, Hata, & Hanaoka, 2004; Navarro, de Dato, & Lahoz, 2020; Korachy 

M. , 2010; Korachy M. , 2020), while some speak of an “end of tradition” or the “end of the 

vernacular” altogether (see: (Alsayyad, 2004; Vellinga, 2011)). This replacement, often 
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concerns the change in formal aspects and building traditions, expressed in the building 

materials, traditional craftsmanship, and even the cultural functions these vernacular 

traditions serve. Accordingly, and by considering these product-characteristics along, the 

vernacular is rendered a traditional style, and a historic practice, which stands in opposition 

to the modern (Crinson, 2016, p. 2). This is overlooking the processes by which this 

change occurs, and the potential continuities between old and emerging patterns and 

traditions. 

Within an era of globalization, researchers continue to approach the vernacular and 

the issue of change predominantly through product-focused approaches. The domain is 

by extension still arguably governed by notions of ‘authenticity’ and ‘historicity’, ultimately 

stemming from enduring conceptions of stasis concerning the nature of vernacularity and 

‘tradition’ which ascribe historic connotations to the vernacular, stressing the materialistic 

aspects of change. The perceived shift or transformation in the vernacular expressed in 

the widespread of modern influences and its impact on perceived ‘authentic’ vernacular 

traditions, prompts some researchers to argue the need for it to be “safeguarded from the 

onslaughts of modernization and change” (Vellinga, 2006, p. 83). However, approaching 

the vernacular through product and process-oriented approaches may offer more dynamic 

interpretations of notions of tradition and vernacularity. By extension, it may impact how 

change in the vernacular built environment is understood and addressed beyond 

materialistic and stylistic questions, and considering the mechanisms and processes 

underlying its production and its transformation through time. 

1.2 Context 

Following the conventional criteria of product-focused definitions, the Egyptian 

vernacular is often equated with the traditional mud-brick architecture, characteristic of 

most rural settlements which have historically developed along the river Nile in Egypt. 

Traditional settlements and building patterns in rural societies in Egypt have for millennia 

and well into the 20th century, maintained a great deal of the general formal, material, and 

spatial characteristics. In the 19th century during colonial times, and in the first half of the 

20th century, the Egyptian rural landscape and the ‘village’ in particular slowly came to the 

centre of attention and eventually became the main subject of geographical and 

ethnographic inquiry (see: (Klunzinger, 1878; Bruhnes & Bates, 1912; Blackman, 2000 

[1927]; Ayrout, 2005 [1945]; Theodorovic, 1955). In literary works in parallel with the rise 

of nationalistic movements in the early 20th century, the Egyptian peasant and the village 

became a central theme in works written by prominent Arab and foreign writers.  
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Underlying much of the writings of this period which shall be explored in the following 

chapters, is a conviction that the Egyptian village with its traditional mudbrick buildings 

reflects enduring ‘authentic’ Egyptian qualities or characteristics. Explanations for the 

continuity expressed in the enduring tangible and intangible manifestations of culture were 

sought in the role of the stable connections between people, and their environment 

(geography/ecology). This is true to the disciplines of anthropology & ethnography (see: 

(Blackman, 2000 [1927]; Ayrout, 2005 [1945])), human geography (See: (Bruhnes & 

Bates, 1912; Ramzi, 1954; Aurousseau, 1920)). The Egyptian peasant and the village and 

dwelling were often represented in an ethnographic present2, i.e., a continuous aspect of 

Egyptian history since ancient times, often associated with notions of stasis and 

changelessness.  

While these presumptions may be argued to be stereotypical representations of 

culture in an “ethnographic present” 3, given descriptions of the Egyptian rural settlement 

and building patterns are consistent with those in the earlier literature. However, while this 

may suggest some truth to these notions of continuity, a result of this perceived continuity 

with the past is the static conceptualizations surrounding the Egyptian vernacular. The 

traditional vernacular architecture in the process is denied its historicity, where change is 

believed to begin taking shape only in the 1970s (see for example (Mahdy, 2008, p. 80)). 

Yet while authors such as Blackman (1927), Ayrout (1945), and Ramzi (1954), among 

others writing in the first half of the 20th century, articulated continuities, others such as 

Ramses Wisa Wassef and his contemporary Hassan Fathy, noted changes in the rural 

vernacular patterns and attempted to comment on the nature of this change. 

For example, Ramses Wisa Wassef remarked on the state of the built environment 

during the first half of the 20th century saying: 

“What I cannot explain, is why our artistic civilization produces that much coldness 

and ugliness which is replacing the original artistic architecture… even within old 

neighborhoods this overflow of modern buildings is starting to appear. It is an insult 

to the human senses and a great cause of sadness when these buildings appear in 

the open countryside” (Ramses Wisa Wassef quoted in: (Waly, 2015, p. 8)). 

 
2  According to Davies (1999:156), in Reflexive ethnography, the ‘ethnographic present’ describes “the 
practice of developing analyses and generalizations from ethnographic research as if they represent a 
timeless description of the people being studied.” Davies argues that this approach denies the historicity of 
the people.  
3 See for example Ibn Khaldun, and his pupil Al-Maqrizi’s accounts in the 14th and 15th century, and Ali 
Mubarak in the 19th century. Al Maqrizi lived and wrote during medieval/mameluke era in Egypt his Al-
Mawa’iz wa-al-I’tibar bu-Dhikr al-Khitat wa- al-Athar (Arabic, 2 vols., Bulaq, 1853).  
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As evident in this observation in relation to the ongoing changes in rural settings 

during the first half of the 20th century, there was a parallel occupation with the notion of 

identity and originality which was at stake. Understanding and dealing with change in 

vernacular architecture today is an even more pressing issue within the current framework 

which is overseeing the rapid transformation of rural and urban settings in Egypt. In relation 

to rural settings, there are many challenges spanning from the wealth of disappearing and 

undocumented vernacular heritage, to the dire need to learn and integrate lessons from 

these historical vernacular traditions to address contemporary challenges (Abdel Aziz & 

Shawket, 2011; Ahmed R. , 2014; Farrag, Elalfy, & Mahmoud, 2016). The widespread use 

of modern building materials and construction methods, as well as changes in structural 

and spatial patterns in these historic vernacular settings, poses threats to both natural 

resources and local heritage (Giangrande & Bonis, 2018).  

Another challenge concerns the recognition of exemplary forms of traditional 

vernacular architecture as a form of cultural heritage.  Thus, while researchers often call 

for the need to preserve such forms of architecture, the official approach to recognition 

and conservation is still selective, typically tending to advocate modernist top-down 

approaches (see for example: (Ibrahim, 2014)). In Egypt, contexts comprising what would 

be considered vernacular “heritage” are often contested with the official developmental 

strategies which capitalize on the site’s historical or economic value. A by-product of the 

predominant official approach is that a great deal of traditional vernacular heritage is 

compromised in favour of older more historic structures, or newer developments. This has 

been demonstrated time and again in several recent radical urban interventions in Egypt.  

Regarding the previous point, examples of this official approach include the complete 

eradication of the Maspero Triangle in the heart of Cairo in 2019 and Nazlet-El-Simman 

neighbourhood at the foot of the Giza Plateau in 2021. These radical interventions are 

often justified in the context of future planning and developmental goals. Further examples 

include the plan envisioned for the city of Luxor in the south, which will be discussed further 

in the following chapter, as well as the yet unrealized project for Esna, among others. On 

the other hand, there is much damage incurred to contexts with exemplary forms of 

vernacular architecture incurred by local processes of change, as people actively 

transform their built environment to address growing needs for shelter. These contexts 

thus offer a rich ground for understanding the dynamics of change, and the role of the 

vernacular within the contemporary developmental/ conservation dialectic.  

The research thus explores the phenomenon of vernacularity over the past two 

centuries, looking at exemplary forms of vernacular traditions and building patterns in 
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contexts undergoing change and transformation. More specifically, the research focuses 

on answering questions surrounding the nature of vernacularity: how characteristic 

vernacular patterns took shape historically, how they have been adapted through time, 

and how they are transformed today. By tracing and relating tangible and intangible 

dimensions of the vernacular through time, insights are given into the different factors 

shaping vernacular patterns highlighting the underlying governing principles, values, and 

processes. Furthermore, for better understanding and engaging with change, by revealing 

some of the complex aspects driving transformational changes in contexts with exemplary 

forms of traditional architectural heritage.  

1.3 Research Gaps 

The previous decades have witnessed a resurging interest in the study of vernacular 

architecture in response to the ongoing changes and rapid transformations in many parts 

of the global south including Egypt. This is paralleled with the growing realization of its 

value as a form of cultural heritage and thus the need for its preservation, and as a 

repository for learning lessons of contemporary significance. In Egypt, since the second 

half of the 20th century, much emphasis was placed on the study of Nubian vernacular 

architecture. This was in line with the ongoing resettlement of several Nubian villages 

threatened with flooding with the construction of the High-dam in the south of Egypt in the 

1960s4. Over the following decades, although still limited, researchers acknowledging the 

diverse nature of cultural and vernacular expression have invested in studying and 

revealing some of the different facets of Egyptian vernacular architecture. Several studies 

have since been dedicated to the exploration of the desert vernacular including, El-Shaffie 

(1999) dealing with the Siwa oasis, Korachy (2010) in the Fayoum Oasis, Hivernel (1996)5, 

Schijns (2008), Radwan (2011) & Dabaieh (2011) looking at the town of Balat in the Dakhla 

Oasis, and Shokry (2019) in Al-Qasr in the Bahariyya Oasis. Regarding the Nile-valley 

region, an interest in the Nubian vernacular continued to thrive, with fewer studies focusing 

on other regions of Nile-valley rural vernacular. These include  Henein (1988)6 looking at 

 
4  The International Campaign to save the monuments of Nubia (1960-1980) was created to save the 
monuments, record sites, recover objects an relocate selected monuments. However, a previous process of 
resettlement began with the construction of the so-called British or Low-Dam which begun in 1898 and 
finished in 1902, which impacted the Nubian Kenuzi group living in the affected territories at the time were 
forced to migrate to new locations. However unlike the latter resettlement process accompanying the 
construction of the High-Dam, the previous resettlement processes lacked any organized programs for 
resettlement (for further information on this see: L. Zabrana, “Abandoned Nubian villages in Upper-Egypt: 
material culture in social anthropological field studies,” in: Egyptian & Egyptological Documents, Archives, 
Libraries. Pontremoli Editore, 2013/2014.) 
5 J. Hivernel, Balat étude ethnologique d’une communauté rurale, « B d E » 113, Le Caire 1996. (Study in 
French). 
6 N.H. Henein, Mari Girgis, Village de Haute-Égypte, « B d E » 94, Le Caire 1988. 
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a village near Sohag in Upper Egypt, and more recently the work done by Takween funded 

by the British Museum at the village of Shutb (Takween, 2016).  

Although these studies offer valuable documentation and unique insights into the 

local vernacular traditions within the selected contexts, they often tend to lack the capacity 

to generalize findings on a theoretical and/or methodological level. This is due to the 

contextual nature of vernacular architecture which often results in focusing on individual 

examples and presenting them as unique cases. Common in many of these studies is a 

tendency to adopt a product-oriented approach through which the “traditional” vernacular 

is presented as a uniform entity tied to a particular historical time.  As a result, many of 

these studies tend to overlook the processes governing the production, adaptation, and 

transformation of vernacular architecture, by extension relegating change to external 

factors. Considering the wealth of vernacular heritage at stake as societies transform their 

traditional built environments, many studies tend to focus on documentation and the need 

for their physical preservation, without addressing the underlying processes (see for 

example: (Korachy M. , 2010; Dabaieh, 2011; Dabaieh, 2012; Korachy M. , 2020).  

Other approaches to the vernacular, still mostly object-oriented, considered learning 

lessons pertaining to formal, material, and performance-related issues in traditional 

buildings and construction methods for ecological, and sustainable solutions e.g. (Abdel 

Aziz & Shawket, 2011; Ahmed R. , 2014; Abdel-Motelib, Taher, & El-Manawi, 2015; 

Elsebae, 2015). Stemming from product-focused definitions of what constitutes the 

vernacular, change is often dealt with through ‘static models’, which articulate the divide 

between a vernacular past, and an “informal” present. For example, Abdel-Aziz & Shawket 

(2011) explored the vernacular as an approach to sustainable housing in slums and 

informal settlements in Egypt. In seeking to adjust the ‘urban image’ of slums, the study 

presented the vernacular and the informal as separate, almost contrasting forms of 

building (Abdel Aziz & Shawket, 2011). Ahmed (2014) looked at how the vernacular can 

be used as a solution to informality, explicitly separating modern informal building practices 

and traditional vernacular architecture. The study goes on to justify this divide on the 

premise that the former does not fulfil the criteria set by static definitions of what constitutes 

a true vernacular (Ahmed 2014). Considering both product and process characteristics, 

dynamic models for the study of the vernacular may help in bridging the perceived divide 

between past and present forms of vernacularity. This will be further expanded upon in the 

following chapter (Ch.2), focusing on the relationship between pre-established theoretical 

ideas pertaining to the vernacular, and their methodological and practical manifestations.   
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Fewer studies give insights into the underlying systems and processes governing 

the production of characteristic vernacular patterns, and their consequent adaptation and 

changes (e.g.: (Bahgat, 1986; Shokry, 2009; Dabaieh, 2011)). For example, Bahgat (1986) 

conducted a comparative study of vernacular typologies through time highlighting the 

processual nature of change in dwelling patterns. The study suggests discrepancies in 

predominant perceptions surrounding the divide between what is today regarded as a ‘true’ 

vernacular and what is classed as informal/slums in Egypt (Bahgat, 1986).  El-Shaffie 

(1999), incorporated a phenomenological approach to the study of the vernacular 

traditions of Siwa, during the beginning of modernization considering the changing 

relationship between people with their natural and built environments. Mahgoub (2016) 

adopted a regional approach focusing on the Nile Valley vernacular building patterns, have 

highlighted some of the common systems and structures governing settlement patterns in 

Nile valley villages.  

Such studies implicitly employing both product and process-oriented approaches, 

highlight the importance of recalibrating our understanding of the vernacular and adapting 

conventional approaches to its study in relation to change. However, in many cases, such 

studies adapt a variety of methodological approaches and methods, customized for 

particular cases and are thus hardly replicable. This may be attributed to the subjective 

and contextual nature of the vernacular, and the different disciplinary lenses through which 

the vernacular is addressed ranging from architectural and heritage conservation, ecology, 

and sustainability, as well to developmental studies. The latter point may be linked to the 

significance of the vernacular as a subject of study in a number of disciplines (ex: 

anthropology and ethnography, human geography, architecture, and heritage studies) and 

the excessive compartmentalization in research.  

Finally, the excessive leaning on static perceptions of the vernacular is often 

paralleled with a perceived divide over what may be argued to be essentially the same 

processes of ‘living’. By extension, change is mostly ascribed to the overpowering effects 

of modernization and globalization (e.g.: (De Fillippi, 2006; Dabaieh, 2011; Giangrande & 

Bonis, 2018, p. 522)). And while it's true that vernacular architecture is impacted by these 

global forces, this simplistic relegation of change to external forces overlooks the 

underlying and internal complex processes which are adaptive. Furthermore, it denies or 

overlooks the agency of locals in forming and transforming their settings and dwellings. At 

the root of all these challenges, is the lack of a process-driven approach to the study of 

the vernacular as it changes (Rapoport, 2006), which the research argues is a pre-

requisite to the development of any sustainable strategies for development and 
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conservation. The research thus calls for a shift to both product and process-driven 

approaches which due to their complexity are often avoided by researchers.    

1.4 Research Questions 

Questions surrounding the nature of vernacularity including how vernacular buildings 

and environments are shaped, used, and adapted through time, and how they present 

themselves to us are more relevant today than ever before. Such questions concern much 

of the world’s vernacular traditions today in developing and underdeveloped countries, 

where much of the built environment in the past and today may still be classed as 

vernacular. This research, therefore, seeks answers to the following main key questions: 

What are the main approaches to defining and studying vernacular architecture 

today, and how useful are they in describing the ongoing changes in traditional 

vernacular contexts? How can alternative process-focused approaches contribute to 

revealing the complex structures underlying the production of characteristic 

vernacular settlement and dwelling patterns and governing their consequent 

adaptation?  

I. What is the role of contextual environmental, socio-cultural, and historical 

conditions in shaping and sustaining characteristic vernacular patterns through 

history?  

II. How do socio-cultural factors determine the characteristic formal, and spatial, 

features of vernacular settlements and dwellings through space and time? 

III. What are the different responses to change in contexts with exemplary forms 

of vernacular architecture and how do they contribute to bridging/ widening the 

gap between past and present forms of vernacularity? 

The research argues that the consideration of both product and process in the study 

of vernacular architecture is central to capturing the key contextual and socio-cultural 

aspects governing the production, use, and adaptation of vernacular buildings and 

traditions through time. This is essential to understanding how the traditional vernacular 

architecture and built environments were shaped in the past, and how changes in the 

underlying governing structures influence consequent material, formal, and spatial 

adaptations, and current transformations. By considering socio-cultural, economic, and 

ecological processes in relation to change, the research demonstrates that it is possible 

to reconceptualize the vernacular as a continuous and dynamic process that bridges the 

divide between the traditional and modern forms of vernacularity.   
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1.5 Aims and Objectives 

The research aims to understand how characteristic vernacular architecture and 

settlement patterns are shaped and sustained through time and space, thence to identify 

the underlying systems and processes governing their production, adaptation, and 

transformation. This is to develop a systematic approach to identifying and analysing core 

values and principles ordering traditional vernacular-built environments as a prerequisite 

to their integration into contemporary practice.  

 

The main objectives covered in the scope of the research are:  

a) To review and critique the literature on the approaches to the vernacular and 

associated concepts, in relation to how change is conceptualized and understood. 

b) To explore real-life case studies from Egypt to: 

• Identify the different factors influencing the production of characteristic formal and 

spatial vernacular patterns and detect the underlying structures ordering these 

patterns. 

• Compare and analyse dwelling patterns from different periods to detect the role of 

socio-cultural dimensions in ordering dwelling layouts and patterns of use, tracking 

the development of functional, spatial, and experiential aspects in them through time. 

• Explore the different approaches employed to manage change in contexts with 

exemplary forms of vernacular traditions and assess their role in preserving the 

vernacular as a living heritage.  

• Incorporate the dynamic understanding of the vernacular and the question of change 

to develop a systematic conceptual framework for studying and interpreting key values 

and processes in vernacular architecture against the relevant literature.   

1.6 Methodological approach 

After a review of different methodologies used in previous studies of a similar nature 

(example:  (El-Shafie, 1999; Carpiano, 2009; Seamon, 2000; Dabaieh, 2011; Gamon, 

2020)). A qualitative approach allows for both product and process-led research into the 

nature of vernacular architecture in changing/transforming traditional settings. A 

phenomenological methodology was selected after defining the research problem and 

questions, and consulting similar studies such as (El-Shafie, 1999; Tweed, 2000; de 

Campos, 2007; Kusenbach, 2003). A phenomenological approach acknowledges the 

subjectivity of this domain of research and stresses the importance of the study of a 

phenomenon from within and as experienced within the real-life context. This approach 

circumvents restrictive assumptions and conceptualizations posed by conventional 

product/ object-driven approaches to the study of the vernacular as it changes today in 

traditional contexts.  
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 A phenomenological approach was found suitable for the investigation of the socio-

cultural and processual aspects associated with the production and experience of the 

traditional vernacular. Additionally, it would help shed light on change as it occurs in 

contexts with transforming vernacular practices. The problem of change highlights the 

significance of questions such as how the traditional vernacular was shaped and 

experienced by people in the past, and how it is produced and experienced today as 

people shift towards modern practices. Several qualitative methods were used including 

semi-structured interviews, observations, architectural documentation and sketching, 

photographs, and videos. Historical literature including 19th-century travellers’ accounts, 

early 20th-century ethnographic and geographical literature, as well as other forms of 

historical documentation, was seminal to revealing the historical development of traditional 

vernacular settlements through the 19th and 20th centuries. The diversity of methods and 

data sources serves the purpose of revealing processual, developmental, and experiential 

aspects in the vernacular through time.  

1.7 Case-Studies 

Egypt offers a rich ground for both exploring the phenomenon of change in 

vernacular architecture and assessing the different approaches to intervention in the field. 

For this purpose, two case studies were selected from Egypt’s rural vernacular settings in 

contrasting environments: the Nile-Valley vernacular through the case of Esna in Upper 

Egypt, and the desert vernacular through the case of Siwa in Egypt’s western desert. The 

examples from Egypt were selected to represent the main contrasting natural and cultural 

environments, i.e., river valley and the desert, as well as cultural diversity expressed in the 

cases of the city of Esna in Upper Egypt and the Siwa Oasis in the western desert of Egypt. 

The case studies were considered based on their degree in demonstrating successive 

layers of vernacular heritage for the past two centuries, as well as ongoing contemporary 

changes in traditional vernacular patterns. The cases provide an excellent context to study 

challenges confronting the sustained presence of traditional vernacular architecture and 

to conceptualize alternative strategies which merge notions of architectural and urban 

conservation and development.  
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1.7.1 The case of Esna in Upper-Egypt 

Esna (Arabic: إسنا, Is'nah), Ancient Egyptian: jwny.t or tꜣ-snt; Coptic: Snē from tꜣ-Snt; 

Latin: Lato), is a city in Egypt, located on the western bank of the Nile some 55 km south 

of Luxor (Figure 1). The town was formerly part of the modern Qena Governorate, then it 

was incorporated into the new Luxor Governorate on the 9th of December 2009. Esna is 

one of the important historical towns of Upper Egypt, with a long history of human 

settlement dating back to prehistoric times. Limited information is to be found on the earlier 

historical layers of the town as they lie buried under the modern town. The ancient 

temple of the ancient god Khnum was found in a sunken pit in the centre of the old town 

(Figure 2), which is remarkable for the beauty and magnificence of its architecture. The 

current temple dates back to the Greco-Roman period containing hieroglyphic inscriptions 

that date back from the reign of Decius (249–251 AD). Most of the ruins surrounding the 

ancient temple remain buried beneath the current urban layers (Ghanem & Saad, 2015).  

 

Figure 1 A satellite image of Egypt from space marking the main case-study locations marked in relation to 

their locations from the capital Cairo. Source: (Adapted after: Google Earth, 2021) 
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The city held a prominent position during the Greco-Roman times known then as 

Latopolis7, and after the arrival of Islam to Egypt, it continued to hold an important position 

as an agricultural and trading hub, and a centre for the propagation of religious scholarly 

sciences. Esna was also closely linked to the old-pilgrimage routes stretching from North 

Africa through Upper Egypt and crossing to the Hijaz and Mecca through the Red-Sea port 

of ‘ezaab (‘eithab) 8  between the 11th and the 13th centuries (El-Shakry, 2007). Esna 

remained an important trading hub and an important town during the Mameluke and 

Ottoman rules and was well integrated into the old-world trade system, with connections 

to the Hijaz, Yemen, and the far-east through the nearby towns of Qina and Qus 

connecting it to the Red-Sea ports of Quseir. Esna’s main attractions have long been 

centred around the temple of Khnum and the famous Qessariyya market. However, the 

town possesses a rich and overlapping patchwork of architectural and urban heritage, 

 
7 The Greek name Latopolis refers to the fish Latus that was venerated here, mummified, and buried in its 
special necropolis in the mountains. 
8 After the 13th century an alternative pilgrimage route was established through Sinai, whereby the port of 
Eithab lost its importance as an important stop and trading hub along the Red-Sea. 

 

Figure 2 A bird’s eye view of the modern town of Esna. The image is taken from the minaret of the new 
mosque on the eastern edge of the town by the river. The minaret of the older-mosque structure appears 
on the right, behind which is a row of traditional mudbrick houses, and at the centre of the picture appears 
the ancient temple of Khnum within its sunken pit, at the centre of the old-town. (Source: Researcher, 
taken in March 2019) 
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much of which however remains unexplored, undocumented, and barely known to us 

today. In the past few decades, the town has been changing and deteriorating at a rapid 

pace and is subject to top-down modernist developmental projects aimed at capitalizing 

on Esna’s Ancient Egyptian heritage, however compromising the local vernacular 

architecture and community needs (Ibrahim, 2014). In recent years, Esna became the 

subject of alternative community development and cultural heritage approaches which aim 

at developing and promoting an alternative tourism development approach exemplified in 

Takween’s project entitled: Rediscovering Esna’s Cultural Heritage Assets (RECHA) 

(Takween, 2020). The significance of Esna for this study stems from its possession of 

traditional vernacular dwellings dating back to the 19th century and early 20th century, many 

of which are still in full or partial use, as well as the more recent architectural 

developments. The city’s urban fabric is thus a melting pot of diverse cultural influences 

contained in one place (Takween, 2020). The diversity of styles in Esna suggests a 

dynamic process of adaptation and integration of local and global architectural influences, 

which offers an interesting context for the interrogation of the issue of change in vernacular 

architecture between tradition and modernity. Finally, the city of Esna is a good example 

for exploring the different top-down and bottom-up/ or product vs. process-based 

approaches to development with implications over the sustained presence of the local 

vernacular architecture. 

1.7.2 The case of Shali in the Siwa oasis 

 The Siwa Oasis (Arabic:  سيوة  Wāḥat Sīwah) lies between the Qattara ,واحة 

Depression and the Great Sand Sea in the Western Desert, 50 km (30 mi) east of 

the Libyan border, and 300kms south of the coastal city of Marsa Matrouh, and some 740 

kilometers from Cairo. The Siwa Oasis is considered one of Egypt's most isolated 

settlements with about 33,000 people, mostly Berbers or Amazigh, with a unique culture 

and a language called Siwi; they also speak the Egyptian dialect of Arabic or "Masry" 

(meaning Egyptian). Its fame derives from its ancient role as the home to an oracle of 

Ammon or Amun or Amen, the ruins of which are a popular tourist attraction, which gave 

the oasis its ancient name Ammonium (Howatson, 2013, p. 626). And while Siwa retains 

very few ancient Egyptian antiquities, it has its place in myth and urban legend. Its famous 

temple of the Oracle of Amun, which was only paralleled by the oracle of Delphi, is believed 

to have been visited by Alexander the Great during his campaign to conquer the Persian 

empire (Strudwick, 2006, pp. 96,97). For the ten centuries between the Roman times and 

the introduction of Islam the history of the oasis is unknown to us today (Fakhry, 1973). 
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 Until the 1980s and with the introduction of a tarmac road most of the links to and 

from Siwa were through arduous camel tracks in the desert which were part of the ancient 

caravan trade routes used to export dates, olives, and receive goods. Those were later 

used to carry pilgrims on the route linking the Maghreb (North Africa) through Egypt 

towards Mecca. As a result of this relative isolation, it is believed that the oasis preserved 

its unique cultural heritage expressed in its unique Siwi language, lifestyles, dress 

patterns, customs, and traditions, as well as their traditional vernacular towns and 

dwellings. Siwa’s traditional vernacular architecture has been a subject of special interest 

due to the peculiar material it is built with which is known as Kerchief, and the associated 

building technique which still survives and is practiced by a few masons. Shali is Siwa’s 

principal town and centre today and was one of the two main fortified settlements that 

continued to be inhabited until the 1920s. Shali thus presents a good location for the study 

and investigation of change in traditional vernacular architecture and building traditions 

which are assumed to have remained unchanged for centuries leading up to the 1980s. 

During the late 20th century following its connection to the infrastructure of roads, Siwa 

attracted the interests of culture and heritage enthusiasts, ecologists, architects, as well 

as private investors keen on capitalizing on the natural and built heritage. Today Siwa is 

an important spot for ecological tourism, attracting both foreign and local tourism. 

 

Figure 3 The old-town of Shali taken from the top of the old-fortified town looking due west towards the 
adjacent rock of Adrere (Source: researcher, March 2019) 
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However, over the years, the historical towns of Shali and Aghurmi with their characteristic 

traditional patterns have been rapidly deteriorating. In recent years, the old town of Shali 

has been the subject of excavation and preservation work which began in 2017. Through 

excavating layers of debris, it is becoming possible today to observe the structure of the 

old town and to study the development of Siwa’s traditional vernacular architecture in the 

central town of Shali in a more rigorous manner. Furthermore, the case of Siwa presents 

an excellent example to investigate some of the alternative approaches to the preservation 

of traditional vernacular architecture through notions of ecological design and sustainable 

development.    

1.8 Research Stages 

 

The research is divided into three main parts. The first phase (Figure 4) represents 

the theoretical foundation and methodological justification of the study. Chapter One sets 

out the main research problem, questions and objectives, the general methodological 

approach, and an introduction to the case studies. Chapter Two expands on the theoretical 

limitations and enduring assumptions and dichotomies pertaining to the study and 

conceptualization of the vernacular in western and non-western vernacular studies. The 

chapter contextualizes these issues with a focus on the representation of the Egypt 

vernacular in the literature and discusses some of the practical implications of these 

enduring misconceptions in practice. Chapter Three deals with the case-study selection 

criteria, the theoretical and philosophical justification for phenomenology as the main 

methodological approach, and a systematic description of the fieldwork data collection 

methods in Esna and Siwa. 

 
Figure 4 Research Stages Chart: Phase 1 
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 The second phase (Figure 5) represents the main body of the research constituting 

the descriptive and analytical part, presenting and analysing research findings from 

literature and fieldwork. This phase outlines the development of the traditional vernacular-

built environments and dwellings through time and space in the selected case studies. It 

assesses the roles of historical conditions, environmental, and socio-economic factors, 

with primacy to cultural systems, ordering, and governing structures, and systems 

underlying traditional vernacular patterns on an urban and architectural scale. Chapter 

Four investigates the different conditions pertaining to the production of traditional 

vernacular architecture of Siwa and Esna since the 19th century. The chapter outlines the 

historical, socio-cultural, and political environments in relation to the characteristic 

vernacular patterns ordering landscapes and settlement and dwelling patterns. For this 

purpose, the chapter instrumentalizes first-hand descriptions of 19th-century travellers and 

chroniclers in these environments, as well as early 20th-century literature from 

anthropology and human geography. The themes of environment, society, and cultural 

continuity as stasis are recurrent through the literature articulating their role in shaping 

traditional vernacular architecture through time and across space. Using excerpts from the 

relevant literature and fieldwork, a sketch of the traditional built environment is meshed out 

to help contextualize changes and continuities in the built environment through the 19th 

and 20th centuries leading to modern times. Three main periods were identified in the 

development of architectural and urban vernacular patterns, two of which are before the 

onset of modernization challenging notions of stasis.  

 

Figure 5 Research Stages Chart: Phase 2 
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Chapter Five is a comparative study on the development of vernacular dwelling 

layouts through time using the samples of houses selected and studied during the 

fieldwork process, representing the three main periods identified in the previous chapter.  

The study of dwelling layouts combined with their “experiential” dimensions highlights the 

role of socio-cultural aspects in governing dwelling layouts and patterns of use, as well as 

the consequent adaptation of dwellings through time. The key themes of continuity and 

change are highlighted in relation to the spatial and temporal qualities of the vernacular. 

Continuity and change in vernacular architecture are shown as ongoing processes where 

the roots of the contemporary and emerging patterns are shown to extend further back 

into the 19th century. The chapter shows the dynamic nature of the vernacular challenging 

the established dichotomies and misconceptions.  

 

 The third and final part of the research (Figure 6) builds on a dynamic 

understanding of the vernacular and returns to question the nature of the current 

responses and interventions in vernacular contexts in terms of their extent in 

bridging/widening the divide between development and conservation. This phase 

concludes with a synthesis of the different findings and a recourse to literature, to develop 

a conceptual framework, as a guide for planners and architects in future interventions in 

changing vernacular contexts. Chapter Six assesses the impact of a dynamic 

understanding of the traditional vernacular architecture in relation to conventional and 

alternative developmental and conservation practices in contexts with exemplary forms of 

 
Figure 6 Research Stages Chart: Phase 3 
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vernacular architecture. The chapter critiques some of the different strategies employed in 

the case-study contexts and demonstrates the significance of alternative approaches 

alongside the conventional physical and static preservation practices. The model 

employed by Takween in Esna and the efforts of EQI in Siwa are discussed, alongside 

some examples of architectural applications which merge notions of tradition and 

contemporaneity in new interventions. The chapter highlights the importance of aligning 

the goals of conservation and development rooting them in socially, culturally, and 

environmentally sensitive approaches.   

Chapter Seven synthesizes the research findings through a discussion of the key 

principles of shaping and sustaining vernacular patterns through time and space. A 

dynamic understanding of the vernacular highlights the importance of the preservation of 

the physical remains of vernacular architecture from different periods. However, it also 

questions the role that architects and planners need to play in terms of the judicious 

representation and updating of vernacular traditions to address people’s needs today. A 

conceptual framework is developed building on previous attempts for developing value 

assessment models and following the synthesis of previous findings. The framework aims 

to serve as a systematic method for identifying the key processes shaping vernacular 

architecture and its key values. It is argued that given the current implications of the new 

trends of urban and vernacular development, it is crucial to seek new ways of approaching 

urban and architectural development by acknowledging and building on the contextual 

histories and cultures of a place. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the 

significance of the Historic Urban Landscape as an approach to bridging the goals of 

ecological and cultural conservation with those of development. 

Chapter Eight summarizes the main arguments made in the research in correlation 

with the different findings. A discussion then follows surrounding the applications of the 

new approach to the study and safeguarding of vernacular architecture and knowledge in 

changing heritage contexts. The chapter concludes with prospects for future research.  

The third phase of the research thus provides the theoretical and practical contributions of 

the research in two ways. First, by demonstrating how a product and process-led approach 

allows for a dynamic understanding of the vernacular, allowing for learning lessons and 

deducing values pertaining to shaping and sustaining characteristic vernacular forms and 

settlement patterns. The framework is suggested as a guideline, which can be adapted by 

researchers, scholars, and potentially experts for understanding vernacular contexts, 

particularly those in transformation.  
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1.9 Summary 

 The chapter introduced the main research problem surrounding change and 

transformation in contexts with exemplary forms of ‘traditional’ vernacular architecture and 

built environments as an ongoing phenomenon in many parts of the developing and 

underdeveloped world. Problems in understanding and dealing with change are argued to 

be linked to disciplinary limitations, misconceptions, and conceptual divides surrounding 

the main subject of the domain in terms of how it is defined and approached. The chapter 

began with defining the vernacular, pointing out some of the contending challenges 

pertaining to terminology and associated misconceptions which influence methodological 

approaches employed in its investigation. Egypt is presented as the main context as this 

phenomenon of change in the vernacular built environment highly manifests within the 

context of urban development and conservation. The main gaps in the literature are then 

laid out pointing to the lack of a systematic approach for studying process-related 

dimensions in the vernacular giving way to the main research questions, aims and 

objectives, and the methodological approach. Finally, the main case studies of Siwa and 

Esna are introduced in relation to the research problem, aims, and objectives. The chapter 

then concludes with the breakdown of the different research phases reflected against the 

structure of the dissertation in the different chapters.  
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2. Chapter Two: Enduring misconceptions and dichotomies in 
vernacular architecture in theory and practice with a special 

focus on Egypt  

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter sets out the theoretical premises surrounding the historical 

development of the field of vernacular architecture studies and sheds light on some of the 

enduring disciplinary challenges pertaining to the interpretation of change in the built 

environment today. The chapter traces the roots of some of the enduring misconceptions 

and assumptions namely: ‘stasis,’ ‘historicity,’ and ‘authenticity’, and how these feed into 

the dichotomized views between past and present forms of vernacularity. Predominant 

models in the study of the vernacular tend to overlook the processes underlying the 

production of vernacular patterns, shaping, and animating them across time and space. 

These models are then shown to impact how change is perceived and approached in the 

vernacular-built environment between theory and practice. The chapter thus follows by 

tracing the influence of these disciplinary limitations in the early representations of the 

Egyptian vernacular in the first half of the 20th century in the domains of anthropology and 

human geography highlighting the main theme of “continuity” as stasis. Leaning on static 

and product-led models, change in the vernacular is often portrayed through narratives of 

loss, decline, and decay due to material and technological changes brought about by 

modernity and globalization. By extension, the contemporary and emerging patterns of 

self-built architecture are dismissed, giving way to a new dichotomy between the 

‘authentic’ (historical/traditional) vernacular, and the ‘inauthentic’ (modern informal) 

vernacular. Finally, a discussion over some of the implications of these disciplinary 

limitations in practice through a critique of two projects. The first is Hassan Fathy’s well-

known New-Gourna project (1946-1952) and the consecutive attempts by the state to 

address the drawbacks of the so-called ‘failed’ project. The second project considered 

pertains to the more recent interventions in the city of Luxor, demonstrating some of the 

drawbacks of the conventional modernist top-down approaches employed in historical 

contexts over the local vernacular heritage. The inability to conceptualize the vernacular 

as a dynamic and changing process rather than a final product is shown to impact how 

change is conceptualized and managed. Process-oriented approaches are argued to be 

critical to a more comprehensive understanding of the vernacular and the problem of 

change today.    
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2.1 Vernacular Architecture and the Question of Historicity: Tracing the roots of 

the problem 

The interest in the vernacular can be traced back to the 18th and 19th centuries during 

the colonial periods (Upton, 1993, p. 9; Asquith & Vellinga, 2006, p. 3). Early writings on 

vernacular architecture were mostly influenced by antiquarians and architects, travellers, 

missionaries, and colonialists encountering buildings that were fundamentally different 

from what they had been acquainted with (Upton, 1993, p. 10; Asquith & Vellinga, 2006, 

p. 3). In a sense, the vernacular as a concept was born into the study of the ‘other’ (Brown 

& Maudlin, 2012, p. 342). From a western point of view, the buildings of the foreign ‘other’ 

were vernacular, but also during an age of western industrialization, the rural and exotic 

buildings within the western tradition were viewed from the vernacular lens (Brown & 

Maudlin, 2012, p. 350; Upton, 1993, p. 10). In a sense, the vernacular was part of the 

colonial anthropological project aimed at understanding the other, may they be primitive, 

exotic, or barbaric.  

In the early 20th century vernacular architecture became a subject of interest to 

diverse disciplines aside from anthropology, including human geography giving 

descriptions of settlement and dwelling patterns, spatial arrangements, building types, and 

methods (Vellinga, 2020, p. 13). In many of the descriptions given on what constitutes the 

vernacular, there is often an emphasis on distinctions of low/high-style9 traditions equating 

the vernacular with the traditional, more specifically with the lower-style traditions (Groth, 

1999, p. 444), including the rural and pre-modern buildings (Upton 1990, 1993; Oliver 

1997b). As discussed in the previous chapter this understanding is reinforced in the 

terminology and the implied analogies borrowed from linguistics (Groth, 1999, p. 444). 

However, within the field of architectural history, the vernacular remained marginal and 

equated with the primitive, the rural, and the indigenous.    

In a reaction against historical tendencies focusing on high-style traditions, which 

effectively ignored ordinary people and their everyday lives, young radicals of the 1960s 

called for a “new social history” to be constructed from the bottom-up (Tilly, 1984; Groth, 

1999, p. 444). The aim was to expand and democratize views on the ordinary populations 

and their architectural products, i.e. to capitalize on the vernacular’s historical potential to 

make broader interpretations of the past (Dyer, 1997, p. 1; Carter & Cromley, 2005). 

Therefore, the compounding approaches to the study of the vernacular through the 

 
9 High-style traditions is a term used to denote the great examples of art and architecture that are the 
crowning achievements of people from antiquity to present, whereas low-style traditions concern 
ordinary people’s buildings. 
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different scholarly backgrounds which emerged in the 19th century, crystallized into the 

vernacular architecture movement of the ’70s and ’80s (Carter & Cromley, 2005, p. 3).  

After establishing the domain of studies in the second half of the 20th century, the 

vernacular continued to play a key role in various disciplines making clear the point that 

the study of vernacular architecture is highly interdisciplinary (Groth, 1999, p. 449). By the 

turn of the millennium, a growing body of research highlighted the role of socio-cultural, 

environmental, and ecological aspects in studying the vernacular. Some studies looked at 

framing the spatial configurations of vernacular dwellings, as well as, in relation to 

production and usage patterns (see for example: (Rapoport, 1969; Blier S. P., 1987; 

Waterson, 1990)). Further studies helped shift the focus from the buildings to the settings, 

such as placing people into place in an abstract manner (ex: Glassie, 1975). Others helped 

shift the focus from studying the building itself to understanding the experiences of people 

living within and what they can tell us about society and shifts in worldviews (see for 

example Deetz, 1977).  

 Nevertheless, while these different approaches helped highlight the roles of society, 

culture, and environment in shaping vernacular architecture and building traditions, they 

also continued to perpetuate some of the enduring conceptualizations driven by the 

different scholarly interests (Upton, 1993; Vellinga, 2020, pp. 12,13). The consideration of 

the socio-cultural and the regional aspects of the vernacular helped move it out of a 

marginal position, into a new kind of marginality, in essence still at the edges of 

architectural history as Growth (1999) suggested a couple of decades earlier (Groth, 1999, 

p. 450). Through the development of the domain of vernacular studies in the previous 

decades, the vernacular continues to be portrayed as a ‘historic’ practice, in a sense an 

autonomous and unchanging tradition that ignores the dynamic and fluid nature of 

societies and culture (Vellinga, 2020, p. 16).  

2.1.1 The early roots of vernacular architecture studies in the 19th and 20th 

centuries 

The various studies emerging from different disciplinary threads during the 19th and 

20th centuries about the vernacular culminated with the establishment of the domain of 

vernacular studies during the second half of the 20th century. Two main events 

benchmarked this namely: the establishment of the Vernacular Architecture Group in 

1952, and the exhibition organized by Rudofsky followed by the publication of Architecture 

Without Architects: A Short Introduction to Non-pedigreed Architecture, published in 1964 

(Rudofsky, 1964). Through the following years, the vernacular continued to be studied 

within different disciplines highlighting the different functional, social-cultural, and symbolic 
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aspects. What many of these studies have shown over the years is that the understanding 

of vernacular architecture is linked to the understanding of social and cultural aspects. This 

highlights the close links between architecture, social sciences, and anthropology in 

particular where the concept of the vernacular first emerged (Samalavičius & Traškinaitė, 

2021, p. 50), and where it continues to serve as a central tenant to the general 

understanding of society and cultures (Blier S. P., 2006, p. 231).  

For example, cultural anthropologist Clarke Cunningham demonstrated the symbolic 

aspects of the house as a reflection of its inhabitants’ ‘world-views’, introducing the theme 

of the house as a ‘microcosm’ that represents cosmological ideas (Cunningham, 1964). 

Lévi-Strauss studied the vernacular and used it to postulate the concept of the ‘house-

societies’, where kinship and political relations were organized (Lévi-Strauss, 1982). A few 

decades later, social anthropologist Roxana Waterson published her influential study The 

Living House and included a section on ‘house societies’ (Waterson, 1990). In the field of 

environment-behaviour studies (EBS), Amos Rapoport wrote his influential House Form 

and Culture, highlighting the role of culture, human behaviour, and environment, and their 

effect on house form (Rapoport, 1969). American art historian Suzzanne Blier, in Anatomy 

of Architecture, explored the role of vernacular architecture as an expression of culture in 

Northern Togo and Benin and its central role in articulating social values (Blier S. P., 1987).  

Sociologist and anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu articulated the role of the dwelling or 

the vernacular building in understanding symbolic structures of power and meaning in 

social and spatial terms. In his early structuralist phase (which he later critiques giving way 

to his post-structuralist way of thought) Bourdieu posited that amongst the Berbers 

(Amazigh) whom he studied10, the house was heavily infused by its culture’s cosmology 

(Bourdieu, 1973). In his later (post-structuralist) work, Bourdieu instrumentalized his 

concept of the habitus in explicating its role in understanding the house and vice-versa 

(Bourdieu, 1977). The habitus is a concept that describes the structures organizing 

people’s relationships with their surroundings as well as the internal spaces of their 

dwellings, ordering spaces, their uses, and giving them their symbolic meaning (Bourdieu, 

1977, p. 21). For Bourdieu, the domestic house is a structured setting that is used to instil 

 
10 Pierre Bourdieu wrote a famous essay in 1964 on the Berber house title "La maison ou le monde reverse´" 
(The house or the reversed world). In it he points to the relationship between world and house as being one 
of the most sensitive issues in traditional Berber society. In the daily life of the Kabyla the world is not 
exclusively homely, and neither the house is worldly, the house therefore reverses the world. The 
architecture and the practice of dwelling becomes an effort to organize this reversal. Bourdieu later 
developed a conceptual framework to analyze power relations between, social, symbolic, and physical 
space. This approach has been picked up in urban studies and urban sociology studying the role of space in 
relation to the production and reproduction of social inequalities to address issues of stigmatized social and 
physical spaces. 
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habitus (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 80). For both sociologists and anthropologists, the vernacular 

is central to understanding the social and cultural dimensions of a society. 

These studies highlighted the different relationships between society and culture, 

portraying the vernacular as a crystallization of cultural values and social aspects, they 

acknowledged the full humanity of the builders and their agency. However, underlying 

most of these studies is an assumption of ‘static ethnic’ values, what Upton (1996) referred 

to as “ethnic stability” founded in ‘romantic traditionalism’ (Upton, 1996, p. 1). According 

to Vellinga (2006), traditional societies are often viewed as an “ethnographic present that 

preceded the modern present” where ethnic values and practices form a ‘static cultural 

system’ (Vellinga, 2006, p. 85). This static ethnicity implies a definitive notion of ‘authentic 

cultures,’ where ‘memory’, and by extension ‘tradition’ are considered defining aspects 

characterizing the vernacular, while “experience”, ‘innovation’ and by extension ‘change,’ 

are “corrupting” (Upton, 1996, p. 1). 

2.1.2 Vernacular architecture from anthropology to architecture and the question 

of ‘tradition’ and ‘authenticity.’ 

The 1960s’ new social history movement gave way to some important scholarly 

works on the vernacular from different disciplines such as Bourdieu, Waterson, Blier, 

Rapoport, Oliver, and others, all of whom found in the vernacular a way to understand 

societies and the cultures. The culmination of knowledge from these different disciplines 

further highlighted the gap within architectural history in terms of the consideration of the 

vernacular in a more representative manner (For example Rudofsky,1977)11. By the end 

of the 20th century, The Encyclopaedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World was 

published in three volumes detailing vernacular traditions by cultural regions12. Published 

by Paul Oliver in 1997, the encyclopaedia focused in the first volume on the theories, 

principles, and philosophies underpinning traditional architecture, while the second and 

third considered these principles in specific social and cultural contexts. However, while 

the first volume dealt with many theoretical issues, it still arguably remained within the 

 
11 In 1977 Bernard Rudofsky published the book entitled The Prodigious Builders: Notes Toward a Natural 
History of Architecture with Special Regard to Those Species that are Traditionally Neglected or Downright 
Ignored on August 1st, 1977, by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt P. The title of the book indicates the authors 
occupation with what was at the time highly marginalized forms of buildings and the peoples building them. 
The author’s discussions include examples ranging from China’s floating villages to a Polish Salt mine which 
serves as a self-contained community, to the African Dogon’s “Big House” which through its different parts 
manifests/symbolizes human procreation.  Example after another, the author presents evidence arguing 
that the human being through history has had an impulsive tendency to ‘reveal’ by virtue of what he builds, 
and equally how modern society tends to compulsively subvert this tendency.  
12 The encyclopedia was first published by the Cambridge University Press in three volumes. However, it 
has been out of print since 2012 and is unavailable.  
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“natural history” phase meaning the description, documentation, identification, 

classification, and so on (Rapoport, 2006, p. 179).  

For categorization purposes, Oliver coined the definition which he gives in the 

encyclopaedia (quoted in chapter 1), which defines the vernacular according to a set of 

criteria, mostly of product characteristics, and which remains to be the most quoted in the 

literature. The designation of the ‘traditional’ as a constituting dimension in the definition 

was crystallized in the “utilizing [of] traditional technologies.” (Oliver, 1997). Although the 

definition was crucial for encyclopaedic purposes, by stressing the role of tradition, the 

definition implies a continuity of an established and almost unchanging set of practices or 

traditions. On the contrary, and akin to the anthropological notion of “latent primitivism” the 

introduction or adoption of anything western or modern into these practices will deny them 

their “authentic” traditional qualities making them “inauthentic” (Vellinga, 2011, p. 171).  

Tradition as a concept plays an important role in conceptualizing vernacular 

architecture and has been a major theme in the literature on vernacular architecture by 

several scholars (e.g.: Alsayyad, N. and Bourdier, J. 198913; Abu-Lughod 1992; Upton 

1993; Alsayyad, 2004,2014; Bronner 2006; Özkan, 2006). However, akin to the 

vernacular, the concept of tradition can be elusive (Alsayyad, 2004, p. 6). In English, the 

term tradition is defined in the online Merriam-Webster Dictionary as: “an inherited, 

established, or customary pattern of thought, action, or behaviour (such as a religious 

practice or social custom),” and “the handing down of information, beliefs, and customs by 

word of mouth or by example from one generation to another without written instruction”, 

or simply as a “characteristic manner, method, or style.” (Merriam-Webster, 2021). The 

Arabic word for tradition ‘taq’leed’ stems from the root ‘qld’ or ‘qallada’, meaning to mimic 

or repeat. Therefore, according to Alsayyad, tradition is ‘valuing constraint’ and the 

‘handing down’ of identity-constituting elements which include “family, ethnicity, religion, 

language, and history”  (Alsayyad, 2015).  

This understanding of tradition as an ‘inherited’ and ‘established’ practice, a 

repetition of a ‘characteristic pattern’, the ‘handing down of information, and ‘valuing 

constraint’, all suggest a “static continuity”. Defining the vernacular in association to 

tradition, consequentially stresses notions of ‘authenticity’ and authority of ‘precedent’; i.e.: 

 
13 Alsayyad & Bourdier (1989) is the first publication of the Traditional Dwellings and Settlements Review 
which is the official publication of the International Association or the Study of Traditional Environments 
(IASTE), which was discontinued in 2020. The semi-annual journal served as an interdisciplinary forum 
where scholars from various disciplines and places may exchange ideas, methods, approaches, and findings 
pertaining to the study of the traditional built environment.  Abu Lughod (1992) is a study that examines 
the dual dichotomies of first and third world, against the traditional modern dichotomy.  
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how ‘true’ the vernacular is to itself and how respectful it is to precedent (Alsayyad, 1995, 

p. 14). A “courtesy of the Enlightenment and social sciences” this understanding of 

tradition renders it a “cultural product”, and a “monolith impervious to change” (Dada, 2019, 

p. 19). As a result, an ‘authentic’ vernacular is what follows precedent and thus respects 

tradition; by extension, as it changes or moves away from established traditions, it 

becomes ‘inauthentic’.  

Given the fact that the vernacular emerged from within other disciplines, mainly 

anthropology and the later social sciences, it may be argued that the concept was 

transported not without the associated disciplinary biases and misconceptions. The 

commonly accepted anthropological concepts and representations well into the second 

half of the 20th century had still maintained much of the colonial baggage from which they 

emerged which tended to articulate the traditional vs. western/modern dichotomy. 

According to Vellinga (2011), these mainly concerned perceptions of the coming of 

Western goods to ‘traditional’ societies, and the consequential “cultural erosion” of what 

were formerly “authentic” cultures. And while these conceptualizations were challenged in 

anthropology during the second half of the 20th century14, they became fundamentally 

rooted in the understanding of vernacular architecture since the emergence of the field in 

the 19th and 20th centuries and crystalized in the definitions.  

The main underlying theme is the vernacular-traditional association and the 

vernacular/modern opposition. As a result, not only does the vernacular not change, but it 

was even considered that it does not need to change, as in Rudofsky’s anthropological 

definition of the vernacular as being “nearly immutable,” and “unimprovable” (Rudofsky, 

1964). By association, when examined from a ‘western,’ or a ‘modern’ lens that propagates 

values of individualism and progress, this historical/anthropological conceptualization of 

the vernacular tends to attribute to it qualities of stasis, historicity, backwardness, and 

potentially a resistance to change. This understanding of the vernacular therefore 

influences how change is interpreted and addressed in research and practice as will be 

discussed ahead. 

 

 
14 These ideas were being challenged in anthropology by the 1970s, by many such as Daniel Miller’s writings 
in 1995, and others who have written earlier such as Johannes Fabian’s Time and the Other: How 
Anthropology Makes its Object in 1983; Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1985 and James Clifford’s The 
Predicament of Culture: Twentieth Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art in 1988. 
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2.1.3 Models of change in vernacular architecture studies 

Change has been an enduring topic in recent decades in vernacular architecture 

studies, and often cases carry negative connotations such as loss, decline, decay, etc. In 

most cases, these effects are attributed to the corrupting western, modern, and global 

forces, i.e., foreign (non-local) powers while dismissing the locals’ agency in altering their 

traditional built environments and the bottom-up processes underlying this change. Thus, 

according to established conceptualizations what constitutes a ‘true’ vernacular change is 

perceived through the traditional/modern dichotomy. In other words, the very concept of 

‘change’ is perceived differently in different contexts, thus Jolly (1992) remarks that 

“diversity and change in one case connote inauthenticity [when dealing with non-western 

contexts], in the other the hallmarks of true Western civilization” (Jolly, 1992, p. 57). 

Vellinga (2006) argues that change in vernacular architecture is often understood against 

typological transformations due to contact with modern traditions, which tends to set them 

off against an “ideal and de-historicized past or ethnographic present” (Vellinga, 2006, p. 

86). Both concepts: ‘western’, and ‘modern’ are used interchangeably or understood as 

being synonymous, at least as far as their impact on traditions, and by extension the 

vernacular. Change is consequently rendered as a form of ‘loss,’ an act of adulteration 

which leads to ‘inauthenticity’, or a process of contamination due to exposure to external 

factors (westernization, modernization, or globalization). As a result, the discourse of 

vernacular architecture studies has indeed “committed itself to models of ‘acculturation, 

contamination, and decline, models of impaired authenticity and reduced difference” 

(Upton, 1993; Vellinga, 2006, p. 84).  

The underlying narrative in such perceptions of change is that before any contact 

with the west or with modernity, traditional societies were isolated (as if having no form of 

historical relations with other societies), and thus their cultures were static, unchanging, or 

pure.  According to cultural anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, the contention is that with the 

western/ modern encounter, traditional societies experienced some “epiphanic moment” 

which is “qualitatively different from anything that had gone before and culturally 

devastating” (Sahlins, 1999, p. iii). Sahlins (1999) argues that such perceptions are rooted 

in despondency theory which he describes as “the logical and historical precursor of 

dependency theory (Sahlins, 1999, p. iii). The theory posits that in coming to contact with 

the west, indigenous social structures, practices, values, and belief systems would soon 

be impacted, often leading to their decline and loss. However, as Sahlins (1993: ix-x) notes 

that as real and devastating as those processes of cultural assimilation, decline, conflict, 

and loss are, they do not necessarily encompass the entirety of the aspects of a culture, 

as there are indeed forms of cultural continuity and vibrancy.   
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Different attempts to categorize approaches to the vernacular, and consequently 

how change is conceptualized, have been attempted such as Lawrence (1983) and Blier 

(2006). Lawrence (1983) carried out a critical review of the literature on vernacular 

architecture and identified seven interpretive approaches, classified under two dominant 

categories, namely: static, and evolutionary approaches. Blier (2006) identified three 

dominant categories, including the static, and adaptive (evolutionary) models, adding to 

them a third; a dynamic model (Blier S. P., 2006, pp. 233-244). The first model pertains to 

perceptions of the vernacular buildings and settlements as “static idioms” that cannot be 

studied historically (Blier S. P., 2006, p. 233; Lawrence, 1983, p. 26). This line of thought 

characterized much of the scholarship through the 1960s and 70s, (e.g.: (Rapoport (1969), 

Rudofsky (1964))), and arguably to this day. The second model, the adaptive/ evolutionary 

model, considers built forms and settlements as a secondary phenomenon, associated 

with evolutionary changes that are responding to “salient factors experienced by the 

society more generally” (Blier S. P., 2006, p. 233; Lawrence, 1983, p. 26). Characteristic 

of the second approach are studies that consider an adaptive perspective on change, such 

as Henry Glassie’s 1975 examination of the folk housing in middle Virginia (Henry, 1975) 

and Lawrence’s (1990) study on learning from colonial houses, Alsayyad (1995) on the 

vernacular/global dialectic, and more recently Giangrande & Bonis (2018) arguing for an 

evolutionary model to perceiving a change in relation vernacular identities (Giangrande & 

Bonis, 2018, p. 517). 

In the seminal piece From Vernacularism to Globalism, Alsayyad examines the 

impact of colonialism, nationalism, and globalization and their roles in understanding the 

changes which settlements have undergone for almost two centuries. The study pushes 

forward an evolutionary model in studying change in vernacular architecture in relation to 

global economic forces expressed in the first/ third-world dynamic (Alsayyad, 1995). The 

study identified four periods relevant to the study of traditional settlements, namely: “the 

insular period, the colonial period, the era of independence and nation-building, and the 

present era of globalization. These periods correspond to four accompanying settlement 

forms- the indigenous vernacular, the hybrid, the modern pseudo-modern, and the 

postmodern- are identified and linked to these historic periods” (Alsayyad, 1995, p. 13). 

The framework suggests that traditional societies in their “insular” phase were in their most 

pristine form and that as they encounter the west- through colonialism, independence, or 

the current day era of globalization- they go through successive phases reflected in the 

traditional built environment. As a result, both models share a static understanding of the 

vernacular, both acknowledging the presence of a ‘true’ vernacular that is compromised in 
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the face of the overpowering effects of modernization. Similarly, both equate the 

vernacular with the traditional and premodern practices, ascribing notions of historicity.  

A third model, identified by Blier (2006), views the vernacular as a “dynamic mode 

of human expression, with related changes being largely purposeful” (Blier S. P., 2006, p. 

233). This view mostly relies on field-based studies and analyses which articulate the 

complexity of related issues and the purposefulness of change. These studies belong to a 

broad and cross-regional disciplinary background, such as Waterson’s (1989) piece on 

migration and change in traditions in vernacular contexts in Indonesia (Waterson, 1989). 

In Africa, studies such as (Prussin, 1995; El-Shafie, 1999; Hamma, 2018), demonstrate 

how building typologies have been adapted over time. The third model, which is adopted 

in this study, acknowledges change and seeks to reveal through field-based studies and 

analyses the various socio-cultural, economic, and experiential aspects associated with 

processes of change and transformation. This approach does not claim the “death” or 

“end” of the vernacular, instead, it acknowledges the embedded cultural meanings in the 

vernacular which are not determined and static. Accordingly, it allows for the “dynamic 

interpretation and re-interpretation of the past in light of an ever-changing present”, which 

Al-sayyad (2006) argues, is what the domain of vernacular studies needs in the 21st 

century (Alsayyad, 2006, p. xviii). However, it remains the case that most approaches to 

the study of the vernacular in general, and in Egypt in particular, continue to abide by the 

first and second models with their static perceptions of the vernacular, stemming from the 

epistemological divide established during the early 20th century.  

2.2 Early representations of traditional societies and their vernacular-built 

environments in the late 19th and early 20th century  

The study of traditional societies in Egypt seems to have emerged in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries with an anthropological interest in studying rural populations and 

their environments and modes of production. During the late 19th and the first half of the 

20th centuries, the fellaheen were believed to have preserved the lifestyle patterns and 

cultural characteristics of the Ancient Egyptians. The fellahin or fellaheen (sing. fellah; 

‘ploughmen’, land tillers, villagers), was a term used to describe the wider rural masses in 

Egypt’s Nile Valley, while the “Sa’idis” is the more specific term denoting those living in 

Upper-Egypt, also peasantry; the former were regarded as a representation of the “true” 

Egyptians. This theme is characteristic of the rise of nationalist movements not only in 

Egypt (Alsayyad, 1995), but all over the world including in Europe, especially within the 

context of fascism (see for example: (Snowden, 1972)).  
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The Egyptian peasantry and their cultural productions were of special interest since 

the 19th and early 20th-century literature such as Edward William Lane’s Manners and 

Customs of the Modern Egyptians first published in 1836, and the Description of Egypt 

published posthumously (Lane, 2000), and Kulzinger’s Upper Egypt: Its People and its 

Products (Klunzinger, 1878). During the first half of the 20th century and with the rise of 

nationalistic movements in Egypt, the Egyptian peasantry, their villages, and dwellings 

were a common theme in human geography and anthropological studies such as 

(Aurousseau, 1920; Blackman, 2000 [1927]; Bruhnes & Bates, 1912; Ayrout, 2005 [1945]); 

as well as in the national literature (see: (Selim, 2004)). Despite “colonialist” tendencies in 

many of these accounts, such as massing the country’s diverse cultural components into 

a homogenous unit, i.e., the fellaheen, these studies provide general insights into some of 

the common patterns characterizing the Egyptian traditional built environment during the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

The accounts of Winifred Blackman15 and Henry Habib Ayrout16, provide us with 

valuable insights into the lifestyles, dwellings, and settlement patterns of rural societies in 

Egypt during the early 20th century as experienced and interpreted by the authors. The 

account of Blackman is highly significant in that it is amongst the very few accounts written 

in Upper Egypt in the 1920s and gives rich first-hand descriptions of the fellahin and their 

lifestyles (Blackman, 2000 [1927]). Ayrout’s account on the other hand, although some 

argued to be “unsympathetic and biased” (Barakat, 1993, p. 91), continues to be regarded 

by others as a major work on the subject (Mitchell T. , 1990). Other publications on peasant 

life followed in the late 20th century with a tendency to perpetuate common themes in the 

earlier literature. For example, Critchfield’s Shahhat: An Egyptian (1978) 17  has been 

 
15 Winifred Susan Blackman, (1872–1950) was a British anthropologist, with training in Egyptology, and one 
of the first women to take up anthropology as a profession. She received her Diploma in Anthropology after 
studying at the Pitt Rivers Museum between 1912 to 1915. Her brother Aylward M. Blackman was a noted 
Egyptologist. Blackman spent much of the 1920s and 30s living and working in Egypt, often collaborating 
with her brother. Her book The Fellahin of Upper Egypt is a classic work on ethnography and unusual for her 
time, she focused on the habits, beliefs and customs of the contemporary rather than the Ancient Egyptians.  
16 Henry Habib Ayrout, S.J. (1907 – April 10, 1969) was an author, educator, sociologist, and Jesuit priest 
who established the Catholic Association for Schools of Egypt in 1940. His father Habib Ayrout was a 
Syrian/Lebanese Egyptian architect living and practicing in Cairo, Egypt. Henry Ayrout’s study of the Egypt's 
fellahin, The Egyptian Peasant, was first published in French in 1938. He was the founder of the Association 
of Upper Egypt for Education and Development and rector of the Jesuit College in Faggala from 1962 until 
his death.  
17 The book gives a narrative of Shahhat, a fellah living in the hamlet of Medinet Habu near Luxor in Upper 
Egypt. The book describes the life of Shahhat among his family and friends and within his surroundings at a 
period pf social change which had begun a hundred years earlier with the introduction of year-round 
cultivation compounded with the three crops a year made possible with the construction of the High Dam. 
The book looks at how “scientific and material power” has affected the “way people think and feel” 
(Critchfield, 1978, p.xiii).  
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heavily criticized for plagiarizing from earlier writings, in particular from Ayrout’s Egyptian 

Peasant (Mitchell T. , 1990, p. 129; Mitchell T. , 1991, p. 279).  

In The Fellahin of Upper Egypt Blackman denotes that “the fellahin form the bulk of 

the population of Egypt” (Blackman, 2000 [1927], p. 24). Similarly, in The Egyptian 

Peasant, Ayrout18 describes the fellahin as “the rural proletariat of Egypt [and] represent 

something more than a mere class […] a uniform, autochthonous mass, constituting more 

than three-quarters of the total population… they may be rightly called the people of Egypt” 

(Ayrout, 2005 [1945], Ch.1). While other cultural groups did exist alongside the fellaheen 

such as the Circassian/ Turkish Mamelukes19, the Bedouin (nomadic Arab tribes), the 

Greeks, Armenians, and Jewish merchants; however, all of these were often considered 

non-native. The wider rural masses of Egypt, the peasantry or the fellaheen, as a cultural 

unit, were believed to share a set of common and enduring characteristics such as 

uniformity, collectiveness, stasis, historicity and changelessness, and conservatism (see 

for example (Blackman, 2000, p. 21)). This cultural continuity ‘stability’ attested to an 

underlying “authentic” and enduring Egyptian cultural component expressed in the 

unbroken links with the past. This continuity was observed in the everyday lives of the 

Egyptian peasant and its physical manifestation was the Egyptian rural landscape and 

village.  

2.2.1 Representations of the Egyptian peasant and village between the 19th and the 

20th centuries: Uniformity, changelessness, and stasis. 

The fact that there was a stable culture and a continuity between the Egyptian 

peasantry during the early 20th century and the ancient Egyptian past, was a taken for 

granted matter in the orientalist literature of the 19th century, as well as in anthropology 

and Egyptology both of which emerged in parallel to one another. In The Great Social 

Laboratory: Subjects of Knowledge in Colonial and Postcolonial Egypt, El-Sharky (2007) 

traces these notions in some of the earlier literature dealing with traditional societies in 

Egypt during the 19th century (El-Shakry, 2007). According to El-Sharky, most 

representations of the Egyptian peasant were characterized by the tendency to amass the 

peasantry as a uniform and stable culture from the ancient past to the present, or an 

 
18 The reference used for Ayrout, 2005 [1945], is an unnumbered e-book edition. Citations are thus given 
here in relation to the chapters in which they feature.  
19 The Mamelukes were the official rulers of Egypt between the 13th and 16th century and continued to play 
an influential role in the Egyptian society until the 19th century. The term in Arabic literally translates as 
“owned”, denoting their original backgrounds as slave soldiers, who were captured at young age and trained 
to become part of an elite military force for the personal use of the Sultan, and as commanders of the Islamic 
governments of the region. They were divided into two main types; the Bahari Mamelukes (1250-1381) who 
were often natives of southern Russia, and the Burgi Mamelukes (1382-1517) who were chiefly comprised 
of Circassians from the Caucasus.  



37 
 

“atavistic distillation of Egyptian culture from antiquity to present” (El-Shakry, 2007, p. 100). 

According to El-Sharky, the peasantry of those writings was the centre of the 

anthropological project which aimed at the observation and description of native peoples. 

It may be argued however it was both an anthropological and 

archaeological/Egyptological question. The Egyptian peasant posed a conundrum to many 

scholars: his life as observed during the 19th and the first half of the 20th centuries, matched 

that of his ancient predecessors depicted on the walls of temples and tombs. An example 

of this is Amelia Edwards’ book entitled Pharaohs, Fellahs, and Explorers (Edwards, 

1891), which went on to influence the archaeological projects of the Egypt Exploration 

Fund in the Delta (Nibbi, 2003). Their lifestyles, habits and traditions, cultural patterns and 

rituals, their modes of production, and even their calendar (the Coptic calendar), all 

attested to this unbroken link between past and present and described as “continuities” by 

Blackman (1927) who dedicated the entire final chapter of her book to list these parallels 

(Blackman, 2000 [1927]) which shall be discussed in the later sections.  

Ayrout remarked on this continuity In the Egyptian Peasant asking: “how can we 

explain this physical stability, this psychological and social changelessness, this enduring, 

extraordinary sameness in a race of man?” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945], in Chapter 1). The 

reasons for this stability, changelessness, and sameness or uniformity were always 

“environmental” or “ecological.” Thus, to Ayrout, “the answer is in the soil” where the 

natural environment including “water, soil, and sun are the physical agents which explain 

and often even determine the physical constitution of the fellah” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945] in 

Chapter 1). The strong connection of people with the soil, what Ayrout described as a 

“wedlock” of land and people, or man’s symbiosis with the soil allowed for a stable or 

changeless fellah’s mentality.  

This Ayrout explains in saying that: 

“This unbroken contact of people and land has brought about a continual process, a 

play of action and reaction, likeness and difference, which strengthens the 

indissoluble union of the two. On the one hand, there is nature, the physical 

environment in its broad sense- climate, sunshine and above all the water and 

sediment of the Nile, its flora and the surrounding deserts. On the other hand, we 

have man, the fellahin- walled by their habits as well as their villages, dense and 

gregarious, but isolated an unorganized- closer to the soil which they understand 

than to the state of which they know nothing” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945] in Chapter 1). 

This continuity due to the union of a people with their environment was thus not an 

entirely static aspect, but rather a stable play of action and reaction that was responsible 
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for sustaining a stable culture. The stability of the environment, according to Ayrout, had 

an effect on shaping people and their social and physical constitution. However, this 

stability was also true because they remained isolated within their cultural environments, 

walled or protected by both their habits and their ‘isolated and unorganized villages’ in 

Ayrout’s terms. Attesting to the same phenomenon of continuity, Blackman (1927), was 

also concerned with deciphering this ‘perceived’ historical continuity seeking answers in 

the intertwinement of geography and culture. In this regard, Blackman remarked that “the 

natural barriers of Egypt have enabled the inhabitants, particularly those of the upper 

country, to live in comparative isolation throughout the whole of their history” (Blackman, 

2000, p. 21). And it was this ‘geographical isolation, according to Blackman, that was 

responsible for “the characteristic conservatism of the Egyptian peasant” (Blackman, 2000, 

p. 21).  

Although both approaches stress aspects of the environment and its role in shaping 

culture, Blackman’s approach gives a different understanding of how the environment 

influences people, their cultural habits, and products. To Blackman people were “culturally 

conservative” due to certain geographical conditions which resulted in the preservation of 

a culture. However, it is important to stress here that this geographical isolation, should 

not be confused with cultural isolation suggested by Ayrout in saying “walled by their habits 

as well as their village.” This is because the country did contain various groups from 

different cultural backgrounds such as the Mameluke ruling class, the Greeks, Armenians, 

Moroccan, Yemeni, and even European Merchants, and so forth. Although it may be true 

that the people of Upper Egypt were in a marginalized position when Blackman lived and 

wrote her account (the 1920s), however a study by Abul-Magd (2013) gives us a different 

picture of the Upper-Egyptian province in the previous centuries.  

In Imagined empires, Abul-Magd (2013) examined the social history of the Egyptian 

peasantry focusing on Upper Egypt during the medieval period and through the first 

decade of the 21st century, using archives and court documents from the Sharia courts of 

Esna and Qina in Upper Egypt. Throughout the work, Abul-Magd demonstrates that before 

the emergence of the modern state and centralized governance in the 19th century, the 

Upper-Egyptian province was well integrated into the old global trade network with 

extended cultural contact (Abul-Magd, 2013). There is no question that until the previous 

century, the relative stability of the environment (natural and human) alongside the 

availability of resources, relative to the size of the population, contributed to sustaining the 

fellaheen’s culture and lifestyles. But this "social and cultural” conservatism was also a 

historical question, which is often dismissed or quickly brushed over by commentators.  
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2.2.2 The Egyptian village as a rural typology enduring through space and time 

Akin to the homogenous, monolithic, and uniform fellaheen culture determined by 

the landscape and the ecology of the region, these characteristics extended to the 

Egyptian village.  The ‘Egyptian village’ was a key theme that featured in much of the 20th 

century anthropological and geographical literature including in Blackman and Ayrout’s 

accounts, as well as others such as Muhammad Ramzi’s20 famous Al-Dalil al-Jughrafy 

1941, and Al-Q’amoos al-Jughrafy lil-Bilad al-Misriyya which was published posthumously. 

A set of characteristics defining the general characteristics of rural towns and villages in 

the Nile Valley and Delta region may be distilled from the previous accounts and the 

descriptions they provide.  

Blackman described the villages she saw and lived in during the 1920s in the 

following words: 

“The villages of Egypt… are generally surrounded with palm groves, often very 

extensive, while palm trees also grow actually among the houses, affording a 

welcome shelter from the heat. These palm-girt villages are dotted about all over the 

cultivation, the brilliant green of which presents a startling contrast to the immediately 

adjacent, and seemingly endless, desert […] During the period of inundation, the 

villages, which stand on a somewhat higher level than the surrounding cultivation, 

appear like palm-encircled islands in a vast inland sea, a geographical feature also 

remarked by Herodotus.” (Blackman, 2000, p. 26) 

Similarly, and in a less romantic manner, Ayrout gives the following depiction of the 

village: 

“Seen from the outside, among the fields, or against the pale backdrop of the desert 

cliffs, it is a huddled earthy mass, compact and shapeless, crowned with bundles of 

brushwood. One or two whitewashed buildings, more important than the others- 

perhaps a large dovecot or the house of a village notable- stand out from the 

confusion. Palms, acacias or sycamores rise above the mass, colling it and veiling 

some of its ugliness. In the bright Egyptian sunshine, these clusters of trees among 

the houses are a striking sight.” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945], Chapter 6) 

 
20 Muammad Ramzi (1871-1945) was an Egyptian scholar graduated from the School of Law in Cairo and 
served the position of inspector general of land taxation by 1930 and became the leading authority on 
Egyptian toponymy with the publication of his geographical guide and the dictionary (in two volumes). 
During his ling career, he made visits to every region in Egypt, and made extensive surveys of the towns, 
villages, hamlets, and farms. The books give an interesting background on the names and histories of the 
different areas considering the information given in earlier medieval and modern resources, mainly al-
Maqrizi’s Kitab al-Khitat and Al-Khitat al-Tawfiqiyyah, French geographers Emile Amelineau, Jean Maspero, 
E. M. Quatremere, and G. Daressy.  
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In terms of their formal characteristics, villages appeared as circular or compact 

forms, positioned over naturally elevated points in the landscape and contrasted by the 

vast desert expanse in their backdrop, and appearing during the period of inundation as 

islands floating over the waters. Due to the annual flood, towns, and villages that stood at 

lower levels in the landscape were harshly impacted by rising flood levels. As a result, 

towns and villages continued to retain their historical locations by growing vertically, a 

feature which shall be expanded upon in chapter four, with the example of Esna. And it 

was thanks to these enduring features, locations, building materials, lifestyle patterns, and 

analogies with their ancient counterparts, that the role of the environment was highly 

emphasized. These shared characteristics amongst most settlements along the Nile-

Valley landscape made it possible to speak of the Egyptian village as a typology that was 

repeated and adjusted through the landscape, i.e., through space. Thus, for example, 

Ayrout noted that “nothing is more like one Egyptian village than another Egyptian village” 

(Ayrout, 2005 [1945]). This homogeneity may thus be understood as a form of continuity 

through space due to the relatively homogenous geography of the valley. The notion of 

continuity in the planning, housing, and general characteristics of Egyptian villages is 

found in the early 20th century anthropological and geographical literature (such as 

Bruhnes & Bates (1912), Arrousseau (1920), Blackman (1927), Ayrout (1945), and Ramzi 

(1954). Therefore, the Egyptian village in terms of its positioning within the Nile Valley and 

Delta landscape as well as in its formal and spatial characteristics did not vary significantly 

from one location to another which allowed for claims of homogeneity due to relatively 

consistent geography.  

The second effect of the geography/environment and its role over the character of 

the wider rural masses: i.e., geographical isolation, was responsible for this cultural 

conservatism which allowed for continuity in time. In The Fellahin of Upper-Egypt 

Blackman dedicated the final chapter entirely to the question of ‘survivals’ and considered 

various aspects such as family structures, beliefs, ceremonies, birth and death rituals, daily 

activities, as well as the Egyptian village and peasant dwellings (Blackman, 2000).  

According to Blackman, the Egyptian peasant village and dwelling is one of these 

continuities arguing that “an ancient Egyptian town and village must have presented much 

of the same appearance as an Upper Egyptian town and village of today” (Blackman, 2000, 

p. 280). Blackman’s training and experience in Egyptological work, allowed her to make 

comparisons between peasant houses at the time, and their ancient counterparts 

observed in depictions of Ancient Egyptian peasant houses and the physical remains of 
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houses in tel el-‘Amarna. The same point was made by Herbert Ricke’s21 arguing that “the 

history of the Egyptian village dates back to the time of the Pharaohs, thousands of years 

ago. Rural Egypt, despite the language and religion of the country having been changed 

more than once, remained the same in its planning, housing, and general characteristics.” 

(Herbert Ricke quoted in (Azzam, 1960, p. 136)). Temporally, the village encountered and 

described during the early 20th century matched earlier descriptions given by 

commentators and writers in the 19th century such as Edward William Lane’s (1836) 

Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians and C. B. Kluzinger’s Upper Egypt: Its 

People and Its Products (1878) and Ali Mubarak’s Al-Khittat Al-Tawfikiyya Al-Jadida 

(1887). Similarly, descriptions of the village in these 19th-century accounts were consistent 

with earlier descriptions made by medieval Arab chroniclers such as Almaqrizi’s in Al-

Khittat among others, and as far back as Herodotus. Therefore, the continuity in formal 

and spatial characteristics of the Egyptian village was portrayed as both a spatial and a 

temporal phenomenon.  

2.2.3 The Egyptian village: A product of nature, man, or history? 

It has thus been demonstrated how representations of the Egyptian rural masses 

and their cultures, were distilled in themes such as the peasant’s character, his village, 

and dwelling, as archaic remnants of the ancient past. The general lifestyles, building 

patterns, methods and materials, locations, and planning, were all manifestations of this 

culture and implied by the environmental conditions. Ayrout and Blackman, articulated the 

role of the environment in reinforcing the enduring cultural patterns and homogeneity 

across the landscape through time however this relationship was a mutual one. According 

to Ayrout, it was a “continual process” (in time and space) and “a play of action and 

reaction” between people and their environment. He thus argues that “the fellah is no more 

the product of the Egyptian countryside than the Egyptian countryside is the product of the 

fellah, [and that] the question is not one of inevitability or of any determining influence” 

(Ayrout, 2005 [1945], Ch. 1).  

This view thus acknowledges the dialectical or reciprocal relationship between man 

and nature, and thus human agency, or in Ayrout’s terms the ‘power of self-determination 

of man to shape his surroundings. However, as Ayrout rightly argues “man is free, and 

agriculture remains contingent upon his will. There are infinite possibilities, among which 

the will of man- not the fellah, to be sure, but of his master- chooses this or that, according 

 
21 Herbert Ricke was a German Egyptologist, who had studied architecture during the 1920s, and worked 
on publications at tel el-Amarna, receiving his PhD from Leibniz University on the plans of dwellings at 
Amarna.   
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to circumstances” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945], Chapter 1). Thus although the ways of engaging 

with and adapting the landscape were subject to a human process of decision-making, 

these patterns can only be understood against the historical social and cultural conditions 

under which the fellaheen lived for centuries. Thus the general characteristics of Egyptian 

towns and villages throughout history and well into the 20th century were preserved not 

only by geographical and environmental aspects but also by social and cultural reasons.  

The fellaheen or the rural masses of Egypt have lived within the borders of 

established and confined settlements, be they hamlets, villages, or towns, rarely venturing 

beyond their borders for centuries. It may be argued that it was the will of man, both the 

fellah and his master to abide by this arrangement. Up until the 19th century, the state 

practically owned most of the land (Ramzi, 1954, p. 17). Thus while it was physically 

possible for the fellaheen to adapt to the natural features in the landscape or to artificially 

construct mounds to settle or expand their settlements and protect their dwellings from 

flooding, quite often they didn’t or couldn’t, instead remaining confined to the old locations. 

According to Ayrout, it was thus “to give the fields the largest possible cultivable area, [that] 

the unproductive space covered by human dwellings is reduced to a minimum” (Ayrout, 

2005 [1945], Ch.6).  

On the other hand, as far as the fellaheen were concerned, towns and villages 

provided the needed protection and social security that the fellah relied on, particularly 

before the emergence of the modern state. Ayrout thus explains that “the fellahin had no 

reason to live on farms, the more so as they were exposed to the raids and brigands of 

plundering Arabs.” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945, Ch.6). After the 19th century, with the emergence 

of the modern state and as villages became the official units for taxation, the state found 

it was essential for villagers to remain within it to make the task of tax collection easier. 

According to Ayrout, “the government would not- and will not even today- allow them to 

settle outside the village area” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945]). These motives were further 

reinforced by the increasing population and overcrowding, and the rising prices of land, 

and by 1907, the state had fixed village boundaries once and for all.  It should be noted, 

however, that by the 19th century there was already an established, yet limited trend of the 

‘ezab (singular ‘ezba). The ‘ezab were villages created on farms owned by landowners 

housing the local farmers within or in the vicinity of the property they were farming.  

Therefore, up until the 20th century the characteristics of the Egyptian village in terms 

of their general locations, formal, spatial, and material characteristics were relatively 

homogenous through the common geography, and consistent with or an extension of their 

historical predecessors. This was a result of the interwinding of environmental, socio-

cultural, economic, and political factors all of which worked on shaping and sustaining 
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characteristic patterns in the traditional rural built environment. It is thus understandable 

that changes in these historical arrangements during 20th-century modernity will have an 

impact on the built environment. In the early 20th century, Egyptian architect Ramsees 

Wissa Wassef and others commented on this phenomenon not only in the bigger cities but 

also in the countryside (quoted in the previous chapter). These changes begin to have a 

dramatic impact on the built environment and building traditions by the end of the 20th 

century following a series of radical economic, social, and ecological changes.  

2.3 Vernacular architecture between the past and the present: The formal-informal 

dichotomy  

During the 19th and first half of the 20th-century vernacular architecture and built 

environments in Egypt were subject to perceptions of high/ low-style traditions and the 

traditional/modern dichotomy equating it with the indigenous, traditional, and historical 

ways of settlement. The Egyptian vernacular architecture was distilled to the Egyptian 

village and peasant dwellings as a uniform and monolithic entity. During the second half 

of the 20th century, a series of changes in the overall conditions governing the historical 

settlement patterns contributed to growing changes in the urban and rural dynamics in 

Egypt (Azzam, 1960; Arandel & El Batran, 1997). Social and land-reform policies that 

followed the 1952 revolution, developmental policies, economic challenges, as well as 

rapid population growth, were all paralleled by changes in the traditional patterns of 

building.  (Zinkina & Korotayev, 2013; Moustafa, 2014, p. 201). In 21st century Egypt, most 

of the built environment continues to emerge from the informal housing sector (BEO, 

2019), stepping further away from the more traditional patterns, posing a new challenge 

to how past and present forms of vernacularity are related to one another.  

A fact sheet published online by The Built Environment Observatory22 in 2019 states 

that the majority of the built environment (a staggering 77%) is built by the informal private 

sector, constituting of “individuals building owner-occupied homes,” and investors building 

condos ranging from “humble shack communities, to expensive golf resorts.” According to 

the sheet, in 2017, 65% of Egyptians were living in what was described as “self-built 

homes” constructed on private agricultural land, however, through practices not formally 

approved by the government. The reasons for this encroachment were attributed to the 

“official marginalization of self-build,” the “unrealistic building laws,” and “corruption in 

 
22 The Built Environment Observatory is a project by 10 Tooba, an interdisciplinary group of researchers on 
the built environment with expertise in participatory planning and policy analysis, working with 
communities in Egypt. The group works on applied research, on housing and the built environment in Egypt 
with a focus on informality, urban design & management practice, appropriate technologies among other 
things.  
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public land allocation/use” (BEO, 2019). As these new developments tend to follow 

different architectural, urban, and construction patterns, they are often considered 

‘inauthentic’ in traditional vernacular terms and dealt with through the separate lens of 

informality. For example, Moustafa (2014) dealing with how to utilize aspects of vernacular 

architecture as a solution to informality, states that “it is not acceptable to refer to those 

informal settlements/ slums in Egypt as vernacular,” since they do not fulfil the criteria set 

by static definition (Moustafa, 2014, p. 204). As a result, a new divide emerges pertaining 

to understanding the traditional built environment as it changes in relation to the 

homogenizing forces of modernity and globalization which may be expressed in terms of 

a vernacular/informal dichotomy.   

Therefore, it may be argued that by subscribing to conventional definitions and 

approaches to the vernacular researchers have committed themselves to certain 

conceptualizations which have hindered the understanding of what are only different 

manifestations of the vernacular phenomenon. Instead, informal developments are 

regarded as a disease that needs to be eradicated rather than a phenomenon that ought 

to be understood against the changing socio-cultural, environmental, and economic 

contexts (for example Mahgoub, 199023). This attitude in scholarship (see for example 

Abdel Aziz & Shawket, 2011; Moustafa, 2014; Giangrande & Bonis, 2018), which is also 

shared amongst many architects and policymakers in Egypt continues to delay the true 

understanding of the newly developed vernacular typologies. Elshahed thus rightly argues 

that “the refusal of architects to work with this reality to theorize and conceptualize new 

approaches that accommodate the needs of communities and the available (not the most 

sustainable) materials have delayed the potential for something interesting” (Elshahed, 

2013). Furthermore, these conceptualizations extend to portray these newly emerging 

patterns as being a result of “informal” and corrupting factors of modernity, undermining 

the internal and complex processes and the agency of the people forming and 

transforming their built environments.  

Studies dealing with newly developed vernacular typologies are usually conducted 

under notions of informality, highly focused on studying urban and peri-urban contexts 

where most building activities tend to occur (e.g.: (Kouvari and Jung 2016; Ostrowski and 

Zerlauth 2016; Elshahed 2016; Sims 2016)). However, very little has been conducted with 

 
23 The study published in Arabic by Yasser Mahgoub is entitled Al-Fard wal-Ma’wa which translates as The 
Individual and Shelter. The study was published by the Housing and Building National Research Centre in 
Egypt, as an outcome of the 1990 conference entitled Shelter and Urbanization. It deals with the issue of 
informality and argues against common and often problematic views on “informal settlements” as a 
problem or a pest that attacks cities, and the common attitudes of dealing with it as inexistent, or as illegal 
and therefore best ignored.   
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regard to the study of developmental processes in rural contexts with partially intact 

vernacular traditions (e.g.: (Shaffie (1999); Radwan (2011); Dabaieh (2011)). More 

research is therefore needed for understanding such processes of change with a focus on 

the social and cultural aspects; methods for managing change in the traditional vernacular 

while acknowledging contemporary living demands. Further research is also needed to 

show how such lessons could translate into physical interventions and regulatory 

frameworks that encompass the needs for urbanity and architectural development while 

acknowledging the localized heritage of every context. 

2.4 Managing change in historical vernacular contexts: The example of Luxor 

Contexts with exemplary forms of traditional vernacular architecture in 

transformation in Egypt today are confronted with a two-fold challenge. On the one hand, 

following the radical changes from the 1950s onwards, rural towns and villages underwent 

a trend of outward expansion beyond the historical borders of the traditional city. In parallel, 

there was an ongoing transformation of the traditional urban fabric as people shifted 

toward modern building practices. Therefore, contexts with rich layers of juxtaposed 

archaeological and traditional heritage are further challenged with the dilemma of 

conflicting notions of ‘urban-development’ and ‘heritage conservation. The city of Luxor in 

Upper Egypt is a good example of such complex processes driven by the conflicting 

notions of heritage valorisation, attributed to the different interests of stakeholders and 

their perceived notions of value in the traditional built environment.  

Luxor is one of Egypt’s main historical/ touristic destinations, due to its wealth in 

ancient monuments and cultural heritage that comprises some “30% of world monuments 

[and] 70% of the monuments in Egypt” (Folli, 2018, p. 47). During the late 18th and early 

19th centuries, the town constituted a small settlement surrounding the temple complex, 

which due to the growing western interest in the city’s ancient archaeological artifacts, had 

grown in size, scale, and prominence by the end of the 19th and early 20th century (Folli, 

2018, p. 44). During the 20th century, the town became a prime touristic destination, and 

as a result, started to suffer from conditions created by tourism, causing pressure on the 

physical structures of heritage sites, as well as on the socio-economic fabric of society 

(Abdellatif & Rashed, 1993). For example, a study by Rashed (1993) argued that “there is 

a conflict between those demanding the conservation of the heritage, and others 

demanding its destruction for urban development or tourism in the name of achieving 

economic progress and maintaining an improved quality of life.” (Abdellatif & Rashed, 

1993).  
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In 1979, the city of Luxor was inscribed in the World Heritage list, based on articles: 

I, III, & VI of the world heritage criteria. The justification for the inscription included “the 

unique character of ancient Thebes and its necropolis [and the fact that] it was, in the 

second millennium B.C., the capital of the earliest known empire in the history of mankind”. 

Furthermore, its monuments were “in an extraordinary state of preservation and constitute 

[...] the greatest source of information on all aspects of Pharaonic civilization, its internal 

history, and external relation”. Accordingly, it was deemed that “as a whole [the 

monuments] exhibit one of the most important phases in the development of architecture 

as cultural expression and signify notable landmarks in the history of world architecture” 

(UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 5). UNESCO’s reports, however, highlighted the 

conflicting processes between the local urban pressures for the provision of housing, the 

tourism industry which in the 1980s contributed to the livelihoods of a third of the 

population, and the ongoing processes of conservation and development (Welbank, 1982).  

The following remark was made in a UNESCO report in 1982 stating: 

“It cannot be accepted for one moment that because Luxor is a town containing 

major antique remains, the community of Luxor should be disadvantaged in being 

able to carry on a normal life which includes building new homes, schools and 

hospitals. They have a right to develop and expand the town; it is dangerous, unjust 

and impossible to thwart such pressures. At the same time, a third of the population 

of Luxor gain their livelihood from the tourism related to the antiquities. Thus, the 

survival and the setting of the antiquities is important to this section of the community 

of Luxor”. (Welbank, 1982) 

The growing population base and the rising number of tourists over the decades 

generated a rapid phenomenon of urbanization which has saturated the areas between 

the two ancient temple complexes, a few feet below which, exists a vast expanse of 

archaeological remains, mainly the Avenue of the Sphinxes. Furthermore, this continuous 

process represents a threat to the traditional social and cultural patterns in the traditional 

settlements. The effect of this rapid urbanization is also not limited to the boundaries of 

the old city but has also been responsible for “expanding urban boundaries [and] eroding 

agricultural lands [and] conflicts between old and new practices of living in a tourism-

oriented city” (Folli, 2018, p. 44).   

Similarly, Abdellatif & Rashed (1993) classified these problems as physical, 

administrative, and socio-economic. The physical challenges included: the “deteriorated 

districts which need to be demolished and re-planned”, referring to the run-down traditional 

urban fabric in the old city; the “unlawful residential areas which need to be controlled and 
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replanned”, referring to newly emerging patterns replacing older ones in the old-town; the 

“uncontrolled urban growth threatening historical environments which must be preserved 

and controlled”, highlighting negative impacts of these newly emerging patterns over the 

archaeological monuments; and the “endangered excavation areas which must be 

evacuated from inhabitants to allow proper archaeological work” (Abdellatif & Rashed, 

1993, p. 3). On the deteriorating ‘traditional urban fabric’, the study suggested the 

demolition and replanning of these areas. The more contemporary vernacular patterns are 

referred to as ‘unlawful’ residential areas, and the suggestion is to ‘control’ and ‘replan’. 

 Over the decades, the city of Luxor has been subject to various interventions that 

aim to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, focusing on revealing the Ancient 

Egyptian historical layers to present the city as an ‘open-air’ museum (Abulnour, 2018, p. 

107). Transforming Luxor into an open-air museum has been considered one of the main 

tenets of the urban regeneration/development project for Luxor, to excavate and preserve 

the ancient historical layers, the promotion of investment, and tourism (Folli, 2018, pp. 

49,50).  However, the very concept of open-air museums, which has been around since 

the late 19th century, is quite a vague one with different interpretations in different contexts 

(Oliver, 2001, p. 194).  

The main objective of these museums may differ, but they share the notion of 

assembling buildings of significance allowing visitors to approach the lives of the people 

who lived in them, their lifestyles, tastes…etc. Over the years, there have been different 

forms of open-air museums that including park museums, village museums, regional 

museums, and architectural museums. In England, ‘architectural’ open-air museums 

commenced during the second half of the 20th century with the aim “to encourage interest 

in buildings of architectural and historical value, where possible, to prevent the demolition 

of such buildings when they are threatened, and to give advice on their restoration” (Oliver, 

2001, pp. 196,197). In a more recent attempt, the open-air museum is defined as “a non-

profit permanent institution with outdoor true-to-scale architectural reconstructions 

primarily based on archaeological sources. It holds collections of intangible heritage 

resources and provides an interpretation of how people lived and acted in the past; this is 

accomplished according to sound scientific methods for the purposes of education, study 

and enjoyment of its visitors.” (Quoted in: Paardekooper, 2012). Therefore, common in 

most of these definitions is the idea that the open-air museum functions as a 

‘reconstruction’ of the past, often the pre-modern/ pre-industrial and traditional phases.  

Applying this understanding the open-air museum ignores this succession of 

historical layering from ancient to modern times and epitomizes the conflicting 

understanding of the vernacular between the past and the present. The town of Luxor 
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exhibits the competing notions of value in relation to the existing archaeological and 

architectural heritage against pressing forces of urbanization and development. The more 

recent layers of heritage expressed in the 19th and 20th-century vernacular buildings of 

significant character are compromised in favour of the more ancient layers of heritage. 

Locally, there are ongoing pressures for the provision of houses (informal or modern 

vernacular) to replace older ones (traditional vernacular) exploiting the economic benefits 

of modern construction materials and methods. Nationally, there is a pressing economic 

need to capitalize on the city’s Ancient Egyptian heritage to boost tourism, much of which 

lies underneath the contemporary urban layers. The following examples from Luxor 

demonstrate some of the conflicting trends of urban conservation, development, and 

urbanization, and their impact on the traditional vernacular-built environment.   

2.4.1 The Avenue of Sphinxes project 

The central project in the development plan of Luxor is the Avenue of the Sphinxes 

(tareek al-kebash) (Folli, 2018, p. 54). The avenue of Sphinxes which historically 

connected the temples of Luxor and Karnak lay buried below layers of debris and ruins of 

previous urban layers for centuries beneath the modern town (Figure 7). It is a ceremonial 

path that connected the two temples and hosted processions in the far past, with their 

simulation depicted in the Sphinx’s Avenue, one of the main Millennium Development 

Goals for the governorate (Alnaser, Abuzeid, Gelany, & Backar, 2021, p. 86). Revealing 

the historical avenue gains its prime importance as a connector for the core of the open-

air museum approach i.e., the two major temples, however in the process an entire 

settlement of significant traditional 19th and 20th-century houses was systematically 

eradicated. A UNESCO ‘reactive monitoring mission’ report conducted in 2008 reported 

that “despite insistent advice to the contrary, the project had gone forward already, and 

that it was being carried out at an immense cost” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, p. 15). The 

report further highlighted a series of challenges that have been anticipated in previous 

reports and re-iterated in the 2008 and 2017 UNESCO reports. It stated that “a further 

problem is that the level of the Sphinx Avenue is considerably lower than the present-day 

one […] this ditch is flanked by the backs of tall and unsightly apartment blocks […] cutting 

the town in two” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, p. 15). Excavating this alley, which stands 

about two meters below the current city level and of a constant width of 76 meters wide, 

would ultimately produce a deep-cut, separating east and west of the city (Folli, 2018, p. 

53).  
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Other issues raised in the report concern the social and cultural sustainability in 

relation to the project and its impact on the settlement which stood above the avenue. The 

report indicated that “most post-pharaonic remains are being removed/ destroyed in order 

to expose the earlier layers- and often without adequate excavation or recording methods”. 

Accordingly, “this leads to the loss of the complex set of historic layers which characterize 

the property and underlie its inscription to the World Heritage List” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 

2008, p. 12). The report however pointed out that these successive layers, at the time, had 

been systematically removed, and despite claims of careful excavation and documentation 

from the local authorities, it was argued as inconceivable that this was carried out in such 

a short time given the vast expanse of the excavated area (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, 

p. 15). During the writing of the 2008 report, most of the avenue had already been 

excavated, with a remaining stretch of 3 km which was yet to be excavated. Regarding 

this last and final part, the report explicitly mentions that “the exposure of this last stretch 

[…] will involve the demolition of one of the most interesting, residential quarters of the 

town, and will not spare a mosque […] and a large church, among other buildings of 

character and importance” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, p. 15).  

One of the important remarks in this report pertained to the lack of detailed “urban, 

functional or social agendas nor any long-term plans for the alley”. The report continued 

to recommend “a comprehensive urban, social and environmental strategy […] to be 

Figure 7 Excavations of the sphinxes began in 1949. This image was taken during an archaeological dig 
in 1955 on the east bank of the Nile showing a row of sphinxes by the Ancient Egyptian Luxor temple 
complex, standing a few meters below the current street levels. (Image Source: https://www.al-
monitor.com/sites/default/files/styles/article_header/public/almpics/2020/10/GettyImages-

160969085.jpg/GettyImages-160969085.jpg?h=a5ae579a&itok=rel6S9lx).  
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developed, in order for the alley to become a part of the living fabric of Luxor, for locals 

and visitors alike.” In its conclusion, the report stated that “there is a clear risk that this 

project could become another example of a living city being ‘injured’ in the name of 

archaeology” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, pp. 15,16). Almost a decade later, a re-

assessment of the situation reported the completion of the excavation and the display of 

the avenue.  

A reactionary assessment report published in 2017 indicated that the project was 

implemented without a clear follow-up over the recommendations of the previously 

mentioned mission report i.e. a “comprehensive urban and social investigation”, an 

“assessment of significance of the urban fabric” and a “Heritage Impact Assessment (HIA)” 

(UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, pp. 35,36). Concerns were also raised surrounding the now 

exposed ‘sphinx’ statues in terms of their safety against potential neglect and vandalism 

which may mean “the statues could be lost forever if no action is immediately taken 

towards their conservation and protection” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 86). Beyond 

the question of conservation and the physical protection of these ancient monuments, as 

well as the socio-cultural implications of the removal of the traditional settlements, the 2017 

study articulates the problematic vision of the state. The state’s emphasis on attracting 

tourists is contributing to restricting their ‘perceptions’ of value in the built environment only 

to the Ancient Egyptian layers.  

Regarding the adopted official approach the 2017 report argued that: 

“[government bodies] have an extreme focus on tourism as the only function of the 

National and World Heritage sites present in Egypt. Based on this vision, the 

authorities can engage in extreme projects like the ones we have witnessed lately, 

e.g.: the Avenue of the Sphinx and the major shift of population from Old Gourna, 

and other similar projects. One of the major ideas behind these projects is the 

transformation of Luxor into an ‘open-air museum’ attracting the maximum number 

of tourists and consequently raising the national income. The mission heard this 

statement more than once from the Governor and from other antiquities officials and 

site managers […] The mission also noticed another drive that derives from the 

touristic vision mentioned above which was very well defined in the 2008 mission’s 

report, it is the generally detrimental emphasis on Pharaonic Egypt. This results in 

the neglect or, more often, the destruction of remains of all later periods, Ptolemaic, 

Roman, Early Christian, etc. right up to 19th/20th-century structures of historic and 

aesthetic value. The destruction is the result of an effort to expose the Pharaonic 

remains (as in the case with the Avenue of the Sphinxes and the villages of Gourna) 

or to highlight them” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 85).  
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Therefore, despite its central role in exhibiting this historical continuity between the 

past and present, the traditional vernacular architecture of Luxor, including 19th and 20th-

century buildings of historic and aesthetic value is undermined by top-down processes 

shaping the built environment in the recent decades. However, another contending 

challenge to the “traditional” vernacular architecture stems from the local pressures 

pushing for the provision of modern houses, deeming their vernacular heritage a historical 

practice of no contemporary significance. This is best exemplified in local reactions to 

some professional attempts to re-integrate aspects of the traditional vernacular heritage 

into contemporary housing projects. In this regard, and as indicated in the aforementioned 

assessment report, the New-Gourna project by Hassan Fathy and the later attempts to 

house the residents of the people of Gourna on the west bank of Luxor give insights into 

these local reactions.  

 

 

 

Figure 8 (Top) Image showing the Temple of Luxor and the portion of the avenue of sphinxes leading to it 
taken in August 2021 (Below) The Avenue of the Sphinxes illuminated at night taken in September 2020 
(Image source: Youmn Faisal, 2022). 
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2.4.2 Hassan Fathy’s New-Gourna: A failure of vernacular architecture? 

Over the previous decades, the work of Hassan Fathy, an Egyptian architect and a 

protagonist of neo-vernacular architecture famously known as ‘the architect of the poor’, 

has been seen through different lenses, idealistic, romantic, and critical. Fathy, and his 

contemporary Ramses Wisa Wassef, were the pioneers in the field of Egyptian vernacular 

architecture working to re-establish the use of traditional materials (mainly mudbrick) and 

vernacular construction methods (formal and spatial configurations) for the provision of 

locally inspired and sustainable architecture. While Wassef’s legacy has long been 

undermined, receiving very minimal attention until the recent decades, Fathy received 

more attention in scholarly circles. With the rise of notions of ecological design and 

sustainability, the interest in Hassan Fathy’s architecture resurfaced mostly emphasizing 

‘product-related’ aspects. Scholars and researchers thus highlighted the environmental 

merits of Fathy’s architecture mainly his use of local materials that are environmentally 

and climatically suited to the context, leveraging traditional building technologies and 

architectural solutions (El-Shorbagy, 2001; Mahmoud, 2016).  

From an environmental point of view, Fathy’s architecture was ahead of his time. He 

strongly argued against the tendencies of architects to use steel, concrete, and wide-glass 

windows within areas with extreme temperatures and societies with time-honoured 

building traditions. Fathy considered the architect who “builds a sort of a furnace and then 

brings in a vast refrigerating plant to make it habitable [to be] over-simplifying the problem 

and [to be] working below the level of architecture” (quoted in El-Shorbagy, 2001, p. 212). 

Instead, he suggested borrowing solutions from local vernacular traditions to address 

these problems such as using local building materials sourced from the natural 

environment, windcatchers, courtyards, etc. More importantly, for Fathy, New-Gourna was 

more than just an example of sustainable building considering environmental aspects, but 

rather a rural experiment to reconceptualize the Egyptian village in the 20th century.  

Old-Gourna was a thriving community of five hamlets spread over the Theban hill on 

the west bank of Luxor, near the temple of Seti I. Old-Gourna (Al-Qurna) likely derives its 

name from Al-Qurn mountain on which its stands. The term signifies a “promontory,” or a 

“point of a mountain” (Lane, 2000, p. 324). According to Edward William Lane who visited 

in the 1820s, he refers to it as a “ruined village […] without a single inhabitant,” instead, at 

the time, the inhabitants of the district lived not in houses but in the ancient tombs (Lane, 

2000, p. 324). However, later accounts refer to the village as having been evacuated by 

its inhabitants during the time of Mohammed Ali Pasha, and then later reinhabited in the 

1840s (Ahmed & Elgizawi, 2009, p. 692). By the 20th century, the village was thriving with 

its residents, many of which were involved in producing artifacts to sell to tourists (Ahmed 
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& Elgizawi, 2009, p. 693). However, due to its critical location in an archaeological site, 

and suspicions of illegal digging and tomb-robbing, the Department of Antiquities, after 

previous successful cooperation with Fathy in a smaller project, commissioned the 

architect to design and construct a new village to relocate the Gournii (Ahmed & Elgizawi, 

2009).  

Rather than subscribing to current modern approaches that favour the provision of 

the maximum number using a limited set of typologies, Fathy attempted to satisfy 

individual needs, ascribing the house to the domain of ‘dreams.’ The original project 

entailed the relocation of almost seven thousand members of five tribes who inhabited 

different parts of the hill (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 240). In this regard, Fathy argued that when an 

architect is assigned to design many houses at a time, instead of ‘dreaming’ for the many 

dwellers who must be sheltered, the architect “designs one house and puts three zeros to 

its right, denying creativity for himself, and humanity to man” (Fathy, 1973). And since it is 

impossible to ‘dream’ for a thousand individuals at a time, Fathy suggested beginning with 

the “comprehensible, with a handful of people or a natural group of families which will bring 

the design within his power.” This was achievable according to Fathy, by considering 

issues such as: ‘family size,’ ‘wealth,’ ‘social status,’ ‘profession’, ‘climate’, and “the hopes 

and aspirations of those he [the architect] shall house” (Fathy, 1973).  

The new village Fathy designed went by New Gourna and was located almost 2-3 

km from the Old-Gourna dedicated to re-house the people of the nearby Gourna village 

partially built between 1945 to 1948 (Ahmed & Elgizawi, 2009, p. 693). For Fathy, New-

Gourna was an opportunity to employ lessons learned from local vernacular traditions, and 

to provide an alternative rural prototype that respected cultural values and individual needs 

(Fathy, 1973). In response to the existing social structures, Fathy responded with a four-

part division in the New-Gourna project and houses that supposedly considered locals’ 

needs (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 240). In his view the allotments allowed for variation in house 

plans, creating a network of angular streets with broken axes to create vistas (Ahmed & 

Elgizawi, 2009, p. 694). Further, Fathy employed spatial hierarchies of traditional urban 

fabrics, creating a hierarchy of spatial enclosures from the small private indoor courtyard 

to semi-public neighbourhood streets, to larger avenues and the village square. 

Community functions include the mosque, khan, and theatre, a village well (no running 

water was provided to individual houses at the time), and social spaces under domed 

structures (Ahmed & Elgizawi, 2009, pp. 695-696).  

While Fathy approached this project as optimization and culmination of his previous 

experiments/ projects, however, New-Gourna was deemed a failure as people refused to 

move in. Over the decades the majority of the houses Fathy had designed and built in the 
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New-Gourna village were transformed into modern concrete and brick houses. Some of 

Fathy’s critics argued that the New-Gourna project overlooked the underlying socio-

economic factors, and misinterpreted the negative reactions of the Gournii community, 

relegating it to a problem of design as it failed to garner the needed local support (Turner, 

1976; Davis, 2006; Guitart, 2014; Steele, 1988). Furthermore, one of the central aspects 

which remains questionable in Fathy’s design, especially by modern standards, pertains 

to issues of the flexibility of houses to accommodate the residents’ changing needs and 

incremental development (Ahmed & Elgizawi, 2009, p. 696).  

By rendering New-Gourna a failure, Fathy’s entire approach to designing more than 

170 projects aimed at building simple, cheap, and comfortable living spaces rooted in local 

traditions was undermined (Bertini, 2020; Özkan, 2006). Fathy was thus criticized for the 

fact that his architecture which was originally proposed ‘for the poor’, only attracted the 

interest of the rich (Steele, 1988). While on the other hand, Fathy argued that if the “leaders 

of Egyptian society would appropriate and make good use of this architecture [traditional 

vernacular] for their high aspirations and lifestyles, the underprivileged would follow suit” 

(Fathy quoted in (Özkan, 2006)). And this may be where Fathy potentially contradicted 

himself in the New-Gourna project. Thus, instead of implementing his ideas about social 

participation, it may be argued that the architect ceased the existing political opportunity 

to implement his ideas regardless of the social consensus. However, over the years, more 

studies emerged demonstrating some of the different dimensions and the problems that 

led New Gourna to its current state (for example Steele (1988) and Ozkan (2006)).  

While some of the criticism over New-Gourna’s shortcomings may be true, they also 

don’t fully encompass the complexity and the challenges underpinning the socio-cultural, 

economic, and political dynamics in the developing and underdeveloped world. For 

example, in the case of Old-Gourna, since the livelihoods of some of the inhabitants were 

centered around illegal archaeological digs, it is understandable why when prompted to 

move they would refuse to participate or relocate and risk losing their main sources of 

income. Furthermore, it is also important to situate Fathy’s approach within its contextual 

timeframe. In many ways, for his time, Fathy’s approach was ahead of its time in 

considering environmental and socio-cultural aspects.  

However, Fathy’s approach also stemmed from a conviction with notions of cultural 

loss, a break with tradition, and occupation with the question of identity. Regarding the 

latter, Fathy remarked that “in modern Egypt, there is no indigenous style…the tradition is 

lost, and we have been cut off from our past ever since Mohammed Ali cut the throat of 

the last Mameluke” (Fathy, 1973, p. 19). In other words, Fathy himself was subject to some 
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of the predominant conceptualizations of the vernacular and associated dichotomies at the 

time, namely the traditional modern dichotomy. Thus, for example, his choice of keeping 

the well and refusing to provide water to houses, stemmed from an understanding of the 

cultural role of the well in the traditional society, as a social place for gathering and meeting 

prospective partners. It shows that again, while Fathy and his contemporary Wissa Wassef 

were quick to remark on the changes in the traditional vernacular since the early 20th 

century, they also adopted relatively static conceptualizations of traditions and traditional 

societies. However, to this day, New-Gourna serves as an excellent precedent to study 

some of the early neo-vernacular models which aimed to salvage traditional heritage and 

give it relevance in contemporary architectural applications.  

2.4.3 A brief assessment of the current state of conservation of old and new 

Gourna, and the final attempt for relocation 

By the end of the 20th century, some 8000 people were still living in Old Gourna 

despite the persistent governmental attempts to evacuate the Gournii (Mitchell T. , 2002, 

p. 186). According to a 1999 article published in the Irish Times, government officials 

claimed that the village of Old-Gourna (Al-Qurna) posed many risks to the safety of the 

ancient necropolis. These included water seepage from houses into the archaeological 

remains buried below, houses standing in the way of further excavation of tombs on the 

hillside and destroying the ‘panoramic’ view of the area (Times, 1999). Since no water was 

permitted into the site, villagers had to fetch their water supplies carrying it up and down 

the hillside in small tanks pulled by donkeys, which was considered by one official as an 

inappropriate scene, i.e., “donkeys and cows in a world-class archaeological site” (Times, 

1999). From the official point of view, this site was of value not for its recent heritage i.e., 

the Old-Gourna village, but rather the ancient history on which the village stands. In their 

view, the traditional village and people’s lifestyles were corrupting what would otherwise 

be a ‘picturesque’ scene, but also a threat to its historical value. An ongoing construction 

ban was thus in place since 1981, and later a presidential decree announced it as a 

“historical preservation area,” all of which imposed strict measures preventing locals from 

expanding upon their houses or carrying out any changes or modifications, with the 

ultimate aim of evacuating the area. In November 1998, the UNESCO World Heritage 

Committee called on the Egyptian government to reconsider the policy of relocating 

villagers, nevertheless, a few years later the governmental approach to re-locating the 

Gournii continued following a new plan.  

The new plan involved relocating the remaining inhabitants of Old Gourna to a 

purpose-built desert settlement near New Tarif, 3kms off the road to the Valley of the 
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Kings. With a few exceptions that were to be kept as examples of the Gourna (mountain-

side vernacular), the remaining old village houses were planned to be demolished. “Some 

of these houses will be kept as examples but only the beautiful houses will stay in the 

panorama”, said Muhammed Nasr, a former chief inspector of antiquities in the area 

(Times, 1999). In 2005 the new government of Luxor pursued an alleged participatory 

design process for housing the people of Old-Gourna this time using modern building 

solutions. The second attempt for housing the people of Gourna was expected to provide 

2000 houses to accommodate around 20,000 inhabitants from the different hamlets of Old-

Gourna. Modern building materials such as concrete and brick masonry were used instead 

of the local materials. Regarding the destruction of old Gourna’s houses, a 

UNESCO/ICOMOS mission report for Thebes in 2008 reported that: “the destruction of 

Gurnah (Gourna) […] took place in 2006, without the geological, archaeological and 

geographical surveys and mapping, anthropological studies, assessment of the historical 

and cultural landscape qualities of the foothills and the presence of Gurnah in the site” 

(UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, p. 4). The report argued that “little attention has been given 

to as how best to maintain the complex set of historic layers which underlie the Thebes 

inscription of the List, and that indeed many significant parts of the site are being 

needlessly discarded” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, p. 7).  

The gradual eradication of Old-Gourna was “damaging the authenticity of the site 

and threatening part of the Outstanding Universal Value that led to the original inscription 

of the property as a World Heritage Site” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2008, p. 12). Echoing the 

point made earlier, the ICOMOS argued that the approach taken “is very much about 

cleaning up, improving image and conditions for tourists, renewal, sanitization etc., it is not 

about protecting the Outstanding Universal Value of the site” (ibid). By February 2011, 

Old-Gourna was finally evacuated, and the inhabitants were prompted to move to the 

second New Gourna project near Al-Tarif village (some 5kms away), or to other places as 

agreed with the government (Mahmoud, 2016). Most of the houses in Old-Gourna were 

demolished to ensure the relocation process, leaving some 30-40 houses from Gournet 

Marreii (one of Old Gourna’s southern hamlets), as an example of ‘vernacular mountain 

urbanization’ (Mahmoud, 2016). Despite allegations, the new project lacks any of the 

considerations which Fathy had considered in terms of socio-cultural and environmental 

aspects. Thus, modern building materials and construction methods, and typologies were 

used, many air-conditioning units are installed by residents to beat the scorching 

temperatures characteristic of the Upper-Egyptian environment (Mahmoud, 2016). 
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Figure 9 Some of the remaining houses at Gourna. At the forefront an entrance to one of the tombs of 
the valley of the kings is visible. (Image taken by researcher in Old-Gourna on March 2019) 

 

Figure 10 Remains of Hassan Fathy's house in New-Gourna surrounded by some of the modern 
buildings which replaced the mud-brick houses designed and built by the architect. (Image taken by the 
researcher in March 2019). 
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Another mission report published a decade later, stated that most of the buildings of 

Old-Gourna were demolished apart from part of the old village and some selected houses 

(Figure 9); one family was observed to be still living in one of the old houses (UNESCO & 

ICOMOS, 2017, p. 32). The report highlighted the fact that “the State Party did not consider 

the recommendations of the previous missions or the previous recommendations of the 

World Heritage Committee. Consequently, a major part of the Old Gourna houses was 

destroyed and the population living in them displaced” (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 

27). In regards to Hassan Fathy’s ‘New Gourna,’ a damage assessment was carried out 

as well as a project proposal for emergency restoration works (Figure 10), which were 

awaiting the green light by the State Party (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 42).  Most of 

the buildings of the New-Gourna designed and built by Hassan Fathy were demolished by 

their owners and re-built with modern materials and methods. The report stressed the 

importance of stopping the ongoing building activity inside the village area and avoiding 

“any further uncontrolled transformations”. It recommended establishing a buffer zone 

coinciding with the original plan of the village, reiterating the previous recommendations 

given in 2009 (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 85).  

So far, it has been shown that the developmental/conservation strategies adopted 

by the state in Luxor advocating the concept of the ‘open-air’ museum as the central tenet 

to the urban development/ regeneration plan of the city have contributed to undermining 

the value of traditional vernacular architecture. The 2017 report articulates that the 

approach followed by the government officials did not conform with the objectives of urban 

conservation as indicated by the World Heritage Committee. The report identified two 

major forces driving this divergence; the first being the “extreme focus on tourism as the 

only function of the cultural heritage inscribed on the national registry and World Heritage 

present in Egypt”. And the second is the excessive emphasis on the Ancient Egyptian 

layers of history, with implications over the post-ancient Egyptian layers that include 19th 

and 20th century traditional (vernacular) buildings (UNESCO & ICOMOS, 2017, p. 31).  

This excessive tendency towards the “musification” of the historical built 

environment, expressed in the concept of the open-air museum, is pertinent in the official 

approach to the traditional and historical built environment not only in Luxor but also 

beyond as will be discussed within the case-study contexts in chapter six. However, in the 

case of Luxor, the logic behind the open-air museum does not apply to the actual needs 

and conditions of a city already rich with its incremental superimposition of layers of 

heritage dating back to historical times. According to the AEOM (Association of European 

Open-air Museums), Open-Air museums generally serve the purpose of re-arranging 

and/or relocating historical monuments, to conserve, and maintain buildings that may be 



59 
 

deteriorated, lifestyles, and cultural activities (Pedram, Emami, & Khakban, 2018, p. 102). 

What is taking place however is that the traditional built environment and ways of living 

are systematically eradicated to “save antiquities,” and in the process disrupting people’s 

relationships with their traditional heritage and the historical built environment. 

Consequently, the continuity between past and present forms of vernacularity is disrupted 

and obscured, and the pace of change in the built environment is exacerbated. 

2.5 Discussion: Towards an indiscriminative approach to the study of vernacular 

architecture and the phenomenon of change 

So far, the review of literature pertaining to the development of the domain of 

vernacular architecture studies, and that of the Egyptian vernacular, demonstrated some 

of the enduring disciplinary limitations hindering progress in understanding and managing 

the vernacular as it changes today. Limitations stemming from colonial and anthropological 

perceptions, posit the vernacular as a ‘historical’ and “authentic” typology, placing it in 

opposition with the ‘western’ and the ‘modern’, expressed in the traditional/modern 

dichotomy. This dichotomous understanding of the vernacular against the modern, 

underlying the conventional approaches to the study of the vernacular, often fails to 

account for the complex processes governing the built environment and its consequent 

adaptations. They also often tend to relegate change to external factors rendering it an 

inevitable demise of “authentic” traditions against the overpowering and homogenizing 

effects of modernity and globalization. This is shown to be linked to how the vernacular is 

defined through static models and conceptualizations in relation to notions of culture and 

tradition. This however is contrary to the dynamic reality of traditional societies and 

cultures around the world that continue to shape their vernacular-built environments 

through seemingly new forms of owner or community-built architecture (often informal). 

However, these often fail to fit the existing disciplinary frameworks through which the 

vernacular is approached and as a result, a new dichotomy takes shape: the vernacular 

(the authentic traditional), vs. the informal (the inauthentic by-product of modernity and 

globalization).  

In reality, and as far as the example of Luxor shows, vernacular architecture is 

contested by these disciplinary limitations and competing notions of value: between the 

vernacular as theorized about in the literature and perceived in scholarly circles, how it's 

valued’ in and official circles, and how it is practiced and experienced in real-life. In theory, 

the informal/vernacular dichotomy suggests that only the “traditional” forms of the building 

are classed as vernacular, justifying researchers’ calls for its preservation as it rapidly 

disappears in real life. Officially, it is the more historical layers of the built environment and 
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monumental structures that are of value (usually archaeological or economic) driven by 

pressing needs for economic development. While on the other hand, as far as people are 

concerned, the “traditional” vernacular heritage is no longer serving their needs and 

aspirations hence resisting professional attempts to reinstate it in one way or the other.  

 The main question is therefore how best to understand vernacular architecture as it 

happens in real-life rather than as it has been theorized about and perceived in the past. 

This essentially means to account for the processes shaping the vernacular-built 

environments in the past and to detect changes in them responsible for the current 

transformation in the contemporary built environment. As such, an approach that considers 

vernacular ‘product’ in relation to the underlying ‘processes’ is the first step to a more 

comprehensive approach to understanding vernacular architecture and how it changes. 

This is to identify, preserve, and enhance qualities in significant vernacular contexts, 

including physical structures and ways of living. In other words, to learn and incorporate 

lessons from the study of vernacular architecture into contemporary architectural and 

urban frameworks and practices rooted in local traditions yet also acknowledging people’s 

needs today. By extension, it is to consider alternative approaches to re-conceptualize and 

study the vernacular, a prerequisite to developing new models for managing change in 

traditional and vernacular settings as they transform today in an era of globalization.  

2.5.1 Dynamic and process-driven approaches to conceptualizing vernacular 

architecture 

Aware of the enduring misconceptions and associated dichotomies, some authors 

have suggested different approaches aimed at escaping the restrictions posed by 

conventional definitions. In the early 1980s for example, Ivan Illich24 published his radical 

critiques of modernity. In an essay called Dwelling that appears in In the Mirror of the Past, 

he claims that “To dwell is human […] Only humans can dwell. To dwell is an art […] The 

human is the only animal who is an artist, and the art of dwelling is part of the art of living” 

(Illich, 2022 [1984]). However, the modern world has rendered this art so difficult. The 

concept of the vernacular was expressed in other writings in terms of “vernacular domain” 

and “vernacular values” (published in Shadow Work) which appears to have developed 

after his critique of earlier books. In Beyond Western Economics, Schroyer (2009) 

discussed Illich’s concept of the ‘vernacular domain’ describing it as the “realm of everyday 

life in which people create and negotiate their own sense of things” (Schroyer, 2009, p. 

 
24 Ivan Dominic Illich (1926-2002) was a Roman Catholic priest, theologian, philosopher, and social critic. 
Illich is famous for his 1971 Deschooling Society in which he criticizes modern society’s institutional 
approach to education.  
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69). The vernacular domain, or the domains of vernacularity in this view, is composed of 

those spaces that exist for self-determination in the broadest sense of the term.  

As Schroyer puts it:  

“The vernacular space is the sensibility and rootedness that emerges from shaping 

one’s own space within the common associations of local-regional reciprocity.  It is 

the way in which local life has been conducted throughout most of history and even 

today in a significant proportion of subsistence- and communitarian-oriented 

communities.  It is also central to those places and spaces where people are 

struggling to achieve regeneration and social restorations against the forces of 

economic globalization. A vernacular way of being, doing and making is historically 

illustrated by subsistence villages, classical cities as well as self-governing 

municipalities and city regions during most of history.” (Schroyer, 2009, p. 69). 

Illich’s perception of vernacular space goes beyond the local-regional reciprocity 

suggested in the approaches of regionalism and critical regionalism (for example Heath 

(2007) and Frampton (1983)). From this sociological perspective, vernacularity describes 

a lifestyle and a way of being, a dynamic and ongoing complex process that encompasses 

the social spaces of struggle, regeneration, and restoration, where local life is mediated, 

and where people struggle to interpret global economic forces of globalization (Schroyer, 

2009). This complex understanding of the vernacular articulates the significance of 

‘process’ in the study of vernacular architecture which led Rapoport (2006) to argue why 

architects shy away from this aspect. This also explains why Illich himself believed the 

study of dwelling, or vernacularity to be “beyond the reach of the architect not only because 

it is a popular art; not only because it goes on and on in waves that escape his control […] 

but above all, because no two communities dwell alike” (Illich, 2022 [1984]). 

Building on Illich’s ideas, Frey & Bouchain (2013) called for a ‘new vernacular’ which 

involves the architect learning from the almost vanished traditional ways of structuring 

lessons on organizing, and relating internal and external space, as an approach to a new 

vernacular fit for the 21st century (Frey & Bouchain, 2013). This approach acknowledges 

the complexity and depth of the vernacular and encourages learning and applying lessons, 

yet it still limits the understanding of the vernacular to that of a dying tradition, once again 

perpetuating the traditional/vernacular vs. modern dichotomy. In other words, the ongoing 

changes in the built environment are again excluded from the vernacular domain 

suggesting a discriminative approach to understanding the entirety of the built environment 

through time and space. By creating this divide between what may essentially be regarded 
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as the same process of “dwelling” in Illich’s term, instantly, the understanding of change in 

the built environment today is obscured.  

In Exploring a Cross-Cultural Theory of Architecture Memmot & Davidson (2008) 

argues that both formal and informal forms of architecture need to be considered under 

one theoretical framework defining what architecture is (Memmott & Davidson, 2008). On 

the other hand, to escape this dichotomy, Vellinga (2020) rejected the notion of 

‘vernacularity’ altogether, and instead called for an approach that considers all 

architectural traditions as part of “the same process of living” (Vellinga, 2020). The 

underpinning premise in these emerging arguments is that the vernacular is changing, at 

a pace faster than we have been able to theorize about it and that we can no longer ignore 

the gravity and radicality of these changes. It also shows that these changes are too 

complex to understand through resorting to these simplistic dichotomies and that the 

essence of the vernacular as a dwelling, as an art of living, is that it is a culture, with 

tangible and intangible dimensions.   

2.5.2 Approaching the Vernacular as Cultural Heritage 

Approaching the vernacular from the cultural heritage lens is one such way to 

consider the dynamic and contextual nature of vernacularity and to identify values and 

principles underlying established vernacular building traditions. Identifying value is in 

essence an epistemological question, i.e., what is valued and how these values may be 

revealed, particularly in contexts undergoing change and where significant traditional 

vernacular products and values are subject to loss or transformation. Identifying value in 

the built environment is a central question in the domain of heritage and is often expressed 

in alternative terms such as processes of valorisation, valuation, value typologies, value 

systems, and value assessment. These processes are central to the domain of heritage 

and conservation for the identification of what constitutes heritage which shapes the nature 

of decisions shaping it (Olukoya, 2021). In essence, these terms describe a dual process: 

the perception of what constitutes the positive characteristics in things (actual and 

potential) and the identification and detection of principles or ideas that serve as guides to 

action (Mason, 2002, p. 7). 

Over the previous decades, vernacular architecture has been subject to questions 

of value assessment in line with developments in the domain of architectural and urban 

conservation. The first formal recognition of the vernacular emerged with the Venice 

Charter of 1964 (Olukoya, 2021). The first article defined the ‘historic monument’ to include 

the ‘urban/rural setting,’ with implicit references to the vernacular domain. It declares that 

the concept of the ‘historic monument’ applies not only to “great works of art” but also “to 
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more modest works of the past which have acquired cultural significance with the passing 

of time” (ICOMOS, 1964, p. 1). Although this understanding acknowledges the contextual 

value of the vernacular, substantive focus was still placed on ‘the passing of time’ as a 

mechanism for gaining ‘historical’ value, which defines the appropriate courses of action 

in relation to how to protect ‘monuments.’ Article 3 thus declares that the “intention in 

conserving and restoring monuments is to safeguard them no less as works of art than as 

historical evidence” (ICOMOS, 1964, pp. 1,2).  

 The growing awareness of ‘everyday heritage’ in the following decades saw the 

vernacular rise to prominence as a category in the World Heritage Committee of 1992 

(Mitchell, Rössler, & Tricaud, 2021). The most significant breakthrough came with the 

ICOMOS Charter on the Built Vernacular Heritage in 1999. The charter defined ‘built 

vernacular heritage’ as: “the fundamental expression of the culture of a community, of its 

relationship with its territory […] It is the traditional and natural way by which communities 

house themselves” (ICOMOS, 1999, p. 1). This understanding therefore not only 

recognizes ‘value’ in vernacular architecture but also acknowledges the ‘communal,’ 

‘cultural,’ ‘contextual,’ qualities defining the vernacular. Furthermore, it sheds some light 

on process-related aspects and changes by saying “It is a continuing process including 

necessary changes and continuous adaptation as a response to social and environmental 

constraints” (ICOMOS, 1999, p. 1). However, these same qualities make notions of pre-

determined criteria for valuation a questionable matter (Olukoya, 2021, p. 8).   

As opposed to conventional criteria-based strategies of valuation, a systematic yet 

flexible approach is needed to encompass the diversity, complexity, contextuality, and 

subjectivity of process-related aspects. This research serves to build on alternative 

approaches to the study of vernacular architecture, interrogating the phenomenon of 

change using a ‘dynamic’ and process-oriented approach that acknowledges tangible and 

intangible dimensions, including the physical/contextual, and socio-cultural patterns. The 

examples of the towns of Esna in Upper Egypt and the Siwa Oasis in the Western Desert 

of Egypt have been considered for carrying out in-depth investigations into the traditional 

vernacular built environment, and the role of environmental and socio-cultural aspects in 

shaping it through time. These cases also serve as a good ground to study the impact of 

local urbanization processes, urban conservation/development, and alternative 

approaches to preserving and enhancing vernacular building traditions. Retrospectively, 

building on the methodological approach (discussed in the following chapter), and findings 

from both cases, a conceptual framework is deduced which can serve as a tool for 

architects, planners, and conservationists, to study the vernacular built environment, as a 

precursor for any prescriptive attempts and interventions.  
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2.6 Conclusion and Summary 

As demonstrated, the meaning of vernacular architecture has been forged in the 

early development of the domain within colonial and anthropological domains. The diverse 

disciplinary backgrounds through which the vernacular has been the subject of study have 

provided a wealth of material and approaches which have converged into an independent 

domain of research. The later developments in this field of study are seen to be restricted 

by some enduring conceptualizations, dichotomies, and misconceptions. The implications 

of these disciplinary limitations and dichotomies of vernacular vs. modern and vernacular 

as traditional vs. informal, are shown to influence approaches to understanding and 

managing change in the vernacular built environment. As it continues to change, however, 

researchers and scholars are compelled to seek alternative ways of defining and 

approaching the vernacular as it exists in real life today. These disciplinary limitations have 

been explored in the context of the Egyptian vernacular and were shown to be at the 

foundation of how vernacular and change are being conceptualized.  

These limitations were also shown to be echoed in the urban fabric of Egypt, 

demonstrated in the institutional approach to urban development/ regeneration or 

conservation exemplified in the case of Luxor. Alternative approaches to bridging this 

divide, by learning and implementing lessons from the traditional vernacular into the 

contemporary practice as exemplified in New-Gourna, show the complex socio-cultural, 

economic, and political aspects pertaining to the success/ failure of such approaches. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion on the importance of bridging this perceived divide 

between historical and contemporary forms of vernacularity. It concludes with the 

argument that the successful management of change in vernacular architecture is 

contingent upon an indiscriminative approach to understanding vernacular architecture. 

This involves the consideration of the dynamic nature of culture, and an interrogation of 

both tangible (product) and intangible (process) manifestations of culture.  
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3. Chapter Three: Phenomenology as an approach to Vernacular 
Architecture 

3.0 Introduction 

 This chapter draws out the methodological approach adopted in the study. The 

chapter commences with a brief introduction to the selected case studies and discusses 

their selection criteria. The chapter follows with a discussion of the theoretical and 

philosophical justification for the use of phenomenology as the main research 

methodology. This is then followed by outlining the main research procedures concerning 

the field-work phase of the research. A breakdown of the different data-collection methods 

follows, including interviews, architectural and spatial observations, participant-produced 

drawings, as well as the different types of documentary sources. The last part lays out the 

process of data analysis expressed in the hermeneutic circle, the main analytical tool in 

hermeneutic phenomenology. The chapter finally concludes with a discussion of the main 

methodological limitations of the study and reflections on how these were taken into 

consideration in the course of the work.  

3.1 Case-Studies: Selection Process & Criteria 

Egypt is a developing country within the global south where most of the built 

environment still occurs in a vernacular manner (BEO, Who Builds Egypt's Hosing? 

Construction Facts by Sector 2008-2018, 2019). The extended history of human 

settlement since ancient times in Egypt and the rapid urbanization in the past few decades 

makes it an extremely rich grounds for the study of the development of vernacular 

architecture. Changes in the built environment in Egypt have been more articulated in 

urban contexts in the form of the widespread urban vernacular trends commonly dealt with 

through the lens of informality or slums. However, parallel changes have been taking place 

in rural and peripheral contexts which have retained a considerable portion of their 

vernacular heritage owing to slower rates of modernization in non-central areas. Thus, 

rural contexts in Egypt offer a rich ground for the interrogation of the phenomenon of 

change in contexts with significant vernacular heritage undergoing change and 

transformation. The researcher’s Egyptian background makes them relatively familiar with 

the wider regional and cultural context within which the case-study contexts lie thus 

facilitating communication with the study participants with a common spoken language 

(Egyptian Arabic).  
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 The research initially commenced by considering a single case study for the 

investigation of the phenomenon of change in vernacular contexts considering their 

contextual and socio-cultural dimensions. However, the choice of two cases came after 

the realization of the need to generalize research findings to deduce a systematic 

approach to the study of vernacular architecture. It may have been also useful to consider 

further cases, however, due to time and funding limitations, the decision was made to limit 

the study to at least two case studies, within relatively different environmental and cultural 

contexts. It was thus decided to select cases to represent the two main contrasting 

environments: the Nile-Valley and the Desert regions. The selection of cases also focused 

on identifying areas within the same regional context, with distinct cultural and ethnic 

groups. According to Rapoport understanding social and cultural processes in relation to 

vernacular processes and change dynamics, is much easier when the context features 

high levels of cultural autonomy and group specificity (Rapoport 2006). In Egypt, this 

cultural and ethnic diversity is more common in peripheral regions within relatively remote 

societies such as the upper-Egyptian province and the Nubians to their south, the Bedouin 

tribes in the Sinai Peninsula, eastern deserts, and the North Coast of Egypt, and the 

Amazigh in the Siwa Oasis in the western desert.   

 Critical to the study of change in vernacular architecture is for the selected cases 

to exhibit formal and spatial patterns of vernacular architecture and built environment from 

different successive periods which can be identified and comparatively analysed. The 

selection of cases also considered the question of identifying and safeguarding value in 

vernacular contexts undergoing growing local pressures for urbanization, development, 

and conservation. The selected cases thus needed to exhibit examples of these ongoing 

processes as well as potential alternative practices centred around learning and applying 

lessons from local vernacular traditions within the contemporary practice. In Egypt, the 

preservation of vernacular heritage has been the subject of interest for several NGOs such 

as Takween, Megawra, and Handover amongst others working in different contexts. The 

town of Esna in Upper Egypt has been the subject of recent documentation and 

preservation work by Takween under both national and international umbrellas. In Siwa, 

some NGOs including EQI, Handover, and others have been engaging with the local 

vernacular traditions capitalizing on its environmental, cultural, and historical qualities. The 

work of Takween and EQI in Esna and Siwa respectively, offer a rich ground for exploring 

some of the different aspects of the vernacular opening-up new platforms for researching 

historical forms of vernacular architecture and their successive adaptations through time.  
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3.1.1 Case-Study Selection Criteria 

 Building on previous literature and research and to address the main research 

questions, aims, and objectives, the following criteria were developed for the selection of 

suitable case studies. A breakdown of the case-study selection process and its rationale 

is then discussed in the following section. 

I. Within the same region and political borders thus experiencing common top-down 

forces (political and economic), within different cultural and ecological environments 

II. Vernacular settings undergoing change and transformation, i.e., exhibiting a 

succession of traditional and transitional vernacular paradigms 

III. Traditional communities that are positioned at a considerable distance from the 

nearest urban centre (remote and peripheral), experiencing fewer influences of 

modernity and thus relatively preserving a degree of social and cultural autonomy  

IV. Specificity of the cultural groups to study the relationship between group-specific 

social norms and the corresponding building practices 

V. Issues of securing access: Considering the distance, location, security measures, 

and gatekeepers 

 Two case studies were thus selected after fulfilling the criteria and representing the 

main and contrasting ecologies and their corresponding cultural landscapes in Egypt, 

expressed in the cases of Esna and Siwa. Esna is representative of much of Egypt’s rural 

vernacular architecture which has historically developed along the Nile valley and in which 

most Egyptians live. Siwa Oasis shares among the few oases dotted around Egypt’s 

western deserts the ecological and geographical conditions, however, it is culturally and 

historically unique. The cases of Esna and Siwa, are both environmentally and culturally 

distinct, yet both share the fact that they lie within the same socio-political and regional 

borders, both are historical societies that have existed for extended periods, retaining a 

rich composite layering of vernacular and cultural heritage.  The divergence in terms of 

culture and ecology allows for the study of the relationship between the built and natural 

environment in relation to the local cultural groups and their building traditions.  

3.1.2 Case-Study 1:  The Siwa Oasis in the Western Desert 

 The Siwa oasis has attracted the attention of researchers over the past three 

decades for several reasons including its unique vernacular architecture which goes by 

Kerchief which represents an intriguing and enduring tradition unique to geography and 

culture. The focus of studies on Siwa’s vernacular architecture ranges from building 

materials (see: Abdel-Motelib, Taher, & El-Manawi, 2015); to ecological architecture, and 

eco-tourism (see: Abd Elghani, 2012; Alhaddad, Ibrahim, & Lotaif, 2017); as well as 

cultural heritage, conservation, and development (see: (Nofal E. M., 2011; Dabaieh, 2012; 
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Farrag & Mahmoud, 2016). In most studies dealing with Siwa’s vernacular heritage25, there 

is a tendency to represent change as a threat due to the corrupting consequences of 

modernization, suggesting different approaches to its preservation. Fewer studies 

considered the role of interwinding historical, contextual, and socio-cultural aspects and 

their role in shaping Siwa’s vernacular heritage (See for example El-Shafie (1999), 

Montalbano, (2011) and Halawa (2016). For example, Montalbano, (2011) gives a wealth 

of information on environmental aspects and urban history, and Halawa (2016) on the 

other hand considered the recent growth and urbanization dynamics. However, both 

studies place little emphasis on the “socio-cultural” and experiential dimensions underlying 

these processes. Following a phenomenological approach, El-Shafie (1999) attempts a 

phenomenological study of change by interpreting the experience of modernity and 

employing ethnographic methods. The study gives insights into the everyday life of locals 

at the turn of the 21st century and offers rich material on the traditional and emerging 

building patterns in the oasis, as well as people’s experiences and aspirations.  

It may still be argued that these studies implicitly adopt a ‘static’ model rendering 

Siwa’s traditional vernacular as a monolithic and archaic entity that has endured 

throughout history into the 20th century. By articulating uniform and static perceptions of 

the “traditional” (pre-modern) phase, change is ascribed to late 20th century processes of 

modernization, while before this, the vernacular is assumed to be static. This historic 

‘anthropological’ tendency is reinforced by the lack or dearth of available resources and 

published material regarding the previous phases. The historical and principal fortified 

towns of Shali and Aghurmi in Siwa were abandoned by the 1920s and were reduced to 

ruins making by the end of the 20th century, making the understanding of the more 

historical phases an issue pending an archaeological inquiry. This situation only began 

changing a few years ago in a massive urban conservation project supervised and 

managed by the NGO EQI (discussed in chapter six) making it possible to gain access to 

the historical phase which was otherwise only accessible through a few historical 

documents. Although work is still ongoing in this project and nothing has been published 

to date, the researcher was able to gain special access to the archaeological site of Shali 

during fieldwork in 2018 and later in 2019 allowing for new insights challenging 

conventional conceptualizations.  

 
25 For example: Nofal (2011) proposed a ‘cultural landscape approach’ to its study and preservation, Farrag 
& Mahmoud (2016) considered the need for a harmonization between heritage and development as a 
strategy for economic development, Abd Elghani (2012) and Alhaddad& Lotaif (2017) considered issues of 
ecological design and eco-tourism, while Dabaieh (2012) explored the approaches to conservation in the 
oasis assessing the preservation and deterioration of vernacular buildings. 
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3.1.3 Case-Study 2: The town of Esna in Upper Egypt 

 The town of Esna is in Upper Egypt located 60 kilometers south of Luxor on the 

west bank of the river Nile. Esna is home to an Ancient Egyptian (Greco-Roman era) 

temple dedicated to the creator god Khnum. The town also exhibits a rich history and a 

complex layering of architectural and urban heritage with diverse examples of traditional 

mud-brick houses dating back to the 19th century, many of which are still standing in full or 

partial use. While Esna did not experience the same levels of physical isolation as the rest 

of Egypt as did Siwa, the vernacular and traditional buildings of Esna still exhibit a wealth 

of architectural layers, much of which is undocumented, and remains unknown to us today. 

Almost no studies to date have been made to document and analyze these successive 

layers. Apart from one study by (Nour, 2018), which gives a brief discursive account of 

some of Esna’s medieval houses, otherwise, very little information is available to us about 

Esna’s urban history. 

Akin to most rural contexts and in Upper Egypt in particular, Esna has over the 

previous decades experienced a relatively slower rate of change as opposed to more 

central towns and cities in Egypt. However, due to the presence of Ancient Egyptian 

archaeological remains in Esna, the town has been subject to state-led conservation and 

developmental interventions aimed at emphasizing this Ancient Egyptian layer of history 

to attract more tourists (Ibrahim, 2014). In the past few years, with the growing awareness 

over the diversity yet dire state of Egypt’s rapidly dissolving vernacular heritage, Esna has 

attracted the attention of independent researchers and NGOs such as Takween. Work 

undertaken by Takween aims at capitalizing and raising awareness of the importance of 

preserving Esna’s vernacular heritage focusing on the documentation and preservation of 

some of Esna’s significant architectural heritage including 19th and 20th-century traditional 

houses.   

3.2 Methodological Approach: Phenomenology 

 The nature of the research problem, i.e., how to study the vernacular and interpret 

changes within it considering both product and process characteristics and including social 

and cultural dimensions, implies an emphasis on processes and values which are not 

always measurable and quantifiable. The research thus seeks to explain changes in the 

vernacular-built environment: physical, socio-cultural, as well as through the ‘experiences’ 

of people, to yield profound and meaningful insights into how the vernacular is shaped and 

reshaped from within. The need to focus on socio-cultural aspects is a qualitative question 

with empirical manifestations, while the “experiential” dimension lends the research 

problem towards the phenomenological and interpretive approach.  
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Phenomenology is in essence the interpretive study of human experience 

(Seamon, 2000), and aims to examine and clarify human situations, events, meaning, and 

experiences, “as they spontaneously occur in the course of daily life” (von Eckartsberg, 

1998, p. 3). The goal of phenomenology is the “rigorous description of human life as it is 

lived and reflected upon in all of its first-person concreteness, urgency, and ambiguity” 

(Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1996, p. 5). In architecture, phenomenology has been one 

of the methods used to study cultural landscapes (Violich, 1985; Seamon, 2000), 

architecture, and urbanism (Holl, Pallasmaa, & Perez, 2006; Maveety, 2008; Kusenbach, 

2003; Norberg-Shulz, 1979), vernacular architecture (El-Shafie, 1999; Holl, Pallasmaa, & 

Perez, 2006; Holl, 1991).  In recent years the approach has attracted the attention of 

architects and researchers (de Campos, 2007; Maveety, 2008; Tamari, 2017; Kinkaid, 

2019; Nezhad, Tahbaz, Masoudi, & Zarandi, 2020).  

Historian and theoretician Christian Norberg-Schulz exerted considerable 

influence over theories of architecture and urbanism in the second half of the 20th-century 

building on Heidegger’s contributions to phenomenology (Haddad, 2010). Norberg-Schulz 

published the trilogy: Existence, Space and Architecture (1971) and then in Genius Loci 

(1980), and later The Concept of Dwelling (1985). In Genius Loci, Norberg-Schulz prompts 

us to consider the loss of natural and man-made places and the increasing homogeneity 

of cities and urban spaces worldwide (Norberg-Shulz, 1979).  Norberg-Schulz presents an 

understanding of Loci as the meaning and spirit of places and the relationships animating 

them (their structure), the knowledge of which is the precondition for planning that aspires 

to preserve the quality and character of the context (Norberg-Shulz, 1979).  

In The Concept of Dwelling (1985) Norberg-Shulz attempted to lay the foundation 

of a phenomenological interpretation of architecture calling for “a new approach to the 

problem of architectural space”. In the book, Norberg-Shulz aimed to develop the idea that 

“architectural space may be understood as a concretization of environmental schemata or 

images, which form a necessary part of man’s general orientation or ‘being’ in the world” 

(Norberg-Schulz, 1971, p. 7). Phenomenology is thus adapted as the general approach to 

the investigation of the case-study contexts of Siwa and Esna relying mainly on fieldwork 

and literature.  This is to reveal the underlying meaning and structures of vernacular space 

and changes within them across time. 

3.2.1 Interpretive/ hermeneutic phenomenology as a theoretical framework 

 Phenomenology is amongst other methodologies (such as ethnography and 

grounded theory) which were born out of the growing recognition of the limitations in 

addressing many questions of the human realm within the requirements of empirical 
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methods and its quest for unquestionable truth (Laverty, 2003). German philosopher 

Martin Heidegger26 argued that the relationship between person and world, in conventional 

philosophy, has been reduced to either idealist or realist perspectives (Heidegger M. , 

1962). Idealistic perspectives consider the world to be shaped by humans who act on it 

through consciousness, while realist perspectives consider humans as a function of the 

world, where the world acts on humans and they consequently react to it. Heidegger 

argued that both perspectives are out of touch with the nature of humans as they assume 

a separation and a directional relationship between person and world, which Heidegger 

believes is inexistent in the world of actual lived experience (Seamon, 2000). Alternatively, 

Heidegger argues that people exist as part of the world, intimately caught up and immersed 

in it creating an “undissolvable unity between people and world” (Stewart & Mukunas, 

1990, p. 9).  

 Phenomenology is an approach to supplant both idealist and realist divisions 

between ‘person’ and ‘world’ rendering both an indivisible whole. For Heidegger, 

phenomenology is: “to let that which shows itself be seen from itself in the very way in 

which it shows itself from itself” (Heidegger,1962). One of the key phenomenological 

assumptions is the intimate ‘connectedness’ between person and world, with implications 

over how research is conducted, and how a phenomenon is studied. “Radical empiricism,” 

indicates the way of study by which the researcher seeks ‘openness’ to the phenomenon 

in such a way to allow it to reveal itself in its fullness and complexity through direct 

involvement (Giannotta, 2018). This arises through first-hand, grounded contact with the 

phenomenon as it is experienced by the researcher (Seamon, 2000). The notion of the 

‘Dasein,’ or being-in-the-world sets apart Heidegger’s phenomenological approach from 

Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. Husserl believed it was possible to set aside 

biases by explicitly stating them and setting them aside, Heidegger however believed that 

biases are a key part of the phenomenological process of interpretation. Thus, for 

Heidegger, the researcher is a key instrument in the investigation and interpretation of a 

phenomenon and their biases are rooted in the notion of pre-established yet evolving 

understanding. In other words, the researcher begins with a set of biases that they 

 
26  Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) was a German philosopher whose work is associated with 
phenomenology and existentialism and part of the wider philosophical movements at the time. His work 
has had an impact which has extended far beyond philosophy, well into architectural theory, literary 
criticism, theology, psychotherapy, and cognitive science. He deeply engaged with Kant, Kierkegaard, 
Nietzsche, but was most influenced by Dilthey, who stressed the role of interpretation and history in the 
study of human activity. Husserl had significant influence on Heidegger’s understanding of phenomenology 
as a science of essences, which Heidegger later parts to develop his own approach (interpretive 
phenomenology or hermeneutics). 
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interrogate, reflect on, and eventually keep changing through the course of the study, 

therefore the researcher is aware of their biases and constantly reflecting on them. 

 Heidegger also rendered the concept of ‘human building’ as a process of dwelling, 

like Illich’s representation, however, Heidegger distinguished between ‘building’ and 

‘dwelling,’ elevating the concept and role of “dwelling” to denote the ‘mode of being’ 

(Tweed, 2000). Dwelling thus not only refers to a ‘spatial’ activity or “to stay in a place” 

(Hofstadter, 1971, p. 144), but it is also to think and contemplate, which is indicated in the 

two-fold connotation of the verb ‘to-dwell’ (de Campos, 2007). Heidegger expressed this 

by saying that: “thinking itself belongs in the same sense as building, but only in another 

way, to dwelling…. Building and thinking are always in their own way indispensable for 

dwelling.” (Heidegger M. , 1977). The concept of ‘dwelling’ thus lends itself to “self-evident 

realities” which can be recalled anew at times when this “self-evident knowledge is 

increasingly fainting away” referred to in terms of the: “hermeneutic of the forgotten” 

(Zaborowski, 2005). Recalling or remembering these “realities” suggests the “interpretive” 

nature underlying the study of dwellings, particularly in relation to the phenomenon of 

change. Phenomenologically, the traditional dwelling, is an expression of contextual, 

socio-cultural, and experiential aspects, which can be traced through how people perceive, 

use, and adapt their dwellings through time in relation to the different conditions of their 

context. For Norberg-Schulz, phenomenology is a ‘method well suited to penetrate the 

world of everyday existence’ (Norberg-Schulz, 2000). As such, phenomenology is not just 

a philosophy, but also a method by which every day and experiential dimensions may be 

approached and studied.  

3.2.2 Phenomenology as a research method in architecture 

 David Seamon, a professor of architecture with a background in geography and 

environmental behaviour research, has written extensively on the phenomenological 

approach to place, architecture, and environmental design. Seamon defined place 

phenomenologically as “any environmental locus that gathers human experiences, 

actions, and meanings spatially and temporally” (Seamon, 2013, p. 150). Seamon’s 

phenomenological approach to architecture highlights not only the spatial structures and 

components but also accounts for the temporal dimensions which are crucial for a 

processual understanding of change in vernacular architecture and built environments.  

Adopting a phenomenological sensibility to the environment, Seamon suggests the 

following main criteria to be observed by the researcher throughout the research process 

which have been reiterated in the following principles: 
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1- Familiarization: The study involves the researcher’s direct contact with the 

phenomenon expressed in the researcher’s participation in the experience; conduction 

of in-depth interviews with a person or a group; the careful watching and observation 

and description of the situation(s) supporting or relating to the experience; consulting 

texts as artefactual material, such as novels, travellers accounts, etc. in which case 

they are required to immerse themselves in the text to become as familiar as possible 

with it.  

2- The Stranger’s eye: The phenomenon being studied, is uncharted territory for the 

researcher they attempt to explore. They must thus assume that they are total 

strangers to the phenomenon and approach it as beginners, this is why 

phenomenology often goes by the “science of beginnings”.  

3- Flexibility: The researcher must be flexible enough to conduct their methods in a way 

that would allow them to learn more about the phenomenon, as opposed to restricting 

their understanding of the phenomenon to prescribed methods. This implies 

uncertainty and calls for a degree of spontaneity during the study. Creativity and 

flexibility are key to capturing complex aspects relating to the phenomenon. 

4- Adaptability: Since they are encountering an unknown domain, the phenomenologist 

is always prepared to adapt their methods to the nature and circumstances of the 

phenomenon as it reveals itself. Thus, a set of procedures that may work for one 

phenomenological problem may be unsuitable elsewhere.  

5- Instrumentalizing: Building on the previous point: the researcher is the central 

instrument for deciphering the phenomenon, as such, they must be directed, yet 

flexible when facing the phenomenon as they have no clear sense of what they will 

find or how their discoveries will proceed. The engine for phenomenological research 

which presupposes any specific methodological procedure is the researcher’s skill, 

perceptiveness, and dedication.  

3.3 Research Procedures 

 Studying and understanding the vernacular architecture in relation to process and 

product, includes not only the study of the physical structures and the context but also 

issues of spatiality and temporality, socio-cultural and phenomenological aspects. 

Studying vernacular architecture in contexts undergoing change requires different 

methods to excavate and unravel the meanings and structures underlying the dwelling and 

built environment. Furthermore, this excavation is not only in space and in relation to the 

remaining physical structures, but also in relation to time. Three sources were thus central 

to this phenomenological interpretation of change in the vernacular, mainly fieldwork which 

included: interviews, observations, and architectural sketching; historical documents and 
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material; as well as previous studies within the same or similar contexts. The following 

section describes the procedures behind the fieldwork conducted between 2017 and 2019. 

3.3.1 Pilot-Research 

 Due to sponsor regulations and funding limitations, the time available to conduct 

fieldwork was limited to a maximum of one month a year, and over three years. The first 

year of the research (201702018) represented the exploratory phase which included desk 

studies over previous literature, and the development of a research methodology. This 

was followed by an exploratory field-work trip for two weeks to explore the potential case-

study sites for this study. A preliminary trip was carried out in October 2017 to Nuweiba at 

the outset of the research which was part of a workshop for the conservation of Bedouin 

cultural heritage. The workshop included fieldwork in which the researcher had 

participated, consciously aiming at observing and reflecting on the potential of different 

methods. These included focused observations, structured, semi-structured, or 

conversational interviews, focus groups, note-taking, and sketching. Recourse to the 

theoretical literature on research methods followed the exploratory trip to reflect on and 

develop a more in-depth understanding of the methodological approach for the main 

fieldwork phase. To explore further potential cases, an exploratory two-day trip to Al-

Fayoum Oasis was conducted in August 2018, followed by a trip to the Siwa oasis in which 

the pilot study was carried out for a week.   

The pilot research in Siwa proved instrumental in defining the focus of the research, 

as well as the main methods of ethnographic inquiry which were later incorporated during 

the main fieldwork conducted in 2019 in Siwa and Esna respectively. Before the pilot-study 

visit, however, the researcher had established connections with architects Ramez Azmy 

and Emad Farid working for EQI on ecological projects in Siwa with experience in its 

traditional vernacular architecture for two decades. The architects helped put the 

researcher in contact with a local Siwan who would arrange the accommodation and 

potentially serve as a gatekeeper. This proved to be critical to a smoother experience 

particularly when visiting during off-season periods when Siwans are not expecting 

tourists. Still, venturing into a remote desert oasis like Siwa as a lone male Egyptian 

researcher during August (which is the hottest of the year), seemed to instigate a general 

sense of suspicion amongst people. Disclosing their research interests to both key 

informants, as well as during casual encounters with random strangers, appeared to 

trigger more questions and suspicions than to reassure people.  

Initially, the researcher had attempted a fully overt approach during the pilot phase 

in Siwa which instigated suspicions on the side of the respondents who in some cases 
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refused to accept the researcher’s stated interests in their ordinary buildings and lives. The 

reactions and responses to this approach were either suspicious, reductive, dismissive, or 

sarcastic; through which the researcher realized that changes were needed to be made, 

particularly that the researcher must be tacit about what they reveal and how and when it 

is done. The researcher developed the contention that adopting a fully overt approach to 

showing their interest in studying people’s houses both past and present, may be 

considered too intrusive, inappropriate, or extremely hard in cases if they were lived and 

used by their residents. Even when inquiring about houses and requiring discursive 

accounts, people would often find such questions rude to be asked by a stranger, and they 

may give deterring responses. This was repeatedly demonstrated when the researcher 

attempted full directness and overtness right from the start, which often resulted in eliciting 

unnecessary suspicions and failing to yield in-depth data.  

 As a result, the researcher adopted a mostly overt approach which begins with 

covertness and gradually becomes more overt as the researcher and the participant 

develop trust. While some may argue against covertness, even if partial or temporary, it is 

important to note that overtness is an incremental process that builds on chemistry and 

trust. Covertness is partially acceptable on certain occasions, particularly when the 

researcher’s true intentions may be misinterpreted. The line between both is sometimes 

blurry. To yield rich and meaningful insights, the researcher presented themselves as 

honestly as possible and opened up to respondents in a gradual manner, to maintain 

ethical standards and research integrity. Overtness in conveying the participant’s 

responses is another issue that is considered here as well. Occasionally, the researcher 

eliminated certain questions and responses which retrospectively were found by the 

researcher to pose a potential threat to either the respondent’s safety or the researcher’s.  

Following this brief trip, the researcher consulted previous studies conducted in 

Siwa, particularly (El-Shafie, 1999) to gain further insights into the social and cultural life 

from women’s perspectives. The study discusses the fact that Siwan people are not only 

culturally autonomous and protective, but they are also a tribal society that is highly family-

oriented, and protective of their households and their women. Gender segregation was 

another issue that needed to be considered in terms of how the researcher will be able to 

meet and interview female participants for a representative sample of respondents. 

Women in the Siwan society are rarely seen in public, and in the few cases they are, they 

are fully covered and veiled, and no man is allowed to even glance at them. Men beyond 

the immediate family members are also never allowed into a house which is regarded as 

the exclusive domain of women. This was a challenge for the researcher where the 

perspectives and views of women seemed inaccessible due to the gender barrier. Even 



76 
 

asking Siwan men questions about women’s lifestyles and aspirations, not only was found 

socially inappropriate when they came from a male, as the researcher came to realize 

during the pilot study, but it was also both ethically and academically questionable.   

An incident is recalled here which occurred with one of the tribal elders of the Siwan 

society during the preliminary trip to Siwa. The researcher was invited by a Siwan elder to 

attend a talk he was giving to a group of architecture students participating in a workshop 

in Siwa. The elder mentioned a traditional building known as a khuss, in which important 

gatherings and social activities used to take place in the old town. He explained that both 

old and young would gather in this simple structure usually allocated within every 

neighbourhood between a cluster of houses, and in which stories about the Siwan society, 

their history, and their culture were passed on from the older to the younger generations. 

During a pause, the researcher asked whether women were able to use this ‘public’ space, 

to which he firmly responded saying, “of course not! Women are honoured in their homes; 

this is their exclusive domain!” This made me quite curious about whether or not women 

had gatherings of similar sorts and if so, where were they conducted.   

 Curiously, a female student/researcher who had been attending, was prompted to 

ask: “well where else do women meet if they wanted to gather in groups then?” to which 

he responded in a more accommodating manner saying, “well you know, women visit each 

other’s houses within the family, in the past houses were clustered and close to one 

another, and they also used the roofs to gather, and some roofs were even connected, so 

women were able to convene, and communicate; without being exposed to strangers.” 

After more questions were asked by the workshop female participants related to women 

and their experience in the old town, it seemed that men were quite fond of expressing 

their excessive protectivity over the women, giving one example after the other. However, 

they also emphasized the central role women play in preserving and transmitting the Siwan 

culture, language, and customs to the newer generations. However, this incident 

emphasized the importance of seeking alternative ways to gain insights into women’s 

experiences in a more representative manner. This is an issue that is common for a male 

researcher to encounter in conservative societies which practice different forms of gender 

segregation. Therefore, following the pilot trip and after recourse to literature, the 

researcher considered the adaptation of fieldwork methods in different ways through which 

the researcher would be able to yield more representative and rich data. 
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3.3.2 Fieldwork Phases 

 The main fieldwork was carried out in 2019 between February and March including 

a trip to Siwa for two weeks, followed by a trip to Esna in Upper Egypt for another two 

weeks. The main aim of the fieldwork was to experience the case-study contexts from 

within, unravel the complex architectural and urban layering, produce architectural and 

urban studies of the traditional vernacular built environment, and vernacular dwellings; and 

speak with locals about their experiences in the different vernacular dwellings. A flexible 

approach to data collection considered these main objectives and employed different 

methods in the case-study contexts according to the different conditions encountered in 

the respective cases. The researcher’s main instruments during the fieldwork included: 

notebooks, sketchbooks, pens, tracing paper, a mobile phone (videos, pictures, audio-

recorder), and some satellite images of the different case-study contexts acquired from 

Google-Earth and Maps. Planning the fieldwork and logistics required an almost equal 

amount of time in Cairo to organize meetings with fieldworkers, architects, and projects, 

despite prior communications and planning months before conducting fieldwork as well as 

making initial contacts with potential gatekeepers. 

a. Phase I: Siwa 

 The trip to Siwa in 2019 followed the pilot study in 2018 where the initially 

suggested methods were piloted and adjusted for the main fieldwork process. This time, 

the researcher had preestablished connections with some gatekeepers from the previous 

year. Siwa is a touristic destination for eco-lodgers who often come in winter and is home 

to a small expat community of lodgers. The first trip was in the summer and drew too much 

curiosity for the true intent behind the researcher’s visit and was physically exhausting to 

conduct site visits in the scorching summer heat. Therefore, the main fieldwork was 

planned to take place during late winter and early spring when the climate is much more 

bearable. In terms of the researcher’s positionality, it was important to portray to locals 

that although an outsider, the researcher was not necessarily culturally foreign, i.e., thus, 

to present themselves as ‘Egyptian’ rather than a Siwan. Since Siwa’s is a conservative 

society that observes strict measures of gender segregation, this time the researcher was 

accompanied by three family members, their mother, sister, and aunt. The main purpose 

was thus for the researcher to present themselves within the familial context, in a way that 

would appeal to the Siwan people’s family-oriented lifestyle. Before the trip family 

members were fully informed of the main research aims and objectives, questions, and 

methods, and the overall fieldwork strategy. This was in hope that they would make their 

encounters with Siwan women purposeful to gain insights into the true “experiential” 
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dimensions of the vernacular dwelling as experienced between the past and the present 

by its residents. The researcher’s sister was instrumental to get access to the perceptions 

of women in Siwan society, as a woman, she was able to speak to and communicate some 

of the research questions to women.  

 

 The fieldwork process in Siwa can be summarized in the following diagram 

depicting and correlating the main data collection methods and procedures (Figure 11). 

Efforts were made to secure contacts with organizations engaged with the local community 

in the domain of ecological buildings. Contacts were made with architects working in the 

domain of ecological design and vernacular architecture preservation through which the 

researcher made connections with masons involved in the local vernacular building 

traditions. Architects Ramez Azmi, and Emad Farid of EQI were contacted and interviewed 

 

Figure 11 Data Collection Procedures Chart for the Case-study of Siwa  
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in Cairo before the visit, and then once again in Siwa. Through them, the researcher made 

connections with some of the Siwan community members including elders, masons, and 

commoners. The links established with the different masons working in the restoration of 

some of Old-Shali’s ruins at the time, allowed the researcher to gain access to the old town 

and carry out some fieldwork observations and sketches. Two houses were studied in the 

old-town, one house in the peripheral extensions, and the Siwan house museum (as an 

example of 20th-century vernacular). Interviews with locals, both men, and women aimed 

at highlighting the changes in the vernacular experience of dwelling between the past and 

today. Concerning the contemporary projects dealing with the vernacular heritage of Siwa, 

interviews were conducted with both masons, and architects to learn about the use of 

traditional building methods in contemporary times. Interviews were conducted with a 

master mason, and three experts/architects representing three alternative approaches to 

engaging with Siwa’s vernacular heritage identified through the fieldwork. These include 

EQI’s approach for adaptive re-use of traditional buildings in ecolodges and the approach 

to integrate vernacular solutions in contemporary ecological architecture through two 

examples. The first is the ecological approach employed by a family of architects living 

and working within the ecolodge business in Siwa, and the British architect and resident 

of Siwa Fiona Mckee engaged with the local building traditions by adopting a cross-cultural 

approach. 

b. Phase II: Esna 

 The second fieldwork visit was carried out in Upper Egypt for two weeks, within the 

context of Esna’s historical town center and briefly in the historical vernacular village of 

Shutb in Assiut. Akin to the case in Siwa, prior contact with architects from the NGO 

Takween was intrinsic for connecting the researcher with gatekeepers and respondents to 

select respondents for interviews and to study their respective dwellings. Fieldwork was 

conducted under the umbrella of Takween’s research team due to time limitations, for 

security and safety reasons, as well as to gain access to some of the ongoing work in 

relation to Esna’s traditional heritage. For the main part of the trip, which was concerned 

with Esna, the researcher’s main stay was in Luxor because culturally there are no places 

to accommodate foreigners to stay in Esna. Daily trips were made to Esna every morning 

at 7 am, arriving in the city at 8:30 am, and spending some 10 hours every day during 

which the researcher carried out fieldwork observations on the urban patterns and 

vernacular dwellings, as well as conducting interviews with locals and residents. The 

fieldwork began with guided tours with Takween’s research team and interviews with them; 
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from which the researcher was able to quickly familiarize themselves with the study context 

and identify potential respondents and areas to study.   

 

 The data collection procedures during the fieldwork can be described in the 

following process (Figure 12). First, observations and notes were made by the researcher, 

on the general characteristics of the traditional built environment and the buildings. In the 

process, casual conversations were carried out with locals, through which the researcher 

was able to gradually build trust with some of the respondents. After identifying the 

potential respondents and informing them about the nature of the research, the researcher 

asked for permission to visit their homes and be guided around the different spaces. The 

selection of houses for the study came after visually identifying some of the main trends in 

the architectural styles in the traditional town of Esna, and after inquiring about the histories 

 
Figure 12 Data Collection Procedures Chart for the Case-Study of Esna 
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of the houses. The samples of vernacular dwellings were selected after initial fieldwork 

observations of the different architectural trends, issues of accessibility and security, and 

the possibility of speaking to its residents whenever possible. Study samples were also 

selected to represent the chronological sequence of traditional patterns of dwellings in the 

town of Esna. Different follow-up methods and procedures to validate the findings included 

historical material, maintaining contacts with field researchers for further clarifications, and 

resorting to previous surveys. Six houses representing the 19th, early 20th, late 20th, and 

21st centuries were studied in terms of their architectural features, spatial designs, and 

patterns of use and adaptation.  

3.4 Data Collection Methods 

3.4.1 Interviews: Conversational Interviewing 

 Data collection in hermeneutic phenomenology is a reflective process that aims to 

get access and insights into how participants make sense of their lived experiences and 

situatedness (van Manen, 1990). There are different types of interviews consistent with 

the main aim of revealing aspects of the “experiential” dimension of the vernacular and 

how it's experienced between the past and the present. The main approaches include in-

depth interviews, active interviews, or conservational interviews.  (Creswell J. , 2012; 

Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Quinney, Dwyer, & Chapman, 2016). Conversational 

interviewing also goes by “flexible” or “conversationally flexible” interviewing which is a 

type of interview that allows deviations from the norms of standardized processes. 

Conversational interviews were decided after piloting different approaches, which it was 

found most suitable as it allows for a gradual process of trust buildings, thus potentially 

yielding more meaningful and thick descriptions of the participants' experiences.  

For this purpose, the researcher needed to invest time and effort into building a 

circle of respondents and gaining their trust to be able to probe their memories, 

experiences, and lifestyle patterns. Gaining trust calls for a sensitive approach to the host 

culture, and the ability to adapt methods in such a way to capture different opportunities 

and gain insights into lifestyle patterns and cultural norms. Conversational interviews were 

found to allow for flexibility in asking questions in ways better suited to conservative 

societies and help in a gradual process of building trust. This is after noticing that in many 

cases during the pilot study and later during the main fieldwork, when structured or semi-

structured interviews were used, responses were brief and shallow. Similarly, asking direct 

questions within the case-study contexts is considered almost rude, and usually elicits 

brief and generic responses which people will resort to, to quickly end a conversation.  
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The following passage from an interview with one of the respondents who was 

approached through a semi-structured approach and direct questions helps shed 

light on this issue: 

“If you ask someone a question straight forward, they will not answer you, you need 

to be able to talk around the topic, provoke them to talk to you more by asking a 

question indirectly, and show some interest to learn from them. I used to sit by my 

grandfather and try to get him to remember stories he told me, re-tell them to him 

and use those to lead to the topic which I am interested in hearing more about. 

This is how knowledge of our history and past legacies is passed down. I would 

sometimes even twist stories around so as to get him to correct me and tell me 

more about something. But it was also how I knew he told the truth.” (Interview: 

EMD, 2019) 

 The importance of a culturally sensitive approach and flexibility becomes more 

apparent when considering gender issues since as alluded to earlier, one of the central 

challenges which initially confronted the researcher during the fieldwork is how to gain 

access to “women’s” lives given the researcher’s gender as a male. Both in Siwa and 

Esna, the researcher resorted to using the help of female research assistants and the 

adaptation of conversational methods to gain insights into their experiences in dwellings 

between the past and the present. Understanding and addressing these particularities in 

society is thus very important not only in terms of the methods used but how they are 

employed and by whom. 

3.4.1.1 Sample Selection of Respondents 

 Two types of respondents were selected for the Interviews. The first represents the 

local community members and seeks to gain access to valuable first-hand information from 

locals and residents of traditional and modern vernacular dwellings. The second type 

represents the experts’ experiences within the practical domain of working with local 

vernacular architecture. Owing to the diverse approaches, backgrounds, and interests of 

the experts engaged with the vernacular architecture in every case study, the structure 

and questions of the interviews varied depending on the context of the expert’s 

involvement. These interests range from the preservation of vernacular architecture to 

other approaches which use the local vernacular architecture as a precedent for 

contemporary ecological designs.  

 Within the category of locals, the selection of respondents came after identifying 

the main gatekeepers and followed a snowball method of sampling. This method was 
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identified through the pilot phase and found to be the most suitable way through which the 

research allows the context to unveil itself to them. Thus, to develop meaningful 

information pertaining to the research questions and leave room for the potential of 

unanticipated issues presenting themselves through the course of the fieldwork. The 

selection of respondents took into consideration several criteria which included the 

diversification of the sample, as much as the researcher was able to, to include men and 

women, children, youth, and elderly, as well as different social classes. The number of 

participants was decided through a process-based approach which initially began with 

including as many respondents as possible, asking them general questions surrounding 

the main theme, and then filtering the suitable participants.  

 Initially, more than 20 interviews with locals were conducted, which were then 

filtered down to 14 respondents: 7 in each case study. The sample size was limited to the 

selected number of samples according to time limitations, but also due to the depth of the 

interviews, which were later distilled to their basic phenomenological components (Figure 

13). The respondents were briefed on the researcher’s background and their main 

motivations during the conversation, and their consent was given verbally for the 

researcher to include information gathered through the conversation while keeping their 

identities anonymous. The names of interviewees were concealed, and codes were given 

to the different respondents consisting of three letters, the first indicating context (S for 

Siwa, E for Esna), the second gender (M & F), and the is the order of their alphabetical 

enumeration in the text.  

 

 

 
Figure 13 Coded samples of local respondents. 
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 The main aim of the interviews with locals was to highlight issues related to how 

people experience the vernacular as it changes. In some cases, particularly when the 

respondent is a resident of a house that the researcher is interested in studying, the 

interview questions include questions about the history of the house as well as how it was 

used and experienced in the past vs. today, how it has been adapted through time, etc. 

Questions came in the form of: ‘how different is the experience of living in a modern house 

in comparison to a traditional one?’ and ‘What was the experience of “home” like in the 

past, and how has it changed today in the modern house?’, also ‘What did the house mean 

now and then?’ 

  Interviewees with experts on the other hand (Figure 14), were carried out to 

identify potential alternative ways through which architects have engaged with the 

vernacular which contributes to sustaining some of its aspects in contemporary 

interventions in these contexts. The researcher made prior contact with the experts via 

email, then conducted initial meetings in Cairo before the commencement of the fieldwork 

where the actual interviews were made. The researcher aimed to fully familiarize 

themselves with the experts' work and experiences and to also help familiarize them with 

their aim during the fieldwork in case they were able to advise on how best to achieve this 

aim.  

Prior coordination with the interviewed architects was carried out months before 

conducting the main fieldwork phase, where the researcher was able to have an initial 

meeting in Cairo with them, then further meetings in the field. Interviews were conducted 

with two lead architects from EQI with experience working with Siwan architecture in 

preservation and construction for over 20 years; an Egyptian architect and resident of Siwa 

who comes from a family of architects and designers who moved to live in Siwa almost 

two decades ago and own their own ecolodge business; a British architect and resident of 

Siwa Fiona Mckee who lives in Siwa and has built several projects integrating traditional 

and contemporary solutions to build several projects. In Esna experts included the co-

founders of Takween, Kareem Ibrahim and Nevine Akl, to discuss their process-based 

approach to the ongoing project which deals with community development and the 

preservation of aspects of Esna’s traditional heritage. 
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3.4.1.2 Recording Interview data: Transcripts and Notes 

 Linked to the question of how to gain access to and the build-trust with the 

respondents is linked to how to record the collected data during interviews: Should the 

interview be recorded on tape, or should the researcher take notes during an interview? 

Should they only record the relevant statements by noting them down during the interview 

or following it? As the research has shown, in reality, the conditions and particularities of 

the situation dictate the suitable methods to do so, in which case, the researcher must be 

prepared in different ways to make up for any inconveniences by adapting their methods. 

In many cases, interviews with locals were carried out on-site, in conditions inconducive 

for a conventional ‘sit-down’ interview but rather during home visits, or on busy and noisy 

streets.  

Interview notes within the context of this study were taken in two main forms, voice 

recordings, or notes. The researcher’s notebook was always present and important notes 

were written down during discussions, if this was not possible notes would be recorded by 

the researcher in the form of a voice memo recorded on their mobile phones and then 

written down later on in the day. Recording interviews were carried out with the 

respondent’s knowledge and given verbal consent, which often comes after the informant 

feels comfortable talking to the researcher during the conversation, and when the 

researcher feels comfortable enough to ask the key questions most relevant to the study. 

In some cases, notetaking whether during interviews or even during onsite observations 

would elicit unnecessary curiosity or reactions from people, with implications over the 

 
Figure 14 Table of interview samples of expert respondents. 
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researcher’s image as a ‘familiar stranger’. The researcher was thus always adjusting their 

methods for recording important information during the conversations with respondents in 

the best way suited to the situation in which a significant incident occurs. 

During the first trip to Siwa in 2018, several incidents led the researcher to realize 

the importance of observing cultural sensitivity and the need for reflexivity and flexibility 

during the data gathering process. On an early morning in the town of Shali in Siwa, the 

researcher was sitting by the main entrance of the eco-lodge where they were staying, 

making observations of the streets and people’s activities, and taking down notes of these 

observations. A local Siwan man in his late 40s, who later became one of the main 

gatekeepers, walked past and then paused to notice the researcher's writing. Although the 

researcher had already disclosed to them the reasons for the visit and that they were 

interested to study the traditional and modern patterns of building in Siwa, still the sight of 

an architect or a ‘mohandes’ (an engineer) taking notes and writing seemed inconsistent 

to the local.  

The local expressed this inconsistency, or what may be described as a state of 

cognitive dissonance to the researcher in a slightly sarcastic manner and with a 

smirk saying: 

“A ‘mohandes’ you say you are, ha? Now I am sure you are not what you claim you 

are! You must be a journalist or a writer because that is what journalists or writers 

do. They write in their books. You are probably writing a story about Siwa, why else 

would you be writing in this book of yours.”  

 The researcher then explained that this was one of the ways of keeping notes of 

their experience in Siwa because of their bad memory, but also because it is one of the 

main things, they must do during their work along with sketching and taking photographs. 

The local then laughed, shook his head in disapproval, and walked off insisting that the 

researcher must be writing a story about Siwa, or maybe even a movie! The incident, as 

trivial as it may seem, drew the researcher’s interest to how the researcher’s data 

gathering process and presence, impact the subject’s experience, their trust, and by 

extension the quality of their participation. Similarly, on occasions when asking for the 

consent of respondents to record, sometimes while they will not reject, it is the researcher’s 

impression that their respondents’ responses and their knowledge of being recorded 

impact their attitudes, and the depth of their responses.    
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3.4.1.3 Follow-Up Interviews 

 Follow-up interviews served as an almost secondary yet equally significant method 

to the fieldwork process, as well as during the data analysis process. During the fieldwork 

the researcher is confronted with time limitations which sometimes means that the data 

collected during the fieldwork process requires further investigations and follow-up on 

certain unclear aspects. In Esna, follow-up interviews were conducted with field 

researchers to whom the researcher was introduced through Takween in Esna. This was 

to confirm and cross-check some of the findings on the traditional dwellings and aspects 

surrounding their adaptation through their use. Follow-up interviews were also conducted 

with female respondents from Esna over the phone, to develop a more in-depth 

understanding of their personal experiences living in both traditional and modern 

dwellings. Insights were given which were formerly not possible when the original 

interviews were conducted in the form of a focus group in Esna. These follow-up interviews 

also included the incorporation of participant-produced drawings. Follow-up interviews 

were also conducted with architects Emad-Farid, and Fiona Mckie, to confirm some of the 

initial findings from the analysis of the studied projects. This process was central to the 

triangulation and corroboration of research findings, where the researcher was able to go 

back to the data, analyse it and go back to the field to gather further material to explicate, 

corroborate, and elaborate on the findings.  

3.4.2 Architectural and Spatial Observation and Documentation: Urban and 

Architectural Sketching   

Sketching is an important, yet surprisingly, a very much understated tool for 

researchers and specifically architects to study, document, and learn about the built 

environment and dwelling patterns in depth. In recent years, the method has resurfaced 

under new terms such as ‘Urban Sketching,’ ‘Observational Sketching,’ amongst others to 

reinstate it as a method of knowledge production that functions at both a conscious and 

unconscious level (Hakym, Abd Rahman, Yunus, & Utaberta, 2020). The method however 

has been long by scholars to study different environmental and urban phenomena such 

as the work of Violich (1985, 1998) who examined the qualities of place in Dalmatian towns 

with varying spatial layouts, using sketching, mapping, as well as journal entries, 

immersing himself in each place for several days (Violich, 1985, p. 113). In the context of 

the Egyptian vernacular, several studies (see for example El-Shafie, 1999; Montalbano, 

2011; Marei, 2018; Zohdy, 2018), have incorporated and utilized on-site observational 

sketching to capture meaningful social and spatial narratives and descriptions of every-

day life in traditional contexts.  
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As a key method for capturing and conveying perceptive and experiential aspects 

in the study of vernacular architecture, sketching was a key method in this study that was 

used to detect and represent the general characteristics of the vernacular-built 

environment and dwelling patterns as experienced by the researcher. The researcher’s 

engagement with the context, and their creative skill in capturing, interpreting, and 

conveying the experience makes drawing or sketching, a more reflexive and analytical tool 

than photography. A photograph takes a few seconds to capture, a sketch however 

requires time to develop, as the researcher becomes familiar with the context and their 

surroundings, and as they carefully study the formal, spatial, and material qualities of the 

subject, as well as observing the surrounding environment and the ongoing activities. By 

noticing all these qualities through the course of a sketch, the researcher can get more 

insights into the site, and deepen their engagement with their context. 

Sketches were critical for this study not only to employ the required 

phenomenological sensibilities to the field-work data gathering process but also due to the 

dearth of architectural and urban documentation available for the case studies in the 

literature. On an urban scale, sketches produced during the fieldwork process sought to: 

identify the general urban characteristics and components; document parts of the urban 

fabric; and analyse the nature of clustering patterns. On the architectural scale they served 

to identify and record general patterns of vernacular dwellings in different periods; analyse 

spatial layouts of vernacular dwellings and analyse and compare dwelling layouts and 

spatial structures through time and across space. The main purpose behind the sketches 

produced during the research was therefore not to survey or produce to-scale or detailed 

drawings of buildings and spaces, but rather to capture and study the logic and meanings 

coded in the urban fabric and architecture within the case-study contexts as they were 

experienced by the researcher.  

3.4.2.1 Sketching the Vernacular Settings: Map Making  

 To study the wider urban context, and to identify and analyse spatial patterns in 

vernacular settings in relation to time and space, the researcher needed to resort to the 

use of different techniques. For example, after having done some preliminary research 

into the urban history of the Siwa oasis before the fieldwork, the researcher was able to 

identify three main phases characterizing the development of the town across the past 150 

years. The researcher noticed that most previous studies tended to give discursive 

accounts of the first phase (the historical and medieval which lasted into the early 20th 

century), while the actual maps that were given pertained to the later stages (2nd and 3rd) 

which emerged during the second half of the 19th century onwards. These presented gaps 
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in the literature, understandably, as researchers during the late 20th and 21st centuries had 

little access to this phase which lay in ruins until 2017 with the commencement of a 

restoration project in old Shali involving the excavation of the old town and the restoration 

of the ruins. Fieldwork commenced after the onset of excavation work in Shali in 2018 and 

2019, and they were, therefore, able to experience the urban space in excavated parts of 

the old town and the traditional houses (or what remains of them) and conduct schematic 

diagrams and maps.  

The researcher was granted access during the fieldwork to visit the medieval 

fortified town of Shali, in which he selected a small portion of the town to trace the spatial 

boundaries of streets, and similarly in parts of the peripheral 20th-century extensions. In 

Esna, the situation was different, as the old town is bigger in scale and still generally 

inhabited. The researcher thus aimed to develop a schematic plan of the old town using a 

mixture of techniques. First, google maps and satellite images were used as a guide during 

fieldwork during which the researcher deliberately attempted to roam the streets of the 

town while tracing the route on the map to draw out a schematic map.  The developed 

maps in both Esna’s old town and Shali were developed through the researcher’s first-

hand experiences with the space, and to make a representation of the main urban fabric 

and boundaries of space for analytical purposes.   

3.4.2.2 Sketching Vernacular Dwellings 

 To develop a chronological understanding of dwelling layouts, it was necessary to 

detect and attempt to study examples of houses as far back as the 19th century within the 

traditional urban fabric and compare them against the later phases. However, due to the 

different conditions of the old towns and buildings in each of the case studies, the 

researcher was confronted with some challenges which informed the different procedures 

followed. Due to time and funding limitations, visits to traditional houses were often very 

challenging if not impossible sometimes. On the occasions that the researcher was directly 

able to visit and study a house, sketches focused on revealing the spatial and functional 

dimensions of the dwelling as experienced by the researcher during the fieldwork. In Siwa, 

19th-century houses were in a state of ruins until a few years ago, when the streets were 

indecipherable from the buildings as they lay buried in debris. However, the ongoing 

restoration project in Shali which started in 2017 oversaw the clearing out of debris in parts 

of the old town which revealed sections of the streets and ruins of houses.  

During a few visits conducted in 2018 and 2019, some of which were guided by 

one of the local master masons, diagrammatic sketches were made for some of the layouts 

of the dwellings in different sections of the town. One of the main challenges in deciphering 
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dwelling layouts in Old-Shali is that in most cases it is only the ground floor walls that are 

still standing and partially intact, which makes it hard to understand how the building 

existed in the past, and how they were used. On a few occasions, ruins of houses indicated 

the number of stories and spaces, however more accurate information is pending further 

archaeological and architectural research. Accurate documentation or to-scale drawings 

was beyond the scope, time, and funding capacities, instead the researcher followed an 

approach of tracing the spaces of houses as experienced during visits. The sketches of 

the houses produced in the old town represent the researcher’s interpretation of their 

experience in the old town as it stands today which are compared against information from 

previous studies and historical literature to give a more complete picture, which will be 

discussed in chapter five.  

 As indicated earlier, men outside the immediate family circles are never allowed in 

a Siwan house.  The researcher therefore resorted to relying on their female assistant’s 

descriptions and rough sketches of the house based on her experience during visits to 

Siwan women. Following these visits, the researcher conducted spatial diagrams of the 

house, however, most of these visits were in modern vernacular dwellings. The ‘traditional’ 

Kerchief houses of the 20th century in Shali were either in a similar state of ruins to the 

older houses or in cases where they were still inhabited, they were inaccessible to the 

researcher due to their male gender. Accordingly, the researcher resorted to sketches and 

descriptions in a previous study (El-Shafie, 1999) carried out by a female researcher using 

ethnographic methods, through which the internal spaces and experience of the dwelling 

were retrieved compared to the earlier and later stages.  

 In Esna, the researcher faced different conditions: many of the old medieval 

houses from the 19th century still standing today are in a general state of ruins and/or 

inaccessible. There are also no previous published studies on traditional houses apart 

from a single study which only gives a brief discursive account of examples of medieval or 

(neo-mameluke) 19th-century houses, usually describing their current rather than their 

original layouts. The researcher was able to gain access to two 19th-century houses and 

two houses from the 20th century for which diagrammatic zoning sketches were produced 

during the visits and refined later. Both examples of 19th-century dwellings were in partial 

use, therefore fieldwork diagrams and sketches were made during visits guided by a 

resident. During the visit and according to their resident’s narrative, it was revealed that 

the houses had been re-adapted through their use which was represented by the 

researcher in several diagrams depicting the different phases according to the accounts 

given by their residents.   
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3.4.3 Participant Produced Drawings 

As indicated earlier, due to issues of cultural sensitivity in relation to the 

researcher’s gender as a limitation, alternative methods for conducting sketches of the 

modern houses were incorporated. In Siwa, it was through the help of a female assistant 

researcher, that it was possible to get develop an understanding of the dwelling layout by 

asking the assistant researcher to produce detailed descriptions of the different spaces of 

the house as experienced, which were then drafted by the main researcher, and 

reconfirmed with the female researcher. Another method of sketching was used in Esna, 

however this time through the participants themselves. The respondents were asked to 

produce rough drafts of their traditional and or modern dwellings (Figure 16) which were 

later refined into the different floor plans of the dwellings. These were then corroborated 

with the respondents for further confirmation. The success of this approach was contingent 

on many things, including the educated backgrounds of the participants, their socio-class, 

their willingness to cooperate, etc.  

 

 

     

Figure 15 Images showing examples of participant produced sketches (by: EFA & EFB). The sketches are 
produced as single line drawings depicting the main layout and spatial components annotated in Arabic 
(Source: EFA, 2020). 
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3.4.4 Documentary Sources: Historical Literature, Ethnographic reports, Historical 

and Archival material 

3.4.4.1 Early travellers’ accounts, and anthropological studies  

 A selection of early travellers’ accounts was instrumental for studying the historical 

phases of the built environment and the traditional dwellings within the case-study 

contexts. The accounts were selected according to the degree to which their authors have 

experienced the case-study contexts first-hand, as opposed to the conventional 

tendencies of the time to give mere descriptive accounts copied from earlier accounts. In 

Esna, the account of Edward Lane (Lane, 2000), Ali-Mubarak (Mubarak, 1887), and the 

Dar-Al-Ulum Scholars, was most relevant as their authors have reportedly written their 

descriptions of their accounts following their visits. However, most of these accounts only 

give general descriptions of the built environment and society, with very little information 

about the traditional dwelling patterns. In Siwa, the French accounts of Drovetti and 

Cailliaud edited by Jomrad from the early 19th century have been consulted (Jomard, 

Drovetti, & Cailliaud, 1823) to draw a picture of the traditional fortified town during the 19th 

century.  

While these are highly significant in depicting the period around which Siwa was 

being incorporated into the emerging modern state in Egypt, the descriptions of the 

medieval town of Shali are not very reliable given that they had not been permitted to enter 

the fortified town. However, the account of White (1899), published in the book from Sphinx 

to Oracle in 1899 is particularly relevant as the author had allegedly been given permission 

to enter the town and thus represents a more reliable source. Further studies were 

consulted for the period during the early 20th century, including the work of Belgrave (1923) 

who lived in Siwa after WWI and had full access to the old town and the peripheral 

extensions, and the later accounts of Morton (1938), and Fakhry (1973), give further 

details on the oasis and the town of Shali during expansion beyond the historical borders 

of the medieval town. 

3.6.4.2 Previous Architectural and Urban Surveys 

 Architectural surveys of buildings in Esna are lacking much of the rural town's 

vernacular architecture which remains ambiguous due to the dearth of material. Some 

previous studies have been conducted on the rural dwellings in Egypt, which feature some 

examples of dwellings from villages not too far from Esna. However, these surveys only 

focus on the village vernacular as an expression of the “rural” typology differentiating it 

from town vernacular. However, these studies were instrumental in comparing examples 

of traditional and modern houses built in the villages surrounding Esna discussed in 
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chapter five, which confirms the different rates of change between town and village within 

the same context. The situation in Siwa is different, some of the studies during the past 

two decades including (El-Shafie, 1999), and the Italian Project (mainly (Montalbano, 

2011)), have considered the study of houses in Siwa, not taking into consideration the 

potential differences between traditional houses before and after the fortified phase (19th 

and 20th centuries).  

3.4.4.3 Historical and Documentary Material 

 To confirm some of the initial interpretations of the field-work material in relation to 

the study of houses within the historical phases, on some occasions the researcher 

resorted to the use of some historical and documentary sources. Two documents were 

inspected to relay the spatial components and layouts of vernacular dwellings. The first 

relates to a 19th-century neo-mameluke house from Esna, which represents an old 

historical inheritance document from the early 20th century which the researcher was able 

to inspect and use to demarcate the original layout and different quarters in the traditional 

dwelling, and the boundaries of the later division of the property for inheritance in 1914 

(1332 in the Hijri calendar). The plan constitutes a single-line sketch indicating the original 

layout of the property and its different spaces annotated, as well as division boundaries 

for inheritance. It was then possible to trace the development of the house through its use 

across almost a century and a half after incorporating information gathered during 

interviews with its current resident. 

 In Siwa, as discussed earlier, the inability of the researcher due to his gender, to 

visit inhabited houses and make sketches and drawings of them, was a critical limitation 

that needed the researcher’s flexibility in seizing unanticipated opportunities. The plan of 

one of the modern dwellings studied was presented to the researcher by one of the 

research respondents. In one of the several discussions the researcher had with this 

respondent, and after having been asked to describe their current homes and the different 

spaces, the respondent brought along a single-line plan of their house which they had 

produced retrospectively for the permission of the council. The respondent also intended 

to get the researcher’s professional opinion on the ‘design’ of their modern dwelling. The 

researcher made a copy for their reference in the study. Both sources were re-produced 

and anonymized removing any personal information. 
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3.5 Data Analysis 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is both an approach to data gathering and analysis 

(ŞENYİĞİT & TEFEK, 2019). This approach differs from other approaches which stress 

objectivity and independence of interpretations in the formation of knowledge. In a 

phenomenological study, the researcher can study and analyse the perceptions, 

perspectives, and feelings of those people who have experienced or lived the 

phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Carrying out a phenomenological process of 

interpretation, knowledge acquired through a first-hand encounter with the phenomenon 

and the experience of the researcher with the participants within a specific context is 

described and reflected on in a systematic manner (SAGE, 2019). The typical method of 

analysis in interpretive phenomenology goes by the ‘hermeneutic circle’ and describes the 

process of hermeneutic understanding: where “the sense of the whole is identified by 

functions and senses of fractions”. Neither the whole nor part can be understood without 

reference to one another, and hence the circle. This means that the interpretation of details 

affects the interpretation of the entire phenomenon, going through cycles of these 

interpretations, to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. And it is this circular 

nature of hermeneutics that makes it an antidote to the Cartesian duality of mind and body, 

object and subject, product and process, etc. (Mahani & Roohizadeh, 2019). 

The concept also denotes an understanding which depends upon a given 

understanding there is therefore no ‘basis’ for understanding outside of understanding, in 

an “ever-moving field of concern” (Week, 2000, p. 95). The hermeneutic analysis enables 

an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon as manifested in human practices, cultural 

patterns, works of art, and texts. This understanding emerges from a cyclical process using 

systematic interpretation and reflexivity which begins with the very first moment when the 

researcher encounters the phenomenon. Thus, when the researcher goes into the field 

they have a first-hand encounter with the phenomenon as a stranger, but they bring in 

their world, which is their starting reference point, into their experience where their world 

meets the world of the phenomenon. As they encounter this new culture and place as a 

‘stranger,’ they begin to question their initial perspectives against the new experiences, 

leading them to develop new perspectives, in a dialectical manner, which continues 

through the data analysis process. This means that the data analysis process represents 

a gradual opening up to/ and unfolding of the phenomenon: stressing the qualities of 

‘openness’ and ‘reflexivity’ as the researcher constantly reflects on the emerging 
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understanding and revisits their pre-

existing understanding. Instrumentalizing 

this cyclical nature of hermeneutic 

phenomenology was key for developing an 

in-depth understanding of issues that one 

may overlook when approaching the study 

through prescribed and static conceptual 

and methodological frameworks.  

 The data analysis process followed 

a reflexive approach throughout the 

analysis (Figure 16), the triangulation of 

findings through recourse to literature, and 

follow-up procedures such as comparing 

notes with field researchers and consulting 

historical documentary sources. The initial 

processing and analysis of fieldwork data 

followed by recourse to early historical 

literature revealed three main historical 

periods which mark changes in the 

vernacular-built environment. The 

phenomenological interpretation of the 

characteristic patterns governing the 

traditional vernacular built environment 

revealed the key archetypes of the mound, 

the fringe-belt, and the labyrinth, 

underlying the social and spatial 

correlation structuring the ‘traditional’ 

vernacular built environment. 

 A comparative analysis of the different vernacular dwellings through these three 

historical periods, followed by the analysis of interviews in relation to issues of form & 

materiality, and spatial structure, highlighting aspects of continuity and change between 

past and present vernacular typologies. A reciprocal relationship between the settlement 

patterns and the vernacular dwelling patterns was detected: changes in settlement 

patterns, incur changes in dwelling patterns with implications over the phenomenological 

experience of the dwelling, resulting in the need to re-adapt settlement and dwelling 

patterns.  

 

Figure 16 Data Analysis Chart demonstrating the 
hermeneutic circle through the cycles of analysis, 

interpretation, reflection, then analysis. 
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 The second part of the data analysis pertains to the current state of preservation 

of traditional vernacular structures in urbanizing rural contexts expressed in both cases of 

Siwa and Esna, and the interrogation of alternative approaches to dealing with the 

vernacular as living heritage (reflected in chapter Six). In a comparative analysis of data 

from interviews with experts and fieldwork studies and after considering several projects, 

three approaches to the vernacular are identified and critiqued in terms of their impact on 

sustaining and upgrading the local vernacular building traditions. The first concerns the 

monumental hyper-intrusive top-down urban-development approaches often favoured by 

the state. The second approach represents more bottom-up development strategies 

customized to each context with implications for the restoration and preservation of 

vernacular architecture and building traditions under the broader umbrella of socio-cultural 

and economic regeneration and development. The final approach involves private 

architectural initiatives aimed at learning and incorporating vernacular solutions in 

contemporary ecological designs.  

 Finally, the research findings and key themes are synthesized into a discussion on 

the lessons learned from the phenomenological study of change in vernacular architecture. 

Based on the research findings, the study proposes a more dynamic and process-oriented 

understanding of vernacular architecture with implications over how change ought to be 

understood in relation to the Egyptian vernacular on both architectural and urban levels. 

This is then followed with a recourse to literature evaluating the new approaches aimed at 

assessing cultural value in vernacular architecture through the cultural heritage lens with 

the purpose of highlighting key potentials and drawbacks in these approaches.  Finally, 

the research proposes a new model to the understanding of the vernacular as both product 

and process, which builds on the developed phenomenological understanding of the 

vernacular as an ongoing process of dwelling with methodological applications of potential 

use in future research.  

3.6 Limitations 

• Time and funding limitations in relation to the size of the sample 

 One of the main limitations previously outlined in the chapter relates to the time 

available to conduct fieldwork in the selected case-study sites. The regulations of one of 

the sponsoring bodies of the researcher allow a maximum period of two months over three 

years to conduct fieldwork. During this time, the researcher is expected to conduct their 

pilot studies and the fieldwork, which in practice, limits the actual time for the fieldwork to 

a maximum period of about two weeks in every case-study context for two rounds of 

fieldwork over two consecutive years. This limited-time available to the researcher to 
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conduct the fieldwork consequently limits the size and sample of interviewees and houses 

studied. The researcher, therefore, needed to employ a tactful approach to fieldwork and 

incorporate different strategies aimed at maximizing their exposure during the available 

time and making the most efficient use of the limited samples. In the original plan of the 

research, a second fieldwork trip was planned to take place in 2020, however, due to the 

unforeseeable circumstances of the global pandemic (COVID19) this was not possible due 

to travel restrictions. The main purpose of the second fieldwork trip was to confirm some 

of the research findings from the previous fieldwork phase and attempt to include further 

samples of dwellings for a more representative sample. The researcher attempted to 

overcome this limitation but maintaining contacts with field researchers and some of the 

respondents, and conducting follow-up interviews over the phone, to confirm initial findings 

and gather further material using the alternative methods discussed earlier such as 

participant sketches. Other fundamental sources were the use of first-hand historical and 

documentary material, ethnographic studies, and previous fieldwork reports all of which 

contributed to the reflexivity and needed triangulation to corroborate findings.    

• A male researcher in a conservative and segregated society  

 As previously discussed, it was not possible for the researcher to have direct 

communication with women in Siwa being both male, and a foreign stranger. It was 

possible however to partially overcome this matter using the help of a female researcher, 

still, however, the female researcher was still considered a stranger and a foreigner in 

locals’ eyes. Despite being both Egyptian and Muslim, women were still not fully trusting 

as evident in some gestures like keeping their head covers on in front of the female 

researcher indicating that they still very much regarded her as a stranger. This is 

understandable given the fact that even as a female, a researcher needs to build trust with 

the local community members which requires time. For this purpose, the researcher found 

the ethnography of El-Shaffie (1990) crucial in giving insights into the life of Siwan women. 

However, the study was conducted over two decades ago and may be argued to be 

outdated. A more recent book by Vale (2011) was thus also used as a relatively more 

recent reference.  

 In Esna, the situation was slightly different as speaking to women directly is still a 

challenge for a male researcher as the society is a conservative one and practices forms 

of gender segregation, although not as extreme as in Siwa. The researcher was able to 

both, directly and indirectly, get insights into women’s experiences using different 

approaches. The help of the female researcher Khadiga El-Tayyeb, and two female 

researchers from Esna during the fieldwork was critical in mediating between the 

researcher’s world, and the women’s world. Another strategy was to build connections with 
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females from the younger generations in Esna who had received higher education and 

were able to communicate with the researcher professionally under the umbrella of local 

NGOs. It was decided after noticing differences in female responses when local male 

members of society were present during the conversation and as expressed in one 

participant explicitly stating that it was his business to attend and monitor what was being 

said between the researcher and the two female professional researchers from Esna. 

During the discussion, he would attempt to contradict things they said or cut them short 

from completing their answers.  

The dynamics of the focus group, although unpleasant in this case, were 

phenomenologically significant as they highlighted the importance of maintaining a strict 

focus and critical eye on the data within the socio-cultural context. It also points out to the 

importance of seeking different ways to overcome this problem. Focused interviews were 

thus followed with individual interviews with female participants, this time conducting them 

in public during fieldwork, as opposed to conventional sit-down interviews. Further 

interviews were conducted in the following year with two female participants over the 

phone, after maintaining contact with them throughout the fieldwork through an 

intermediary field researcher. These interviews further revealed in-depth information about 

their experiences living in both traditional and modern dwellings, which had not been 

previously possible during the focus groups and the field-work interviews. In all cases, it is 

important to point out that the researcher is fully aware of the pending limitation, that of 

their inability to first-hand experience encounters with both genders in a balanced manner, 

nor their ability to claim a fair and full representation of the views of women in particular.  

• Local tensions and questions of security 

 Takween’s team in Esna were the initial gatekeepers giving access and allowing 

the researcher to act as a known observer without drawing too much attention and 

unnecessary suspicions. For ethical purposes, the researcher needed to be open about 

their original background and their research motives with the respondents, which was a 

question of sensitive management of overtness as expressed earlier. For example, it was 

crucial to practice caution while attempting overtness as people in Esna wouldn’t accept 

the researcher’s narrative regarding the researcher’s interests in the vernacular buildings, 

which is contested against the usual interests of speculators in the place. Such interests 

often concern the illegal practice of mining ancient artifacts which sustains the informal 

economies in many parts of Egypt including in Esna, something which the researcher had 

been aware of, but could not anticipate its impact and significance in the fieldwork. This 

also caused a great deal of stress for the researcher, especially regarding their safety and 

that of their respondents. During interviews with some of the locals of Esna people were 
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often quick to make assumptions about the researcher’s true intentions. This issue was 

also encountered in Shutb during interviews with the village elders and representatives in 

the local community who were quick to deny all the researcher’s alleged credentials, 

making the same assumptions, based on which the case of Shutb was excluded from this 

study. However, despite these unanticipated complications, these insights were crucial for 

highlighting some of the underlying tensions concerning the local vernacular architecture, 

within the context of ongoing dynamics of heritage conservation and community 

development strategies.  

• Issues of representation and generalization 

The limited sample of dwellings considered in the study poses a limitation in terms 

of issues of generalization and representation which have been implicitly alluded to in the 

previous sections. One of them has to do with the socio-economic considerations 

concerning the selected samples of houses in the study. It was beyond the scope of the 

research to conduct accurate studies on dwelling samples representative of the different 

socio-economic classes, but rather to yield in-depth data on the experience of a selected 

sample of dwellings. As a result, the findings should not be considered representative of 

the different socio-economic classes in a community, but rather interpretive and on some 

occasions speculative, in which case, the researcher points it out in the writing. 

Occasionally, the researcher can resort to previous studies, surveys, and documentary 

sources to address some of these speculative issues, corroborate findings, etc. However, 

the consideration of the socio-economic, and gender aspects ought to be accounted for in 

future studies, considering Merleau-Pontean approaches to phenomenological 

interpretation.  

3.7 Summary 

 The chapter began with an introduction to the case studies and the selection 

criteria. This was followed by an explication of hermeneutic/interpretive phenomenology 

as a general theoretical and methodological approach to the data gathering and analysis 

process. An overview of the different fieldwork procedures in Siwa and Esna is discussed, 

followed by a breakdown of the different data gathering methods. The approach to the 

data analysis and the hermeneutic circle is then discussed delineating the different steps 

followed in processing and analysing the collected data. The chapter concluded by 

outlining some of the research limitations and the procedures followed by the researcher 

to ensure rigor.  
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4. Chapter Four: The contextual background and social histories 
of Esna and Siwa’s Traditional Vernacular Settlements 

“Clearly, those who lived in that scene built, worshipped, had customs, and so on- 

all of which occurred in close conjunction with the environment. For that to have 

happened, these people must have understood the environment's essential 

features, interpreting them properly and fully, and evolving an indigenous way of 

life as a way of inhabiting just that place.” 
(Mugerauer, 1985, p. 64) 

 

4.0 Introduction 

 This chapter provides the contextual and historical background of the traditional 

vernacular architecture of the towns of Shali in the Siwa Oasis, and Esna in Upper Egypt. 

The chapter examines the role of environmental and socio-cultural dimensions in shaping 

characteristic vernacular historical patterns in the case-study contexts into the 20th century. 

The chapter draws on data from fieldwork procedures such as observations, interviews, 

pictures, maps, and sketches as well as from 19th and early 20th-century historical 

accounts. This is to understand the interlinking roles of environmental, cultural, and 

societal aspects in shaping and defining material, formal and spatial patterns, and 

vernacular building traditions. Furthermore, the chapter considers how changes in these 

contextual conditions during the 19th and 20th centuries, contributed to changes in the 

established traditional building patterns. Some of these enduring characteristic patterns 

identified are expressed in the concepts of the mound/island, the fringe-belt, and the 

labyrinth, as systems or archetypes governing the socio-spatial order of vernacular 

settlements throughout history, into the 20th century. Changes in these systems through 

time and space, are analysed showing their consequent implications over vernacular 

settlement and dwelling patterns and vice-versa.  

4.1 The Nile-valley vernacular & Esna’s traditional settlement in the 19th and 20th 

centuries 

 As discussed in the introductory section, throughout Egypt’s history and up until 

the mid-20th century, the annual flooding of the Nile played a crucial role in defining the 

positioning of settlements and their historical morphologies (see for example Aurousseau 

(1920), HBRC (1980)). To understand some of the common characteristics between Nile-

valley settlements, explanations may be sought in the ecology and geography of the region 

and its role in suggesting favourable locations for settlement, and by extension, patterns 

of agglomeration. The ecological and topographical features of the Nile-valley region gave 

way to three different types of land and by extension, land uses namely: marshlands, 
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arable land, and higher lands known as tells/tals (singular tell/tal) or Koums (singular 

koum/kum) which can either be natural or composed of the debris of older layers of 

urbanization (Ayrout, 2005 [1945]). Throughout history, most rural agglomerations were 

positioned over elevated points in the terrain, known as a tell/tal or koum/kum (Figure 18). 

This is true for most Egyptian settlements dating back to the period of basin irrigation27, 

thus in many cases, one can find the terms tel or kum as suffixes attached to names of 

towns and villages dating back to the period of basin irrigation (Ramzi, 1954).  

 Koums or tells took different shapes depending on the nature of the geographical 

location, and the topographic features and surface relief (Ayrout, 2005 [1945]; Bruhnes & 

Bates, 1912). Thus, in Upper Egypt where the valley is narrow, patterns and shapes of 

villages and towns tended to take a rather longitudinal shape (Figure 19). While in the 

wider stretches of the valley and Delta regions, and within the middle of cultivable fields 

away from the river, settlements often took circular forms (Figure 20) (HBRC, 1980). As 

the flood waters receded after the period of inundation, they gave way to lakes (with 

stagnant waters) and marshlands in the fringe areas surrounding most of these mounds 

(Figure 21). These marshlands were the main locations for sourcing the silt used to 

produce mudbricks, which was the main building material used in the construction of 

dwellings. On the other hand, the arable land was strictly reserved for agricultural 

production. 

In the same manner, the historical town of Esna exhibits those shared 

characteristics common to Nile-Valley historical settlements dating back to Ancient 

Egyptian times accounted for earlier. Ali-Mubarak describes the town during the late 19th 

saying that “the city is situated over a mound of debris, akin to the towns/cities of Ancient 

Egypt… [the town] has an ovoid shape” (Mubarak, 1887). The shape of the town came in 

response to the context’s geography where the valley plains extend as a thin ribbon running 

parallel to the river. Therefore, the old town of Esna developed more linearly, appearing 

as a narrow oval-shaped mound elevated over the surrounding agriculture, stretching from 

north to south- flanking the western side of the Nile. The boundaries of what is today 

Esna’s historical town center, constituted the main urban conglomeration since Ancient 

Egyptian times leading up to the mid- 20th century (the 1960s) when it began to expand 

beyond its historical borders out into the agricultural fringes (Figure 17).  

 
27 Even today in the colloquial language, the old town or village premises is commonly referred to as the 
‘Koum.’ For example, during the fieldwork visit to the village of Shutb in Assiut in 2019, locals referred to 
the old village which stands higher than the surrounding post-1950s peripheral developments as the 
“koum”. 
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Figure 17 Satellite Image showing the borders of the traditional town of Esna up until the mid-20th century 
(marked in yellow), within the modern borders of the city. Source: Google Maps) 
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Figure 18 Image showing a Village during the inundation of the Nile River in  (Azzam, 1960) 

Figure 19 Aerial view of the inundated Nile Valley near Qena in 1964. John Feeney Collection, 
Alexander Turnbull Library in (Moeller, 2016)  

Link: https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-a-000097781 (p.136)

Source: Moeller, N (2016); The Archaeology of Urbanism in Ancient Egypt: From the Predynastic Period to the End 
of the Middle Kingdom. New York: Cambridge University Press. (p.49)
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Figure 20 Inundated floodplain at Dahshur. © Dr. Edouard Lambelet, Lehnert & Landrock – Egypt in 
(Moeller, 2016)  

Figure 21 Pyramid at Giza and the flooded Nile Valley in the foreground. © Dr. Edouard Lambelet, 

Lehnert & Landrock – Egypt in (Moeller, 2016) 

Source: Moeller, N (2016); The Archaeology of Urbanism in Ancient Egypt: From the Predynastic Period to the End of the 
Middle Kingdom. New York: Cambridge University Press. (p.48)

Source: Moeller, N (2016); The Archaeology of Urbanism in Ancient Egypt: From the Predynastic Period to the End of 
the Middle Kingdom. New York: Cambridge University Press. (p.47)
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 In terms of materiality, the traditional architecture of Esna was constructed using 

variations of mudbricks, the tuba khadra (or raw mudbricks), as well as tuba hamra or 

aager bricks, and mangour bricks. It is possible to attribute variations in the use of these 

materials to socio-cultural and economic aspects. For example, many traditional houses 

in Esna were built using the common raw mudbrick or tuba khadra which was sourced 

from the annually deposited silt and used by locals to build their dwellings. However, 

traditional 19th-century houses, especially those belonging to some of the middle-class and 

upper-class families featured the use of aager, mangoor28. These forms of mudbrick 

tended to endure longer and were more commonly used around the main gates of the neo-

mameluke style (medieval) houses until the 19th century. Due to their relative durability in 

comparison to raw mudbricks, it is common to observe today that the entrances of neo-

mameluke houses may still be standing while the rest of the mudbrick structure may have 

been reduced to dust or replaced through time (Figure 22). Apart from the mudbricks for 

the wall-bearing structures of dwellings, palm and acacia wood were used to build the 

different floors and roof slabs. 

 

 
28 Aager bricks are a kiln-baked form of mudbrick with a reddish hue, while Mangoor is a type of kiln-baked 
and bitumen insulated bricks which is black in color. The use of these bricks in Upper-Egypt were often limited 
to particular aspects such as the main gates to houses, however these were the main building materials used 
to construct the entire traditional vernacular houses in the city of Rashid in Lower Egypt. Understandably 
and due to the different procedures involved in the production of aager and mangoor bricks, these were 
considered more exclusive and less accessible materials to the wider public in certain parts as evident in this 
example. 

     

Figure 22 (Left): Traditional mudbrick wall showing the typical way for laying bricks (adya and shennawy). 
(middle): traditional mudbrick houses in Esna built using raw mudbricks. (right): traditional 19th century door-
entrance featuring the use of raw, red, and black bricks. (Image source: Researcher, Esna, 2019) 
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4.1.1 The cultural environment: The Fellaheen, the Mamelukes, & the Arabs 

 Rural societies throughout Egypt, have long been characterized by a hierarchical 

social structure and deeply rooted cultural traditions which have commonly led to their 

amassing under the category of the fellaheen. The fellaheen as a concept can be 

understood as an expression of both tangible and intangible aspects: people, and their 

culture, of which the village was a tangible manifestation of the fellaheen’s intangible social 

structures and cultural patterns believed to have endured since ancient times. The 

hierarchical village social structure is expressed in the ‘umda who is the head of the village 

or the town. The title seems to have appeared during the time of Mohammed Ali Pasha 

before which, the title went by ‘shaykh al-balad’ whose role continues to exist in 

conjunction with the ‘umda’ both serving to enforce law and order in the village. 

Surrounding them are the aa’yan who are the heads of prominent families or clans, often 

called ‘shaykhs’ as a title of respect, and with a considerable influence over the clan 

members. The fellaheen who constituted much of the village population were often of the 

lower socio-economic classes either working tenants tilling the fields, or small-land owners 

who offer their support to their elders in return for patronage and protection (Ayrout, 2005 

[1945]). 

Apart from the fellaheen, the constitution of the rural population also contained a 

considerable amount of settled Arabs (Blackman, 2000, p. 24), which according to Ayrout 

were integrated into the indigenous rural culture of the fellaheen. After a few generations, 

these settled Arabs would be fully assimilated where “the graft can no longer be 

distinguished from the stock or has proved too different to survive” (Ayrout, 2005 [1945]). 

Although the socio-cultural environment in rural societies was predominantly composed of 

peasantry involved in land tilling and farming, the bigger towns such as Esna, featured 

more diversity due to the different activities and the socio-cultural backgrounds of its 

residents. The town of Esna is referred to in colloquial terms by locals as a bandar, 

something like a town or a small city. Historically, these bigger towns hosted the ruling 

Mameluke class, and the class of merchants, scholars, judges, etc. This possibly suggests 

a different social and cultural dynamic between the rural town and the village.  

 In the late 19th century, a group of Dar-Al-Ulum Scholars had undertaken a trip to 

Egyptian provinces including Esna and its villages, remarking on the relationship between 

the geographical location of Esna and the overall cultural traits of its people making 

distinctions between town and village. They argued in their account published in the 1890s, 

that: “its people [the people of Esna] are more committed to religion than others, and we 

have seen that whenever man goes to the south, he finds adherence to religion increasing 
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by the percentage of his progress in the southern countries, and mostly the people of the 

bandar (townsmen) are predominantly softer in their religiosity.” [Account of Dar-al-‘Ulum 

scholars published in 1893 quoted in (Nour, 2018, p. 32)] Thus while the general cultural 

environment in the town of Esna may have been regarded as more conservative than the 

more central towns and cities in Lower Egypt (north of Egypt), they were comparatively 

less conservative than village dwellers. This may be attributed to the diverse socio-

economic activities and socio-cultural backgrounds in towns like Esna. Due to its 

importance as a major town in the region, Esna was home to a diversity of socio-economic 

backgrounds, including merchants and skilled craftsmen many of the latter belonged to 

local Coptic families. During the time of the French expedition (1798-1801 AD), the number 

of Coptic families according to both Edward Lane, and Ali-Mubarak was about three 

hundred families. Lane stated that “Is’na is also the last Ckoob’tee (or Coptic) bishopric in 

Egypt: there are about three hundred Ckoobt families residing there.” (Lane, 2000, p. 394), 

similarly Mubarak stated that: “during the time of the French, there were three hundred 

Coptic families all of them were skilled craftsmen.” (Mubarak, 1887, p. 61).  

Until the 19th century, Esna was home to some of the Mameluke factions who have 

historically settled the southern provinces during times of conflict with other Mameluke 

factions. In Edward Lane’s account written during the first half of the 19th century he states 

that: “when the Mamloo’k Beys were divided into two or more factions, the weakest party 

generally resided in this town, and kept possession of the province of which it is the capital” 

(Lane, 2000, p. 394). Esna’s distant location in the far south of Egypt should not be 

confused with cultural remoteness or isolation. The town was well connected with global 

cultures as well as the economic forces throughout most of its history, functioning as a 

trade hub and an important stop on the historic trade route networks (see: Abul-Magd 

(2013)).  

This is well articulated in the account of Ali-Mubarak written in the late 19th century: 

“this town was a refuge for all the exiled, and due to its distance from the ‘takht’  

[the seat or throne] the rulers would overlook their presence there and not get in 

their way, leaving them to do whatever they please with it [the town] and its people, 

thus the province of Esna was the bate that the government left for them to avoid 

their evils, although the disobedient [referring to the Mamelukes], once they had 

gained what they want for themselves through the injustices to the people, would 

rise in the southern areas and incite upheaval and ruin the country. Although their 

stay in these areas obligated some reconstructive work to be carried out to move 

the goods around through selling and buying in order to fulfil the needs of these 
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princes and to achieve and sustain their lifestyles and pleasures, so they spent 

great expenditures from what they had already looted from the country, and this is 

why many industries have increased within it ” (Mubarak, 1887, pp. 59-62). 

Well into the 20th century, and despite its distance from the centre, Esna was both 

an economically and culturally vibrant rural centre. In Edward Lane’s account, it was noted 

that the architecture in Esna during the first half of the 19th century exhibited “modern” 

influences (Lane, 2000, p. 394). During the 19th and early 20th centuries, the urban context 

in Esna features a diverse set of styles ranging from the local, rural, mameluke, ottoman, 

neo-classical, and even art-deco, and early modern styles (Figure 28, Figure 29). This 

suggests that the local traditional architecture in the rural town of Esna was well influenced 

by global flows of culture as early as the 19th century following the short period of French 

occupation, and the onset of the Muhammed Ali Dynasty. This aspect will show 

instrumental in understanding some of the changes in the local vernacular traditions 

between the 19th and 20th-century traditional dwellings in Esna in the following chapter.   

4.1.2 The impact of socio-cultural aspects in Esna’s traditional vernacular town 

through the 19th and 20th centuries  

 Viewed from the river, the town of Esna would look no different than any other town 

or village in the Nile valley (Figure 23). Edward Lane, famous for his pioneering work of 

cultural anthropology: The Manners And Customs Of The Modern Egyptians first issued 

in 1836; gave a detailed account of Egypt and the country's ancient sites, which was 

published posthumously in 2000 in the book entitled the Description of Egypt. Lane was a 

British orientalist and translator who travelled, lived, and wrote about Egypt during the 

early 19th century, and is said to have immersed himself in Egyptian culture, learning 

Arabic and adopting the local way of life invested in studying the Egyptian society.  

Lane set sail for Egypt on the 18th of July 1825 and described Esna during his 

visit saying:  

“The large town of Is’na… [which] occupies the site of the ancient city of Sne… is 

situated close to the river on the western side. To a spectator viewing it from the 

river, it has a very wretched appearance; for the Nile has gradually encroached 

upon it, and, in successive inundations, washed away large portions of the bank, 

with many houses. The front, therefore, presents a long row of ruined dwellings: 

and only one ma’daneh [minaret] is seen; though there are several mosques.” In 

this regard, Mubarak makes the following observation saying that “the harbour is 

close to it, wherein one can observe an old platform which appears to be a relic of 

those who had ruled Egypt during ancient times, and which was neglected and 
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thus deteriorated, and this is why the river has attacked the city and destroyed 

many of its houses.” (Mubarak, 1887, pp. 59-62). 

In Ali Mubarak’s account he describes the town during the end of the 19th century 

in the following words: 

“[the town has] an ovaloid shape… its greatest length is nine hundred meters from 

north to south and four hundred meters in width and there is a square in its centre 

eighty meters in length by forty meters in width, above most of its houses are 

pigeon towers plastered with lime to protect it from pests….it has a great market 

every Sunday in which the locals and the Arabs gather, and in which all sorts of 

goods can be found… and this is aside from the permanent market that exists akin 

to the bigger cities ” (Mubarak, 1887, pp. 59-62).  

As a central cultural and economic hub in the Upper-Egyptian province, the town 

of Esna exhibited a built environment and urban fabric more complex than the average 

village in terms of both formal and spatial characteristics. Esna’s urban fabric follows a 

tightly knit and complex system of paths and open spaces ranging in size from the more 

private narrow alleyways and paths to the wider and more public streets such as the 

famous commercial route known as the Qessariyya (Figure 27). Street sizes vary between 

these public routes which appear as swellings in the urban fabric and allow for wider 

spaces for gathering and activities, and the more private narrow paths leading into inner 

residential neighbourhoods (Arabic: arbaad) and dwellings composed of clusters of 

houses. The traditional town of Esna was “subdivided into invisible spatial domains 

controlled by powerful and deeply-rooted Esna families” (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 257). Still to 

this day, some streets carry the names of the prominent heads of families which historically 

inhabited a neighbourhood. As such, the urban setting represents a tangible expression 

of the town’s intangible aspects.  

The Ancient Egyptian temple of Khnum located in the centre of the traditional town 

in a sunken pit 9 meters below the surrounding street level, was completely buried under 

layers of dust and debris leading up to the 19th century. Houses had been incorporated in 

parts of the temple and above its roof as per the French depictions during their three-year 

expedition, where Esna was one of their important bases. According to Ali-Mubarak the 

clearing out of the temple and the unveiling of parts of it had been achieved during the first 

half of the 19th century with the orders of Mohammed Ali Pasha. In describing the ancient 

temple area Mubarak stated that: “the surrounding land has raised above the temple and 

the dust and ruins, as well as some houses, are above its ceilings.… it was freed from the 
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dust during the time of Mohammed Ali.” (Mubarak, 1887, pp. 59-62). In the vicinity, there 

are important religious, commercial, and administrative as well as residential areas (Figure 

27).  

Social and cultural life within the traditional city in the past, as well as today, is not 

only manifested in the physical structures and architectural styles but also the everyday 

activities: the interaction with the street is a central aspect of daily life in traditional cities; 

streets, paths and narrow alleyways are the main arteries and outdoor space for activities 

and movement (Figure 30). During the fieldwork in Esna, the researcher was able to 

observe the intimate relationship between the house and the street where the former 

extends out to the latter, with slightly open doors and children playing outside, and 

occasionally a man sitting on the dikka in silence and observation. A dikka is a built-up 

seat located at the entrances of houses by the main entrance where residents can relax, 

observe street activities and engage with passers-by. Women on the other hand often 

spend the day in the house, or over rooftops of buildings carrying out domestic activities. 

Accordingly, the cultural aspects governing the social life in Esna can be further 

understood by studying people’s relationship with their physical context.  

Important religious, commercial, and residential buildings and spaces were 

clustered around the temple area in the centre of the town, such as the ‘emary (or ‘omary)29 

mosque (Figure 25) (its minaret is the only remaining part of the original mosque still 

standing today), and other commercial buildings such as Wekalat Al-Geddawy (17th/18th-

century caravanserai). The Qessariyya, which is the main commercial street found in many 

towns in Egypt and the middle east30, crosses the town longitudinally from north to south 

crossing through the historical center.  Qessariyyas which are still found in many Upper-

Egyptian cities such as Asyūt, Sūhaj, Qenā, and Esna, are historical markets famous for 

selling traditional goods such as textiles, spices, gold, fabrics, clothing, etc. Al-Qīsāriyya 

market in Esna was a regional trade hub for many commercial activities selling a variety 

of different trades and goods such as textiles, clothing, houseware, haberdashery, 

tailoring, upholstery, etc., and still a major destination for families preparing for marriage 

and newly married brides (Figure 30). 

29 The Emary Mosque or masdjid in Esna is one of many Emary minarets that existed across Upper Egypt. 
Only the mosque of the old mosque remains, the rest of the building was removed and replaced with a 20th 
century mosque typical of the Awqaf’s trend of mosque building during the 20th century.  
30  Qessariyyas are an urban market typology that is believed to have existed since the Roman times; 
potentially after the emperor Augustus Caesar (63 B.C. – 14 A.D.), or the roman Caesars in general. They 
consist of a long and narrow covered street, and sometimes a network of streets, that exist in the heart of 
a city. The street is surrounded by 2-3 story buildings on both sides, where shops and workshops are located 
on the ground floor – directly opening to the street. The upper floors included the living quarters – 
sometimes for traders visiting the city. 



111 
 

An elderly merchant from Esna who witnessed the town during the 1940s gives the 

following descriptions:  

“Esna was a very important centre of commerce in the area, I witnessed it when it 

was a very vibrant market… there were no cars back then only donkeys pulling 

carts…The street was divided into parts, the area for vegetables for example is 

around the main temple area, then the jallab market, then the date market beside 

the court, then at the end of it was the camels and all the other animals, it was the 

end of the city. The other side is the fabric market in the area they are developing 

now, the shaader [vegetable market] was all the area around the temple. Then the 

fabrics, then the wholesale, then the ‘haddadin’ [iron workers], then the ‘jallab.’ The 

bread market was behind fikry’s coffee shop by the corner of the qessareyya and 

the temple space. On the other side of the qessareyya, there was the fabric market, 

house supplies, etc. Here there was the gold market, but all of this has been 

moved, and things have gone with it” (Interview: EMB, 2019). 

The Qessariyya street until the first half of the 20th century as described by this 

local in his 80s, was divided into different sections dedicated to different crafts and skills 

such as the iron smiths, the goldsmiths, the copper-makers. The open square adjacent to 

the temple is where the weekly fruit and vegetable market is held (Figure 32). The northern 

section of the Qessariyya was and still is today, dedicated to fabrics and other household 

needs (Figure 30). There was also a weekly market that was held in the southern part of 

the town, which was a huge open space, adequate to host the cattle market. 

 

 

Figure 23 Image showing the view of the town of Esna during the mid-19th century from 
across Nile. Centre, minaret of ‘emary mosque visible above other rooftops. In the forefront 
the image shows the main platform by the river in a wretched state, with some house ruins 
standing to the right. The area between the town and the river thus appears as a buffer zone. 
In the backdrop to the right some of the pigeon-towers are visible. After MAXIME DU CAMP 
(1849-51) published in https://www.rct.uk/collection/2701094/haute-egypte-vue-generale-
desneh- accessed September 2021). 
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Figure 24 Postcard showing an aerial image of the old-town of Esna (date unknown). The Image is 
potentially from the early 20th century (1935-1945) as it shows the open agricultural fields surrounding the 
town before their development following the 1950s. The temple is also apparent at the center of the town, 
appearing to be partially excavated, suggesting the image was taken after the commencement of the 
excavation of the temple in the 1860s. (Image source: Vintage postcard published on Ebay, 
https://i.ebayimg.com/images/g/RyQAAOSwtvZiMWTf/s-l400.jpg- accessed May 2022). 

 

Figure 25 Sketch from the old-town of Esna showing the Emary Minaret and Mosque. (Sketch by Carl 
Friedrich Heinrich Werner in the 1800s- Source ://gate.ahram.org.eg/Media/News/2018/5/23/19_2018-
636627014014451218-445.jpg- accessed: March 2020). 
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Figure 28 Traditional houses from Esna, partially settled, showing some of the early modern influences 
including the characteristic balconoies (Image Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019). 

 

   
Figure 29 Early 20th century houses from Esna. (right) balconies and windows exhibit art-deco influences. 
(left): three storey modernized house, with rural ornamentation in the balconies (Image Source: 
Researcher, Esna, 2019). 
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Figure 30 A portion of the northern Extension of the Qessariyya Street (Image Source: Researcher, Esna, 
2019). 

 

   

Figure 31 Narrow alley-ways in a residential neighbourhoods in Esna's traditional town (Image taken by 
researcher in Esna, 2019). 
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Figure 32 Participant sketch from Esna depicting the different sections and functions in the Qessariyya 
during the first half of the 20th century and well until the 1970s. The sketches demonstrate the (older) part 
of the Qessariyya to the left of the temple square. The circle in the centre represents the central square 
adjacent to the temple area used as the main space for the Friday vegetable market stalls. To the right of 
it is the northern part of the Qessariyya where fabrics and handcrafts are sold. To the left, is the southern 
part of the Qessariyya, which was divided into different sections according to function. These are annotated 
as the gellab section (possibly referring to sugar), then the dates, iron smiths etc (Image Source:  
Researcher, after EMB, 2019). 
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4.1.3 Change and adaptation through time and space 

 Esna, akin to most historical settlements from the time of basin irrigation, 

developed and grew within the same locations and confines over centuries, both vertically 

and horizontally. As a result of its location and confined borders, the town grew through 

the centuries and across successive generations in a vertical manner where layers of 

buildings were superimposed on top of one another. These successive layers of 

urbanization can be observed at the level at which the ancient temple (built over 2000 

years ago) stands today in the middle of town, in comparison to the current street levels 

almost 9 meters higher. The compact urban fabric in Esna as experienced today also 

demonstrates a gradual process of horizontal growth by densification as the population 

grew within the same confines over time. Through both processes of vertical growth and 

horizontal densification, the urban fabric in Esna preserved its historical location and 

boundaries as well as some elements of the historical built-environment and urban fabric.  

Through the ongoing growth and adaptation of the town across generations, Esna 

developed and maintained its unique “traditional” character into the 20th century, not 

without changes in formal and spatial patterns of dwellings as will be demonstrated in the 

following chapter (Figure 24). However, by the second half of the 20th century, the overall 

conditions of the development and preservation of these patterns, began to change 

radically. Social and ecological changes brought about by the construction of the high dam 

and hence the control of the river, land reform policies, as well as people's growing 

numbers and pressing needs for the provision of shelter, saw the opening of the town onto 

the village and the countryside. Settlements began to expand in a sprawling manner 

radiating from their historical borders out into the valley plains which were formerly 

exclusively dedicated to agriculture (Figure 26).  

On the other hand, the rapidly growing demographic, and economic challenges in 

the 1970s onwards, saw the state’s growing interest in capitalizing on historical and 

archaeological assets for their touristic significance and by extension economic value. 

According to an elder from Esna who witnessed the period, “in the 70s, there was a 

tendency to open and develop new areas, and it was common to move the main 

transportation hub from one place to the other, to encourage growth in a certain area, and 

so development follows around those new hubs. And this is what happened”. (Interview: 

EMB, 2019).  In the course of encouraging outward expansion, the main commercial route 

of the Qessariyya was rerouted to a new area outside the old town to encourage expansion 

beyond the historical borders (Ibrahim, 2014).  
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Figure 33 Images showing the demarcating spaces between Esna's traditional town center and the 
new extensions in the peripheries (Image source: Researcher, Esna, 2019). 
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This spatial disposition resulted in a 

transformation in the contextual and urban 

conditions, which shaped and sustained the 

characteristic vernacular patterns of the 

traditional settlement and dwelling. Today, 

and from a bird’s eye view, the old town of 

Esna appears surrounded by a vast 

expanse of urbanization (Figure 17 Satellite 

Image showing the borders of the traditional 

town of Esna up until the mid-20th century 

(marked in yellow), within the modern 

borders of the city. Source: Google Maps), 

which appears almost as a plugin grid 

(Figure 34), where buildings are fitted within 

the existing agricultural grids. Some may 

argue that these new patterns can be 

classified as disorganized or informal areas, 

giving the impression that they follow no 

ordering or structuring logic. However, 

these so-called ‘ashwaiyat are by no means 

disorganized if they are to be approached 

and understood in the same way the more 

traditional patterns are i.e., with regard to 

their socio-cultural contexts. Viewed from a 

process-oriented lens, they can still be 

considered to have emerged out of modern vernacular systems and socio-cultural 

processes which are not disconnected from the traditional ones. Furthermore, these 

modern patterns follow the agricultural grid patterns. These very patterns according to 

Blackman, are themselves a relic of ancient times (Blackman, 2000 [1927], pp. 280-281, 

303). 

According to an interview with a local (EME, 2019), the process of building a house 

follows a systematic sequence of steps and is not by any shape a random process.  

“After purchasing the land, the borders are defined by building a white brick wall, 

not the actual building, but only a wall surrounding the property. Then the 

authorities find out and do an ‘ezala’, they come and tear down half of the wall not 

all of it. Then you go to the majlis and pay the required fees and then you can build 

  

Figure 34 Sketch showing the process of building 
a modern house in the open cultivation 
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it in the usual manner. They have been doing removals recently, but still everyone 

does this. You already know when you are building the white wall that the 

authorities will find out about it and take it down, but you will still have to pay to get 

it resolved.” (Interview: EME, 2019) 

A short trip to the countryside demonstrates these different steps as they occur in 

real life (Figure 35). It would be an oversimplification to reduce all the informal modern 

developments under a single process. Interviews with respondents demonstrated several 

processes through which people meet their needs for dwelling, some of which are not 

vernacular, i.e., does not involve people directly engaging in building their own houses. 

However, the significance of this process, is that it clearly shows that these modern 

“informal” and in some cases illegal processes, are more complex than the terminology 

implies, and in certain ways, can only be understood as a more modern manifestation of 

the same process of dwelling.    

 

 

 

Figure 35 Image of the building activities in the open fields, taken from the train on the way to Assiut from 
Luxor. This image is characteristic of most modern rural development patterns, and describes the 
process mentioned in the text. The short white walls described appear in this picture. (Image Source: 
Researcher, Upper-Egypt, 2019). 
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4.2 The Desert vernacular and Siwa’s traditional settlements in the 19th and 20th 

centuries  

 The Siwa oasis is tucked away in the north-western corner of Egypt’s western 

deserts bordering Libya, some 300 km south of the Mediterranean city of Marsa-Matruh. 

Apart from its history which is shrouded in myth, the fascination with the Siwa oasis was 

long sustained by its remoteness and desolate location. The journey to Siwa today unlike 

in the past is possible by car and takes about four to five hours from Marsa-Matrouh 

through an asphalt road which was only introduced at the beginning of the 1980s. On the 

way to Siwa and for the first two-thirds of the trip, there is nothing but a plain boring 

wilderness of sterile desert sands burning under the sun, then the road starts to gradually 

climb entering what seems like a surreal landscape when compared to the preceding 

lifeless, and flat desert plains. This experience of desolation and geographical isolation 

was a phenomenon that must have been magnified in the past, where a typical trip from 

Marsa Matrouh to Siwa took about eight to ten days traveling on camels (Morton, 1938, p. 

185).  

 

H.V. Morton who visited the oasis in the early 20th century gave the following 

description of his experience of the landscape leading to Siwa: 

“As the sun was setting, we left the plain and entered one of the most fantastic bits 

of country imaginable. I think the mountains of the moon must look like this. It 

seemed that Nature, conscious of the bleakness of the past two hundred miles, 

had crowded all the fantasy which it is capable in a small space. The way was 

 

Figure 36 Camels roaming in the open desert on the road to the Siwa oasis (image taken by the 
researcher in 2018) 
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surrounded on all sides by weird dead hills, each one carved into an improbably 

shape, a cone, a cube, a queer isolated pinnacle, a ridge that from a distance 

looked like a battlement castle with turrets. Other hills rose up like the ruins of old 

cities… For an hour or so we traveled slowly downhill through the moon mountains: 

then emerging suddenly from the gorge, we saw below us thousands of date palms 

standing in the pink flush of the sunset… (Morton, 1938, pp. 190-191).” 

Charles Belgrave who served in the Imperial Camel Corps during World War I in 

Sudan, Egypt, and Palestine, and was seconded after the war to the Egyptian 

government to help manage the frontier districts administration in the Siwa Oasis, 

gave the following description of the trip to Siwa:   

“The track winds in and out through strange rocky passes, among weirdly shaped 

cliffs whose tortured shapes remind one of Gustave Dore’s illustration of the 

Inferno. These wild ravines are utterly desolate, even in the spring no vegetation 

grows among them. This is a land of broken stone where huge boulders seem to 

have been hurled about by giant hands.” (Belgrave, 1923, pp. 57,58)   

The peculiar topography following stretches of bare desert landscape influenced 

the surreal and mythical representations of the oasis which extended to define the general 

characteristics of the traditional settlements as they were experienced by the respective 

writers. Belgrave for example, described Shali, Siwa’s principal town as being “built on a 

great rock in the centre of the oasis, and from a distance resembles an ancient castle 

whose rugged battlements tower above the forests of waving palm trees, and the rich 

green cultivation” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 133).  H.V. Morton described the fortified town of 

Aghurmi, one of Siwa’s two main historic settlements saying: “we ascended a small hill 

towards the old village of Aghourmi […] Its mud houses completely cover a rock that rises 

abruptly above the palm forests. From a distance, it looks like a brown, mastless hulk 

drifting on a sea of palm fronds” (Morton, 1938, p. 200).  

Salt is an abundant material in Esna and plays a significant role in traditional 

vernacular architecture. Kerchief is a building material known which contains sodium 

chloride crystals mixed with clay and sand in the form of small lumps.  The material is 

sourced from the crusty later surrounding certain salty lakes and broken down into smaller 

chunks, mixed with mud mortar composed of a mixture of clays (tafla and tiin) (Rovero, 

Tonietti, Fratini, & Rescic, 2009). The use of this material is exclusive to this oasis, and 

the nearby smaller oases of Garra or Qara north-east of Siwa.  
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 Siwa’s fertility within a barren desert is sustained by the presence of freshwater 

aquifers, springs, and wells (Figure 37, Figure 38).Figure 38 (Bottom): A Natural mound 

bordering lake Siwa (image taken by the researcher in 2018). The springs of Siwa, are 

practically “the life-blood of the oasis” (Morton, 1938, p. 199), on which the gardens and 

groves have long depended on. And due to this fertility, Siwa has extensive palm groves, 

where the palm tree played a central role in the Siwan life. According to Morton, “the date 

is to Siwa what the olive is to the Mediterranean. The poorer people live almost entirely on 

dates. The trunks of the date palm provide the builder with wood. Palm wood is used as 

fuel. Fences are made of palm fronds, and houses and huts are roofed with them.” Not 

only do the people rely on the palm tree for its dates and its wood, but also the “the fibre 

of the palm tree the women make beautiful mats, and baskets so closely woven that they 

will hold water.” (Morton, 1938, p. 197).  

During site visits to the old towns of Shali and Aghurmi, data seeds were found 

within the ruins of old walls (Figure 39). In inquiring about this from a master Siwan mason, 

he explained that it was part of the traditional building technique. The typical process for 

building a traditional Kerchief house involves the following aspects: “Kerchief lumps, mud-

mix (tafla), palm and olive wood. Kerchief is recycled from the rubble or sourced afresh, 

and a mud-mix is prepared onsite and left to ferment (Figure 39), and then is ready to be 

used as binding material and for the final wall finish” (SMD, 2019). However, during the 

preparation of the mud-mix “date seeds are added to the tafla [mud mix] during the 

fermentation, and when the seeds start sprouting, we can tell it’s ready to be used [Figure 

39]. This signals the builders to start applying the material to walls to bind Kerchief lumps 

together and plaster the walls.” (SMD, 2019). 

 The perfect fermentation of the Kerchief mud mix is one of the critical aspects of 

ensuring the structural integrity of the building. Several studies have considered issues 

related to material composition of the traditional Kerchief architecture (for example: 

(Rovero, Tonietti, Fratini, & Rescic, 2009; Abdel-Motelib, Taher, & El-Manawi, 2015; 

Sameh, El Zafrany, & Attiya, 2019)), however none have accounted for this interesting 

feature. This issue was brought up by the researcher in a discussion with the architect 

Fiona McKie who lives and works in Siwa and an experience in the Kerchief building for 

almost two decades. The architect explained how challenging it is to get the perfect 

consistency for the mud mix every time, where architects rely on trial and error. In inquiring 

about the method of using date seeds to determine the right consistency and whether it is 

used by architects today, the architect was taken by surprise for not having known about 

this method and expressed her excitement to experiment with it.  
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Figure 37 (Top) Aerial image showing the ancient settlement of Aghurmi in Siwa (Arthus-Bertrand, 2020). 
Figure 38 (Bottom): A Natural mound bordering lake Siwa (image taken by the researcher in 2018). 

Fig. 37 Link: http://1718494688.rsc.cdn77.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/f001209490c7.jpg
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Figure 39 (Top): Image showing local workers mixing and fermenting mud mix for construction (Image 
taken by Researcher in the Old Town of Shali, February 2019) – (Bottom): Image showing an old-
Kerchief wall in the old-town of Aghurmi. The Kerchief wall contains date seeds which are used to ensure 
the perfect level of fermentation of the mud mix before using it in construction (Image taken by 
researcher in the old town of Aghurmi in Siwa, 2018). 

 

 



127 
 

4.2.1 The cultural environment: The Siwan people- the easterners, westerners, and 

the zaggala 

 Much of the medieval history of Siwa is speculative, with only a few mentions in 

some of the Arab accounts, most of what we know today comes from the local Siwan 

historical tradition preserved orally and allegedly written in the Siwan Manuscript31. It is 

believed that sometime around the 12th century the people of Siwa accepted Islam and 

some Arabs settled alongside the Siwans (Belgrave, 1923, p. 94). With the eventual 

spread of Islam and the revival of ancient trade routes used by Muslim pilgrims traveling 

from the Maghreb due-east towards Mecca, the oasis gradually became an important stop 

on the North-African pilgrimage and trade route. According to the local Siwan tradition, 

which also Belgrave mentions, around the 15th century a group of thirty men “The Thirty”, 

composed of both Arabs and Amazigh tribesmen led by a devout man from Upper Egypt 

arrived at the oasis. They introduced a special kind of date palm brought from Upper Egypt 

and cultivated it in groves that were dedicated to the Islamic waqf32 (Belgrave, 1923, p. 

95). However, both, the Arab constituency and Islamic beliefs were eventually assimilated 

into the local Siwan culture, which remained dominant and preserved its general 

characteristics. According to Belgrave, “the Siwans were not swept into oblivion by this 

great Arab invasion; apparently, only a few Arabs remained in the oasis, and very shortly 

themselves became indistinguishable from the Siwans”. (Belgrave, 1923, p. 94)  

In an interview with a Siwan Elder, he articulated this by saying: 

“Unlike the Amazigh, Arabs like to build their houses at a distance from one another 

they don’t like to be too attached to each other […] When they [the Arabs who 

settled Siwa] were unable to subdue the Siwans, they decided to live alongside 

and amongst them, to neighbour the Amazigh. It is customary for the Amazigh to 

accept neighbours, but Arabs don’t accept neighbouring, you always find a tribe 

living within a certain territory and no other tribe is allowed to encroach upon it, and 

they still have this characteristic feature today, these are the characteristics of the 

bedou or the Arabs of the region.” (SME, 2018) 

 
31 The Siwan Manuscript is a document said to exist with the elders of Siwa, and that it records the historical 
traditions of the people of Siwa. Only a few researchers have claimed to have had access to parts of it, 
including Belgrave in the 1920s who had heard parts of it read out to him; and the Egyptian archaeologist 
Ahmed Fakhry during his visit in the first half of the 20th century; and in more recent times by Sam Souryal 
(2001) as reported in his ethnographic study on natural justice systems in the Siwa oasis.  
32 A Waqf is an inalienable charitable endowment under Islamic law. It typically involves donating a building, 
plot of land or other assets for Muslim religious or charitable purposes with no intention of reclaiming the 
assets. 
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 It also seems that the introduction of a new cultural group gave rise to the two main 

competing factions to which most Siwan families today still trace their lineage to the 

easterners (who consider themselves the descendants of the original inhabitants of Siwa) 

and the westerners (who represent the groups which settled later and affiliate themselves 

with the group of thirty). The easterners and westerners agreed upon a “law” which they 

enacted for themselves by investing authority in the hands of their elders, and the council 

of Sheikhs who were the heads of the main families and went by the name al-ajwad 

(Fakhry, 1973; Belgrave, 1923, p. 96). The fertility of the oasis and the abundance of 

natural resources including fresh water and lush gardens (hittiya in the local dialect) in a 

predominantly harsh and barren landscape, meant that the oasis and its locals were prey 

to the periodic threats of raiding Bedouin groups.  

 Under these conditions, it is possible to understand the important role of the 

zaggala which took shape as the main labour and security forces.  The zaggala (otherwise 

known as the bachelors) was a functional and cultural group devised mostly of ‘freed 

slaves’ and poor locals. The zaggala’s role was central to sustaining the town’s security 

and protecting its resources, a situation that continued until the early 19th century when 

Mohammed Ali Pacha took power in Egypt, and the situation in Siwa began to change. 

During the 19th and 20th centuries, the Siwans were often portrayed akin to other traditional 

societies as having an unbroken link with the past. This may be owed to many things, 

partially in terms of its geographical location, as well as in relation to their autonomous rule 

and tribal structure, traditions, and lifestyles, all of which have been compared to 

conceptualizations of the Ancient Egyptians (Morton, 1938, pp. 193,194). 

In this regard, Arthur Silvia White, the 19th/20th century, geographer, and travel 

author who visited Siwa at the turn of the century made the following remark: 

“An oasis among oases! Surely there is no other that preserves so religiously 

its ancient traditions; that has existed in one unbroken line of occupation by 

the conquering races and peoples of North Africa; that shows absolutely no 

trance of western civilization, though so near to the gates of Europe; and that, 

considering its attractions and large population, has been so rarely visited by 

European travelers? Its hoary antiquity and primitive modernity are its ruling 

characteristics. Its foundations were laid in mythology; its fame was spread 

before the dawn of history; its monuments are preserved to this day: broken 

idols and shattered pillars, the relics of barbarism, over which the sand is 

drawing a decent shroud” (White, 1899, p. 169).  
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However, apart from the zaggala, the local tribal hierarchies still to this day govern 

the social and cultural life of the Siwan society (Souryal, 2001). The society today still 

preserves its unique Siwi language and, follows the old tribal structure, thus an average 

Siwan today will thus still belong to one of the main tribes or both. These are 11 tribes33 or 

qabila (plural qabail), seven of which are easterners, three are from the westerners, and 

one is independent (Souryal, 2001). Each qabila is presided over by a sheikh, who is 

elected by the family elders. The sheikhs of the qabilas form the maglis al-agwad 

(executive council) which handles community affairs, mitigates conflicts between the 

different groups, and acts as a form of local governance. 

 Segregation of women in public life is another important feature in Siwa in the past, 

as well as today, the exposure of Siwan women in public today is still forbidden as it was 

in the past, Siwan’s are very protective of their women the house is regarded as the domain 

of women. In White’s 19th-century account, he explains that “during the daytime, the town 

is somnolent- the women in their houses, the men in the fields.” (White, 1899, p. 189).  

When prompted about this issue during fieldwork, locals (both men and women), will 

remark that women barely leave their houses, and on the few occasions they are allowed 

to, it is usually on their wedding day as they travel to their spouse’s house, and if they must 

travel to visit their family, or to a hospital outside of Siwa to seek medical attention. 

Otherwise, Siwan women are considered to have no reason to leave their houses.   

A story from Morton’s account in the early 20th century which was told to him by a 

young doctor assigned to work in Siwa’s health unit is relevant in this regard. The doctor 

was asked to go see a sheikh to inspect his wife who was in a critical condition, the sheikh 

agreed to permit him to inspect her, on the condition that once she became well again, he 

would have to divorce her (Morton, 1938, p. 206). This heightened sense of protectiveness 

to women in Siwa continues to this day. Siwan women rarely venture out into the streets, 

in which case they will be fully covered and chaperoned by a male member of their families. 

A Siwan elder was proud to express that only one girl to this day has been granted 

permission from elders to continue her higher education to study medicine. This was 

granted so that she can become a doctor and attend to female patients in Siwa.  

The exposure of a married woman to anyone but her spouse is unacceptable and 

as locals explained to the researcher during the fieldwork, the tribal codes pertaining to 

this issue are still respected. Penalties are thus issued if a man intentionally looked at a 

woman or attempted to approach one.  And while the sight of young girls playing around 

 
33 According to interviews with locals, another 12th tribe was introduced in the recent decades belonging 
to one of the sedentary Arab tribes.  
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their houses is not so uncommon in Siwa, as a girl grows older and approaches marriage 

age, the chance of any public appearance grows slim. During the fieldwork, however, the 

researcher encountered some Siwan girls close to marriage age who go to work in one of 

the date-packing factories, however, even within the factories, women are fully segregated 

from men. The conservatism of the Siwan people will show to have an impact on the 

structure of traditional settlements and dwellings, and patterns of use. 

Ultimately, the traditional vernacular settlement of Shali emerged and developed 

to reflect the historical and contextual conditions such as the need for security and 

protection and following the cultural norms in the oasis. The natural environment presented 

different potentials for locations and materials which were instrumentalized and adapted 

by locals to meet their basic needs for living in line with the socio-cultural environments. 

Changes in these conditions began to take shape in the early 19th century and continued 

to take shape which resulted in new conditions pertaining to the traditional settlements and 

dwelling patterns as they existed from medieval times into the 19th century. Therefore, the 

principal traditional settlement of Shali that stands today has undergone a series of 

developments, the understanding of which is central to the understanding of the urban 

history and different phases in the local vernacular building tradition.  

Figure 40 An artist’s depiction of the old town of Shali Ghaadi in 1820. The sketch shows a view of the 
north/eastern part of the town as it existed since medieval times and into the early 19 th century and prior to 
the expansion beyond the town’s historical borders which commenced in the late 1820s- early 30s, and 
continued for an entire century, until the town was deemed unsafe for living and completely abandoned. The 
natural formation on the right, which was known as Adrere meaning the mountain, will become part of the 
later extensions of the old town as locals expanded outwards, both of which would eventually come to define 
what is known today as the traditional town of Shali which includes old Shali (Shali Ghaadi) and its extension 
in and around the adjacent mountain (Shali Adrere). (Image source: after (Von Minutoli, Atlas, PI.V) in 
(Fakhry, 1973)) 

Fig. 40 Source: Fakhry, A. (1973). Siwa Oasis. Cairo: AUC Press
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4.2.2 The impact of socio-cultural dimensions in shaping the traditional town of 

Shali through the 19th and 20th centuries 

Unlike in the past, the old town of Shali today is barely seen through the 

surrounding developments (Figure 41, Figure 42). Shali today appears as a rugged urban 

tapestry with different layers of historical and contemporary pieces. As one approaches 

the town, a giant mound of ruins is visible from a few vantage points. When one 

approaches it through the old market and into the neighbourhood at the foot of the 

mountain which leads to the ancient gate al-bab en-shal, one begins to sense the 

monumental and defensive nature of Shali the ancient mudbrick fortress concealed by 

peripheral developments. Observed from the adjacent mountain of adrere, the urban fabric 

of Shali appears as a multicellular massive stretch of superimposed and overlapping cells, 

divided into chambers. The overall appearance is that of a labyrinth of narrowing and 

convoluting streets and alleyways running through the town in an ascending and 

descending manner. 

The following passage is retrieved from an interview that best describes the 

complexity of the traditional urban patterns and history of Shali arguing: 

“From an official point of view, the history of Shali is still quite vague. There are 

some studies dealing with descriptions of Shali’s architecture and urban patterns 

but much of the evidence is retrieved from oral tradition. But a real study based on 

real-life evidence; non have been dedicated especially for this purpose as far as I 

Figure 41 A view of Old Shali fortress during the 1820s, after Jomrad (1823) retrieved in (Salvoldi, 2014) 
Fig. 41 Source: Salvoldi, D. (2014, January 5). Early Explorers in Egypt and Nubia. Retrieved from Earlyexploreregypt.blogspot.com: 
http://earlyexplorersegypt.blogspot.com/2014/01/siwa-two-hundred-years-later-1820-2014.html
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know. …The entire area goes by Shali, Shali-Ghadi is the older part of the town 

while adrere was possibly a later extension, built on the adjacent a mound. The 

older part of the town of Shali which is in ruins appears to have been evacuated 

much earlier [the medieval town].” (SMA, 2019) 

Cailliaud (1823) described the old town of Shali (otherwise referred to as Siwa) 

during the early 19th century saying: “The exterior aspect of the city of Syouah, built on a 

large conical rock, is imposing, but unique, like its interior distribution, like the uses of its 

inhabitants. It looks rather like a kind of beehive, by its shape, by the numerous population 

which is agglomerated there.” (Jomard, Drovetti, & Cailliaud, 1823).  However, up until the 

end of the 19th century, none of the visitors who had written about Siwa had been permitted 

to enter the old town, which is what makes White’s account highly significant in relation to 

understanding the experience of the medieval town while it was still inhabited. White 

(1899) describes the town of Shali as being: “rectangular; in circumference, perhaps less 

than five hundred yards, like all the towns and villages of these oases, is founded upon a 

rock. The houses are constructed from materials nearest to hand; and their distribution is 

determined by the contours and other conditions of their foundation” (White, 1899, p. 186). 

The characteristics of the town, dwelling, and building patterns, thus clearly indicate an 

established vernacular tradition closely connected to the environment.  

The given descriptions attest to some of the common characteristics of the desert 

oases' vernacular traditions, in terms of the juxtaposition of the settlement in the 

environment, choice of materials, settlement locations, and patterns of organization of 

dwellings. However, the established historical and socio-cultural factors played a key role 

in determining the nature of this relationship between people and their environment. Thus, 

for protective purposes, people adapted their landscapes and built their settlements (Shali 

and Aghurmi) over elevated points, surrounding them with high and thick fortifications. 

These general constraints went on to define the characteristics of the traditional urban 

settings in which society settled and grew through the generations.  
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Figure 42 Above: Image looking due east showing the Old town (fortress) of Shali to the left of the centre, 
with the landmark minaret of the Old Mosque of Shali [Masjid Al-Ateeq] (Image Source: Researcher: Siwa, 
2019)- Below: Google Maps image showing the historical boundaries of Ancient Shali up until the 19th 

century. (Source: Google Earth, 2021) 

 



134 
 

White (1899) gave the following description of their experience in the old town: 

“I find it difficult to give an adequate sketch of the topography of Siwa town. Such 

a maze of streets, such a honeycomb of dwellings, are most bewildering: and it is 

easy to lose one’s bearings. Since similarity of structure and design prevails, there 

is little to distinguish from the common aspect. Detail is lost in this bizarre medley 

of tenements, many of which are plunged in tenebrous shade. The general effect 

is, therefore, all that I recall, and that may be required in this place… The whole 

forms one solid, though friable, rock, sculptured into dwellings, past and through 

which streets, lanes, rough causeways, flights of steps, tunnels, and galleries lead 

from point to point- laterally, vertically, spirally… A main street, about 10ft. wide by 

less than 8ft. high under the houses, girdles the town, more or less on one level: 

at night time, one sees lanterns passing to-and-fro along this thoroughfare. From 

this artery of traffic, narrow and tortuous paths branch in all directions. These 

gloomy passages are rarely more than 4ft. high, and, in place so low that one has 

to pass through the tunnels with bended shoulders. Access from the base of the 

town to its summit is thus gained through a spiral labyrinth of pathways such as 

these…. In exploring the inner town, I have a confused recollection of darting in 

and out of the houses, clambering up rough rock-steps, clattering down steep and 

stony declivities, plunging into tunnels- along which one felt one’s way, and could 

not see it- emerging on galleries but dimly lighted through the apertures of an 

outside wall, and landing- the Lord knows where!” (White, 1899, pp. 185, 188,189) 

Thus, by the early 20th century, the town of Shali had developed a complex urban 

fabric that appears in the previous account as a labyrinth of ascending and descending 

streets and alleys, passing below and through houses, and across dimly lit galleries. This 

indicates an incremental process of densification, which as it continued within the confined 

boundaries of the old town, led to the scene that Morton (1938) described as a: “rock 

covered with mud dwellings piled up like skyscrapers, like some queer African Manhattan 

Island.” (Morton, 1938, p. 191). At the time when Morton visited and wrote his account 

during the 1930s, the town had already been undergoing a slow process of evacuation 

which began in the 1830s. Morton gives the following account of the interior of the old town 

of Shali as he encountered it in the 1930s.  

“The streets that tunnel through this human ant-heap run in complete darkness and 

wind up to the top, giving through an occasional airhole a bright snapshot for the 

world outside... When the old town was inhabited, it must have been an eerie 

experience to pass crouching along the dim, narrow streets, more like shafts in a 
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coal-mine than anything else, and to hear nothing but women pounding corn in the 

dark, or the voices of invisible people in the houses on either side.”  (Morton, 1938, 

pp. 195,196).  

This maze-like urban fabric of old-Shali and its winding and narrow streets 

emerged in response to this gradual densification, a result of the gradual densification of 

the town which left very limited space for horizontal expansion (Morton, 1938, pp. 

195,196). Furthermore, according to interviews with locals, as well as thorough 

descriptions of White (1899), Belgrave (1923), and Morton (1938), the compactness of the 

beehive or antheap-like urban fabric expressed in the narrow and dark alleys, served as a 

labyrinth confusing stranger (Figure 43). This again serves to reinforce and extend the 

protective qualities of the fortified town into the urban fabric.   

 

 Initially, the fortified medieval town of Shali was accessed through a single gate on 

the northern edge of the cliff which goes by al-bab en-shal (Figure 44). The gate today is 

reached through a stepped ramp that branches in two directions, one of which leads to the 

Masjid-Al-Attique (the ancient mosque), the other to the main gate leading into the interior 

of the town of Shali. According to the local legend told by Siwan elders, and also mentioned 

in Belgrave (1923), the area by the main gate was where family heads and members of 

        

Figure 43 Left: Sketch made in a street in old Shali showing the convoluted and stepped pattern which 
serves to confuse strangers. Right: Sketch of the same street standing at the entrance level to the alley, 
entrances to houses are concealed by virtues of the convolution. (Sketches made by the researcher 

during field-work trip in 2019). 



136 
 

the executive council would convene (Figure 45) (Belgrave, 1923, p. 98).  Further gates 

were added to the town through time such as bab atarat and bab qaddouha, where the 

former led to the olive presses and is said to have been used by women to exit and enter 

without having to pass the men convening by the main gate. During the end of the 19th 

century, White described it as having “fourteen or fifteen gates.”  (White, 1899, p. 189), 

while Morton claimed that “there were once nine gates to the town”  (Morton, 1938, p. 195). 

The gates were a protective mechanism against the dangers of plunderers, but also a 

physical and temporal border that defined the social and cultural order of the oasis and its 

fortified settlements. It also seems that the incremental population growth over time, which 

resulted in the town’s gradual densification, led to the need to open further access points.  

 

 Considering the socio-cultural aspects defining the group composition of Siwan 

people, there was a set of distinctions that were reflected in patterns of spatial organization 

and use. Firstly, the distinction between the Siwan families, and the zaggala. The town 

was regarded as the exclusive domain of Siwan families, women and children spent the 

day within the town while men returned in the evening. The zaggala, or ‘the bachelors, on 

the other hand, were not allowed inside the old town after sunset. Thus White (1899), 

    

Figure 44 (Left) Image showing the main path leading to the main gate to Shali: al-bab en-shal. 
Positioned to the right of the picture is the landmark minaret of the Masjid-Al-Ateeq (image taken by the 
researcher in August 2018) 

Figure 45 The main gate to Ancient Shali: al-bab en-shal to the right of the gate is a built-up seating area 
where the main elders of Siwa often convened (image taken by the researcher in August 2018). 
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explains: “that night the town of Siwa was in a state of great excitement. Crowds lined the 

walls and gathered into groups at the entrance. Drums were beating, to indicate that no 

one was allowed to leave or to enter the town until sunrise.” (White, 1899, p. 109). In this 

regard, Belgrave explains that: “At night all flocks and cattle were driven within the walls. 

Married men only, with their wives and families, lived in the high town.” (Belgrave, 1923, 

p. 97). 

The zaggala was a functional group, which was culturally distinct from the Siwan 

families living within the walls, they were the main labor and protective force, or in 

Belgrave’s terms the ‘town guard’ (Belgrave, 1923, p. 98). They protected the town and 

the hittiyat (the gardens) and thus lived outside the town  (Morton, 1938, pp. 195,196). 

During the early 19th century, Cailliaud’s account shows that adjacent to the hill of Shali 

was another hill (adrere) which was the potential residence of these bachelors. Cailliaud 

explains that “opposite this hill [shali] is another similar mountain: this place is called beled-

el-kouffar… contains quarries and catacombs.” (Jomard, Drovetti, & Cailliaud, 1823), 

within the footnotes, the text explains that it was the city of the peasants, denoting the 

zaggala, the bachelors, and/or unmarried members of the lower classes in society.  

The second main distinction is that of gender. Just like today, women in the past 

kept mostly to their houses within the old-town town and rarely ventured outside except to 

visit the springs. During the fortified phase, roofs served as the main social space used by 

women for gatherings and domestic activities and to observe street activity (SME, 2018). 

On the other hand, men’s gatherings were hosted outside the house in a special space 

called the khuss, a simple shaded structure found within every neighbourhood shared 

between its residents. The khuss was often composed of two main spaces, a shaded 

space open on both northern and southern sides to allow the air to tunnel through, and a 

room attached to one of the two other sides (serving as a storage room or a space for 

gathering on cold days). Every neighbourhood or cluster of houses shared a khuss in 

which men and children gathered, and where some of the oral traditions and crafts were 

transferred from the older to the younger generations.  

 The final distinction is that of the two rival factions of Siwan groups: the easterners 

and the westerners which appear to have had their reflection on the urban fabric and 

spatial organization. According to the local Siwan legend today, the old town of Shali was 

divided between the easterners and the westerners both inhabiting separate parts of the 

town. In White’s late 19th century account, a similar point was made in saying “as their 

names imply, the Rharbyin [Gharbiyeen or Westerners] are ‘of the west,’ the Sherkyin ‘of 

the east’: but whether denoting residence in particular quarters of the town, or their racial 
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origin, is by no means clear” (White, 1899, p. 149). However, in this regard, Belgrave 

explains based on what he was told from the oral history in Siwa, that “ The Thirty” 

occupied the western part of the town, and the original Siwans remained in the eastern 

quarter and the village of Aghurmi” (Belgrave, 1923, pp. 95,96).  

 It is possible to argue that the names of the easterners and the westerners were 

designated by their relative locations within the town’s general layout rather than their 

racial origins.  Owing to the location of the first gate i.e., al-bab en-shal at the north-eastern 

edge of the town, it is possible to assume that the easterners or the original residents of 

Shali first inhabited the north-eastern part of town, to be later joined by ‘the Thirty’ who 

inhabited the western part of town. This is further confirmed in the later patterns of 

expansion beyond the city walls which took place between the 1800s and 1900s. White 

confirms this by saying that: “the Rharbyin [Gharbiyeen] and Sherkyin continue to live apart 

in distinctive localities of the town, and each party has its date-groves” (White, 1899, p. 

150). Similarly, Belgrave who wrote his account almost two decades after White’s, 

explained that “even now one rarely meets a western sheikh in the eastern quarter or vice 

versa. Both quarters are entirely self-supporting. They have their wells, olive presses, 

mosques and date markets” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 100). 

4.2.3 Change and Adaptation through time and space 

With the growing population of the town during the fortified phase, the built 

environment was adapted in different ways to allow for the maximum use of space 

(Petruccioli & Montalbano, 2011, p. 41). Larger spaces were redivided to allocate extra 

rooms. A gradual process of horizontal densification culminated with the need for vertical 

expansion. Thus, White explains saying: “lateral extension being impossible, owing to the 

confined space, vertically building has resulted of necessity. Houses have grown vertically, 

one on top of the other, spanning the narrow galleries, and stair-hewn, rocky paths that 

wind- maze-like- on the face of the hill.” (White, 1899, p. 187). It was also found during 

fieldwork that rooms on the upper floors of houses were plugged in the spaces between 

buildings forming an over-pass covering parts of the already narrow and dark streets and 

alleyways. Therefore, the peculiar characteristics of the traditional town during the fortified 

phase were a direct response to the restrictions imposed by historical and socio-cultural 

conditions, whereby aspects of the natural environment were adapted to address these 

conditions. 

However, despite restrictions governing lateral extensions, different adaptive 

methods were used. One of these methods was shown to the researcher during guided 

fieldwork visits, which was used to expand the prayer area for al-masjid al-atique (the old 
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mosque). According to locals, the old mosque was expanded at one point in its history to 

allocate an extra praying area, which is today, the elevated platform which functions as 

the external prayer area. This was created by constructing a built extension to the hill from 

the ground up, composed of a solid Kerchief platform, which externally appears as part of 

the hill’s natural stone formation (Figure 46). During the restoration of the old Mosque, it 

was found that this method was previously used for the construction of the original minaret 

of the mosque which appears as a hollow tapering pyramidal tower that stood on the foot 

of the hill. The base of the minaret (the bottom one-third of it) is constructed out of a solid 

Kerchief foundation carrying the walls of the minaret (the remaining hollow two-thirds). The 

same method was also observed in other parts of the hill to expand houses near the walls 

during the fortified phase. Thus, change and adaptation were ongoing processes in the 

old town of Shali before the consecutive phases following the 1830s and into the 20th 

century.  

 

 The situation within the fortified town seems to have reached a tipping point by the 

beginning of the 19th century. The growing number of locals living inside the fortified town 

and the limited space for further horizontal and vertical development resulted in conditions 

inconducive for comfortable living. Internal group feuds due to over-densification led to a 

war between the two main groups in 1712, which Belgrave describes as he heard it from 

the Siwans at the time.  

        
Figure 46 (Left): Sketches showing the gradual adaptation of the mosque structure standing at the northern 
tip of the cliff. (Right): Onsite sketch of Shali Mosque (August, 2021). 
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“The dispute originated about a road which divides the town into two parts. A family 

on the eastern side wished to enlarge their house by building out into the street. 

Their opposite neighbours objected to the public thoroughfare being narrow merely 

in order to enlarge a private dwelling-place. There was a dispute, a quarrel, and a 

fight in which the two sides of the street took part. One side called themselves 

“Sherkyn”- the Easterners- and the other side called themselves “Gharbyn”- the 

Westerners. The whole population took up the quarrel, which developed into a 

permanent civil war” (Belgrave, 1923, pp. 98-99). 

The conflict endured for a century, and in 1820 after having heard the news from 

Shali, the current ruler of Egypt Mohammed Ali Pacha sent his troops to Siwa to end the 

political state of autonomy and to impose the payment of a tribute/tax. After a period of 

resistance, the locals submitted to the power of the new central government in Egypt, a 

permanent governor was assigned, and the first markaz was built (a police unit) (Morton, 

1938, pp. 193,194). Therefore, with the assimilation of Siwa into the modern Egyptian 

state, the general conditions pertaining to the historical and socio-cultural environment 

began to change. These changes which began in the 1820s led to the onset of building 

beyond the fortified walls after permission was granted from the supreme council of elders 

(Belgrave, 1923, p. 134).  

During the early 20th century, Belgrave explains that beyond the old high town, 

“more modern houses have been built when there was less fear of raids from the hostile 

Arabs. Most of the sheikhs and the rich merchants have deserted the high town and built 

large, comfortable houses down below, or among the gardens in the adjoining suburbs of 

Sebukh and Manshia” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 136). It seems that during this new phase, the 

westerners expanded due west, toward the adjacent mountain of adrere or Jebel-el Kuffr, 

which had formerly served as the peripheral areas inhabited by the poorer classes and the 

zaggala. A sister town thus emerged as an extension to the old town on the opposite 

mountain and took on similar characteristics including a newly defined boundary (Figure 

47). White (1899) thus explained that upon exiting the old fortified town of Shali through 

one of its gates to enter the adjoining mountain of belad el-Kuffr  [later known as Shali 

adrere] that: “here if the custodian be willing, you enter by another gate, the belad el-Kuffr- 

a sister town inhabited by Rharbiyin [the westerners]” (White, 1899, p. 189). Belgrave also 

accounts for this during the early 20th century in describing the new extensions were “below 

the old high town, huddled at the base of the mighty walls, there are more houses, and 

these, too, are surrounded by an outer wall” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 136).  
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During his excursion in the new extensions during the turn of the 20th century, White 

(1899), explains that:  

“On the lower levels, however, around the base of this human beehive, the houses 

are open to God’s sunlight; and in these, shutters take the place of window-panes. 

Lower still, there are open spaces- here a water hold, there a plot for children to 

romp about, and there a cozy corner for the greybeards and gossips. The streets 

are clean, the people well clad and orderly… Continuing our inspection, we pass 

along shady lanes, with beautiful palms and gardens on either side of the low walls, 

across open space, through more streets, past mosques and kuttabs- of which 

there are over a dozen- in and out, this way and that way, until we find ourselves 

again at the main entrance of the town.” (White, 1899, pp. 189,190)  

The newly emerging patterns, although similar in some respects to the old town, 

still featured differences as Belgrave and White’s accounts indicate. The new extensions 

offered more space for horizontal extensions which allowed for bigger houses, and wider 

streets with more open spaces, aspects which were almost inexistent in the old town. The 

newly developed town contained six wells, several Khuss(s), and more mosques were built 

including Masjid Tedney or “Mikabbel” which featured a distinct conical minaret on a 

square base, unlike the tapering pyramidal minarets of the old, fortified towns.  

 

 
Figure 47 Image taken from the Old-Town of Shali looking due west showing the later developments which 
began in the 1820s and continued into the 20th century. To the left of the picture is the characteristic cone-
shaped minaret of the Tidnay mosque built at the centre of Shali’s urban extensions in the 19th century 
(Image Source: Researcher, Siwa, 2019). 



142 
 

However, during this phase, the urban fabric retained an “organic” or irregular 

nature and preserved the general features characterizing the local vernacular traditions 

(Figure 48). Buildings were built using the same materials: i.e., kerchief and palm wood. 

Streets also featured a similar hierarchy ranging from wider public paths to narrower semi-

public paths and alleyways (Figure 49, Figure 50). Furthermore, a new trend seems to 

have emerged where richer members of the society built their houses in the gardens to 

retire to on the hot summer days. Thus, Belgrave explains that “many of them [the Sheikhs 

and rich merchants] have also country houses, where they retire in the summer when the 

heat in the town becomes intolerable, on their estates in different parts of the oasis.” 

(Belgrave, 1923, p. 137). The complete abandonment of the medieval old towns of Shali 

and Aghurmi came after a series of heavy rains in the 1920s (1926) whereby the old towns 

were deemed unsafe for living (Morton, 1938, p. 191).  

On the other hand, with the new extensions beyond the city walls, new conditions 

presented new constraints.  Thus, while buildings in the old town were constructed over 

natural stone negating the need for building any foundations, the new homes in the valley 

were built directly on soil/sand. The changes in the nature of the grounds on which kerchief 

houses were built, resulted in typological changes in the traditional patterns. While it is true 

that the houses built within the new extensions were wider due to the presence of more 

space, the soil was also inconducive for building in the traditional ways, i.e., multiple 

stories. Thus, Morton who visited Siwa in the 1930s after the abandonment of the old town 

stated that “the inhabitants have built a new village round about it, a cluster of low, flat-

roofed, white houses made of mud and roofed with palm branches.” (Morton, 1938, p. 

191). Still prone to settlement, stone foundations referred to as the qissiya were introduced 

later to address this problem.  

 It is thus clear how there were noted differences in the morphological 

characteristics of the old town compared to the new town due to changes in the general 

conditions in which people historically lived and built their dwellings. With the new patterns 

of living and the dilution of social and cultural divisions during the early modern period in 

Shali, the aforementioned notions of spatial exclusivity according to group particularities 

began to fade out slowly. However, the persistence of the tribal system and strong cultural 

traditions continued to play a role in governing clustering patterns and organization of 

dwellings appearing as consolidated clusters of houses, contributing to the persistence of 

the irregular urban fabric in the later extensions (Figure 51).  



143 
 

 

 

F
ig

u
re

 4
8

 A
 p

o
rt

io
n

 o
f 

th
e

 U
rb

a
n

 F
a

b
ri

c
 i
n

 S
h

a
li'

s
 u

rb
a

n
 d

e
v
e

lo
p

m
e

n
ts

 w
h
ic

h
 d

e
v
e

lo
p

e
d

 b
e

tw
e

e
n

 t
h

e
 1

9
th

 a
n

d
 2

0
th

 c
e
n

tu
ry

. 
S

tr
e

e
t 

e
n

tr
a

n
c

e
 i
n

 S
h
a

li’
s
 e

x
te

n
s
io

n
 t
e

n
d

 
to

 h
a
v
e

 o
v
e

r-
p

a
s
s
 s

tr
u

c
tu

re
s
 f

ra
m

in
g

 t
h
e

 e
n

tr
a

n
c
e

 a
n

d
 p

ro
v
id

in
g

 a
 s

e
n

s
e
 o

f 
c
o

n
tr

o
l 
a
n

d
 p

ri
v
a

c
y
. 
(I

m
a

g
e

 S
o

u
rc

e
: 

R
e
s
e

a
rc

h
e

r,
 a

ft
e

r 
fi
e
ld

w
o

rk
 s

k
e

tc
h

e
s
 a

n
d

 g
o

o
g

le
 e

a
rt

h
, 

2
0

2
0

) 



144 

Figure 49 (Left) A Narrow alleyway in Shali’s peripheral extensions (Image source: Researcher, Shali, 
2019). 
Figure 50 (Right) Standing under an over-pass connecting two houses and providing space underneath it 
(Image source: Researcher, Shali, 2019). 

Figure 51 Aerial Image of Siwa showing the ruins of the old-town of Shali to the right, and the peripheral 
extensions surrounding the ancient wall. To the top right is the peak of the adjacent hill of adrere (after: 
Bertrand (2020)). 

Fig. 51 Link: http://1718494688.rsc.cdn77.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/f001209490c7.jpg
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4.3 A phenomenological interpretation of traditional vernacular settlement 

patterns   

By studying the social and urban histories of the respective cases of Esna and 

Siwa, it has been demonstrated that multiple factors tend to influence the development of 

characteristic forms, patterns, and processes pertaining to “traditional” vernacular 

settlement patterns. Through fieldwork studies, and by resorting to 19th and 20th-century 

historical accounts, key themes governing conceptualizations of traditional societies and 

their built environments were revealed. Common in much of these conceptualizations is a 

geographical representation of traditional societies, their lifestyles, and cultural traditions, 

which extends to define the unique settlement and dwelling patterns. The continuity and 

stability of traditional patterns which seems to have endured for centuries and well into the 

20th century are often ascribed to relatively fixed geographical conditions.  

However, by considering the socio-cultural dimension it is shown that the 

relationship between people and their natural environment is a mutual one as people adapt 

to their environments and as they adapt elements of the environment to address their 

social, and cultural needs. Therefore, historical socio-cultural conditions including the 

existing cultural groups and social hierarchies, as well as the general need for security, 

privacy, and gender segregation, were shown to be mirrored in the relationship between 

people, their settlement, and dwelling patterns, as well as in the relationship between the 

settlement and its surrounding context. The general order and structure of traditional 

settlement patterns, through time, appear to impact the experience of dwelling, and vice-

versa. A set of common themes emerged through the study of the case-study contexts, in 

relation to the general urban form and spatial distributions, as well as patterns of use, 

growth, and adaptation over time- namely: the mound, the fringe belt, and the labyrinth.  

4.3.1 The Mound: The primordial mound/island & the fort 

 Both in traditional rural or desert contexts in pre-modern times, the concept of the 

mound appears in conjunction with the formal appearance, and spatial disposition of the 

traditional settlement. This concept tends to apply to most traditional settlement patterns 

across Egypt until the 19th century and was noted in almost all descriptions from the time 

of Herodotus until the mid-20th century. In all historical accounts, descriptions of traditional 

settlements of Esna and Siwa gave representations of the town appearing as a mound 

often surrounded by thick greenery, towering above the surrounding landscapes. The 

concept of the mound is thus associated with the process of settlement and dwelling. The 

very concept of the mound appears to be a historic archetypal pattern that one finds at the 

foundations of the Ancient Egyptian belief system expressed as the Benben or the 
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primordial mound of creation. In ancient Egyptian mythology, the mound emerges from the 

primordial flood waters (nun) and rises above it, allowing for life to begin and thrive.  

Within the myth, the flood waters express chaos, while the mound appears as the 

natural refuge and solution to this problem. By extension, the mound is thus a 

representation of the safe location for settlement and dwelling which stands above and 

protected from surrounding threats.  Within the context of the Nile-Valley ecology, the 

mound functioned as a safe location to establish settlements away from the annual levels 

of the flood waters. The Nile-Valley ecology through history and well into the 20th century, 

annually enacted this ancient Egyptian myth, therefore these historical settlement patterns 

were sustained in so far as these conditions persisted. This relative stability of context, 

locations, and boundaries, meant that settlements grew vertically through time, thus 

reinforcing the historical archetype of the mound.  

In the desert environment and particularly in pre-modern conditions, the mound 

represents a strategic location onto which the settlement may be positioned, and its 

inhabitants can be vertically separated and elevated while offering them elevated vantage 

points for surveillance purposes. Therefore, in Siwa, where the oases are surrounded by 

desert plains, the naturally occurring rocks appearing as mounds surrounded by greenery 

and hovering over the landscape, present themselves as a potential natural solution to 

adapt to the challenges of the context.  The function of the mound in this case is 

determined by the socio-historical conditions and the need for securing the settlement and 

locals from frequent threats of raiding groups seeking to benefit from its natural resources 

and vegetation.  

4.3.2 The Fringe-belt: The historical boundaries and the prospective locations for 
marginal growth 

It has been shown in the examples of Siwa and Esna that historically, the peripheral 

areas surrounding the traditional settlements often served as buffer zones, serving 

different functional and protective purposes. In both cases, the purpose of the historical 

boundaries of settlements was not a “naturally” defined process, but rather one governed 

by certain historical conditions, technological, and socio-cultural factors. In both cases, the 

initial development of the towns beyond their historical boundaries took place first within 

the peripheral belts surrounding the traditional towns. The German geographer Herbert 

Louis coined the concept of the fringe-belt in his which found its way to urban morphology 

serving as a central concept associated with historical forms of town planning. The fringe 

belt serves as a defensive motivation in pre-industrial/pre-modern cities and constitutes a 

significant part of the inheritance of built forms from previous eras (Whitehand, 1988). The 



147 
 

concept tends to have a bearing not only on the security of traditional settlements but also 

on their management across generations.  

For example, Esna’s southern fringe hosted an open space where weekly markets 

used to take place. During the 20th century, state-led interventions involved moving the 

historical trade route outside the town along the western fringes of the town adjacent to 

agriculture. A study by the Housing and Building Research Centre (HBRC) in 1980, 

identifies the fringe belt or the boundary as a buffer zone in traditional Nile-Valley 

towns/villages known as the dayr-al-nah’ya. The study also indicates that the initial 

changes brought about by 20th-century modernization first takes place around the dayr-al-

nah’ya. Thus, the town’s peripheries became the main focal point for the later 

developments around which the modern facilities relate to education, health and 

agriculture are located (HBRC, 1980, pp. 357-358).     

In Siwa, the fortification of the town of Shali included the addition of a thick long 

wall, which separates the inside and outside. However, the fringe areas hosted the homes 

of the Zaggala, and to the east was where markets were held. Similarly, initial 

developments beyond the historical borders took place first within these fringes as a 

transitional phase in the outward expansion process. The fringe belt in the cases of Esna 

and Siwa thus initially served as the demarcation or boundary, hosting other functional 

services which complemented the internal functions of the city. The fringe belt then 

becomes the core new for the new urban extensions replacing the significance of the 

historical cores. However, this represents only one of the several steps which have taken 

place through the course of urbanization of historical Nile-Valley cities, towns, and villages.  

4.3.3 The Labyrinth/ Maze: The complexity and compactness of the traditional urban 
fabric 

 The irregular nature of traditional urban fabric expressed in its compactness and 

hierarchy of public to private space through a series of narrowing routes, paths, and 

alleyways, is a feature characterizing the urban patterns of traditional settlements in both 

Siwa and Esna. The characteristic patterns were shown to reflect socio-cultural dynamics, 

such as group divisions, social hierarchies, gender segregation, privacy, and 

protectiveness, all of which render it to the stranger as a maze or a labyrinth. However, 

distinguishing the labyrinth from a maze is its structure: the maze has multiple paths which 

lead to multiple directions whereas the labyrinth follows a path that always leads to the 

destination (Solnit, 2000). The urban fabric understood through the maze/labyrinth lens is 

impregnated with duality. The maze/labyrinth can project the feeling of surprise, and 
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anticipation as anything can be around the corner or instil a sense of loss, confinement, 

and imprisonment.  

To the stranger and the ignorant, the urban setting is a maze that speaks to the 

subconscious mind, a place of potential wonders, surprises, or hidden dangers. To the 

local inhabitants, the environment is the labyrinth that speaks to the unconscious: there 

are the trodden routes and paths, and others, to which they don’t belong and in which they 

too may be strangers which the local knows not to venture into. Therefore, what in essence 

symbolizes disorientation and dissociation for strangers, is suggestive of navigation and 

orientation for the locals. This analogy suggests that the traditional urban fabric reveals its 

structure and communicates at different levels, to both local, and stranger. Common 

patterns across similar and different contexts suggest common cues encoded through 

practice and potentially shared across cultures. The traditional urban fabric understood 

through the analogy of the labyrinth/maze, is not only a method of social control but also 

one of cultural preservation. This is because every unique urban fabric does not emerge 

as a result of conscious master planning, instead it may be understood as a social 

fingerprint unique to the context from which it emerges, preserved within which are 

inherited social and cultural cues.   

 As demonstrated in the different cases of the traditional towns of Esna and Siwa, 

characterizing the traditional built environment is the persistence of formal and spatial 

patterns which define the relationship between the built and natural environment. These 

patterns serve to give structure to the built environment and reflect the social structure and 

cultural dimensions of its respective societies and their cultures. The development of 

characteristic vernacular-built patterns, and the ability of locals to navigate them, is linked 

to the development of a set of general meanings embedded in the contexts, which guide 

and order people’s phenomenological experience with their settings. The interpretive 

analysis of the formative and social characteristics of traditional settings illustrates the 

validity of the phenomenological approach in revealing aspects of the underlying structures 

and meanings embedded in traditional/historical settings by shedding light on the socio-

cultural aspects. However, in Phenomenology of Perception, Merleu-Ponty argues the 

essence of being, exists in the perceptual situatedness of the body-subject in the world. 

The world is therefore what we perceive when the body-subject gains access to the world. 

Accordingly, it is important to shed light on the more personal experience of the dwelling 

as experienced through time and as adapted across space for a more comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon of change in vernacular architecture.   
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4.4 Summary 

 The chapter explored the relationship between contextual, and socio-cultural 

factors and their role in shaping characteristic formal and spatial patterns underlying the 

traditional vernacular settlements of Shali and Esna during the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Socio-cultural dimensions were shown to play a key role in governing people’s 

relationships with their environment as well as shaping characteristic formal and spatial 

patterns in the traditional built environment. Underlying the different patterns is a concern 

with defining the boundaries of the enclosure: i.e., the in/out relationships that reflect the 

local socio-historical, cultural, and economic conditions. The persistence of the 

characteristic formal and spatial qualities of traditional built environments through the 

centuries into the 20th century, by no means suggests stasis, but rather a stable continuity 

due to the relative stability of historical socio-cultural and economic conditions. However, 

it was also shown that the compounding changes in these general conditions had an 

incremental impact on the traditional vernacular patterns as early as the 19th century. The 

next chapter will investigate the impact of these changing conditions on the 

phenomenological experience of the vernacular dwelling within the case-study contexts 

through this period.  
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5. Chapter Five: A comparative analysis of dwelling typologies in 
Siwa and Esna between the 19th and 21st centuries. 

 “Under and behind all outward appearances or manifestations, there must always 

be a Substantial Reality. This is the Law. Man considering the Universe, of which 

he is a unit, sees nothing but change in matter, forces, and mental states. He sees 

that nothing really IS, but that everything is BECOMING and CHANGING. Nothing 

stands still-everything is being born, growing, dying-the very instant a thing 

reaches its height, it begins to decline--the law of rhythm is in constant operation-

-there is no reality, enduring quality, fixity, or substantiality in anything-- nothing 

is permanent but Change.”  
(The Kybalion, by the Three Initiates, 1912, Ch. IV) 

 

 

5.0 Introduction 

 This chapter deals with the question of how the vernacular ‘dwelling’ or house is 

shaped by its owners and experienced through time and space and in relation to formal, 

material, and spatial dimensions through time. Dwellings were selected from Siwa and 

Esna between the 19th century and today, to explore continuities, and changes within the 

underlying spatial structure accommodating socio-cultural norms and reflecting its 

resident’s patterns of use. Seeking to reveal the ‘experiential’ dimension in the study of 

vernacular dwellings through time, is central to the adopted phenomenological approach 

of inquiry, which aims to give insights into the phenomenon as it occurs within its real-life 

contexts. One of the main arguments made here is that the experience and meaning of 

the vernacular dwelling ‘as it exists today, should not be assumed identical to its historical 

precedents. This is because the vernacular as a process is subject to changes through 

time in response to the changing needs of the people making and inhabiting these 

buildings and spaces. This applies to the pre-modern phase which is often assumed static 

when compared to the nature of the recent and ongoing changes in vernacular architecture 

and building traditions in the recent decades in Egypt.  

Furthermore, revealing these experiential dimensions requires not only the study 

of buildings and spaces as they present themselves today, but also hearing from the 

people who live(d) in and use(d) those buildings in the past, and today. A central challenge 

in the process of recalling is revealing the underlying meanings and structures ordering 

spatial patterns and people’s activities, from people that are no longer present. Therefore, 

despite the presence of the buildings themselves or their remains, as artefactual material, 

it is impossible to reveal this ‘experiential’ dimension without the testimonies of their 

inhabitants. However, the adopted interpretive approach to phenomenology, allows for the 
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diversification of sources, to garner deeper meanings which is not an entirely objective or 

infallible process. This is in a sense, a process of remembering, or in the Heideggerian 

sense of ‘dwelling’: ‘a hermeneutic of the forgotten’ (Zaborowski, 2005). Therefore, 

whenever possible, testimonies were sought from the direct resident(s) of the houses 

selected, or from their descendants. It becomes more challenging to do the same in earlier 

periods, i.e., to gain access to their resident’s first-hand experiences, alternatively, these 

are sought from two main sources: the local oral traditions during interviews and 

discussions with locals, as well as selected accounts from the historical anthropological 

literature and documentary sources.  

5.1 Revealing the experiential dimensions in vernacular dwellings through time 

 A comparative study and analysis of the different examples of vernacular dwellings 

in Shali and Esna are undertaken to explore some of the underlying patterns in vernacular 

dwellings that have endured through generations and to detect changes in them across 

their use and through time. Dwellings were selected from three historical periods deduced 

from the contextual study in the previous chapter to broadly represent benchmark changes 

in the settlement’s general conditions and the internal socio-cultural, economic, or cultural 

conditions. The first represents the period leading into the 19th century, the period between 

the early to mid-20th century, and the modern period which begins in the 1970s and 80s 

and continues to this day. A total sample of 12 dwellings was studied and analysed 

representing the previously mentioned phases in the case-study contexts of Siwa and 

Esna. Furthermore, two more dwellings were studied in Esna’s surrounding villages to 

point out some key distinctions in rural vernacular patterns which shall be outlined later in 

the chapter. The main analytical categories considered are formal and material, spatial 

and functional, and experiential. This is a form of typological analysis that emphasizes the 

key qualities of dwellings, to identify their main characteristics (Salama, 2016; Alsayyad, 

1995), however with an emphasis on articulating the experiential aspects whenever 

possible.  
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 The comparative study and analysis of dwelling layouts depicted in the previous 

table (Figure 53), stresses the key role of cultural norms and values in defining spatial 

structures and ordering dwelling layouts. Both continuities and changes were identified 

across the three phases, where a set of patterns were shown to order the spatial structure 

of a dwelling and guide its consequent adaptation and later changes. Characterizing the 

first phase in both Siwa and Esna is the shared family house, which is the predominant 

typology until the first half of the 20th century. In the following phase, the traditional dwelling 

undergoes a re-adaptation responding to socio-cultural changes during the early 20th 

century which is reflected in the dwelling layout and patterns of use. The third phase 

announces the reconfiguration of the traditional dwelling in formal, spatial, and material 

aspects. Despite the apparent significance of change in the nature of the dwelling, the 

modern dwelling appears as an extension of the traditional dwelling, i.e., conforming to the 

governing socio-cultural norms, and utilizing different aspects of modernity. Socio-cultural 

changes were reflected in modifications to existing dwelling patterns with a growing trend 

towards more individual privacy, manifesting in the gradual shift from a communal family 

house to a shared family apartment building. Both traditional and modern forms of self-

built dwellings are thus argued to be vernacular, in that they represent the manifestations 

of the same processes of owner-built dwellings, however, operating under a set of different 

conditions and constraints. 

5.2 The traditional vernacular dwelling during the 19th century 

 Under the newly established modern state in the early 19th century in Egypt, the 

traditional house was still strongly influenced by the predominant historical and socio-

cultural, and economic aspects structuring traditional societies in both rural and desert 

contexts in Egypt since medieval times. The traditional dwelling during this period 

functioned as a shelter but also serve to complement the local modes of production. 

Spaces within the traditional dwelling were arranged in consideration to the local cultural 

and economic needs reflecting the lifestyles of its residents, where the distribution of 

spaces followed a hierarchy with the different domains segregated horizontally and 

vertically with respect to functional and cultural reasons. Up until this phase, the traditional 

house served as a gathering unit for the extended family members. Houses were living 

places but also used to store agricultural produce and livestock. Even house waste (from 

both humans and animals) was processed and used as fuel, fertilizers, and other 

purposes. Typically speaking, the ground level was reserved for domestic activities, 

storage (animals), cooking, and utilities, while the upper levels were the main living spaces 

used for sleeping, while roofs and courtyards were spaces for domestic activity. The 

organization of the different spaces within a dwelling considered the need for privacy and 
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veiling due to cultural conservatism. House plans until the period featured centralized and 

often inward-looking plans, while the external facades remained generally unornamented. 

The main core of the house is the courtyard or the stair-well in smaller houses, which 

connects the different levels vertically through a staircase, and can be found in the heart 

or the rear of the property for privacy owing to its exclusive use by the household members. 

Therefore, the allocation of the different spaces in a dwelling served to fulfil the main social 

and economic purposes, in accordance with the socio-cultural norms.  

5.2.1 Rediscovering houses of the late-medieval town of Shali in the Siwa oasis 

 During the 19th century in Siwa, very few of those who had visited and written about 

the oasis were permitted to enter the old town of Shali. Therefore, descriptions from this 

period often brush over the general features of the built environment but they give nothing 

about their experiences of the house, and any given descriptions of the inner towns or the 

houses would be implausible. The accounts of White (1989) and Belgrave (1923) are 

among the few which give some description of the town of Shali and the houses based on 

their experience in Siwa by the turn of the 20th century and after WWI respectively. White 

(1899), claims to have been granted access to the town of Shali and gave some 

descriptions of houses when the old town was still partially inhabited and during the 

gradual process of evacuation which began in the 1820s and continued for about a 

century. Belgrave on the other hand served in the Egyptian government just after WWI 

with managing the frontier district administration in Siwa and experienced the town of Shali 

during the final years of its evacuation.  

 Belgrave and White’s accounts both point out some of the differences that were 

noted in the previous chapter between houses of the old town and the new town extensions 

due to a change in the general settlement conditions related to expanding the historical 

boundaries. Amongst the main differences is how houses in the densely populated old-

town spanned multiple levels, while those in the newer extensions were only one to two-

story-high.  Belgrave attested to this by saying that “as the population increased [in old-

Shali] more houses were built on the top of the old ones, and the town, instead of 

spreading, began to ascend in the air, house upon house, street upon street, and quarter 

upon quarter, till it became more like a bee-hive than a town.” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 134). 

Thus, during the 19th century, when the town had been fully saturated and there was no 

more space for horizontal extensions, households expanded vertically were “fathers built 

houses for their sons above the parental abode, till their great-grandsons reached a dizzy 

height on the topmost battlements” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 134).  
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 It is also possible to assume that given the dense population in the old town of 

Shali by the 19th century, the town and the traditional dwellings had become inconducive 

for healthy and comfortable living conditions. Houses were reported to span too many 

levels, crammed, with insufficient ventilation, and the streets were dark and narrow during 

the day. White (1899) depicts the situation within the fortified town of Shali at the end of 

the 19th century saying that “the stuffy, dark houses and thoroughfares in the town are, 

moreover, hot-beds of typhoid. Consequently, the rate of mortality, from disease alone, is 

a high one” (White, 1899, p. 141).  In another context, White described the interiors of 

houses in the medieval town saying “few if any of the houses in the inner town appear to 

have direct light or ventilation, though all have a jour apertures” (White, 1899, p. 189). 

Furthermore, the gradual densification over the centuries and the nature of the site’s 

graded topography both contributed to the further complexity of dwelling layouts. 

According to Belgrave, Siwan houses had “dozens of doors and passages and exits over 

roofs.” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 71), thus one needed to enter one house to get to another.  

 Fieldwork inspections in the newly uncovered parts of medieval Shali currently 

under restoration give us an initial picture of dwellings during this period. Firstly, due to the 

limited space within the old-town premises, buildings towered multiple stories, which is 

attested to in some of the remaining ruins.  The tapering nature of the site allows some 

houses to spread on successive levels over the natural graded terrain. This was observed 

in a guided visit to the old town with a master mason from Siwa, where the researcher was 

shown the ruins of one of the houses believed to have spanned up to 7 storeys in some 

parts of the town (Interview SMD, 2019). Dwellings are entered through narrow streets and 

alleyways, which tend to grow narrower in size as one approaches the more private paths 

leading to houses and rooms (Figure 54, Figure 55). As Kerchief construction goes, the 

cross-section of the wall tends to take a tapering manner, thick at the base and thinner at 

the top, which means that spaces on the ground floor are smaller and become bigger as 

one ascends the upper levels of a house.  
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 The components and organization of spaces in a dwelling must have depended on 

many things including the size of the plots, the family, the number of floors, and other 

factors. In many cases, and based on observations and interviews, a house could have 

been as small as a single room (Interview: SMD, 2019), while others seemed to extend 

across space and through different levels; all composed of clustered cells. However, the 

following general comments may be given based on fieldwork, the ground floor is always 

entered through a small and short door, into a small entrance lobby (which may or may 

not house the staircase depending on the size of the house (see: (Figure 56)). By the main 

entrance, a small built up-seat is often found which was probably used to rest and indicates 

the potential use of the space as a gathering space. The main rooms or spaces are 

organized around a central space (which may contain the staircase) or hall, located at the 

heart of the property. The central hall may be separated from the main entrance with a 

small lobby possibly for privacy purposes. 

   

Figure 54 (left) Image of a narrow alleyway with door openings on both sides leading into rooms or houses. 
The alleyway is wide-enough to pass a single person, which is one of the control strategies in the old-town 
(Image source: Researcher in Old-Siwa: February 2019).  

Figure 55 (right) An ascending street in the Medieval town of Shali, with open door entrances on the sides 
and convoluting stairways into the top of the town. This experience of being in a 3D- rather than a 2D maze 
(Image source: Researcher in Old-Siwa: February 2019). 
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Figure 56 Fieldwork sketches conducted in the old-ruins of Medieval Shali- Sketches show the ground 
floor layouts of two houses. In both examples depicted above, the main entrance leads into a small lobby, 
with a built-up dikka, the stairs are positioned in the middle or rear end of the house. Only the traces of the 
ground floor walls remain and some parts of the upper levels which indicate their height spanning 2-3 
stories if not more. It is possible to assume the layouts of the upper levels as a projection of the ground-
floor  (Image source: Researcher, sketched in 2019 in Old-Shali). 



159 
 

Through an analysis of dwelling layouts (Figure 57), combined with the historical 

discursive accounts, the following general remarks may be given on the traditional 

dwellings within the fortified town. The house is the domain of the family, men returned in 

the evening with their livestock kept within the ground floor area of the property (Vale, 

2011), while women spent most of the day inside. A house spanned at least two levels or 

more, with complex layouts reflecting the complex urban fabric and juxtaposition of units. 

The ground floor contained an entrance lobby with a zir (water jug), and a dikka (built-up 

mud seat) in a discrete corner, with a mud staircase (Figure 58) that leads up to the next 

floor containing the main living spaces. At the back of the house on the ground level were 

the storerooms for tiquat (tools), makhzen (food storage), and spaces for keeping the 

livestock (Vale, 2011). Every level on the upper floors represents a room or a cluster of 

rooms each hosting a family. The upper levels were reserved for the family dwelling spaces 

(especially if the plot area is small). The roof was an important space for carrying out 

various domestic activities in the open, and a prime location for women to socialize with 

each another. Roofs were connected allowing the crossing over from one house to the 

other, the roof thus served as a vertically elevated social space, open to the air, that 

overlooks the street without exposing its users. Roofs were also used by family members 

to sleep on hot summer nights. A hierarchical structure governing spaces in a dwelling in 

practical and cultural terms may be deduced namely: the main spaces for living and 

dwelling (private areas) were vertically separated from the domestic and service-related 

purposes (semi-private/public areas) which are closer to the street.  

 

   

                 

Figure 57 Spatial Analysis of the two inspected houses (right: house 1 – left: house 2) in old-Shali with the 
respective spaces projected from ground to the upper levels.  
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Figure 58 (Top) Image showing ruins of traditional houses 
from the northern section of the old town. (Bottom) An 
example of a mud-Stairway in a house in the old-town of 
Shali. (Image source: Researcher in Old-Siwa: February 
2019). 
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5.2.2 The 19th-century houses of Esna 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, the architecture in the town of Esna featured 

diverse stylistic influences since the 19th century, owing to the town’s economic 

significance, and cultural components. Therefore, it seems that the town and its 

architecture had already been undergoing changes since at least the 19th century, with the 

influences of ‘modernity’ underway. Edward Lane in the 1820s explained that the ancient 

temple of Khnum at the heart of the old town of Esna was “surrounded by modern houses” 

(Lane, 2000, p. 395). The notion of ‘modern’ houses indicates a new type that was different 

from the traditional courtyard typology. Two examples from the 19th-century houses are 

thus selected to demonstrate these differences, exemplified in the “medieval” traditional 

house, which is often referred to as the “Islamic” or “mameluke” style houses, and the 

“Rumi” style, which denotes Ottoman and classical influences in the emerging “modern” 

trends.  

5.2.2.1 Medieval courtyard houses of Esna into the 19th century  

 Up until this 19th century, the traditional/pre-modern types of dwellings for both rich 

and poor were characterized by one to two storey houses with an introverted layout, where 

the main spaces are organized around a central courtyard. The main building material 

used was raw (unbaked) mud brick, however other types of mudbricks were used reflecting 

the socio-economic variations between houses of the rich and the poor. In houses of 

wealthy families, such as those of merchants, or judges, a’ager bricks (kiln baked), and 

mangour (kiln baked and bitumen insulated) bricks were used, particularly flanking the 

main entrances (Figure 59). The use of these two materials particularly in gateways 

resulted in their preservation for extended periods often outdating the mudbrick structure 

of the house itself where the gates may be integrated with later construction. Entrances 

were amongst the few features characteristic and ornamented aspects in the external 

facades of traditional medieval houses which otherwise were plain mudbrick walls with 

minimal openings. The entrance doors are typically topped with a carved wooden lintel 

indicating the original owner of the property and the date of construction (Figure 60).  
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Figure 59 A traditional Mameluke style house entrance with a mixture of mudbrick, aager and 
mangour as well as wooden elements (Image Source: Research, Esna, 2020) 
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Figure 60 Traditional Medieval House entrances with the characteristic carved lintels. The lintels will often 
have the construction date of the original house carved, and/or Arabic verses of poetry, Quran or from the 
Bible. The numerological values of the verses also amount to the same construction date, so they can be 
used to calculate the construction date of the house in case the dates were not inscribed or tampered with. 
Other forms of information may be encoded within the text to indicate the owners, the location of the 

property in terms of the surrounding landmarks, etc. (Image source: Researcher, Esna 2019). 
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 Many of Esna’s 19th-century traditional houses still exist today, however, most of 

which have been re-adapted over the years, and many are in a state of ruins and are yet 

to be thoroughly studied and documented. One publication on Esna’s “Islamic” heritage 

gives brief discursive accounts of these types of houses, however not as they existed in 

the past but as they exist today (Nour, 2018). Due to the dearth of documentation, time, 

and funding limitations, the researcher resorted to the in-depth study of one example of 

these courtyard-type dwellings employing different methods to reveal the original layout of 

the dwelling before its re-adaptation and through its use. The history of the house, its main 

spatial structure, and its consequent adaptation were developed after combining the 

experiences of its current residents, with architectural documentation, and historical 

documents. The construction of the house in question dates back to the year 1874 as 

indicated on the original lintel (Figure 60). In its current ruined condition, only the northern 

part of the original house is still in partial use today, and this is what has been described 

in the previously mentioned publication (Nour, 2018). However, fieldwork findings 

indicated that the house was re-adapted and divided through its use, and the house as it 

stands today (Fig.61) represents only the northern part of the original property which was 

portioned off and repurposed during the early 20th century to serve as an independent 

property (Figure 62). The original property occupied the entire parcel/block within the old 

fabric surrounded by streets on all four sides with two gates, with the main one in the north.  

 

  

 

   

Fig.61 Fieldwork Sketches of the northern part of the original house. North direction pointing downwards 
(Image source: researcher, Esna 2019). 
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 The main spatial components in a traditional medieval house typically depended 

on the size of the property, and the socio-economic background of its owners (Interview: 

EFA, 2021). In this case, the original owner appears to have been part of the middle/ 

upper-middle class and served as a Shari’a judge in Esna’s court. The original building 

was a two-story house, with a third level in some parts (northern side). The original plan 

(Figure 62) followed the conventional inward-looking courtyard typology, with minimal 

openings on the exterior facades, where most of the spaces look inwards. On the ground 

floor, the main entrance (northern) leads into a small courtyard area known as the sageefa, 

to the right of which there is the mandara which is a room dedicated to hosting guests. In 

front of the entrance is a staircase that leads to the upper levels. The entire entrance 

space, with the small courtyard, and the mandara, serve as the semi-public/semi-private 

area veiled from the more private quarters composed of living spaces for the household 

(upper levels), and the domestic spaces around the main courtyard (Figure 62, Figure 63).  

 The central courtyard is shielded off and tucked away at the heart of the property 

and accessed through a covered corridor with a broken axis like the ’majaz’ in a traditional 

‘Islamic-Arab’ house. This allows for the seclusion of the inner core of the house from the 

entrance and guest zone (a semi-private/public area). According to the conversation with 

its current resident and after the study of the original inheritance document, spaces 

surrounding the courtyard included a shaded area to the west which went by ‘sobbat’ which 

is a shaded space used for social gatherings. Other spaces on the ground floor included 

a stable for animals, and on the southern side of the house, there is the kitchen and a mill-

room with a small court separating both. Bathrooms were also positioned on the southern 

end alongside a well. The main service areas were thus clustered on the southern side of 

the house with their independent entrance, on the opposite end and away from the main 

entrance and the mandara. The family’s main living areas and private dwelling quarters 

were separated vertically and placed on the upper level(s) and accessed through the 

staircase by the main entrance area (Figure 63).  
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 The analysis of the original layout and its subsequent adaptation reveals the basic 

characteristics and “hierarchical” structure ordering the private and public spatial 

relationships in the traditional medieval houses. The organization of spaces shows the 

importance of spatial segregation following socio-cultural requirements, expressed in both 

vertical and horizontal separation between the most private (bedrooms), semi-private 

(courtyard and domestic services), and semi-public (entrance lobby or the ‘sageefa’ and 

the mandara). Horizontally, the main entrance and guest spaces are positioned at the 

northern end, the courtyard is tucked away inside the house and serves as the main 

gathering core, while services were placed on the southern edge of the property. Vertically, 

the ground floor serves as the common domestic area for the family members, while the 

upper floors served as the dwelling spaces where every family occupied a room. The roof 

was used for domestic activities such as storage, or as a resting space in hot summer 

nights. 

5.2.2.2 A 19th century ‘early’ modern house  

 As indicated in Edward William Lane’s account from Esna, during the early 19th 

century, there were modern influences under-way which were most evident in the houses 

around the centre. The ‘modern’ houses of the 19th century exhibited more emphasis on 

the external facades, signifying a shift from an inward to an outward-looking plan, while 

still retaining the main spatial structure. External facades featured eclectic styles as a 

result of the integration of local rural styles, with global stylistic influences including 

colonial, Ottoman, and neo-classical. Amongst the main external changes which took 

place is the ratio of openings in the outer facades, and the architectural details such as the 

entrance doorways which took on rectangular or arched neo-classical and early modern 

shapes instead of the characteristic doors with the carved lintels of the earlier typology. 

Further changes appear in the introduction of wider and longer openings with grille 

shutters, painted and ornamented facades with classical elements such as cornices, and 

even wooden balconies and forged metal railing. Balconies seem to have been introduced 

in this period however they had characteristically higher parapets made of carved wood 

railing reminiscent of the traditional mashrabiyya with small windows which can be opened 

or closed. 

 In the following example, the house (Figure 64) dates to the 1890s and was 

readapted through successive generations and is still in use today. The overall form is 

composed of two attached masses, a cube-shaped three-story building positioned in the 

corner of the plot, engulfed by an L-shaped three-story building standing in the backdrop. 

The cubical form serves as the main guest and service quarters, and by virtue of its 
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massing and positioning at the corner of the house, it dominates the building’s exterior 

appearance thus welcoming the spectator/visitor with its elaborate architectural details. In 

contrast, the L-shaped mass which served as the main family living area was tucked away 

through a slight recess in the elevation, thus giving privacy and seclusion to the residential 

part of the property. The spatial articulation of the two masses suggests an interest in 

placing the more public or semi-public part of the house (the cube-shape) in the more 

exposed position while downplaying the more private parts of the house i.e., dwelling areas 

(the L-shaped mass). This is further articulated in the internal distribution and configuration 

of spaces, and the different functional designations.  

 Following the formal composition, the overall layout of the property is divided into 

two distinct parts, a square-shaped part that functions as the main service and guest 

quarters, encompassed by an L or T-shaped mass hosting the main living spaces for the 

household members (Figure 64). The two parts of the house are connected on the ground 

and top floors and blocked off on the typical floors (except for a few service windows 

connecting the upper floors). The service quarter has a single access on the ground floor 

that leads into a narrow and longitudinal lobby, to the left is a mandara (guest room), and 

to the right are two small storage rooms. The dividing corridor leads into the rear of the 

property which contains a staircase (Figure 65). A small toilet is tucked behind the stairs 

which can be accessed through the main entrance lobby near the mandara. By the 

staircase at the rear end of the corridor is a door that leads to another mandara which is 

part of the other t-shaped part of the house. The typical floors host different services for 

the household and contain rooms used by household members. 

The other mass which functions as the main residence zone housing the family 

members has a trefoil layout with three almost rectangular spaces organized around a 

central longitudinal stair-well/court. The main entrance is through a recessed facade and 

leads through a longitudinal lobby into the main stair-well court. The different spaces on 

the ground floor area also host different domestic services and storage areas. The upper 

levels are entirely dedicated to the family dwelling space, the first floor is composed of 

three main rooms organized around the stair-well with a shared communal space used as 

a lounge area where household members can convene. The single room would typically 

house a husband and wife and their offspring and may be partitioned according to the 

family’s needs. The roof level is accessed through the staircase, and its spaces are divided 

by walls into different spaces hosting several domestic activities including the kitchen and 

oven area, as well as birdhouses. A connection between the two masses also exists on 

the roof level which was reserved for domestic purposes.   
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Figure 64 Schematic Study of the house and its different parts. 

(Image source: researcher, Esna, 2019.) 

 

 

         

Figure 65 Stair-well courts- (left) the small staircase and well at the rear of the service quarter (right) 
the longitudinal staircase and court in the household residence trefoil shaped mass (Image source: 

researcher, Esna, 2019). 
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 The following aspects may be deduced from the spatial analysis and comparison 

of both medieval and early modern examples of 19th-century dwellings despite the obvious 

differences. The space in a house is divided into three main zones both vertically and 

horizontally: household dwelling spaces (private), domestic and service areas (semi-

private), and guest spaces (semi-public). The guest room or the mandara, is mainly used 

to receive guests and may be used by household members at other times as a gathering 

space. The mandara is always positioned closest to the entrance which denies guests the 

need to venture into the more private parts of the house. As a resting area for the 

household, the space allows residents to observe the street, as well as control access to 

the internal spaces of the property (Theodorovic, 1955). Houses of the middle and upper 

 

 

 

Figure 67 Spatial Analysis Diagram revealing the main spatial relationships between the different 
components of the medieval house. (Image Source: Researcher) 
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class such as landowners, merchants, and Sharia judges, i.e., those who could afford 

enough space, will usually have more than one “mandara” which are also strategically 

positioned close to the main entrances by the street. The courtyard, and/or the staircase-

well is the main gathering element situated at the middle or rear end of the property, close 

to which animals are kept, and different domestic activities are carried out on the ground 

floor level. Upper floors were reserved for household dwelling areas and may be 

appropriated according to need. Rooftops were used mainly by women to carry out 

domestic activities, including oven-baking, raising birds, as well as storage areas for local 

produce. Outside the house, families shared a common gathering space for men, known 

as the diwan (plural dawaween) where gatherings and important meetings were held.  

5.3 Early 20th century transitions in the traditional vernacular dwelling 

 The new centralized system of governance in Egypt which took shape during the 

early 19th century seems to have resulted in significant changes in the existing socio-

cultural and economic conditions for traditional societies in different ways. The established 

modes of dwelling during medieval times and into the 19th century in rural contexts began 

to change. While the traditional building materials and construction methods did not 

significantly change, changes occurred in relation to the internal spatial organization and 

patterns of use in the traditional dwelling. The different contextual conditions in the case-

study contexts resulted in different forms and rates of change. In Siwa, the process of 

densification within the fortified town walls through the medieval phase into the early 19th 

century resulted in the development of multiple levels and the vertical segregation of 

spaces. Spatial changes incurred by the new conditions as houses afforded more space 

for horizontal expansion resulted in a consequent change of typology.  

 In Esna the process seems reversed, due to densification within the confined 

boundaries of the town, the houses which previously followed the courtyard typologies and 

spanned one to two levels, experienced a gradual shift towards vertical growth patterns. 

This incurred a readjustment in the spatial layouts of dwellings towards outwards-looking 

plans and the vertical segregation of spaces. In both contexts, changes in the dwelling 

layouts preserved the general order structuring the hierarchical organization of spaces 

from the previous phases, while addressing some of the emerging conditions in response 

to socio-cultural changes. The dwelling was still mainly structured around the family, in 

accordance with the local modes of production and socio-cultural needs. The newly 

emerging dwelling patterns can thus be understood as an adaptation and extension of the 

older types serving new cultural needs. Characterizing this phase is the shift outwards in 

dwelling layouts and the emphasis on the nuclear family.  
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5.3.1 The 20th Century Traditional Vernacular Dwellings in Siwa 

 H.V. Morton visited Siwa following the full evacuation of the town and described 

the appearance of buildings in the fortified town as “mud dwellings piled up like 

skyscrapers” which in the new extensions appeared as “a cluster of low flat-roofed, white 

houses made of mud and roofed with palm branches”  (Morton, 1938, p. 191).  Belgrave 

described them as having consisted of “two or three storeys above them there is an open 

roof, sometimes with several rooms built on it. The old houses of the high town are 

different, only those on the topmost level have open roofs.” (Belgrave, 1923, pp. 142,143). 

On the outside, houses may seem “unprepossessing”, however internally according to 

Belgrave, they were “comparatively comfortable” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 142). Houses of both 

rich and poor coexisted and were built from the same materials however differences did 

exist not just in terms of size and space, where Belgrave explains that “the rooms in the 

houses of the better classes are large and high” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 143), but also 

occasionally externally. Belgrave points out an interesting feature distinguishing the 

houses of Sheikhs and nobles which was practiced in the oasis for a long time.  

The following passage describes an incident that Belgrave had experienced during 

his stay in Siwa: 

“Residences of sheikhs and notables are distinguished by a strip of whitewash 

across the front, but woe betide a poor man if he decorates his house in a like 

manner. Tombs of sheikhs and holy men are whitewashed all over every year, at 

public expense. One of the wealthiest, and most unpopular merchants covered the 

whole of his house with whitewash. This innovation caused grave disapproval 

among the conservative sheikhs of Siwa. They complained to me, saying that from 

time immemorial the notables had distinguished their houses by the strip of 

whitewash, but nobody had ever whitened the whole house- therefore nobody 

should! When a few days later some thieves broke into the ‘whitewashed 

sepulchre’ and stole twelve pounds, the whole population agreed that it was just a 

retribution of unseemly pride” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 137)  

 House entrances in the new town still had short doors, which according to Belgrave 

when he inquired about it was “for the sake of warmth” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 142). Windows 

came in clusters of three openings, one above, and two below in order not to put 

unnecessary strain on the masonry (Figure 68). This feature was also still present in the 

old houses, a characteristic mark of Siwan windows. Each window has four divisions with 

a shutter to each division; these shutters are kept open in summertime” (Belgrave, 1923, 

p. 143).  
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 In terms of the anatomy of a typical house during the early 20th century, Belgrave 

makes the following remarks: “roughly the houses are built on the usual Arab pattern; on 

the ground floor there are storerooms, stables, and servant’ quarters, upstairs there are 

guest rooms, harem, and living rooms” (Belgrave, 1923, pp. 142,143). Regarding 

Belgrave’s remark on an ‘Arab pattern’, it is the researcher’s opinion that he was referring 

to the separation of private dwelling spaces and the more semi-public service spaces of 

the house. The new houses thus reserved the order of the previous houses where the 

ground floor was reserved for services, storage, etc., while the household dwelling spaces 

were on the upper levels.  The house entrance still had the dikka (the built-up seat) in the 

entrance lobby. Similarly, the stairs continued to be made of mud, and “steep and narrow 

with sudden sharp turnings”, positioned at the rear of the property away from the main 

facades which makes them “pitch dark as only the rooms in the outer walls receive any 

light” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 143).  On the other hand, rooms are lit by windows that “are very 

low, a few feet above the level of the floor, which allows people sitting on the ground to 

see out of them” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 143).  

 Ceilings were built of palm trunks covered with rushes and a layer of mud. Mud is 

not only used for the walls and ceilings, but also for “the stairs, the divans, ovens, and 

most of the kitchen utensils.” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 143). The internal walls were 

whitewashed and sometimes ornamented with “crude colored frescoes” (Belgrave, 1923, 

    

Figure 68 Onsite sketch of a traditional Kerchief house in the peripheral developments of Medieval Shali. 
The two-storey house features the characteristic patterns of Siwan windows on the façade, high-roof 
parapets for privacy. (Source: Researcher, Siwa, August 2018) 
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p. 143). Very little furniture was found in a traditional Siwan house, apart from the wooden 

boxes, reed mats, and baskets that women made at home. Rooftops of houses in the 

newer extensions of the town were open to the sky, occasionally with some rooms. They 

were used in the summertime by people for sleeping, and therefore “surrounded by low 

mud walls to ensure privacy from the neighbours” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 144). During the 

day, the roof-tops are a vibrant social space for women where they “gossip on the 

housetops and carry on intrigues, for there is nothing easier than hopping over the walls 

from one roof to the other, and it is not considered comme il faut for husbands to frequent 

the roofs in the daytime” (Belgrave, 1923, p. 144).  

A ‘marbou’a’ is also typically found on the ground floor dedicated for receiving male 

guests, positioned closest to the entrance, or with a separate entrance altogether. The 

term is an Arabic word meaning ‘squared. This guest space in most traditional Siwan 

houses during the 20th century may have been introduced during this transitional process 

outside the walls, owing to the strong cultural links between tribes of Arab origins in the 

oasis with the other clan members settled at Marsa Matrouh by the coast. However, in 

Bedouin and Arab communities, houses are not only separated from one another but also 

the ‘marbou’a’ is often a separate building or space positioned away from the house34. It 

is thus possible to assume with the incorporation of the oasis into the modern Egyptian 

state, and with the new conditions which afforded space to receiving guests in the house, 

the concept of the ‘marbou’a’ was re-adapted from the nomadic settled Arabs, into the 

newly developed traditional houses in Siwa in the 20th century.  

 It is fair to assume that the “traditional” house as encountered by Belgrave at the 

time, had undergone some changes throughout the 20th century. For this purpose, the 

researcher resorted to fieldwork observations of some of the uninhabited houses from the 

first 20th century, which demonstrated continuities with the previous patterns in the old 

town (Figure 69). Furthermore, the study by El-Shaffie ( (El-Shafie, 1999), was also 

consulted which includes some of the traditional dwellings encountered by the researcher 

during the end of the 20th century (Figure 70). Finally, the Siwan house museum which 

represents a traditional Siwan house during the 20th century was studied. 

 
34 The researcher has seen this during previous fieldwork trips in a number of settled Bedouin locations in 
Sinai and along the coast of the Mediterranean.  
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The Siwan house during the 20th century is composed of an average of 2-3 levels. 

In the newer phase, space was more abundant, reducing the need for vertical expansions, 

while on the other hand, buildings continued to be built using no foundations, which limited 

the capacity of vertical growth beyond 2-3 levels. The ground floor contains a marbou’a 

(sometimes a shaded portico is attached to it), service areas, storage, and a staircase 

often tucked in the back. The mud stairway leads to the first floor into a central hall 

‘stahnamas’ around which the different rooms are organized, their number and sizes 

depend on the size of the family, their socio-economic status, and the plot area. The rooms 

have small windows that allow in light and air and are positioned at a seated person's level. 

   

Figure 69 Fieldwork study of an uninhabited house from Shali's later peripheral developments (in Adrere). 
The house currently is a two-storey house with its main spaces organized around a central hall, where the 
stairs are located. The main entrance lobby leads into what is potentially a guest room given its main 
access point outside the hall for potential privacy reasons. The main rooms for family living are organized 
around a central hall on the first floor (Source: Researcher, Siwa, 2018). 

 

 

Figure 70 A sketch of a traditional house in Siwa during the end of the 20th century. The plan to the left 
shows the main spaces on the ground-floor level including services, marb'oua, storage spaces, and a 
staircase tucked in the left corner. The plan on the right shows the upper level of the house, with a main 

hall, two rooms, and a toilet (Source: readapted after (El-Shafie, 1999). 
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Some rooms can have multiple uses throughout the day. The kitchen may be found on the 

first floor accessed through the hall or on the roof, it is often mostly in the open air with a 

semi-shaded area, around which can be found a shower room, and a separate toilet. Dry 

toilets placed on the first-floor feed into a storage room below on the ground level, where 

waste is collected and covered with sand and ash every day, and the contents are then 

emptied once in a while to be used as compost for the garden. The winter room is another 

significant cultural space that endured from the previous phase. The winter room went by 

the name ‘etghorfet neshty,’ and contained a kanoun or a small ‘fireplace’ where the 

grandmother sat most of the time, and where children gathered especially in winter around 

the kanoun to listen to the grandmother’s stories. The kanoun was a source of warmth in 

winter, and a place to cook and make tea, and symbolically plays the role of the gathering 

hearth creating a setting for the different generations to connect and pass on the traditional 

knowledge and values. An almost identical space can be found in the traditional rural 

houses, where the (el-ghorfa el-shitwiyya) was the main family gathering space used 

during cold winters (Theodorovic, 1955).   

 

          

Figure 71 A Spatial Analysis Diagram of the previous dwelling layouts demonstrating a continuity in the 
main composition of spaces and the general relationships between them (Source: Researcher). 
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 Nevertheless, the spatial analysis of samples of dwellings, shows that the general 

hierarchical structure of spaces ordering private and public domains was preserved from 

the previous dwelling patterns however under new circumstances. The first is the reduction 

of the height and the switch from vertical to horizontal patterns of extension. Other aspects 

involve the introduction and accommodation of space to host new activities within the 

dwelling such as the mandara, and toilets. The nature of those changes in the traditional 

patterns of dwelling, besides the contextual aspects, shows progress which would often 

be associated with the introduction of modernity, however, instigated and mediated 

through the local environment and existing cultural patterns. Change, as such, is not 

externally imposed but rather a reflection of changes in people’s living conditions and 

standards over time. Therefore, change in this case is shown to be more complex than the 

simple traditional/western or even global-local dynamic.  

5.3.2 The development of the early-modern Typology in Esna 

 In Esna, the impact of the change in governance was less pronounced on an urban 

scale, with no real impact over the historical boundaries of the town which was also 

governed by the ecology. However, within the limited confines of the old town and with an 

ongoing process of densification, changes were articulated in the dwelling both externally 

and internally. The stylistic features which found their way into Esna’s traditional 

vernacular buildings during the 19th century continued to reflect an awareness of the global 

architectural stylistic developments which were integrated with the local rural styles and 

manifested in the eclectic building facades (Figure 72). It is thus possible to observe in the 

first half of the 20th century neo-classical elements, art-deco, and early modern influences. 

Differences in the socio-cultural and economic status of locals were more clearly 

articulated in the size, the number of floors, and exterior facades of houses. Another 

characteristic feature is the gradual process of “formalization” in houses as they begin to 

feature more orderly and symmetrical layouts and elevations.  Within the house, the 

hierarchical configuration of spaces was preserved from the previous phases. The two 

houses from the first half of the 20th century which were analysed, demonstrate the 

ongoing processes of change through the adaptation of the traditional dwelling layouts of 

the previous phase to address newly emerging needs for more individual privacy within 

families. The courtyard is fully replaced by the staircase and well, which now functions as 

a gathering unit on both horizontal and vertical levels, tucked away in the inner-most parts 

of the house. The main spaces although gathered around the staircase/well, are also open 

to the outside environment.  
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Below is a description of a house from Esna given by one of its current elderly 

residents as he experienced it during his childhood. He described the house which 

was built in the 1920s saying: 

“back in the day things were not like that, it was a ‘beit ‘alia’ [a family house]… the 

ground floor was always open and never closed, if someone came to visit you, they 

lived in the ground floor, every guest had their own room, and guests were quite 

frequent […] The stairs go around, and every floor has a space adjacent to the 

stairs called the ‘torga’ [corridor] and an open sala [hall], and every family was 

assigned a room. The same way goes in every floor. The roof was not dedicated 

for living, it was to raise the birds (pigeons), and chickens, it had the oven, anything 

that you had was there. The oven was a balady forn [a traditional mud-oven] using 

the ‘gilla’ [he laughs]. The other important thing is that there was nothing such as 

‘I’m in my room so I can just lock myself inside,’ no, we were all one thing, there is 

nothing such as I am alone, no, but now of course there is.” (Interview: EMB,2019) 

 In the following example of a house built in the 1920s, the ground floor (Figure 73) 

was originally dedicated to guests and services, which included spaces such as the 

mandara (in this case more than one as the owner was a merchant), the main kitchen, and 

storage areas. The upper floors contained the rooms which served as the main spaces for 

 

Figure 72 Onsite sketches of houses from Esna showing the diverse stylistic influences during the early 
20th century. (Image source: Researcher, during fieldwork in Esna, 2019) 
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the smaller nuclear families. The space adjacent to the staircase (torga) was a common 

living area on every floor shared by the different family members. The roof was used for 

different domestic activities such as bird raising and storage but also occasionally for 

sleeping. The house during this period appears as an extension of the previously 

discussed example of an early ‘modern’ house from Esna during the 19th century. The 

main structural hierarchy of spaces from the previous phase is present, yet more modular. 

The courtyard is now fully relegated to the staircase and open well, around which the 

different spaces are organized. This configuration of space appears to be the precursor to 

the early apartment type which seems to have emerged in the following decades.  

 In another example of a house from Esna (Figure 74), built in the 1940s, the layout 

demonstrates the crystallization of the previous changes in lifestyle patterns that incurred 

the emergence of an ‘apartment’ type. In this example, the ground floor continues to serve 

as the main guest and service quarters, while the upper levels serve as individual 

apartments, fully separated from the staircase. The staircase on the other hand is 

relegated to its mere utilitarian function as a vertical element of connection and is no longer 

a source of light and ventilation. Every floor begins to function as an independent 

house/apartment with a kitchen, and bathroom, while the main rooms turn outwards. In 

this process, more emphasis is placed on the external façades which feature more 

openings such as windows, and balconies with elaborate details.  

 

Figure 73 Sketch of a 20th century house (constructed in the 1920s). (Left): Original ground floor plan 
containing main spaces for service and guest related purposes- (Right): The typical upper levels (2 levels), 
featuring the staircase and well as the main core or node, around which is the main family gathering spaces 
and the different rooms. A toilet is situated by the staircase. The house was re-adapted during the 1970s, 

and once again a few years ago to adapt to the family’s changing needs (Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019).  
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 Within this period, the main core of the house was no longer the courtyard which 

was downgraded to a staircase, and well as a social space and a gathering element, were 

reduced to their basic functional purposes connecting the different levels vertically.  In the 

process, the staircase- and the surrounding space which previously functioned as a 

gathering space was disrupted by the re-partitioning of the typical floor plan, away from 

the open stair-well. The internal spaces also became more dependent on the outer walls 

for air and light. Building elevations became more and more exposed to the street which 

required special adaptations to veil the interior spaces from the external environment. As 

a result, the traditional medieval house typology in the town of Esna had been fully 

reconfigured and shaped during the first half of the 20th century into a more modern family 

townhouse.    

Balconies became a very prominent architectural feature, symbolic of the shift from 

introverted to extroverted layouts (Figure 75). Balconies which were introduced at the time 

in Esna, and many other parts of Upper Egypt during the 19th century, demonstrate the 

process of negotiating and incorporating aspects of both tradition and modernity to 

 

Figure 74 Sketch of a 20th century house from Esna (constructed in the 1940s). The sketch shows the 
ground floor plan of the house and the upper levels typical plans. (Right): the ground floor plan shows the 
clear separation between the guest areas, the shops (the owner was a merchant), and the house-hold 
areas. The main household entrance is accessed from the right side leading into a lobby area, with a 
kitchen and toilet area to serve the guests. The staircase is fully surrounded by a wall with two doors to 
separate it from the semi-private entrance space. (left): The staircase which was formerly opened to the 
upper floor plans around which the common living area was, is now fully separated. The common area 
surrounding it becomes the circulation space connecting the different rooms of the house. Every floor has 
its own kitchen and toilet (Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019). 
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address changes in lifestyle patterns while preserving the basic needs for privacy and 

family life. For privacy purposes, wooden balconies were adapted to have high parapets. 

These were made of a mixture of small windows of turned wood reminiscent of the 

traditional mashrabiyyas which can be opened so a person can peek out while their bodies 

remain concealed behind the modular lattice-work wooden panels from which the parapets 

are made. Windows too were adapted to address both utilitarian and cultural purposes. 

They were vertically proportioned with hinged panels made of wooden louvers to allow in 

air and shield off sun exposure. Furthermore, the windows were divided into two, four, or 

six hinged parts, allowing residents to adjust them according to need.  

 

 

Figure 75 Image showing the newly adapted elements such as the windows and the wooden 
balconies with high parapets and the mashrabiyya inspired windows (source: Researcher, 

Esna, 2019). 
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 But despite such changes, the house remains a representation of the socio-cultural 

unit of society, where the organization of space and patterns of use reflect social and 

cultural norms as well as the lifestyles of its residents and indicates changes in them over 

time. The gradual adaptation and partitioning of spaces of the dwelling seems to have 

started in the early 19th century in Esna making way for future adaptations into the 

apartment-type family house which will be discussed later on. However, while this 

condition was true in the town of Esna, the situation in the surrounding villages and hamlets 

was different. In inquiring about the old and the new patterns of the dwelling of a female 

participant EFB (2020), who lives in one of Esna’s nearby villages, was asked to describe 

the differences between their village houses and those in the main centres.  

“[Esna’s townhouses] are different [they have] become more modernized, plus 

these are in the bandar of Esna, but what I am describing here, are the houses of 

the villages surrounding Esna. The houses like that of Esna [the town houses], are 

considered more like palaces, where the whole [extended] family lived in a single 

property, that was divided into many rooms which the family inhabited. But these 

houses did not have ‘olfa’ [familiarity], like their older houses, where all the rooms 

for example were clustered in one area. The rooms of the houses of Esna were 

separated into floors” (Interview: EFB, 2020).  

 Therefore, this separation of the family dwellings into a family house with multiple 

apartments was considered a ‘modern’ trend characteristic of town dwellers, and as the 

previous examples show, they were a trend since the early 19th century in the town, but 

not in the village. For the village vernacular, the more historical typologies have endured 

through the second half of the 20th century with very minor changes. Their formal, material 

and spatial structure remained more reminiscent of the 19th-century medieval or neo-

mameluke courtyard type discussed previously. By consulting some surveys on rural 

houses in Egypt during the 20th century (HBRC, 1980), it may be argued that the traditional 

village house resisted the modern influences of the town through the second half of the 

20th century, unlike town architecture which began changing as early as the 19th century. 

This is perhaps also connected to socio-economic and lifestyle differences between town 

and village dwellers who were impacted by social and land-reform policies during the 

1950s and onwards.  
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Figure 76 Sketches developed by the researcher after participant produced drawings and descriptions 
of the old-village house. The house in this case is a two storey one, with the separation between the 
domestic areas including guest spaces (mandaras), storage, animal yard, kitchen and toilets all on 
the ground (top) and the dwelling spaces on the upper level (bottom). The upper levels which were 
formerly divided into a number of rooms, have been re-adapted through time, to serve as three 
separate apartments (mainly sleeping areas), with a common shared domestic space including an 
oven for baking. The ground floor after re-adaptation remained the main living space for the elderly 
members of the family (Source: Researcher after participant produced sketch: (EFB), 2020). 
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5.4 The Late 20th and early 21st Century vernacular dwellings: A Provisional 

Vernacular? 

 When reflected against the previous patterns of dwelling in both Siwa and Esna, 

the compounding socio-cultural, economic, and environmental challenges during the final 

two decades of the 20th century have contributed to the complete reconfiguration of the 

traditional dwelling in physical, spatial, and experiential terms. Significant demographic 

growth and the parallel waves of inner migration from Nile valley villages to towns and 

cities; as well as the work-related migration to nearby oil-producing Arab countries, were 

interlinked demographic and economic issues that affected rural societies in Egypt in 

general, and in Siwa and Esna by extension. In Esna changes in the social, economic, 

and environmental/ecological, resulted in a complete transformation of some of the 

processes such as mud-brick production due to the construction of the high dam and the 

eventual banning of building using raw brick. In Siwa, the flooding incident in the 1980s, 

followed by the opening up of the oasis to the world by a tarmac road, announced a shift 

towards alternative building materials, and technology. Spatially and functionally, the shift 

to using locally sourced white bricks, or red bricks, opened up new potentials to achieve 

newly aspired standards of living. In Esna, akin to many other places in Egypt with the 

rising population and the rising value of land, and with the possibility to expand beyond the 

historical borders of the traditional town, compelled people to follow new ways of living. 

With the eventual fragmentation of land, the use of ‘modern’ building materials and 

construction methods that allow for vertical expansion became the optimum if not the only 

solution for people to address these new conditions. In Siwa, building beyond the borders 

of the old town into the gardens, resulted in structural challenges to the conventional ways 

of building, deeming Kerchief too problematic and ultra-high maintenance when compared 

to modern materials. The shift in modern dwelling patterns also reflected the need for 

incorporating aspects of modernity, as well as more privacy within the bigger family, 

contributing to the reconfiguration of the spaces within the dwelling. 

5.4.1 Modern Patterns of Building in the Siwa Oasis 

 It is generally accepted that the shift towards modernity in Siwa took place only in 

the recent decades after a flash flood in the Siwa oasis resulted in the devastation of a 

great number of Kerchief houses that could not withstand the continuous rain showers. As 

a result, a consensus over the need to shift to modern building materials and construction 

methods was arrived at by the people. “When the flooding incident happened, all the 

houses were impacted and many collapsed, so everyone wanted to build a room or a 
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marbou’a and “pour” it [i.e., the concrete], and those who were able to [financially], felt as 

though they had built a castle for themselves. It was a catastrophe” (Interview: SMD,2019).  

 Kerchief as a building material cannot withstand water, but modern buildings can, 

and this problem which had previously resulted in the complete evacuation of the old town 

in the 1920s, may have eventually announced the redundancy of kerchief architecture 

altogether, or at least this is how it is often portrayed by many people.  

As a Siwan elder describes: 

“Even after descending and building in the valley in the same old ways using the 

traditional materials and building methods used in the old town of Shali, when the 

rains hit, all the buildings in Shali and the ones in the valley were affected. This is 

when it occurred to people to build with concrete to protect themselves from those 

rains. And so concrete began to be used inappropriately and people’s interest in it 

grew as it was cleaner and stronger in terms of its endurance. (Interview: SME, 

2018) 

 On the other hand, one of the common narratives that people perpetuate today, 

particularly those familiar with the Kerchief way of building, relates to logistical and 

economic aspects which deem this type of construction more expensive, an labour 

intensive according to some locals.  

“no one builds like that, because the materials and process make it expensive… 

The material is expensive, the building process is slow, and the expert masons are 

rare today. Therefore no one can afford to build a kerchief house except someone 

who can afford the luxury of having one. Although the materials are native, but the 

demand has grown due to the growing population, so using the available materials 

is no longer possible. The specificity also of where the materials are sourced makes 

it harder, because you cannot just use any mud, you need the right tafla “muddy 

sand”, with the right soil mixture.” (Interview: SMC, 2019)  

 These two reasons, the “environmental” and the “economic” aspects are the two 

most common explanations the researcher has encountered during casual discussions 

with random locals, as well as in the literature. However, by considering the ‘experiential’ 

dimensions associated with this transitional process, a more comprehensive explanation 

can be constructed. According to one of the female respondents, the indoor climate in the 

traditional houses is “much more bearable”, and the air in the Kerchief buildings is “mild 

and humid,” with a slight “coolness” to it (Interview: SFB, 2019). The modern house is too 

hot in summer and too cold in winter, fans and AC units must be installed (according to 
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household means). On the very hot summer days when it is too hot to be in the house, the 

husband will often go spend the time relaxing and spend the Siesta in the old house where 

his mother still lives and the climate is cooler, women on the other and owing to the socio-

cultural environment, can’t do the same, so they stay in their houses (Interview: SFB 2019).  

 In the past, the wealthier families had houses in the groves to retire in when the 

temperature is too hot in the town, in the present, some families own houses in the coastal 

city of Marsa-Matrouh and spend the hot summer days there. However, after they had 

installed AC units in their modern house in Siwa, the female respondent explained that 

these trips to Marsa-Matrouh had been reduced to the minimum (Interview: SFB 2019). 

And yet despite such climatic problems associated with modern buildings, people continue 

to shift to modern solutions. One of the main motives behind the shift is related to issues 

of practicality and the use of modern buildings in comparison with the Kerchief buildings.  

 A Siwan mason explained that: 

“People gave up a better indoors climate, for protection from rain which is very rare 

in Siwa. But Kerchief buildings required maintenance, from the inside and the 

outside, whereas modern buildings once they are built, no more work needs to be 

done on them, so it is more convenient in this way.” (Interview: SMD,2019).  

 The need to reduce maintenance and to shift towards modern solutions is 

considered a form of “progress” as people aspire to modify their living conditions. A Siwan 

woman explained that in the past, their traditional houses got impacted by the occasional 

flash-flood rains. Roofs were made of palm tree trunks that would not withstand rain, 

similarly, the walls and floors of houses were made of ‘torab’ or earth making it always 

dusty and hard to keep clean. People have attempted to address some of these problems 

over time like covering the floors of their houses with a layer of cement to reduce the flying 

dust. A modern house, on the other hand, will have ceramic floors which are considered 

more “clean and beautiful” (SFB, 2019). 

“In the past, people were not concerned by such issues, the most important thing 

was to have a shelter: a roof over their heads. Walls would crack, doors were 

skewed, and windows were blocked with anything. But now people want everything 

proper, a proper door, a proper wall, proper floors, and a television hanging on the 

wall” (Interview: SMD,2019).  

 This idea of having “proper” things, is more than just a question of perceived 

appropriateness, what people consider an appropriate way of living in the present, rests 

on their experiences of dwelling in the past and their aspirations in their current dwellings. 
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It is therefore not just a question of simply “projecting a modern image” (Vale, 2011), but 

rather a need to upgrade the quality of life. A female respondent explained that “it is more 

‘civilized’ to build in the new ways because it makes it easier to install water, electricity, 

and to have a clean place. Also, everyone wants the beautiful appearance of the modern 

buildings” (Interview: SFB, 2019). This suggests that people’s perceptions of beauty are 

socially, culturally, and phenomenologically defined, beauty in this understanding is not a 

question of aesthetic, but rather a social standard and a way of living. People’s relationship 

with their traditional dwellings, living and maintaining them through time, and the 

propensity to replace aspects of them with modern solutions, all indicate a pragmatic 

relationship. Thus going beyond questions of pride, care, and craft, interviews with locals, 

and particularly women, highlight the significance of socio-cultural appropriateness in 

understanding decision making processes and the nature of change in relation to building 

traditions. The newly emerging building patterns may be understood as responses to these 

different challenges posed by traditional dwellings, they are not the most efficient or 

sustainable but are the most socially acceptable/appropriate. Thus, while traditional 

building materials and methods may have been more climatically fitting to the context of 

Siwa, the traditional house was not easy to maintain nor can be easily adapted to having 

modern kitchens with ceramic tiles, running water, etc.  

 The newly emerging trends may also be understood as a response to some of the 

challenges imposed by the modern development processes and their environmental 

impacts in the oasis. In many cases, traditional Kerchief houses required maintenance and 

ongoing adaptations, and will eventually need replacement. The agricultural activities in 

Siwa began to expand during the 20th century and continue to do so today, which due to 

the lack of a proper agricultural drainage system, according to one participant, results in 

the rising of underground water levels compromising the structural integrity of buildings. 

This was described by the Siwan mason saying that: “in the past, not everyone built 

foundations for their buildings. The unanticipated rising of groundwater levels had many 

house walls flaking and many buildings collapsing eventually” (Interview: SMD,2019). This 

is because Kerchief exposed to moisture will gradually crystallize causing the walls to be 

covered in salt flakes on the outside, with vacancies in the core of the masonry, making 

them vulnerable. Along the same lines, a Siwan elder explained that “the problem of 

agricultural drainage impacted the top layers of the soil on which they build. There is no 

proper sewage or agricultural drainage systems in the oasis which stood against the 

possibility of returning to the traditional ways of construction” (Interview: SME, 2018). 

Another challenge is the growing population and the limited resources on which the 

traditional building materials rely (mainly palm wood).  
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 The Siwan elder explained that: 

“[using] palm wood for construction, at the rate of population growth in the oasis 

today, would not be very useful on the long run, as it will compromise the resources 

of the oasis, and eventually it will not be enough for the people, making the 

traditional ways which may be more climatically suitable, impractical” (Interview: 

SME, 2018). In certain ways, therefore, the impact of modernity expressed in 

agricultural developments and expansions resulted in changes to the very 

conditions upon which the use of certain traditional ways in the past was 

considered more sustainable.   

 In terms of the influences of socio-cultural changes on the spatial structure of the 

dwelling, and its use, through this transition, it is possible to perceive change as a gradual 

process rather than an abrupt transition. The following passage is from an interview with 

a Siwan local, in which he describes some of these incremental processes of change, or 

these gradual modifications which had already been underway in the previous phases.  

“In the past […] five or six sons can marry within the same family house and live 

within the same premises, either by giving them a room or dividing spaces to make 

more rooms. But the whole family had to share one bathroom which was 

inconvenient. And then the houses started to change and sometimes have a 

bathroom for every room so that the family can still live together. It came in stages, 

a newly married son would insist on having his own bathroom in his allocated room, 

so we turned to another stage. So, it was still a family house, but now every room 

had its own shower. Nowadays a newlywed will want to have his own house or 

apartment. It's probably still going to be close to the father’s house, but still, it is 

going to be his own house… So previously when a small bathroom was added to 

every room for more privacy and comfort was this a wrong decision? Of course not. 

And following the same logic today, it is only natural that we should also do the 

same” (Interview: SMB, 2018). 

“I cannot live today like the in the past, to get married in a small room and share a 

small bathroom with the entire family, this is not comfortable, and particularly for 

women… Today if I marry in a room in one big family house after the head of the 

family dies the house will be divided into small parts you will end up with nothing. 

This doesn’t work for me today, to share a house with my brothers, and then have 

five or six children of my own crammed in one room, what kind of life is this today? 

this is why I did not marry until I was 36 when I was able to afford to build my own 

house” (Interview: SMB, 2018).  
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 From this description, it appears that the newly emerging patterns were a response 

to emerging and ongoing socio-cultural changes relating to lifestyle patterns and the 

changing aspirations of the newer generations for more privacy, individuality, and comfort. 

Traditional ways of building impose a way of living that may contradict the perceived 

notions of progress and practicality and are thus eventually replaced with modern 

accessible solutions. These new standards, represent a ‘luxury’ some people earn by 

virtue of their social status, while others have to work hard for, and some may not afford 

it. Therefore, the very act of building a modern house has become an expression of social 

status and progress. Rather than subscribing to simplistic or romantic perceptions of 

change in the vernacular as cultural loss, decline or decay, this experiential dimension is 

central to explaining changes in the underlying values guiding these processes of change. 

These challenges ought to be considered when architects and conservationists begin 

prescribing solutions, policies, or practices in such contexts aimed at preserving these 

traditional buildings and ways of living.    

Two examples of modern dwellings belonging to two different families are 

discussed here to explore the underlying patterns of ordering space and governing its use 

in relation to socio-cultural aspects. Newly built houses in Siwa vary depending on the 

family size and social status, etc. But in the most basic sense, the house can be a one-

story building, which has the capacity for further vertical growth when needed (SFB, 2019). 

Modern houses, particularly those built in the groves can afford more space for horizontal 

expansion thus the modern Siwan house can be reduced to one level but can also be 

extended vertically if needed. The floor plan today hosts most of the previous activities 

which were formerly vertically divided through the building over various levels. However, 

among the key functional and spatial changes, is the introduction of a modern kitchen and 

a bathroom, and the disposition of the staircase from the interior of the house, to becoming 

an external element for vertical connection. 

The modern patterns of dwelling seem to depart from the formal, and material 

aspects pertaining to the “traditional” ways of building and living, however with respect to 

socio-spatial hierarchical relationships pertaining to privacy and gender segregation. The 

house remains the exclusive domain for the family, male guests are still hosted separately 

from an externally accessed mandara. The “male” mandara or guest room can have 

access to a small bathroom within the house to prevent the need for a guest to enter the 

core of the house. A “female” mandara is found in both examples (Figure 77) which are 

used to host female family gatherings but can only be accessed from inside the house. 

The house is accessed through an entrance lobby which leads into a central hall, around 

which the main rooms and dwelling spaces are organized. The staircase which was 
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formerly accessed from within the house positioned in the core or at the rear is now 

separated and serves to vertically link separate dwelling units belonging to the same 

family. 

 

 It is therefore possible to argue that people’s relationship with their vernacular 

traditions is not totally obliterated, not on a socio-cultural and spatial level where a gradual 

transition in layout pattern is detectable. And although people have incorporated modern 

building materials and construction methods into their contemporary practices, their 

relationships with their traditional forms and materials are not obliterated as well. Thus, 

locals may resort to the traditional ways of building to address some of the problems 

implied by the use of modern building solutions particularly the issues pertaining to indoor 

climatic comfort. Almost all respondents agreed that modern buildings result in an 

unbearable indoor climate throughout the year, but more particularly during hot summer 

days. And while some Siwans can afford to install air conditioning units, or fans to help 

       

Figure 77 Plans of two modern houses in Siwa located in the hittiyas or the groves to the west of Shali. 
(Left): Layout of modern house of participant SFB. The plan was developed after the researcher’s 
discursive accounts and diagrams of the house as experienced during fieldwork. (Right): Layout of modern 
Siwan house belonging to SMA adapted after a schematic plan presented by the participant to the 
researcher for a consultation during fieldwork. The layouts feature a central hall around which the spaces 
are organized. A clear hierarchy from public and semi-public to private space. Aspects related to privacy 
and gender are expressed in both plans which feature the presence of a separate female madyafa with an 
internal access, and a male madyafa or marbou’a with an external access. (Image source: Researcher, 
Siwa, 2019) 
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alleviate high indoor temperatures, others may not afford it. As a result, some locals resort 

to incorporating aspects of their traditional methods to address this problem.  

 During fieldwork, some houses were found to have a Kerchief room or more built 

as an extension or annex to a modern house. One participant expressed that this is “to 

have a space to enjoy the more moderate indoor climate” (Interview: SME, 2018). People, 

therefore, realize the shortcomings of these modern ways of building and living, and the 

value of their traditional buildings in addressing these shortcomings. But people also don’t 

romanticize their traditional vernacular architecture. As a result, change is neither an 

externally imposed force, nor is it abrupt, nor linear. Instead, it may be perceived as a 

dialectical process that involves the constant interrogation of aspects of tradition and 

modernity as society addresses its contemporary conditions, challenges, and socio-

cultural requirements. A gradual process of modernization whereby old structures of a 

house are taken down and replaced with locally quarried white-brick walls has been 

observed during the fieldwork (Figure 78, Figure 79, Figure 80). Walls may be constructed 

out of white brick, red brick, or both, with a simple wooden roof structure or a concrete 

beam and column structure (Figure 81, Figure 82).  It is thus arguably still a bit too soon 

to speak of a ‘modern’ typology, but rather different attempts to integrate modern solutions 

to address problems of traditional ways of building.  

 

 

   

Figure 78 Left: Picture from Shali’s peripheral developments showing a traditional Kerchief neighbourhood 
near the Old-Fortress replacing older Kerchief walls, with new stone foundations for a new structure. Left: 
An image of a house on the road between Shali and Jebel-el-mawta showing the gradual transformation of 
a traditional Kerchief house into a modern vernacular dwelling by replacing the traditional materials with 
white-bricks (Image Source: Researcher, Shali, 2019).  
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Figure 79 A picture from Shali near Albab-en Shal, showing the process of replacing the old building with 
a modern construction using white bricks. On the left side both old and new walls are still visible (Image 
Source: researcher, February 2019 in Siwa oasis). 

 

Figure 80 Image showing a modern house built using the locally quarried white bricks and a wall bearing 
structure. The façade is left unplastered, only a border around it in the typical manner of the traditional 
Kerchief houses with a small inverted triangular motif above (Image Source: researcher, February 2019 
in Siwa oasis). 
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Figure 81 An Image from Siwa's modern developments between Shali and Jebel-el Mawta. To the 
left is a traditional Kerchief house, to the right is a contemporary house, and in the middle shows a 
building site of a modern building in process. Raft foundations are made and insulated, as the 
foundation for the modern building to protect it from the rising ground water levels (Image Source: 
researcher, February 2019 in Siwa oasis). 

 

Figure 82 Image taken around Siwa (on the road between Shali and Aghurmi). To the right is a 
traditional Kerchief building from the later phases, slightly settled into the ground as can be seen from 
the sunken entrance. To the left is a modern building using the typical modern materials used in the 
oasis today: concrete and white bricks (Image Source: researcher, February 2019 in Siwa oasis). 
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5.4.2 Modern Patterns in Esna beyond the historical city 

 In Esna, akin to most Nile-Valley settlements in Egypt, the construction of the High 

Dam in the 1960s, was followed by a banning of the extraction of silt from the superficial 

layers of cultivable lands to produce mudbricks. Furthermore, the construction of the Esna 

barrage at the beginning of the 20th century, and later on the Aswan Dam in the 1960s, 

has contributed to the gradual increase in the underground water-table levels according to 

locals. This is the reason why many mudbrick buildings in Esna are settling into the ground 

at a fast pace, which also made the shift to modern construction methods a more relevant 

move. With the expansion beyond the old town and village borders and the emerging new 

patterns of building in the open fields, vernacular dwelling patterns of both town and village 

seem to have converged in the newly emerging modern dwelling patterns. 

 The new conditions of building in the open fields incurred the emergence of new 

patterns of development. The modern building patterns depend on several things, 

including the means of the family. For example, some people might build a house for 

themselves, and use the upper levels to house their son’s families. Others may choose to 

build a house for themselves and their children (a family house), and the foundations of a 

few other houses for their sons, so that they can build houses for themselves in the future 

and extend further levels for their children (Interview: EME, 2019). Others will buy a plot 

of land, build half of it and leave the other half empty so that they can expand later on and 

build a new house. 

“Sometimes people will build a modern house, beside their old house. They will 

often live between them, if you’re not comfortable in the modern house, you can 

go stay in the mud house. This is the case with us, we have a family house and we 

live between both. But this is obviously given the fact that you can afford the space 

to have both or more.” (Interview: EFA, 2019)  

 The following example (Figure 83) shows this process described by the previous 

respondent demonstrating both old and new patterns of dwelling side by side and 

demonstrates some of the spatial continuities and changes between the modern patterns, 

and the village mudbrick dwelling, which continues to be used in the villages of Esna and 

many other rural villages in Egypt until today. In this example, the original mudbrick 

dwelling (topmost layout) was constructed some 40 years ago according to the 

respondent. The dwelling was a one-story mudbrick house, built by her father during the 

1980s, as a step towards his independence from his previous life in the shared family 

house. The respondent lived in her father’s mudbrick house during her childhood years, 
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and later on, they moved to a modern concrete and brick dwelling (bottom layout) which 

was built in the open ‘hosh’ (yard) of the old house (Interview: EFA, 2019).  

 On inquiring about the difference between the experience of dwelling in the old and 

new houses, there was a consensus over the value of the old-mudbrick house as 

climatically fitting to the harsh conditions which are exacerbated by modern constructions: 

“In the old house there was no air conditioning … a fan was more than enough… 

the modern house- without air conditioning is unbearable, and especially the 

uppermost level… because it's exposed directly to the sun…. after the construction 

of the new house in the vicinity of the old, the climate inside the old-mudbrick house 

has become too hot and unbearable without air-conditioning. It’s because the heat 

absorbed by the modern concrete house is reflected onto the old house and so 

that too has become too hot as well.” (Interview: EFA, 2020) 

 Another female participant explained that her grandmother “lived in a baladi 

(country) house [and], did not like to visit [their modern] house, because she preferred the 

climate inside her house, which was breezier, all she needed to do was spray some water 

onto the mud/dust floors, which releases a cool breeze making the space cooler, she didn’t 

even need to turn on the fan” (Interview: EFB, 2020). This materiality of the traditional 

house which made it climatically suiting had other implications in relation to the general 

lifestyle in a traditional mudbrick house. As the participant explained “because the house 

was made of mud, things used to get dirty very quickly, and we always needed to wash 

our hands. As a kid, I didn’t really care about the heat, all I cared about was playing, and 

when we used to stay there and play, we always got dirty very quickly” (Interview: EFB, 

2020).  

Going beyond issues of materiality, changes in the traditional patterns of dwelling 

reflect changes in the socio-cultural perception of the appropriate experience of living and 

dwelling. According to the elder from Esna, “things started changing in the 1970s, since 

then, everyone wants their own apartment […] Now everybody has their own apartment 

and their own life too […] Back in the day Esna was very different. Everyone now has their 

own apartment! folan [as in: X] has an apartment there, and the other one has another 

apartment over there” (Interview: EMB,2019). Ultimately, the modern concrete and brick 

house, offered a “solution” for addressing the growing needs for individual privacy, while 

keeping up with the established traditions pertaining to the traditional spatial structures 

governing the organization of space in dwellings. The modern house expressed in the 

apartment family dwelling, therefore, represents a response to the converging of 

environmental, socio-cultural, and economic changes in traditional societies. 
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 A young woman from Esna highlights some of the socio-cultural issues pertaining 

to these lifestyle changes. While in the past girls joined the groom's family house, and 

were allocated a single room within the house, nowadays, women seek more 

independence from the groom’s household, which is a significant change in society. 

According to a female participant from Esna: “many people want a space of privacy for 

themselves, a girl today when she marries, will request that the groom secures a modern 

house so that she will not have to live with his mother and siblings. The new ways give 

you more space for your own privacy” (Interview: EFA, 2019). However, at the same time 

the society in Esna is still centred around the family. According to a young local from Esna, 

he explained that in saying that “families tend to stick together we don’t like one of us to 

 

Figure 83 Drawings of the old-mudbrick dwelling (top), and its consequent transformation over time 
(bottom), with the concrete and brick apartment building developed in the open yard area, separated from 
the old house with a narrow passage.  (Source: Researcher after participant (EFA) produced sketches). 
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leave the house” (Interview: EME, 2019). And for the family to be able to do that, while at 

the same time making the necessary changes to their traditional lifestyles, and modifying 

their dwelling patterns, “a family will ultimately prefer their sons to live close-by, or on the 

floors above if it’s a modern build” (Interview: EME, 2019). 

 Therefore, the modern dwelling can be perceived as a crystallization of the different 

contextual, social, and cultural changes, all while preserving the main socio-cultural needs 

in society. The following passage from a respondent in Esna summarizes the main spatial 

components and structures in a dwelling.  

“It depends on how much space one has. There are things that are essential for 

privacy. The madyafa has to be separate from the house, its attached to the house 

but has a separate entrance. Only one is enough on the ground floor, because the 

rest of the apartments can use it if it’s a family house. But even if you have one for 

every floor, it will have a separate access. In our modern houses today, it’s not like 

the people of the cities, where guests can enter into the house’s living room, in our 

houses the living room is only for the family, the guest is hosted in the madyafa. 

And therefore a madyafa or mandara will have all its necessary services attached 

to it. It has its own bathroom, maybe even a bed. It can have access to the house, 

but it is made in a way where the guest cannot see inside the house in all cases. 

So my close friends don’t know what my house looks like. We also maintain that 

living spaces and bedrooms are kept at the deepest end of the house, just in case.” 

(Interview: EME, 2019)  

 In attempting to analyse and explain the modern patterns of dwelling, and how they 

reflect the socio-cultural aspects of the local community, two examples of modern 

dwellings (Figure 84) were studied and analysed to reveal some of the common spatial 

designations and relationships. In both examples, the house is composed of a ground floor 

level which serves as the main reception area with the main mandara, a separate staircase 

that leads to the upper levels composed of typical floor plans. Also in both cases, the main 

floor plans in the upper levels serve as fully independent apartments. The salon or the 

guest receiving areas are accessed through a different entrance from the main household 

entrance. As for the main family living areas, these are organized around a central hall, 

with the kitchen and bathroom areas separated by a small lobby space for privacy. 
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Figure 84 Typical apartment plans for two respondents in two separate family houses. In both houses, the 
ground floor area is a communl shared space with a mandara for men, another one for women, a kitchen, 
and toilets. (Source: Researcher after participants (EFA) & (EFB) produced sketches). 
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 Both examples demonstrate changes in material, structural, formal, and spatial 

characteristics of the dwelling. However, the modern family dwelling can be considered a 

continuation or an extension of the 20th-century mudbrick apartment-type town dwellings. 

It is possible to read the layout of the modern family dwelling, in parallel with the 

developments in the town vernacular during the 20th century. The latter may have set the 

spatial standards for the future developments which emerged at the end of the 20th century 

and continues to this day over agricultural land despite attempts to ban it. The cultural 

function of the house, as a social and cultural unit, is preserved, however, changes within 

this internal structure reflect the changes in household patterns and needs which have 

been underway for decades. In terms of materiality, mudbrick architecture, which was the 

traditional material in the past, is no longer a viable solution as the material is no longer 

naturally deposited in abundance after the construction of the high dam. Therefore, it 

wouldn’t be realistic to expect people to build with mudbricks under modern conditions.  

5.5 Continuity and change in the Vernacular Dwellings and the relationship 

between tradition and modernity. 

 The study and comparative analysis of vernacular dwelling patterns through time 

and space, suggests a progression from past to present despite significant formal and 

spatial changes. The sensitive relationship between tradition and modernity manifested in 

the respective dwelling samples demonstrates tradition as the internal process by which 

people respond to local conditions while accommodating the external forces and 

influences shaping society (modernity), economy, and environment (Salama, 2016). The 

vernacular dwelling and built environment are the manifestations of the local conditions, 

which structure the relationships between people and their physical environment (both 

natural and built) through time. The phenomenological interpretation of change in the 

vernacular patterns of dwelling reveals it as an adaptation to physical, socio-cultural, and 

economic conditions which contributes to shaping vernacular-built form and patterns of 

dwelling. Change in dwelling patterns in the first two phases, evidences and draws 

attention to the reciprocity of settlement and dwelling patterns; a response to different 

environmental, socio-cultural, and political aspects, and a change in building processes, 

strictly connected to the local resources. The third and contemporary phase, however, 

while adapting to radical changes in underlying conditions, turns its back to some of the 

sustainable and needed patterns pertaining to established historical vernacular traditions, 

as societies pursue change in materiality.  

The elusive nature of modern building materials as an expression of progress and 

durability is driven by a shift in the traditional meaning and “experience” of a dwelling.  In 
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the process, some of the ‘sustainability’ principles relating to materiality and production, 

use and adaptation, and dwelling lifecycles, which allowed vernacular buildings and built 

environments to survive in balance with the context until recent times, are compromised. 

Furthermore, certain symbolic functions of traditional buildings, have equally been 

compromised with the replacement of aspects of the traditional dwellings, with modern 

ones. Therefore, considering the socio-cultural and experiential aspects in the study of 

vernacular settlement and dwelling patterns chronologically, and how they are 

progressively adapted to context and needs, allows us to observe them at each historical 

phase as a reflection of the interlinking conditions mediated through the existing socio-

cultural patterns. The vernacular settlement and dwelling patterns are thus portrayed as 

the mirror of socio-cultural processes of adaptation to historical, and contextual conditions 

(Montalbano, 2011, p. 47.48).  

 Dealing with the question of identity in vernacular traditions as manifested in the 

forms and modes of dwelling from different timeframes, there seem to be three underlying 

key qualities defining this relationship:  

• the structure of the settlement in relation to dwelling patterns. 

• the internal organization of spatial elements in accordance with socio-cultural 

patterns. 

• the role of spatial form and materiality in defining the “experiential” aspects of the 

vernacular and governing changes in it.   

• continuities in the principles governing spatial relations as a reflection of enduring 

socio-cultural values. 

 By reflecting on the succession of typologies through a period of almost two 

centuries using the selected examples, one can make the following arguments. Firstly, the 

dichotomy between traditional and modern is true insofar as the physical aspects of the 

dwelling are only taken into account, and as long as modern indicates non-local. Resting 

on formal and physical distinctions it is possible to speak of a perceived “traditional” 

vernacular that survives from historical times until the onset of 20th-century modernity and 

globalization. Considering the spatial components and configurations forming 

characteristic patterns in conjunction with the “experiential” dimensions suggests that 

change in relation to modernity and globalization does not imply the total loss of the 

‘traditional typology’. Instead, the traditional typology is adapted to remain at home in 

modernity, a process that has been ongoing since the 19th century and saw the adaptation 

of the traditional dwellings to give rise to a new “traditional” during the 20th century. The 

shift towards the modern typology is a manifestation of socio-cultural, environmental, 

economic, and material changes, which incurred the reconfiguration of the 20th-century 

traditional typology to adapt to these changes.  
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 Nevertheless, by considering the previous typologies, it is possible to suggest that 

the basic model and spatial structure of the modern dwelling has been previously 

established in the later phases of the traditional dwellings during the early 20th century, 

only adapted to the new building materials and construction methods. Change in the 

vernacular architecture should not be perceived deterministically, or in evolutionary terms 

which suggests change as either an inevitable overwhelming process or a ‘random 

mutation and a process of natural selection.’ Instead change in vernacular architecture is 

a conscious process of decision-making, and adaptation, shaped by “experiential” 

dimensions and according to socio-cultural values. To expect the traditional dwelling of 

19th-century rural dwellers to remain identical to that of the 21st century is to assume that 

culture and traditions are static and resistant to change. Instead, the phenomenological 

interpretation of vernacular architecture highlights processes that define formal, spatial, 

and “experiential” characteristics which are ordered to a particular culture, in a particular 

space and time. 

5.6 Summary  

 The chapter focused on revealing the role of socio-cultural dimensions responsible 

for shaping and sustaining traditional vernacular patterns of dwelling across time and 

space, focusing on the period between the late 19th and 20th centuries, and today, using 

examples from Esna in rural Egypt, and Shali in the Siwa oasis. The chapter focused on 

studying the nature of vernacular dwellings in terms of formal, material, spatial and 

experiential aspects through time and space. The chapter focused on interpreting 

continuities and changes in patterns detected from the analysis of samples of vernacular 

dwellings from different periods.  
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6. Chapter Six: Assessing Strategies for managing change in transitioning 
vernacular contexts in Egypt 

Historic Urban Conservation, Heritage Preservation and Community 

Development, and Eco-Tourism 

6.0 Introduction  

 Akin to other historical vernacular contexts in Egypt, it can be argued that the 

traditional vernacular architecture in both Siwa and Esna is conflicted with complex forces 

as they become the subjects of interest to different stakeholders often, with opposing 

goals. This implies that understanding how and why change occurs within these contexts, 

ought to consider these different forces and their impact on the local vernacular 

architecture and change. The unremitting local pressures for vernacular growth under 

modern conditions are often paralleled with a subdual of many established vernacular 

traditions in the process of transformation. Concurrently and due to their historical and 

cultural significance, contexts like Siwa and Esna attract the interests of state-run 

developmental bodies as well as private developers and NGOs, both of which play a key 

role in shaping the existing vernacular traditions. Both cases, therefore, offer good 

examples to study the impact of conventional and alternative approaches on the local 

vernacular traditions in relation to change and preservation. The chapter draws on multiple 

sources including fieldwork observations, pictures, drawings, interviews with 

professionals/practitioners, as well as secondary material from literature, online press, and 

publications.  

The main approaches detected are the modernist top-down monumental 

approaches often favoured by the state; and the alternative cultural heritage and ecological 

approaches led by private developers, entrepreneurs, as well as individual initiatives. The 

latter approach includes adaptive reuse strategies for vernacular buildings, cultural 

preservation through community development and participation, as well as individual 

initiatives which capitalize and build on the existing cultural heritage. Projects considered 

ahead include the ‘process-led’ approach currently implemented by Takween in Esna, the 

ecological tourism model expressed in EQI’s approach to tourism, as well as in 

architectural projects centered around ecological buildings inspired by the local traditional 

vernacular architecture of Siwa. The chapter concludes with a reflection on the local 

responses to these different approaches as well as a discussion on the importance of 

customizing responses to change in traditional vernacular contexts to consider existing 

and changing contextual conditions, as well as local’s visions, needs, and challenges.  
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6.1 The impact of modernist conservation and development strategies on the local 

vernacular heritage of Esna 

 As alluded to in the previous chapters, Esna during the beginning of the 20th 

century Esna was an important economic hub within the Upper-Egyptian province. By the 

second half of the 20th century, tourism became a major source of income for the local 

economy where hundreds of Nile cruises would stop on the way from Luxor to Aswan for 

at least half a day to cross the old Esna barrage which was built in 1908. Thus, tourists 

would stop on their cruise trips to visit the temple of Khnum and wander the streets and 

markets of Esna, contributing to boosting the local economy (Ibrahim, 2014, pp. 255,256). 

As discussed earlier, some of the state-led development projects in the second half of the 

20th century involved rerouting the old-commercial street that cuts through the old town 

outside to encourage development away from the historical centre. One of the main 

reasons was to clear the way for tourist-oriented development in the old town centred 

around the ancient temple. In 1994 the Esna barrage that was built under the British 

administration of Egypt in1908 was reopened, and another barrage was inaugurated in 

2008 (Ghanem & Saad, 2015, pp. 362-363). The new developments reduced the waiting 

time of cruises going from Luxor to Aswan, whereby Esna lost 95% of the revenues from 

tourism thus severely impacting the city’s economy (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 256; Ghanem & 

Saad, 2015). Through these different developments, the area around the temple in the old 

city center which hosted most of the thriving tourist-related economic activities became a 

dilapidated and underpopulated urban area (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 256). 

6.1.1. Conflicting Approaches of Historic Conservation & Community 

Development: Proposals of Cube & Takween for Esna’s traditional town-centre 

 In 2010, the ISDF (the Informal Settlements Development Facility) commissioned 

Takween, an NGO, to develop an urban regeneration plan for the traditional city of Esna 

focusing on the historical centre. This came in parallel with the controversial project which 

was taking place in Luxor discussed in chapter two, which involved the expropriation of an 

entire urban strip along with its traditional houses. According to Kareem Ibrahim one of the 

founders of Takween: “at that time, Luxor had an ambitious governor who believed in 

grandiose schemes such as the Cairo 2050 plan and its high-modernist approach. In his 

attempt to develop the city of Luxor, he [the governor] demolished entire parts of it – 

resulting in the relocation of a considerable number of the city’s residents” (Ibrahim, 2018). 

The approach, which was supported by the state was heavy-handed - cutting through the 

city of Luxor and demolishing many buildings some of which were of cultural significance 
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dating back to the 19th century. And it was in this context that the interest in the 

redevelopment of Esna emerged, as the city became part of the governorate of Luxor.  

 In Esna, the intervention zone focused on an area of 11 Hectares surrounding the 

temple of Khnum, bordered by the Nile, and encompassing parts of the Qessariyya area. 

As far as the state and policymakers were concerned, the focus was on the Ancient 

Egyptian temple, and not the complex layers of architectural vernacular heritage. This 

focus stemmed from the conventional modernist top-down approach which considers 

historical buildings an asset to capitalize on, to attract more tourists which would ultimately 

lead to the economic and physical development of the city. The decline in the traditional 

built environment and the local economy was thus considered a direct result of the 

declining influx of tourists in recent years (Ghanem & Saad, 2015, p. 263). However, 

according to Kareem Ibrahim, these were only the symptoms of the problem, whereby 

mass tourism was not the solution but potentially a big part of the problem (Ibrahim, 2014, 

p. 257).   

 To avoid the conventional approaches to such projects which typically end up with 

“recommendations to support mass tourism” Takween decided to invest time to study and 

trace the roots of the context to understand the actual problems rather than the symptoms 

(Ibrahim, 2014, p. 257). The symptoms of this problem were in essence the dilapidating 

condition of the historic centre, where only half of the properties in the area were inhabited, 

most of which however were deemed unsafe. During the previous decades, the “illusion” 

of encouraging mass tourism as the only viable source of income, oversaw the state 

implementing different policies aimed at appealing to the tourist, rather than the locals 

such as isolating the temple and its buffer area from the surrounding built environment 

through planning, security and control measures (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 257). For example, the 

main transportation hub which connected villagers from nearby communities to the city’s 

markets was relocated outside the traditional city to keep villagers out of sight from the 

tourists. These measures included portioning out the historic centre and marking this 

territory with police checkpoints for security and imposing a moratorium over the entire 

centre to “protect” the temple (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 257).   

 As a result of these policies, the city centre with its complex layering began to lose 

its socio-cultural and economic significance and thus began to rapidly dilapidate. The 

traditional town was direly suffering from the lack of basic services and infrastructure 

including the loss of its internal thriving economic activity within the old Qessariyya market. 

The deteriorating traditional mudbrick houses of Esna were deprived of restoration due to 

an official banning despite people’s willingness to invest in improving their living conditions 
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(Ibrahim, 2014, p. 257). All these policies were designed in such was to “solely serve 

foreign tourists during their short visits to the temple, through a controlled environment 

where the state made sure they did not mingle with residents or villagers” (Ibrahim, 2014, 

p. 258). As a result, the decades leading to 2010, had already experienced a reengineering 

of the built environment by the state to cater to their “perceived” notions of what tourists 

would like to see and experience, in the process effectively excluding local people and 

their heritage from the equation. As a result, it had become evident to Takween’s team 

that the solution to Esna’s problems may lie in developing a way to help locals reclaim 

their culture and their city. Takween’s proposal for the urban regeneration of Esna was 

focused on capitalizing on the local community and its assets, to restore physical and 

socio-economic vitality (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 258).  

The plan proposed three main strategies (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 258; Ibrahim, 2018):  

• Injecting life into the local economy through reencouraging local trade, re-

establishing transport with adjacent villages, and balancing the economic activities 

to serve both tourists and locals.  

• Balancing heritage preservation and modern development, through attending to 

people’s needs to modernize, through directing public investments towards basic 

services, open spaces, and facilities, and housing rehabilitation programs while 

maintaining the integrity of the historical area. 

• Promoting “responsible tourism” over “mass tourism” through increasing the time 

spent by tourists in the town encouraging them to explore the city and its rich urban 

fabric and markets, thus, creating opportunities for tourists to mingle with locals 

and boosting the local economy through encouraging local restaurants, shops, etc.  

6.1.1.1 Historical Conservation and the re-invention of the past: CUBE’s Proposal and the 

Esna Historical Oasis 

 Following the presentation of the plan to the Governor of Luxor in mid-2010, it was 

revealed that another consultancy was commissioned to develop a parallel plan. This plan 

was similar to the intrusive proposals of the Cairo 2050 plan which was aggressively 

implemented in Luxor (Ibrahim, 2014, p. 258). The researcher couldn’t make contact with 

the lead experts in the firm; however, since this project remains for the time being only as 

a proposal, it was found sufficient to resort to the project’s online portfolio on CUBE 

consultants’ website. According to the website, the main objective of the proposal is to 

“establish and accomplish a work plan for environmentally sustainable tourism 

development that also benefits the local population” (CUBE, 2010). To this end, the 

following core themes were developed after a study that stressed the active participation 
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of all major stakeholders: the “preservation of cultural resources” to protect Egypt’s 

heritage and promote “economic development,” and “planned growth” which promotes 

sustainable economic development while meeting the contemporary needs of residents 

(CUBE, 2010).  

 The main objectives as stated, shed light on the conflicting forces of conservation 

and development pertaining to historical and traditional centres such as Esna where the 

historical, traditional, and contemporary compete to survive. The 3D visualizations of the 

proposal depict an approach like that followed in other projects such as in Luxor, although 

of an even more ambitious nature. The approach features an excessive emphasis on the 

historical and monumental buildings in the old urban fabric. while the remaining layers of 

heritage including 19th and early 20th-century vernacular architecture are inexistent in this 

revisualization. The emphasis on “historical significance” posits the ancient temple of 

Khnum as the centre of the proposed urban development plan. The proposal incurs the 

demolition of the entire traditional core around the temple in the heart of Esna which 

contains over 1000 traditional buildings, relocating its residents and excavating different 

parts of the city to 5-9 meters below current levels so that the temple can be exposed from 

the Nile (Figure 85). The plan as such involves the obliteration of two thousand years’ 

worth of urban layers to excavate the ancient core and open it up to the river from which 

tourists arrive in the city. The newly excavated spaces would host terraced plateaus with 

neo-traditional proposed patterns which barely resemble the traditional and serve as a 

more “appropriate” backdrop for the temple as the central artifact, all to promote tourism 

(Ibrahim, 2014, p. 259).   

However, unlike CUBE’s approach, Takween’s proposal promotes capitalizing on the 

city’s existing cultural assets, people, and the local economy to promote “a local economy 

that could inject life in the city itself, instead of just waiting for tourists to come.” (Ibrahim, 

2018). Thus, upon the presentation of both proposals to the Prime Minister later in 2010 

Takween’s proposal was selected as it was considered a less disruptive approach in 

comparison with CUBE’s radical approach (Ibrahim, 2014). However, the eruption of the 

2011 revolution in Egypt saw the freezing of this project for several years until it resurfaced 

again in 2016. Again, this time Takween’s proposal remained the only viable option out of 

the proposed plans for the urban regeneration of Esna. The project finally came to life after 

receiving a fund from the U.S Agency for International Development (USAID) to start the 

first phase (Takween, 2020). 
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Figure 85 3D Visualization of the proposal for the Esna Oasis project showing the middle section of the 
traditional town centre of Esna (11 Hectares), with the temple of Khnum at the centre. The excavated parts 
surrounding the temple feature newly constructed buildings inspiring minimal aspects from Esna’s 
“traditional houses,” with open green spaces and green roofs. The newly proposed patterns barely relate 

to the traditional and take on a postmodernist appearance (Image source: After: Cube, 2010).  

Fig. 85 Link: https://cubeconsultants.org/portfolio/esna-historical-oasis-2/
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6.1.1.2 Rediscovering Esna’s Cultural Heritage Assets (RECHA): Takween’s Process-Led 

Approach 

Takween’s general approach in this project as well as in previous ones (such as 

Al-Darb al-Ahmar project in Cairo), focuses on innovative solutions that follow extensive 

research, which is tested and implemented considering the needs of communities and 

their specific built environments. The main aim is to achieve inclusive urban spaces that 

will thrive for generations to come (Takween, 2020). According to the project’s description 

on Takween’s website, the main aim is to: develop, implement, and promote an alternative 

tourism development approach. This is by enhancing the potential of responsible cultural 

tourism, striking a balance between heritage conservation, tourism requirements, and local 

development needs; and improving economic benefits for the local community, as the core 

elements to unleash the potential of the diverse cultural assets in the Esna city centre. 

This was accomplished through a series of integrated pilot interventions that engage the 

local community members (Takween, 2020).  

Work in Esna began officially in 2016 and the first phase was officially completed 

in October 2020, however, more work is still ongoing as more phases have received 

funding. The main efforts conducted during this period by Takween included the 

documentation of Esna’s tangible and intangible cultural heritage including some of its 

traditional houses; building consensus over the significance and diversity of the local 

heritage amongst the different stakeholders; branding Esna’s heritage and the 

development of communication tools (Takween, 2020). In regards to redeveloping the 

city’s main cultural and economic assets, the team worked on: the preservation and 

restoration of Wekalat Al-Giddawy an 18th-century Caravan Serai, and proposed adaptive 

re-use strategies (Figure 86); enhancing both locals' and visitors’ experiences through the 

restoration of a portion of Esna’s historical market area known as the Old-Qessariyya 

(Figure 88, Figure 89).  

Furthermore, the team worked with locals to restore some twelve buildings of 

architectural significance mainly houses (Figure 87), as a means of promoting a more 

inclusive heritage and planning approach for Esna’s city center. Finally, the team 

emphasized the importance of drawing economic benefits to local community members 

through providing employment opportunities and better revenue retention. Thus, the main 

labour carrying out the work was hired locally. Additionally, Takween hired at least half of 

its team of experts for this project from Esna, including both men and women, in the fields 

of architecture, heritage preservation, and archaeology.   
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Figure 86 Images taken during fieldwork trip in March 2019 showing (top left), the entrance to the Wekala, 
(top left) the central courtyard inside the wekala, (bottom right) an inspection of restoration of one of the 
old doors a researcher from Takween, (bottom right) restoration of a local diwan. (Image Source: 

Researcher, Esna, 2019.) 
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Figure 87 Pictures taken in 2019 during fieldwork visit in Esna showing some of the 
completed and ongoing houses under restoration. The restoration work carried out by 
Takween included the external facades only, leaving the interior spaces and their renovation 
up to locals. (Image Source: Researcher, 2019) 
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Figure 88 Image taken during fieldwork in March 2019 showing part of the Qessariyya street under 
restoration. The street was originally shaded with a structure made of wooden louvers, plastic sheets, 
fabrics, and corrugated sheets. The shading was taken apart, redesigned using wooden louvers. Shops 
are structurally reinforced, and then afterwards the external facades are restored down to their original 
colours. Workers appearing in the image are some of the local labourers hired by Takween from Esna’s 
community (Image Source: Researcher). 

  

Figure 89 Image taken during fieldwork in March 2019 showing a giant banner at the entrance of the 
portion of the Qisariyya market under restoration. The banner was one of the different visual 
communication tools developed by the team during the work as way of communicating the final outcome 
to locals which had a positive impact over many locals and shop owners in the Qisariyya who were initially 

resistant to the project (Image source: Researcher.) 
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6.1.2 Potentials and Challenges of the process-led development in the 

Preservation of Vernacular Architecture: An Interview with Kareem Ibrahim and 

Nevine Akl 

 One of the fundamental differences in the approach followed by Takween in Esna 

is that it stems from a realistic stance, which acknowledges the complexity and challenges 

of the contexts concerned and capitalizes on the existing potentials. According to Kareem 

Ibrahim, the general approach is driven by the contention that “there is no capacity for 

transforming the current conditions on an overall scheme and stemming from this 

contention that all the work conducted is based on a process rather than a product-oriented 

approach” (Interview with Kareem Ibrahim 2019). Ibrahim makes a distinction between the 

conventional top-down approaches, and Takween’s approach declaring that: “In 

comparison to Cube’s approach which advocates and sells a “product”, Takween 

advocates a process, and there is a great difference between both.” Therefore, unlike 

conventional top-down approaches (product-driven) which commence with a pre-

conceived outcome, the conditions in Esna and many other places with similar challenges 

make process-driven development more effective. 

 According to Ibrahim, the approach followed by Takween in Esna is a process-

based approach whereby the strategies employed, and projects considered, stem from the 

engagement with the actual context, and emerge from an awareness and understanding 

of the complex processes at play in the site. The second characteristic of this approach is 

that it is incremental, where the plan is achieved through smaller projects, which build on 

one another. Ibrahim thus explains that “the process-based approach and the incremental 

approach go hand in hand, we work on small-scale projects, we begin with one building, 

which brings another, and then a third, etc.” (Interview with Kareem Ibrahim 2019). As a 

result, a process-based approach to conservation and heritage preservation, suggests the 

importance of engaging with the context, and familiarizing oneself with it, which is what the 

CEOs and team members at Takween have invested in. As explained earlier, the work in 

Esna was preceded by extensive research, involvement in the field, and engagement with 

the locals, something which many experts tend to avoid.  

 There are several challenges confronting a process-based approach as per the 

experience of Takween in Esna. Time is one problematic factor when dealing with process-

led approaches according to Nevin Akl, an associate and urban project manager in 

Takween. A great amount of time needs to be invested in building trust with the local 

communities as an initial step for establishing a ground for communication necessary for 

any form of intervention. In the case of Esna, the time needed to establish connections 

and build trust with locals was almost equivalent to the time needed to implement the first 
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phase of work of the project which included the restoration of the Qessariyya, the Wekala, 

and several houses. A second challenge pertains to notions of community participation. 

Within the context of the preservation of traditional vernacular heritage, community 

participation is quite a challenging feat in a process-based approach. Whereas in a typical 

top-down approach, locals may be presented with masterplans and conceptualizations 

which tend to portray the built environment in its final form.  According to Ibrahim “It’s much 

harder to present to people an image of a final product because according to this process-

oriented approach what matters more is how to get there. We believe that within the 

conservation process, there is no final product.” (Interview with Kareem Ibrahim 2019).  

 On the flip side, participation is often too loosely used by experts and scholars in 

heritage studies without necessarily understanding how such a process takes place and 

the different complexities pertaining to it. According to Ibrahim, “people tend to advocate 

[the participatory approach] without necessarily understanding its applicability, we have 

normally implemented this approach in most of our projects, but here in Esna, we decided 

against the participatory approach as such” (Interview with Kareem Ibrahim 2019).  This 

was at least the case initially, and the reason was that the local community “has been 

given plenty of promises before, and none of them were delivered, and therefore we 

understood that we are dealing with a frustrated community” (Interview with Kareem 

Ibrahim 2019). According to Ibrahim, “In a typical participatory approach, people are 

eventually promised with a certain plan, which often raises the expectations of people, and 

then when they fail to meet their expectations people will often become angry and go 

against the planners and conservationists” (Interview with Kareem Ibrahim 2019). For 

Takween therefore, the challenge was to develop the needed trust between the locals and 

the experts and to garner interest and raise local awareness of the significance of the 

traditional vernacular heritage and its significance. 

 As a result, Takween’s efforts were centred on identifying and carrying out 

documentation and restoration work on a selected set of buildings and parts of the built 

environment such as the Wekala which is a 17th-century Caravan Serai that was in a 

dilapidated condition, several traditional houses, and parts of the Old-Qessariyya. The aim 

was that in the process, as these projects begin to take shape, the work will slowly garner 

the interest of locals by showing them real-life examples and success stories that they can 

see for themselves. This would then encourage more locals to participate and take part in 

the process. Therefore, meetings with locals were eventually conducted on a regular basis, 

to hear their concerns, resolve feuds and clarify some of the misconceptions, etc. In the 

beginning, many locals refused to cooperate with the team’s efforts to document 

exemplary forms of traditional houses and offers to restore external facades- however, 
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eventually they began to cooperate. According to Nevine Akl, the local’s lack of interest 

and thus often their refusal to cooperate depends on several reasons including the lack of 

trust in delivering the projected outcomes; while in other cases the refusal concerns illegal 

activities mainly people digging below their houses in search for antiquities, which is a 

common problem in many historical towns and villages in Egypt such as in Esna and 

Shutb. Here the issue is not the lack of interest in preserving houses per-se but rather the 

fear of casting attention towards their houses once they are recognized as a form of 

heritage.  

 On the other hand, recognizing traditional homes as heritage and by extension, 

their potential listing might deter locals from participating with conservationists, who may 

fear losing their full control over their houses, and deny them the potential demolishment 

and rebuilding of the house using modern building materials and construction methods.  

Some of these limitations may be addressed through a sensitive approach and by 

engaging with these concerns. Thus, for instance, according to some of the team members 

of Takween, initially when their work started in Esna, some people began to take down 

their old houses so that they can escape any attempts for their preservation as heritage. 

However, having noticed this, the team at Takween explained to the locals that the new 

governmental regulations for the area, while it does not ban them from doing that, it only 

allows them to build a modern property limited by the plot area, building height, and a 

number of floors as their old property. This instantly deterred many people from tearing 

down their traditional houses realizing the futility of such efforts against the new 

regulations. 

6.2 Eco-tourism & sustainable development as an approach to capitalizing on the 

traditional vernacular architecture 

 Ecotourism is one of the emerging approaches for tourism advocating 

environmental and cultural tourism (Barna, Epure, & Vasilescu, 2011; Hunt, Durham, 

Driscoll, & Honey, 2014). In Egypt during the previous years, eco-tourism has emerged 

and continues to grow in contexts with unique environmental features and resources 

(Amara, 2013; Elkaftangui, Elnokaly, Awad, & Elseragy, 2015; Alhaddad, Ibrahim, & Lotaif, 

2017). With the rise of international awareness over environmental sustainability and the 

establishment of the EEAA in the 1990s in Egypt, many trips to protected areas by 

unorganized groups of Egyptian, and foreign enthusiasts have become more organized 

and commercial. The concentration of ecotourism activities tends to occur in places like 

Siwa, Fayoum, and Bahariyya (Sims, 2018); all of which are oases standing in peripheral 

areas with relatively uncorrupted natural environments. Owing to its location, and the 
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historical conditions which oversaw its relative isolation from the rest of the world through 

history and into the 20th century, the Siwa oasis has become one of these central 

destinations for ecotourism in Egypt.  

 Besides its unique environmental features, the Siwa oasis retains a unique culture 

and architectural tradition which has over the years become a growing subject of interest 

for researchers, architects, and conservationists (El-Shafie, 1999; Nofal E. , 2011; 

Dabaieh, 2012; Abd Elghani, 2012; Ahmed R. , 2014; Farrag & Mahmoud, 2016; Halawa, 

2016) and a niche market for Eco-tourism in Egypt (Halawa, 2016, p. 47). The Eco-tourism 

industry in Siwa was pioneered by Mounir Naematallah during the 1990s only a few years 

after the oasis was physically connected to the rest of Egypt in the early 1980s with the 

construction of the first tarmac road linking it to Marsa-Matrouh. The case of Siwa’s 

vernacular heritage and its instrumentalization in the eco-tourism industry offers a rich 

ground for exploring the alternative responses to the vernacular through the lens of 

sustainability, eco-building, and the implications of the preservation of the traditional 

vernacular heritage. 

 There is substantial literature regarding the assessment of eco-tourism as a 

strategy for sustainable development in the oasis, however, most studies dealt with the 

economic, physical, and material aspects in relation to enhancing the tourism experience. 

Some of the different aspects considered are the implications of the industry from a socio-

economic (Alhaddad, Ibrahim, & Lotaif, 2017) and environmental viewpoint (Radwan, 

2011),  the impact of sustainability on Siwa`s cultural and traditional tourism (Zedan, 2013), 

the impact of tourism in relation to resource consumption and over-development and 

argued the need for a criterion for resource conservation (Amara, 2013). The emphasis 

thus remains on ways of promoting eco-tourism, hotels, and ecolodges as tourist facilities, 

and the natural environment and the cultural heritage: both of which serve as the unique 

selling proposition of the oasis. Fewer studies have considered the different implications 

of the eco-tourism industry over the preservation of the local vernacular architecture as 

cultural heritage.  

 Common to these studies is their focus on the formal and material characteristics 

such as studies suggesting the incorporation of passive design solutions inspired by local 

traditions for architectural sustainability (Elkaftangui, Elnokaly, Awad, & Elseragy, 2015), 

issues of environmental and cultural conservation and the “cultural landscape” concept 

(Nofal E. , 2011; Abd Elghani, 2012). A study dealing with the conservation of local 

vernacular traditions focused only on one example in a comparative analysis with another 

case study (Dabaieh, 2012). In most such studies, however, the emphasis is on the 
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tangible aspects of culture, which leads to historical and consumerist interpretations 

overlooking the balance between the old and the new vernacular practices (Abd Elghani, 

2012). However, of special interest is the extent to which ecological tourism and the 

associated processes contribute toward the preservation of the traditional vernacular, and 

to what extent does it reflect in the contemporary modes of vernacular practice. The 

following section explores Siwa’s Sustainable development initiative led by EQI and 

analyses two of their projects in Siwa, to outline the main approaches to the conservation 

of the local vernacular heritage within the eco-lodge industry. 

6.2.1 EQI and the Siwa sustainable development Initiative  

Protagonists of ecotourism in Egypt believe it is a booming industry that is 

anticipated to represent half of international tourism, and thus consider it to be an 

alternative way of development (Sims, 2018). Siwa oasis has been one of the central spots 

attracting private developers and investors for over two decades, of which EQI35 was 

amongst the first enterprises which capitalized on the oasis’ natural resources and cultural 

heritage to establish a new form of niche tourism centred around the natural environment 

and the local cultures. In 1998, the Siwa Sustainable Development Initiative (SSDI) was 

established by EQI in collaboration with CIDA (Canadian International Development 

Agency), to “preserve Siwa’s wealth of natural assets and its cultural heritage.” Further 

goals included bringing “social and economic advantages through empowering the local 

community, as well as promoting entrepreneurship while conserving the environmental 

and cultural stability of the oasis and its people” (Hatem, 2007, p. 4).  

The initiative received an award from the UNCHS in 2002 for its best practice in 

various matters including employment, cultural heritage revitalization, and general 

community welfare. In 2005, EQI partnered with IFC (International Finance Corporation) 

to fund the expansion of the Siwa Sustainable Development Initiative (SSDI) in four core 

areas: Eco-tourism (Shali Lodge and Albaben-Shal), Siwan local crafts, agriculture, and 

renewable energy, while offering employment potentials in various domains including 

building construction in the traditional Kerchief method (IFC, 2021). EQI’s portfolio of 

enterprises and projects in Siwa includes three lodges, a women’s artisanship initiative, 

organic farming, and renewable energy initiatives (Hatem, 2007) The contribution of EQI 

to the local society and its general welfare through the SSDI is argued to be a result of the 

diversification of sources of income that were formerly confined to the three-month- season 

of date harvesting (Abdul Kalam & Singh, 2011, pp. 168-169).  

 
35 EQI (Environmental Quality International) was founded by Dr Mounir Neamatalla in Egypt in 1981 as a 
private partnership engaged in the delivery of environmental consulting services. 
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 The following section discusses two of EQI’s main projects in Siwa: Adrere Amelal 

and AlbebnShal, both of which represent different approaches to engaging with the local 

vernacular architecture through adaptive re-use and integration. The first eco-lodge 

established by EQI in Siwa was Adrere Amelal in the Maraqi village outside of Siwa’s 

principal town centre in Shali, followed by Al-bab en-Shal at the foot of the old town of 

Shali (Halawa, 2016, p. 41). The eco-lodges adapted and expanded on existing traditional 

vernacular dwellings expanding them using the traditional materials and construction 

methods, however differing in their general approaches to adaptive re-use.  

6.2.1.1 Adrere Amellal 

 The project is located some 16 kilometers west of Shali, strategically positioned at 

the foot of the white mountain (hence its Amazigh name Adrere Amellal) overlooking lake 

Siwa, with its buildings stacked up against the mountainous terrain (Figure 90), 

reminiscent of the stacking manner of houses at Shali. The site of the current project 

originally constituted a small settlement of houses at the foot of the White Mountain which 

went by Ga’far by lake Siwa, which was bought off by EQI’s Mounir Naematallah (Halawa, 

2016, p. 41). Setting apart this eco-lodge from others is its “nostalgic” and “exotic” edge, 

where the eco-lodge developers promise an authentic and exclusive experience, of the 

primitive lifestyle patterns of the oasis (Adrereamellal, 2021). The lodge thus prides itself 

on its lack of modern amenities like electricity, air conditioning, or room service, and its 

use of the Kerchief and the traditional building methods. 

 The lodge abides by the principles of ecological building in several ways. The 

architecture and interior spaces of the eco-lodge are in constant dialogue with the natural 

environment. It is built using the traditional kerchief, which is a naturally available material, 

while the architecture emulates traditional vernacular patterns of Shali with its subliminal 

geometrical influences, and the overall monolithic appearance as the buildings blend into 

the natural landscape. The placement of the buildings at the foot of the white mountain 

instrumentalizes the stone bedrock as a natural foundation. Buildings are stacked often in 

an overlapping manner akin to the traditional methods of planning in the traditional 

vernacular settlements in Shali. The scale and capacity of the lodge consider the available 

resources such as fresh water. The lodge today contains forty rooms and associated public 

areas which according to EQI forms the limit that the environment in this location allows 

(Adrereamellal, 2021).  
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 To deliver an ecological as well as an “authentic experience”, the lodge reduces 

the use of modern conventional amenities and services to the minimum with no electricity 

and gas, air conditioning, access to modern sewage systems, etc. Instead, the architects 

Inspired solutions from vernacular traditions (both local and non-local) such as the use of 

naturally sourced water from fresh wells; water management systems such as the 

wetlands36 incorporated, organic farming, as well as the use of traditional materials, and 

construction methods to enhance airflow and natural cooling. Narrow proportions of paths 

and corridors in between buildings, as well as inner courtyards, serve to enhance airflow 

and promote natural cooling. Pools/water basins are occasionally placed at the centre of 

the courtyard to reduce extreme heat during the summer. Other techniques include the 

strategic positioning of openings to maximize airflow in rooms and spaces (Salem & El-

Shimy, 2013). The small-sized squared or longitudinal windows help reduce heat and glare 

inside indoor spaces while connecting the internal and external environment by framing 

certain views positioning them at the level of a “seated” indoor spectator. 

 
36 Wetland systems: engineered ecosystems used for improving water quality, including wastewater, 
ground water, industrial waste streams, or diffuse pollution. This system can be implemented in urban, 
peri-urban, and agricultural landscapes.  

 

Figure 90 Image showing the different buildings constituting the eco-lodge at the foot of the White 
Mountain or Adrere Amelal, against the white mountain after which it was named. (Image Source: 
Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2018) 
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Figure 91 Pictures showing (top) the seemingly ‘random’ positioning of openings in the building as seen 
on external walls and (below) the placement of these openings in the interior spaces (Image Source: 
Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2018). 
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The overall characteristics of the eco-lodge inspire aspects of the old vernacular 

building traditions in and around the medieval town of Shali. This is evident in the overall 

formal and spatial features which were inspired by the architects Emad Farid and Ramez 

Azmi as they expanded the original cluster of houses, integrating new buildings around 

them, and through time, extending upwards into the mountain (Interview with Emad Farid, 

2019). Other aspects which have been inspired by the traditional vernacular patterns of 

Shali, include the integration of the mountain’s natural cave systems into the interior 

spaces of houses, akin to the dwellings of old-Shali (Figure 92). These caves offer compact 

and cool spaces for dwellings. However, the architectural design also incorporates other 

non-local aspects such as the use of mudbricks for domed structures, which is not a 

typically authentic feature of the traditional architecture of Shali. 

The eco-lodge incorporates the local community in several ways mainly through its 

operation and management by the family who lived in the area and owned the original 

houses. The extensions were constructed using traditional building knowledge, local 

labour, and skills, and it offers a platform for promoting local crafts and heritage products 

made by women and sold on-site. However, during discussions with locals in Shali many 

respondents while familiar with the eco-lodge, they have never been there. Ultimately, the 

whole approach taken in the eco-lodge caters to the rich foreign tourist who can afford to 

pay the price of a five-star hotel in London for a night in the desert. It may thus be argued 

that despite all the previous considerations, the approach is more concerned with catering 

to the imagination of curious tourists seeking exotic experiences than it is with delivering 

a truly “authentic” experience. 

Figure 92 Pictures taken during fieldwork trips in 2018 & 2019. (Left): the integration of buildings into the 
natural terrain and the gradual staggering (Right): Integration of interior spaces of the building into the 
natural topography utilizing natural caves as alcoves or enclosures inside the building, a feature inspired 
from the architecture of Old-Shali. (Image Source: Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2018) 
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 When inquired about the extortionate prices for a night’s stay at the eco-lodge, the 

architects, as well as the staff, responded by saying that it costs a lot to manage a lodge 

in the traditional way i.e., with no electricity, gas, etc. According to them, hundreds if not 

thousands of beeswax candles are used at night to illuminate the interior and exterior 

spaces and paths which ultimately costs more than running on normal electricity. However, 

the high price of the lodge is set at a threshold targeting a niche type of tourists, often the 

very wealthy ones37. For example, Britain’s Prince Charles and the Duchess of Cornwall 

spent two nights in 2006 at Adrere Amellal, worth some 1420 (GBP) according to the Daily 

Mail (Victor, 2004). According to the locals working at the lodge, the suite that was used 

by the royal couple was upgraded following the prince’s request to incorporate a bathtub.  

 

 Notions of “authenticity” are therefore more of a marketing catchline than an 

accurate description of the eco-lodge. By incorporating traditional materials and solutions, 

as well as reducing aspects of modernity to recreate a romantic/nostalgic and exclusive 

experience, the eco-lodge is marketed as a representation of the primitive ways of living 

in the oasis. However, it should not be confused for being an authentic representation of 

 
37 The average price for a night there is about 500 dollars for a double room.  

   

Figure 93 Windows in Adrere Amelal are usually either small square-shaped or rectangular with 
longitudinal proportions in order to reduce solar flare and heat. Windows are often positioned to maximize 
cross- ventilation. Windows used to frame views consider the level of sight of the person and thus its 
height depends on the type of activity in the interior spaces. Pictures taken in 2018 during Fieldwork in 
Siwa (Source: Researcher, Adrere Amellal, Siwa, 2019). 
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the traditional ways of living but rather a romantic contemporary re-interpretation of the 

traditional buildings and ways of living adapted to cater to rich foreign tourists. There is no 

question that this approach to adaptive re-use has served to preserve aspects of the 

traditional architecture and ways of building and offers some locals job opportunities. 

However, the locals, their traditional vernacular architecture, and their building traditions, 

in this model, are mere not preserved for their own sake, but rather reinvented and 

commodified for market purposes.  

6.2.1.2 Al-bab en-Shal  

 This eco-lodge stands at the foot of the old-Shali fortress close to the old gate or 

Al-bab en Shal which was the historical gate to the fortified town of Shali. Like Adrere 

Amelal, this lodge follows a restorative and adaptive re-use approach using the remains 

of five vernacular Siwan houses. However, unlike Adrere Amelal this lodge incorporates 

aspects of modernity such as electricity, plumbing, sewage systems, etc. The main idea 

behind it was the incorporation and restoration of five demolished houses rebuilding them 

into one large house serving as an eco-lodge containing 11 rooms, three restaurants, and 

a store selling Siwan products and handicrafts (Attia & Dabaieh, 2013). Formally, in the 

new additions, the lodge emulates the historical appearance of the old Shali town using 

traditional materials and elements. The construction process relied on recycling old 

materials (Dabaieh, 2012), as well as freshly sourced Kerchief. Olive tree trunks, as well 

as palm wood, are used for ceilings, while the floors are tiled with stone.  

Akin to the style of houses of old-Shali, the lodge is accessed from the main street 

through a narrow-shaded pathway under an over-pass, into a compacted longitudinal 

courtyard. The different quarters of the eco-lodge are connected by narrow paths and 

alleyways resembling the circulation between houses in the old town of Shali. In recent 

years, newly acquired ruins of houses surrounding the lodge are being restored and re-

incorporated into the lodge to expand it. Albabenshal thus serves as a good example of 

adaptive reuse which promotes the preservation of traditional houses which are restored 

and re-adapted to serve new purposes, while incorporating modern amenities, thus 

providing a more realistic approach to living within the modern context of Shali. The model 

has also encouraged locals and entrepreneurs to restore their old dwellings, instead of 

taking them down. The trend of expat residents buying and restoring properties in and 

around Shali thus continues to thrive as a result.  

 The project secured several job opportunities for the local community in the domain 

of ecological tourism, as well as in the field of traditional construction providing the society 

with skilled craftsmen, and reviving traditional construction knowledge including Kerchief 
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construction, carpentry, and stone carving. As a result, the approach has successfully 

garnered local interest in the preservation of the local cultural heritage and the 

implementation of traditional vernacular building methods (Interview: SME, 2018). The 

project also helped in revitalizing traditional crafts offering training for women and 

encouraging them to work from home. Their products are sold in small boutiques in the 

lodge.  

 

6.2.2 Potentials and Challenges of Ecological approaches over the preservation of 

traditional vernacular architecture and building knowledge 

 One of the main challenges in Siwa today in relation to its traditional architecture 

and its principal settlement at Shali, is the general lack of conformity between the modern 

building practices with the more traditional vernacular typologies (Alhaddad, Ibrahim, & 

Lotaif, 2017). Despite its suitability to suit extreme desert climates (Rovero et al 2009), 

nowadays the use of Kerchief in local domestic buildings has declined and is substituted 

with cemented sawn stone foundations and brick masonry (Alhaddad, Ibrahim, & Lotaif, 

2017). Buildings in Shali and the surrounding 20th-century extensions which in the past 

constituted the characteristic traditional formal, material, and spatial patterns, are being 

substituted with modern ones resulting in a general disaccord. This prompted government 

officials to pass a law aimed at matching the colours and textures of new modern houses 

   

Figure 94 Pictures taken during field in Siwa in 2019. (Left): Entrance corridor leading to the central 
courtyard. (Right): central courtyard leading to the different rooms and quarters of the eco-lodge (Source: 
Researcher, Al bab-en Shal eco-lodge, 2019). 
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with that of the Kerchief walls of the older typologies (Martinelli, 2007). However, as the 

contemporary developments in the town of Shali continued to take shape, the uninhabited 

ruins of the medieval town of Shali were undergoing a steady process of disintegration. 

Although the old town of Shali had been listed for over a decade, this did not guarantee its 

physical protection where it was left to disintegrate on its own.  

 The past decade saw the growing interest in the Kerchief building methods due to 

the ecological design practices established around eco-tourism and the growing 

knowledge base and skill set developed. Architects Emad Farid and Ramez Azmi of EQI 

have constructed a team of local skilled masons and gained knowledge through their 

experience working with and building in Kerchief, which has enabled them to engage with 

further preservation work. In 2016, EQI undertook the restoration of the old mosque, which 

has prompted members of the community to engage with their local buildings and 

traditions. By employing local master craftsmen to train local laborers in the traditional 

methods, the process involved (re)building skills amongst locals which would enable them 

to repair their homes. As a result, some locals have been galvanized into carrying this out 

with their old houses converting them into bazars, while the mosque which had been 

closed has gone back into use and is looked after by the local community (Council, 2021). 

 The interwinding of conservation and sustainable development in Siwa in recent 

years has become more pronounced as the government aims at its inclusion as one of the 

main ecotourism destinations. In 2016, the Revival of the Shali Fortress under the 

sustainable development Initiative began to be implemented, funded by the EU, and co-

financed, designed, and implemented by EQI. The project aims to revive, restore, and 

conserve the archaeological site of Shali and the partially abandoned and rapidly 

degrading settlement around it (Neighbours, 2020). With its completion, it is anticipated to 

help boost Siwa’s economy, by improving its international standing as a leading eco-

tourism destination and reinforcing sustainable development through establishing a 

commercially viable micro-finance scheme. The aim is ultimately to allow low-income 

communities to restore their properties and expand their businesses, responding to the 

urgent socio-economic and healthcare needs of the oasis’s most vulnerable population. 

Thus, according to Mounir Naematallah, it ultimately serves to “safeguard the heritage of 

Siwa and engage its residents in positive actions that will ensure a healthy and sustainable 

local economy” (Sayed, 2020). 
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 In an interview with architect Emad Farid38 of EQI, he explained that the overall 

approach taken now in Shali is to restore and preserve the old fortress, after removing the 

massive layers of rubble from the crumbling walls. On the one hand, the space enclosed 

between the two hills (the old town of Shali and the opposite hill of adrere) has been listed 

under the jurisdiction of the ministry of antiquities which enforces laws regulating the new 

building activities in this area to try to preserve the overall character of the old town of Shali 

and its peripheral areas. The new regulations incur penalties for building in non-local styles 

and materials however buildings built before the law are exempt. Farid explains that all 

those efforts are crucial to save Siwa’s heritage which was on its way to eminent decay 

akin to many of Egypt’s unique desert vernacular heritage (Interview: EQI, 2018).    

 Furthermore, restoring old-Shali through this approach benefits not only the cultural 

heritage on a tangible level expressed in the remaining ruins of traditional buildings but 

also intangibly. The successful interaction between the architect and the local community 

is crucial for the successful process of ‘cultural exchange’ between the both which results 

in a two-directional process of knowledge transfer. According to Farid, through this 

interaction that the architect can learn lessons from the local community including the 

process of sourcing natural materials for building, the traditional construction techniques, 

architectural and spatial ideas, and solutions for functional, climatic, and aesthetic 

requirements, etc. This engagement also involves the training of local laborers in the 

indigenous building traditions, thus contributing to re-learning the forgotten traditions which 

may be put into practice once again by the locals. On the other hand, some modern 

standards and building techniques that are introduced by architects in the eco-logical 

industry are also learned by the locals and incorporated into their contemporary buildings. 

This includes things like learning how to pull strings for building straight walls and making 

calculations to build staircases of equal dimensions.  

 It is thus possible to argue that by capitalizing on preserving natural and cultural 

heritage, the ecological approach under the umbrella of eco-tourism may offer a 

sustainable way of addressing the issue of change in traditional vernacular context by 

implementing different strategies aimed at the commodification of local cultural heritage, 

and the incentivization of locals to engage in the process. The ecological industry may 

 
38 Emad Farid and Ramez Azmi are the two senior architects working in EQI in the ecological building industry, 

as well as in the field of conservation and the current restoration of parts of the old-medieval town of Shali. 

They were the lead architects of Adrere Amelal, Albab-en Shal, and Shali eco-lodges, and worked on the 

restoration of the old-mosque or al Masjid-Al Atique of the medieval town, and the Tednay Mosque in Shali 

town. They are also the main architects behind the Banque Misr building in Shali which is the only earthen 

construction bank in the world built using Kerchief.  
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thus indirectly contribute to the preservation of traditional vernacular heritage through its 

commodification, restoration, adaptation, and re-purposing for contemporary uses. Key to 

the success of this approach is the architect and the conservationist’s direct engagement 

with the local culture and building traditions, i.e., to learn and apply lessons learned in the 

contemporary practice, thus serving to bridge the gap between the formal and informal 

architectural practices. As architect becomes acquainted with the local building methods 

through time and hands-on practice, they gain experience in the conservation of traditional 

vernacular architecture, which may contribute to the preservation of cultural heritage in 

two ways. First, through gaining the needed knowledge and building a skill set that may 

be used in the preservation and restoration of physical examples of traditional buildings, 

which is what’s happening in Siwa today in the restoration project of the old fortified town, 

as well as in the peripheral traditional settlement. Secondly, the propagation of this 

vernacular knowledge amongst laborers and locals is a circular process that contributes 

to reconnecting people with their cultural heritage. This dual process may thus be termed 

de-vernacularization: i.e., the process of engaging with the other to understand their 

vernacular cultural heritage, and to put this knowledge into practice whether by building 

new vernacular buildings or preserving older ones in both cases involving the locals 

through which this knowledge may be re-learned and kept alive.  

 Regarding the preservation of traditional vernacular architecture through ecological 

strategies for adaptive reuse within the context of eco-tourism, there are different 

approaches and degrees to which the re-adapted buildings conform to the original 

vernacular traditions. This brings to question the notion of “authenticity” in relation to the 

preservation of vernacular architecture through ecological approaches: to what extent are 

the different adaptations and representations of the local vernacular heritage true to the 

original precedents? And based on a dynamic understanding of the traditional vernacular, 

to what extent is this question of authenticity relevant if those same strategies provide the 

very impetus for the preservation of vernacular buildings and knowledge which would 

otherwise likely be lost to us today. Furthermore, the process of de-vernacularization which 

occurs through the prolonged engagement of the architect with the context (society, 

natural, and built environments) incurs changes to both, the traditional as well as the 

contemporary vernacular practices in a two-way process. Thus, by transcending the 

question of authenticity, these unofficial approaches to development may be considered 

one of the possible ways to preserve and promote local heritage.   
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6.3 Contemporary architectural applications based on vernacular architecture 

As shown in the example of Siwa, the alternative sustainable development 

strategies including adaptive re-use of traditional houses within the eco-lodge industry 

involve a process of representation of the traditional vernacular to serve contemporary 

purposes, which indirectly may contribute to preserving product and process-related 

aspects of the local vernacular architecture and traditions. The converging interests of 

private investors and international organizations, as well as the incremental building of a 

knowledge base through de-vernacularization, have introduced a host of preservation-

related activities and secured necessary funding for restoration projects. Therefore, the 

preservation of Siwa’s vernacular heritage plays a pivotal role in the construction of the 

local Siwan identity upon which the ecotourism and sustainable development industry in 

the oasis rely (Zedan, 2013; Alhaddad, Ibrahim, & Lotaif, 2017). This dynamic has 

attracted local and foreign enthusiasts, conservationists, researchers, and architects- all 

engaging with the local vernacular traditions in different ways. Through the different 

projects and examples, lessons learned from the traditional vernacular are incorporated 

into contemporary projects from which much can be learned. In the following section two 

examples of such contemporary applications are discussed namely: Taziry eco-lodge by 

Al-Sayyed Al-Domyaty and his family of architects, and Beit Wahed & the Moon House 

projects by British architect and resident of Siwa Fiona Mckie.  

6.3.1 Taziry Eco-Lodge & The “Eco-Village”: a Neo-Vernacular architectural and 

urban strategy?   

Taziry is an eco-lodge designed and built as a private project by a family from 

Alexandria who came to live in Siwa in the early 2000s. Taziry, which means full moon in 

the local Amazigh dialect, was the first project which the architect El-Sayyed El-Domyaty 

and his family including his son Ehab also an architect, and his wife Madam Nabila an 

interior decorator- had established in Siwa. Over a decade later the lodge was bought off 

by a new Moroccan investor, while the family went on to establish a new eco-lodge known 

as Talist nearby, following the same principles and applying lessons learned. Taziry stands 

at the footstep of Siwa’s Adrere Azugagh (the Red Mountain in Amazigh) and is composed 

of 30 rooms arranged in various forms resembling local patterns of traditional settlements 

(Figure 95). Some buildings are carved and tucked into the mountain, while others are 

overlooking a natural pool. Construction is primarily from Kerchief, incorporating other 

materials (mainly redbrick) to accommodate modern indoor facilities such as wet areas, 

with an outer final Kerchief finish. Unlike kerchief, red-brick walls can tolerate moisture and 

endures ceramic tiling which is preferable and more hygienic for wet areas like bathrooms 

and kitchens (Figure 96). Although thick Kerchief walls serve to regulate indoor climate, 
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the eco-lodge uses various passive design techniques for cooling such as cross-

ventilation. For lighting, oil lamps and candles are used and there is no electricity akin to 

the eco-lodges located outside the energy grid (such as Adrere Amellal). Among the 

different aspects of environmental and ecological conservation considered is the use of 

solid waste management systems, disposing of organic waste to animals and composting, 

and treating sewage using wetland systems, while inorganic waste is sent for recycling 

(Taziry, 2021).  

Formally and aesthetically speaking the architectural appearance inspires aspects 

of the vernacular architecture of Shali, however with a more geometrical appearance. 

Building facades are also more orderly with a symmetrical organization of windows. Unlike 

the examples of Adrere Amellal and Al-bab en Shal, here, the architect’s influence over 

the design is more pronounced in the use of sharp corners (as opposed to rounded corners 

in the traditional buildings), straight (non-tapering) vertical walls and modular floor plans. 

After it has been purchased by a new Moroccan developer in 2007-2008, the architects 

were commissioned to restore the buildings and make some modifications to meet the new 

client’s requirements. As part of the ambitious attempts for counteracting cultural change 

in the oasis, the new Moroccan owner is promoting Taziri as part of a larger social, cultural, 

and ecological agenda entitled “Taziry eco-village project.” The project draws on different 

axis focusing on promoting sustainable development, and cultural and environmental 

preservation.  The model also promotes an urban development plan inspired by the 

traditional settlement patterns and associated vernacular systems (Figure 97). 

The project promotes different environmental strategies for energy production and 

waste management, cultural heritage preservation, as well as promoting socio-economic 

wellbeing by providing job opportunities in eco-tourism and associated industries. In the 

process, the new owner expanded on the original eco-lodge to include a Stellarium, library, 

and museum, with the joint aim of promoting “Amazigh” cultural heritage and stirring 

sustainable development (Taziry, 2021). However, although the approach claims to 

promote the preservation of the local cultural heritage, arguably it may also be contributing 

to its corruption through the reinvention of the traditional cultural heritage. Thus, in the 

rebranding of Taziry after its re-purchase, the new Moroccan owner commissioned the 

architect El-Sayyid El Domyaty and his son Ehab to conduct modifications to the original 

lodge, including the incorporation of traditional Moroccan motifs on building facades 

(Interview: Elsayyed, 2019). Going beyond formal and aesthetic issues it may still be 

argued that the project inspires by the local vernacular traditions and strategies for 

counteracting the drawback of change as it continues in the oasis.  
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Figure 95 Pictures showing the Eco-lodge is built at the foot of Siwa’s Red-Mountain in the same way 
traditional settlements in Siwa are often situated, adapting the natural topographical features and 
incorporating them with the buildings. The architectural features are similar to those of Shali including the 
general lack of symmetry, the use of loggias which appear in the expansive phase of Shali’s Kerchief 
architecture during the early 20th century. The architecture here however takes on a more orderly and 
geometrical form, straight non-tapering walls, and incorporating modern aspects such as balconies, and 
bricks in the construction of wet-areas allowing for modern sanitary systems.  (Image Source: Researcher, 
Taziry, Siwa, 2019) 
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Figure 96 Images showing some of the interior spaces of the lodge. (Top): Bathroom space, with red-brick 
walls allowing for the installation of modern tiling and sanitary systems in an attempt to integrate traditional 
and modern solutions. (Bottom): a bedroom attached to the mountain, where the building integrates with 
the natural topography and cave structures, a typical feature in Shali’s traditional buildings (Image Source: 
(Taziry, 2021)). 

Fig. 96 Links: https://www.taziry.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/5E3A8382.jpg - https://www.taziry.com/wp-content/
uploads/2017/11/5E3A8405.jpg
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6.3.2 An Architect’s -private residence and workshop in Siwa 

Fiona Mckee is a British architect and resident of Siwa for almost two decades. 

The project considered here is her private residence and a workshop which was built in 

phases, with the first phase being the main residence, completed in 2004 and goes by 

‘beit wahed’ (translates as house one). The construction of the house was completed in 

five weeks. The main building materials used in this project are mostly locally sourced and 

composed mainly of the traditional building materials, i.e.: Kerchief, palm, and olive wood, 

and a mortar of Kerchief and Tibn. The architect has also incorporated more modern 

materials used in Siwa today and across all of Egypt: white and red brick. The house is a 

one-story building constructed outside of the old town in the desert, built over a stone raft 

foundation using a mixture of kerchief and mudbrick (Figure 98). The plan follows a 

courtyard typology (Figure 99), composed of two rooms: a bedroom and an inner 

‘marbou’a’ which also functions as an extra bedroom, alongside a kitchen and a bathroom. 

The core/courtyard is shielded from the main entrance through a transitional lobby 

(emulating the traditional Islamic ‘majaz’), separating the external and internal spaces 

through broken access to maintain privacy. The main bedroom is accessible through a 

Figure 97 A Study of West-Siwa's Sustainable Development Strategy according to Taziry eco-villages. The 
study concerns Land-use, Climate and environmental aspects, and resources and incorporates lessons 
learnt from the traditional vernacular built environment and processes into the proposed plan. The map 
highlights areas for natural conservation, areas for potential building and living (allocated on the higher 
points in the plateau (highlighted in grey)  in the same fashion of medieval settlements, and areas for 
sourcing materials for building. (Image Source: (Taziry, 2021)) 

Fig. 97 Link: https://www.taziry.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/West_Siwa_Sustainable_Urban_Plan_2048x1489.jpg
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private garden and semi-shaded porch accessed from the courtyard. A terrace is 

positioned on the northern side accessed through the kitchen, and another one in the south 

accessed from the main entrance lobby and hosts the staircase which leads to the roof.  

The second building is the workshop, which is a standalone curved building 

designed with consideration for the climate, thus its geometry reflects the architect’s 

conscious approach to the impact of form over thermodynamics and performance (Figure 

100). The one-story building functions mainly as the architect’s workshop, with a small 

open kitchen attached to it, a toilet, a bedroom, and a storeroom. The building is 

predominantly built of Kerchief, which is protected with an external red and white brick 

wall. The main idea behind this integration of mixed materials in the external protective 

wall is a feature the architect had incorporated from her observations of Egyptian villages. 

According to the architect, these villages “always have walls, and the walls are usually 

built from the left-over materials used in building houses, so there is usually more than one 

type of brick used” (Interview: Mckie, 2019). Kerchief however is the main material used 

in the construction of the walls due to its superior thermodynamic qualities which help 

create climatically comfortable indoor spaces.   

The encircling wall (Figure 100) acts as a barrier protecting the enclosed Kerchief 

building and spirals up in a gradual manner shielding the north-eastern parts of the 

Kerchief building. The enclosed space between the outer brick walls and the inner kerchief 

walls widens at the northern part of the house to make space for a shaded terrace that 

opens out to the desert-scape. Due to its orientation, the northern terrace is used mostly 

during the summer while another terrace positioned on the southern curve is used in 

winter. The stairs are enclosed in the space between the outer and inner walls on the 

north-eastern side of the house supported over a set of vaults which serve as storage 

spaces accessed sometimes externally and others internally. The building’s geometry and 

form thus respond to the environment and communicates with the surrounding context. 

The roof is made from olive wood instead of palm wood. The choice of olive wood was 

deliberate to create an undulating effect as the plastering follows the natural shapes and 

curves in the wooden beams, something which the architect had learned through her work 

in restoring a building in the old town.  The curved surface with its smooth plastering allows 

light to disperse and travel smoothly through the space and across the surfaces an effect 

which would not have been possible using the traditional palm wood beams for the 

ceiling/roof.  
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Figure 98 Image taken during the construction of the house (during 2005/6). The picture shows the outer 
mudbrick walls encompassing the inner Kerchief core, with the building stood over a stone raft foundation 
(Image source: Fiona Mckie, [2006] 2021). 

Figure 99 A simple sketch of Beit Wahed. The main building is constructed from Kerchief, apart from the 
Kitchen and Bathroom walls (North pointing upwards) – (Image source: Fiona Mckie, 2021). 
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Figure 100 Pictures showing the Moon building from different sides. (Top): Picture showing the north-
eastern side of the building with the outer wall enclosing the staircase gradually reducing in height as it 
approaches the Northern terrace.  (Bottom): the southern terrace and concave wall. This geometry was 
designed to minimize the southern side of the house exposed to the sun and casts shade on parts of it 
during the sun’s movement (Image Source Fiona Mckie [2018] 2021). 
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6.3.3 Lessons Learnt from Ecological building in Vernacular Contexts: An 

Interview with Fiona Mckie  

 Mckie acquired her degree in London and practiced architecture for a few decades 

before deciding to move to Siwa in the early 2000s. During her bachelor's study of 

architecture in London, she did her internships in Yemen, observing and studying towns 

and villages and learning about the different local architectural traditions. Her passion for 

learning and experimenting with unconventional methods and materials drove her later 

visits to Ethiopia, and Egypt’s rural societies where she spent time in various places in 

Upper Egypt, including Luxor, and Tuna El Gebel near Beni Hassan. Mckie’s decision to 

move to Siwa came after decades of living and practicing architecture in the UK with a 

lingering sense of unfulfillment within the formal architectural discipline and practice. 

However, during those various trips over the years, Mckie was able to discover her passion 

for vernacular architecture from which she learned lessons and applied them later on in 

the different projects she was involved with in Siwa.   

   

Figure 101 Plan of the Moon House Lodge as provided by the architect. The plan shows the main spaces 
constituting the Kerchief building, with the outer terraces and stairs enclosed between the building and the 
outer brick wall (Image source: Fiona Mckie, 2020). 
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 One of the main differences between formal architectural practice, and informal or 

vernacular practice according to McKie is the capacity for experimentation, learning, and 

exploring. According to McKie, this is where architecture “fails most people that study it: 

there is no chance to experiment.” (Interview: Mckie, 2019). Unlike formal practice which 

promotes standard ways of doing things, a vernacular architecture based on trial and error 

and learning from precedent encourages experimentation and creativity. Therefore within 

traditional vernacular contexts like Siwa, there is more room for learning and 

experimenting as opposed to the formal practice where “things need to be made right from 

the first time because time is money” (Interview: Mckie, 2019). An open attitude towards 

learning is therefore a central quality for any architect working in traditional vernacular 

contexts for a successful exchange of knowledge. This point was also articulated by 

architects Emad Farid & Ramez Azmi of EQI in describing their first project in Siwa which 

they initially approached through the conventional design process, i.e.: with a pre-drafted 

plan. These plans were however totally discarded when the architects arrived at the actual 

site and realized there was much for them to learn before prescribing any solutions. 

Similarly, McKie argues that “most people come into Siwa to teach people…. So, it can be 

a great exchange if you come in with the mentality that you are there to learn.”  

 McKie arrived in Siwa in 2003 when the oasis was just starting to transition into 

modernity. The architect began a long process of familiarizing herself with the people, the 

culture, and the unique building materials, mainly Kerchief, working on different ecological 

building designs, and restoration projects in old-Shali. One of the important ways to learn 

about the traditional building materials according to McKie is through observing the old 

traditional buildings and ruins and engaging with them.  Accordingly, “one of the fantastic 

things in the old town is that only good buildings make good ruins… when you see those 

fantastic ruins, you know that they were good buildings.” Therefore, engaging in restoration 

work in old houses is a great immersive experience, where much can be learned even 

when “doing demolition,” there is “a lot [to learn] about the material” (Interview: McKie, 

2019). Thus, through observation and by engaging with the traditional vernacular 

architecture, lessons can be learned on the traditional building methods, as well as the 

performance of traditional materials through time.  

 Working with old buildings, and carrying out restoration, as well as building anew 

with Kerchief, all allow the architect to observe the material and its performance over time.  

Regarding Kerchief, McKie makes the following observation:  

“One of the interesting things about Kerchief is the salt content in it, it soaks water 

in and then it dries out. And in winter when there is condensation due to the drop-
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in temperature at night, it gets damp, and then it dries out in the day, so its 

constantly damping and drying. And if you look at the abandoned villages […] you 

will see that over the years […] the salt and the mud that’s used as mortar becomes 

an amalgam. You can no longer see the rock shapes in the walls […] it becomes 

like a paste because it’s been doing this reaction for so long, so it’s like a living 

material that is shifting all the time” (Interview: McKie, 2019). 

 According to McKie some of the contending challenges facing the preservation 

attempts in the old town of Shali have to do with understanding the material. The lack of 

familiarity of many conservationists with the material they’re working with is a serious 

challenge for successful restoration and preservation. McKie explains that “they don’t 

know the material enough, they are not watching it enough, you need people that know it 

and keep an eye on it.” Due to their organic nature, earthen buildings, particularly Kerchief, 

require constant monitoring and attention to the performance of walls and structural 

elements. Thus, McKie explains that “If you don’t look after any building it deteriorates. So, 

you have to have a kind of a sustainable eye on it”. This is usually possible when buildings 

are occupied, used, and thus constantly monitored by their inhabitants. According to 

McKie, “If you see what they are doing at the moment, they are renewing the old walls, 

there is no housing […] but who is going to look after it, who is going to live in it?” (Interview: 

McKie, 2019). By stressing the importance of monitoring the traditional buildings, much of 

which was formerly practiced by its residents, the architect raises important questions 

pertaining to the efficacy of conservation which merely focuses on restoring ruins, not 

livelihoods.  

 Finally, the process of exchange which takes place between the architect and the 

local builders and masons who are the bearers of the building tradition and indigenous 

knowledge is an indispensable source of learning for the architect, as well as the locals. 

On the architect’s side, there is direct contact with the local mason and labourer, they must 

therefore be open to new ways of doing things and learn how to communicate their ideas 

in creative ways with an understanding of the local social and cultural norms. McKie 

explains that “they [the local mason and labourer] look at things in a totally different way 

than we [experts] do, from a different lens. And there is no right and wrong here, it’s just a 

different way of doing things. It is a rich learning ground” (Interview: McKie, 2019).  The 

relationship between the architect as an expert, and the mason who in many cases cannot 

read or write, let alone read architectural drawings, requires different ways of 

communication. For McKie the communication of ideas is partially about “optic”, she thus 

designs her buildings before the work begins and communicates the ideas to masons and 
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laborers onsite using simple models or diagrammatic illustrations which help convey the 

idea visually (Figure 103). 

 It is also important that the architect gives special consideration to the cultural 

environment, which is something that even resident architects from similar cultural 

backgrounds might take time to develop. One such aspect of culture, which is central to 

the process of knowledge transfer is language.  According to McKie, the architect needs 

to use the right language, the correct words or expressions, and even analogies, to 

communicate their ideas to the locals in a way that they would relate to. As a result, the 

architect must invest more effort in understanding the natural, social and cultural 

environment of the people they work with, in conjunction. For example, in a restoration 

project for one of the houses in Shali, the architect sought to create an undulating effect in 

the irregular olive-wood ceiling by asking the plasterer to envision the sea. Their response 

was a wavy-shaped surface with sharp edges casting shadows instead of creating a 

smooth bright surface. The analogy of the sea, to an inland desert culture, inspires a 

dramatic mental image, thus in the local Siwan mentality, it was met with the image of 

sharp ridges. 

 In the Moon house project and for the roof of the workshop area, the architect 

inspired the idea of using olive wood instead of palm wood, intending to create a smooth 

undulating surface that would enhance the lighting in the space. This time the architect 

gave the analogy of a woman’s body as a guide for the plasterer. The plasterer’s 

interpretation led them to create a smooth and curvy surface with no sharp edges, thus 

successfully fulfilling the architect’s goal of maximizing light flow and reflectivity in the 

space (Figure 102). This among many other cultural nuances shows how sensitivity to 

these cultural variations, requires innovative and reflective ways of communication 

between the expert and local mason/labourer and highlights the incremental nature of this 

learning process.  
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Figure 102 Pictures showing the space within the workshop with bright 
lighting despite the small proportions of windows. This is achieved through 
the undulating bright plastered ceiling which diffuses sunlight in different 

directions in the space (picture source: Fiona Mckee,2020). 
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6.4 Assessing the impact of official and alternative approaches on people and 

their vernacular heritage 

 In the previous chapters, it was shown how traditional vernacular architecture and 

settlement patterns in the case-study contexts were changing since the 19th century, with 

the pace exacerbating during the second half of the 20th century onwards in response to 

various changes in contextual conditions. Population growth reflected in rapid vernacular 

urbanization was matched with state-led attempts at modernization and the diversification 

of the economy beyond agriculture to include tourism which now plays a key role and has 

been shown to exercise influence over the historical vernacular-built environment. Within 

most top-down approaches, there is an excessive emphasis on the ancient historical 

layers, expressed in radical interventions in some historical contexts of potential touristic 

significance aimed at portioning out the “historical” (i.e., that which exceeds a century in 

age) and obliterating the “ordinary”. By removing certain layers and emphasizing others, 

certain “phases” in this complex historical vernacular architectural and rural/urban layering 

are obliterated as demonstrated in the case of Luxor.  

 

Figure 103 Image showing a plan for one of the architect’s latest projects. The plan is drafted using papyrus 
paper and tape glue. The main idea behind this ‘sketch’ is to assist the architect in conveying the main idea 
behind the building in the simplest manner (Image Source: Image taken by researcher in London, in Fiona 

Mckie’s studio and residence, 2020). 
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However, given the rapid pace of urbanization within historical traditional contexts, 

there is a need to preserve exemplary aspects of the traditional built environment for its 

cultural and intellectual value as well as for its economic value. Alternative strategies to 

engaging with the otherwise disappearing vernacular building traditions have been shown 

to contribute to attributing contemporary economic and cultural relevance to these 

vernacular traditions thus ensuring their survival in one form or the other. In Esna, as in 

Siwa, the examined approaches demonstrated different strategies employed by private 

enterprises and NGOs which place the community and its cultural heritage at the centre 

of the development process. Their ability to address socio-economic and cultural 

processes, by including local culture, and their traditional vernacular heritage, 

demonstrates some of the merits of a contextually driven approach that merges the goals 

of conservation and development. The success of these approaches is shown to hinge on 

acknowledging the cultural layering and diversity in the built environment and considering 

people's actual experiences, needs, challenges, and aspirations.  

As far as the researcher’s experience during fieldwork, people’s reactions to these 

projects are equally complex and diverse. In some cases, people were frustrated with the 

many promises they received previously from authorities or developers. In other cases 

where people’s properties are directly affected by these state interventions, such as in the 

periphery of the temple at Esna, the researcher encountered a great deal of desperation 

from the people affected. Aware of the cordon defining the historical excavation area and 

its eminent fate, many attempted to urge the researcher to push the authorities to stop the 

inevitable from happening. On other occasions, some people expressed their hope that 

the authorities carry out a massive urban undertaking akin to Luxor and bulldoze the old 

town on the condition that they are given alternative modern housing units in new 

developments built in their place. In Siwa, many respondents showed little concern with 

the ongoing restoration project of old-Shali as it doesn’t directly affect their homes. 

Furthermore, a few decades ago people in Siwa who were initially suspicious of the 

growing interests and investments in their cultural heritage and natural resources, today 

they happily take part in many of these undertakings.  

As far as the alternative projects are concerned, many people expressed their 

content with how these projects somehow contributed to shedding light on aspects of their 

cultural heritage, and more importantly, in terms of their implications on the local economy. 

However, it is important to point out that the measure of success or failure of these 

alternative approaches which are driven by private incentives, is realistically measured in 

terms of their level of fulfilment of the project requirements and that of the stakeholders. 

However, as far as people’s modern vernacular traditions are concerned, the neo-
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vernacular/ecological approach to building in Siwa is still exclusive to the tourism sector, 

and amongst ecological and cultural enthusiasts. In fact, in inquiring about this aspect from 

the architect Fiona McKie who has close connections with some Siwan families and 

women, she expressed that the Siwan culture today is “a very different culture and a 

different place, and they are moving fast.” People’s needs and aspirations today have thus 

changed, and therefore the traditional ways may no longer be suitable, thus according to 

the architect, although they lived in those traditional buildings and know them very well, 

they do not value them in the same way today. Mckie also explained that when she built 

her first house (Beit Wahed), some Siwans visited her house and were intrigued to see 

someone building anew using Kerchief. After inquiring about the costs of the building they 

were surprised and in Mckie’s words they responded saying “60,000LE and you have got 

no electricity… they just thought I must be mad to spend so much money on a house with 

no electricity” (Interview with Mckie, 2020) 

However, as far as this research is concerned, the study set out to learn lessons 

on more effective ways of engagement with changing vernacular traditions. These different 

interpretations and applications provide examples that can be studied and assessed and 

represent steppingstones necessary to develop more systematic ways for approaching 

and engaging with the vernacular as it changes. The previous examples show that 

successful engagement with the vernacular involves the ability to identify value and 

capitalize on it. It also shows the importance of creating value by incentivizing locals to 

engage in preserving their heritage. Providing economic incentives and job opportunities 

is necessary for the conservation-related outcomes of ecological and cultural tourism 

(Hunt, Durham, Driscoll, & Honey, 2014). Common in both case-study contexts, is that a 

process-based approach to development and conservation provides the example and 

incentives necessary to build social consensus, and participation which is necessary for a 

successful process of knowledge transfer.  Nevertheless, the successful responses to 

change in the traditional vernacular-built environment, are often the result of contextually 

constructed and process-driven strategies, negating the “one-size fits all” approach. While 

at the same time, these various alternative strategies point out the need for a systematic 

approach to the vernacular which can be mainstreamed and incorporated into strategies 

approaching different contexts. Therefore, a process-led framework that builds on, and 

synthesizes lessons learned from the study of vernacular traditions is argued to be central 

to future attempts aimed at approaching traditional vernacular contexts and managing 

change.  
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6.5 Summary 

 The chapter discussed some of the contending issues pertaining to strategies 

employed to counter-act change in historical vernacular contexts using the examples of 

Siwa and Esna. The chapter demonstrated how conventional state-led urban development 

approaches and conservation strategies in catering to the tourists’ gaze, tend to alienate 

people from their traditional heritage.  Such approaches hinge on the policy-makers 

assessments of “value” in the built environment, delegating the most valuable to the oldest 

layers. Alternative approaches have proven to play a critical role in shedding light on the 

otherwise overlooked traditional heritage, therefore capitalizing on the socio-cultural 

dimensions rather than suppressing them. One of the critical aspects lacking in most 

conventional top-down strategies is the exchange between locals and experts, which 

alternative approaches hinge on. On the other hand, within the alternative approaches, the 

local community is often placed at the centre, working to actively engage them in the 

preservation and reproduction of their heritage. It is argued that the purpose of these 

approaches is not necessarily to reinstate traditional methods in the current vernacular 

practices carried out by locals, and neither is it to preserve the traditional as a historical 

artifact. Instead, the purpose of these approaches is often to represent the vernacular in a 

more relevant manner to serve contemporary purposes, as a result contributing to 

prolonging their lifespans and relevance. It is finally argued for the importance of 

preserving examples of the traditional vernacular as a reference, but also to acknowledge 

the dynamic nature of culture and traditions and people’s changing and evolving needs. 

Therefore, an integrated approach to development/conservation is suggested which 

focuses on identifying and preserving significant values of the traditional vernacular, while 

introducing contemporary and sustainable solutions to addressing current challenges.   
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7. Chapter Seven: Synthesis - Capturing Values in Changing 
Vernacular Contexts 

7.0 Introduction  

It has been shown in the previous chapter that changes in the vernacular-built 

environment occur locally and in response to changes in contextual conditions and is also 

influenced by interventions from different stakeholders. These interventions from both the 

official development and/or conservation-related bodies, as well as through alternative 

practices emerging from private incentives and initiatives, all have been shown to 

contribute to the trajectory of change in the previous cases. By articulating and capitalizing 

on certain aspects of the natural and cultural environments, some of the alternative 

approaches which adopt process-driven strategies, have been shown to play a key role in 

shaping this change and, in certain ways, keeping certain traditional vernacular values 

alive. However, both formal and alternative approaches tend to selectively articulate 

certain qualities and downplay others in the process of shaping the traditional vernacular 

and bringing to question the very notion of “authenticity” upon which conservation of 

cultural heritage rests.  

However, acknowledging the dynamic nature of the vernacular as an ongoing 

process and a living form of cultural heritage, the question of how best to approach the 

vernacular and detect and preserve relevant values is still an open one. The answer to this 

question is contingent upon the ability to develop a contextually sensitive and process-

oriented systematic approach, through which the vernacular may be approached and 

managed. Through a synthesis of previous findings and a recourse to literature, this 

chapter sets out to develop a conceptual framework for identifying values in changing 

vernacular contexts. The methodological approach adopted for the data gathering and 

analysis is reflected upon and used as the foundation for constructing the proposed 

framework, after reflecting on previous attempts to develop similar frameworks. The 

framework is thus proposed to serve as a guideline for architects, conservationists, and 

planners operating in other contexts.  
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7.1 Synthesis of research findings: Understanding vernacular architecture as a 

process 

 It has been shown in chapters four and five that by studying the contextual and 

socio-cultural dimensions pertaining to the urban histories of the case-study contexts of 

Siwa and Esna, the vernacular is revealed as a continuous process despite ongoing 

changes during the previous two centuries. This confirms the argument made at the outset 

of the study that the methodological approaches adopted in the study of the vernacular 

determine how change is understood (Blier S. , 2006, p. 234). It has also been 

demonstrated that in recent decades, change has been taking place at a rapid pace, 

leading many to assume a sudden or abrupt break with tradition with the onset of 20th-

century modernity. However, despite the apparent changes, it is still possible to observe 

continuities in the newly emerging typologies, which can be rendered as modern 

adaptations of their historical precedents operating under different conditions. 

Furthermore, the different formal and alternative interventions (discussed in chapter six), 

have been shown to impact the trajectory of change in the respective cases, serving the 

different motives of stakeholders. Apart from the local community, these stakeholders 

include authorities, professionals, private investors, and funding bodies: each guided by 

their perceived notions of value in the built environment.  

 From the official perspective and within contexts such as Luxor, Esna, and Siwa 

where the historical built environment exhibits aspects of competing historical value, it is 

often the older layers that gain the official recognition. In cases when the vernacular is 

recognized through listing buildings and/or portioning out parts of the built environment for 

conservation purposes, these strategies do not necessarily guarantee the physical 

protection of vernacular structures. Considering the contextual nature of vernacular 

architecture, its protection is shown to be contingent upon not only the preservation of the 

physical structures and fabric, but also the underlying systems and processes governing 

the production, and maintenance of these traditional ways of living. There is also the 

question of allocating funding which usually comes from international funding bodies with 

their agendas, as well as professional experts, both were shown to exercise an influence 

over the local vernacular heritage, what is valued and how it is valued. Some of these 

aspects were shown to be addressed in the alternative approaches to the vernacular, 

mainly in the cultural heritage approach to community development exemplified in 

Takween’s work in Esna, and sustainable approaches promoting ecological and cultural 

conservation such as EQI’s SSDI.  
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As opposed to approaching the vernacular as a product, alternative approaches 

which emerge out of non-governmental domains, reflect international progress in ideas 

pertaining to cultural heritage and its preservation. Contrary to the conventional one-size-

fits-all approaches prevalent in top-down interventions, these alternative approaches tend 

to centre their strategies around locals and their livelihoods and consider to varying 

degrees, environmental, socio-cultural, and economic conditions. By attributing values and 

capitalizing on them, these alternative approaches contribute to controlling and directing 

change in these vernacular traditions, thus in a way, fulfilling the goal behind conservation 

(de la Torre, 2013, p. 158). This is considering that the aim of conservation is not to simply 

preserve buildings for their own sake, but to maintain the values embodied by heritage, 

with physical interventions or treatments being one of the many means toward that end 

(Olukoya, 2021, p. 4). Nevertheless, it is still argued that these alternative approaches still 

tend to selectively articulate certain values in the traditional settings and buildings and 

downplay others. This, therefore, stresses the importance of developing a systematic and 

indiscriminative approach to detecting and assessing values and principles pertaining to 

traditional vernacular contexts. 

 Approaching vernacular architecture as a process articulates the complexity of 

contextual conditions expressed in interconnected and dynamic social and cultural 

structures which govern people’s relationships with their contexts and defines the 

characteristic vernacular formal and spatial patterns. This understanding of the vernacular, 

shifts the focus from “the static objects of display that constitute the foreground of so much 

architectural production, and moves onto the continuous cycle of spatial production, and 

to all the people and processes that go into it” (Awan, Schneider, & Till, 2011, p. 29). This 

cycle of spatial production is essentially governed by the conditions and the underlying 

systems and structures which embody the ‘values’ that order people’s relationships with 

their contexts. Therefore, these systems and consequent vernacular practices are by no 

means a determinative outcome, and neither are they static or immutable but are one 

among many potential outcomes.  

Findings from the study of the case-study contexts revealed three interconnected 

systems underlying the vernacular as a process: the vernacular landscape as a system of 

dispositions expressed in socio-ecological systems, the vernacular setting as an 

expression of the socio-spatial and temporal structures, and the vernacular dwelling as the 

main cultural unit in the traditional settlement. The first invokes Bourdieu’s concept of the 

habitus and describes the structures which mediate between the physical environment and 

human activity (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 53). These structures are shaped under contextual and 

cultural conditions and manifest in different spatial organizations on the scale of the 
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landscape. The second system describes the correlation between the production of space 

(architectural and urban), and the existing social structures, group composition, and 

dynamics aligning with Henri Lefebvre’s ideas on spatial production as a process of social 

production. According to Lefebvre, vernacular architecture as a “(social) space is a (social) 

product” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 360). The third system which also relates to the previous 

system describes the correlation and mutual relationship between vernacular dwelling 

patterns and the urban patterns of spatial production. These structures were expressed in 

the case-study contexts in the symbolic concepts of the mound, the fringe-belt/boundary, 

and the labyrinth, which describe the recurring archetypal patterns characterizing the 

system of dispositions and structures governing traditional patterns.  

Therefore, the interpretive analysis of vernacular architecture in the previous cases 

through time and space highlights the dynamic and cyclical nature of the vernacular as a 

form of ‘ongoing production’. The diagram (Figure 104) is a representation of this dynamic 

interpretation of vernacular architecture highlighting the cyclical nature of generative, 

adaptive, and regenerative processes, underlying the production and preservation of 

characteristic vernacular patterns through time. People’s interaction with their context 

manifests in cultural patterns and practices which over time generate vernacular traditions 

which are constantly adapted and re-adapted to give way to vernacular patterns. These 

patterns manifest in formal, spatial, and processual aspects, and through time constitute 

a form of cultural heritage. This heritage becomes living heritage as these patterns 

continue to apply to their contexts and serve their purposes, thus becoming part of the 

‘contextual’ conditions influencing successive generations. Within this ongoing process of 

vernacular production and reproduction, the preservation of characteristic patterns is thus 

shown to be contingent upon the balancing of the processes of ‘change’ and ‘continuity,’ 

or innovation and precedent. This is what gives the “traditional” vernacular its homogeneity 

despite changes taking place as demonstrated in the pre-1950s developments in Siwa 

and Esna.  

The comparative analysis of the selected sample of vernacular dwellings from the 

19th century onwards, and despite ongoing changes, revealed continuities in vernacular 

patterns. These continuities were detected in the progressive development of spatial 

patterns in traditional dwellings, in response to the fundamental socio-cultural values of 

‘privacy’ and ‘segregation’. However, changes in the socio-cultural, economic, and 

environmental conditions associated with the post-1950s developments, paved the way 

for newly emerging formal, spatial, and material patterns. These newly emerging patterns 

however continue to be governed by the previously established systems and structures in 

place. Gradual changes in these historical conditions resulted in formal, spatial, and 
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material transformations, which were by no means spontaneous, or unregulated, instead, 

they followed the historical structures governing the core-periphery relationships.   

The modern gradual expansion outwards from the core to the peripheral areas was 

instigated by environmental, socio-cultural, and economic changes, however, it was 

mediated through the historical patterns embodied in the landscape, social norms, and 

cultural practices and traditions. For instance in the Nile-valley context, and as expressed 

in the example of Esna, the historical patterns of agricultural land division in the form of 

“small squares separated from each other by ridges of earth and narrow trenches”, as 

described by Blackman,  represents a relic since Ancient Egyptian times (Blackman, 2000 

[1927], p. 169). These would later serve as the guidelines for the modern rural vernacular 

patterns which developed during the second half of the 20th century following social and 

land reform policies and the control of the annual river flooding with the construction of the 

high dam. In time as societies operate under the established vernacular processes and 

structures however under the new conditions, this gave rise to new forms of vernacular 

formal and spatial patterns. 

  

   

 

Figure 104 A Diagram describing generative, adaptive, and regenerative processes governing the cyclical 

nature of Vernacular Architecture as living heritage (Image Source: Researcher). 
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 However, unlike the previously established systems which prioritized the 

maximization of agricultural produce and by extension resource preservation over urban 

expansion, the modern pattern of sprawling vernacular growth, otherwise referred to as 

informality, is achieving the exact opposite. A 2013 study argues that the uncontrolled 

building activities in Egypt, a country with only 5.5% of cultivable land, have a grave impact 

on food security due to the rapid loss of cultivable land which has accelerated in the years 

following the 2011 revolution in Egypt (Golia, 2013). Thus, a simple comparison of the 

implications of traditional and modern “vernacular” patterns over natural and cultural 

resources demonstrates the detrimental impacts of newly adapted systems on the long-

term sustenance of these communities and their economies. The ‘values’ governing formal 

and spatial production and ensuring the sustainability of natural and socio-cultural 

resources in the past have been replaced with values prioritizing new socio-economic 

needs, and trends of self-actualization. Although these new systems and patterns 

represent a local response to changing contextual conditions, they are inseparable from 

the global forces of the economy.  

Change in the vernacular is thus shown to be a purposeful, and complex process 

that goes beyond simplistic notions of a sudden shift from “traditional" to “modern”. Instead, 

change is rendered as ongoing social transactions utilizing aspects of both traditions 

(established systems and practices) and modernity to respond to their changing 

environments and conditions during the 20th and 21st centuries. However, despite their 

detrimental impact on natural and cultural resources, these newly emerging patterns ought 

not to be regarded as “the problem” but rather a “solution stimulated by the society when 

the formal housing markets cannot fulfil its demand” (Khalifa, 2015). It thus remains the 

duty of the expert to learn, deduce, and integrate significant values and principles which 

promote socio-cultural and environmental sustainability in contemporary practice. This is 

contingent upon the availability of a systematic approach to the vernacular which allows 

for the consideration of both product and process characteristics, contextual, and temporal 

qualities in each vernacular context. Such a framework would is not only useful for 

architects to study and learn lessons but may also be adapted by researchers across 

disciplines to allow for a deeper understanding and more appropriate interventions.   

7.2 Valorising vernacular architecture from the lens of heritage & conservation: a 

critique of value-assessment strategies  

The question of how to identify and preserve significant values in traditional 

vernacular architecture which are being lost to us as societies continue to change remains 

a pressing one in the domain of heritage conservation today. In the past, the concept of 
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“cultural heritage” denoted “a narrow group of significant places remaining from the past 

recognized for their historic and aesthetic values.” As a result, their conservation consisted 

of attempts to prevent decay of the physical elements that were believed to embody these 

values” (de la Torre, 2013, p. 157).  Heritage is no longer described as a static aspect with 

a fixed meaning, but rather a social process through which “any human artifact can be 

deliberately invested with memorial function” (Choay, 2001, pp. 12,13).  The concept 

encompasses not only architecture both monumental and vernacular, but also the entire 

settings and landscapes. Over time, a more dynamic and inclusive understanding of 

heritage has evolved which acknowledges that cultural products and heritage have 

different meanings to different people and that the particular significance of a place is 

determined by the values attributed to it (de la Torre, 2013, p. 158). 

Accordingly, conservation in this sense is considered a “complex and ongoing 

social process that includes the identification and valorisation of heritage and determines 

how it is used, cared for, interpreted, and by whom and for whom” (de la Torre, 2013, p. 

157). Conservation today can be understood as “any action designed to maintain the 

cultural significance of a heritage object or place” and is a process that starts “at the 

moment a place is attributed cultural values and singled out for protection” (de la Torre, 

2013, p. 155). This understanding promotes a values-based approach which tends to 

assess heritage values through a set of predetermined criteria, often resulting in partial 

and standardized approaches (Olukoya, 2021, p. 2; Walter, 2013, p. 634). A value-based 

approach expresses “the coordinated and structured operation of a cultural/heritage object 

or site with the primary purpose of protecting the significance of the place as determined 

through an analysis of the totality of values” (Poulios, 2010, p. 172). This determining and 

attribution of values that define what to conserve and what not to conserve is often made 

by the people with more power and control over the built environment, whether official 

state or international conservation bodies or as seen in the case studies, initiatives made 

by private enterprises from without the institution.  

Over the years, the broadening of the values which are considered to have cultural 

significance has led to the expansion of the concept of heritage and developments in the 

understanding and practice of conservation. As more values are identified and understood, 

on some occasions they come to be understood as contradictory to established 

conservation principles. In many cases, failing to identify “contextualized values” is 

heightened by the hesitations of value assessors in “articulating values not fitting into the 

preconceived scheme” (Olukoya, 2021, p. 6). It has thus been argued that the traditional 

assessment methods which focus on discipline-specific value-based systems, run the risk 

of failing to reveal the intrinsic values held by communities, according to which spaces and 
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settlement patterns are organized and modified (Olukoya, 2021, p. 6; Walter, 2013). It has 

also been argued that the developments in the understanding of the concept of heritage, 

implied equal progress in the understanding of the ‘nature’ of heritage values as being 

attributed, multiple, mutable, incommensurable, and even often in conflict (de la Torre, 

2013, p. 159). 

According to de la Torre (2013), places have innated characteristics, however, 

these characteristics on their own are value-neutral until they are attributed cultural value 

(de la Torre, 2013, p. 160).  Those cultural values, however, are attributed by those with 

interests in a place: i.e.: stakeholders, often those with the most political power. Different 

stakeholders attribute different values to heritage places for different reasons which means 

that heritage places have multiple values. And since these values are subject to the needs, 

desires, and circumstances of the various stakeholders attributing them to places or 

objects, they are mutable and incommensurable (de la Torre, 2013, pp. 160-161). And it 

is due to this incommensurability and the various interests of stakeholders in heritage sites 

that some values are promoted over others, which can and often result in conflict, very 

often with the very goals of conservation. 

Therefore, in many cases, the most readily recognized values are those important 

to professionals and they tend to be historical, aesthetic, and scientific, however, social 

values are not easily elicited in assessments (de la Torre, 2013, p. 160). Calls for 

democratizing ‘value-typologies’ in the decision-making process articulate the significance 

of participation (Worthing & Bond, 2008, pp. 74-76). Value-based approaches promote 

participation or community involvement through the concept of stake-holder groups; 

however, it has been argued that most of the proposed participatory approaches are often 

equally constrained by pre-set criteria (Stephenson, 2008, p. 128), and do not set the terms 

for involvement (Poulios, 2010, p. 173). This is exemplified in the case of New-Gourna 

discussed in chapter two and implicit in Esna as alluded to in the previous chapter, and in 

contexts with similar heritage and development-related tensions. Thus, if such value 

typologies are appropriate, “they are increasingly out of step with other areas of cultural 

life, and the resulting tensions are particularly manifested when considering a change to 

historic buildings and environments” (Walter, 2013).  

It is thus argued that a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to value-typologies is 

inconducive to a holistic and contextualized consideration of values in vernacular heritage 

contexts (Olukoya, 2021, p. 2), particularly as it changes today. Nevertheless, the need 

for a systematic approach to identify and capture values remains central for those making 

decisions, to be aware of the specific nature of places and the range of values, particularly 
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when those values cannot be easily revealed through standard techniques (Rudolff, 2006; 

Poulios, 2010; Walter, 2013; Olukoya, 2021). There have been ongoing attempts to 

address some of the challenges in the conventional approaches to value assessment by 

expanding the lists of the predetermined values by proposing newer ones (Carver, 1996; 

Thorsby, 2001; Fielden, 2003; Orbasli, 2008; Stubbs, 2009). However, such approaches 

still run the same challenges of pre-set criteria and associated assumptions of value 

typologies. As a result, there is a need for addressing methodological issues pertaining to 

processes of valorisation, an issue that has received much less attention in the literature 

(Olukoya, 2021, p. 7).  

There have been different attempts at proposing various alternative approaches to 

value typologies such as the Cultural Values Model (CVM) proposed by Stephenson 

(2008), for the management of heritage landscapes in New Zealand. The model classifies 

the landscape into “forms,” “relationships,” and “practices” (Stephenson, 2008, p. 7). This 

approach was appraised for its potential application in other domains of heritage and was 

re-adapted by Fredheim & Khalaf (2016), to develop a framework for assessing and 

communicating the value of a site  (Fredheim & Khalaf, 2016, pp. 473,476). The framework 

however fails to address how heritage is valued, and how participatory processes can be 

ensured in decision-making processes to reflect not only the expert’s perceived notions of 

value but also the community’s (Olukoya, 2021, p. 7).  

In Moving Beyond a Values-Based Approach to Heritage Conservation Poulios 

(2010) argued that the conventional values-based approach to heritage, emphasizes the 

concept of discontinuity, as it remains in a sense trapped in a static and monolithic 

understanding of authenticity. Instead, and acknowledging a more dynamic 

understanding, Poulios (2010) argues for the concept of living heritage sites, or ‘the living 

heritage’ approach which acknowledges change but emphasizes continuity (Poulios, 

2010). In the final paragraph, the paper argues that “conservation should … [shift] the 

focus from protection towards creation. Conservation [must] move towards embracing 

communities’ associations with sites and the continual process of creation of the sites in 

the context of these associations” (Poulios, 2010, p. 182). Developing a way through which 

this dynamic understanding of the vernacular context can be understood and approached, 

is therefore not only significant for architects and developers intervening in vernacular 

contexts, but also of potential value in the domain of cultural heritage and conservation.  
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7.3 Towards a framework to identify Cultural Values in Vernacular Contexts 

(CVVC) 

 Researchers working towards learning lessons from the vernacular for their 

application have long focused on formal, material, and contextual values (tangible), often 

overlooking the processual, spatial, and temporal aspects (intangible) in the vernacular. 

This is often due to the complexity of capturing the social processes and cultural values, 

however as Joseph (2017) suggests the actual lessons to learn from the vernacular lie in 

the spatial, and processual aspects by which its ‘existential’ qualities are produced 

(Joseph, 2017, p. 49). Two recent studies are of particular significance in this regard: 

Galan, Bourgeau, & Pedroli, (2020) and Olukoya, (2021). The first study deals with the 

issues of vernacularity, sustainability, globalization, and rural development. It highlights 

the significance of alternative approaches to the vernacular through the reinterpretation 

and regeneration of new collective identities connecting people and place (Galan, 

Bourgeau, & Pedroli, 2020). The study proposes a “Multidimensional Model for the 

Vernacular” which is a flexible and integrated model addressing the different factors and 

“degrees of vernacularity” behind processes forming material culture. The framework 

identifies the different dimensions as temporal, socio-political, locational, epistemological, 

procedural, economic, and functional.  

 The second study by Olukoya (2021), proposes a Vernacular Value model (VVM), 

which sets the static and dynamic dimensions and their corresponding tangible and 

intangible characterization. The model identifies vernacular values in relation to the three 

analytical categories, namely: practice, process, and form (Olukoya, 2021). The framework 

combines concepts from different disciplines and emerges as a critique of previous 

frameworks. However, it does not address the nature of “processes”, reducing the concept 

to the simple notion of the interaction between culture and environment, without 

exemplifying it. Akin to the previous study, it also stems from a critique of previous literature 

while the suggested framework is yet to be applied and tested. Both studies, therefore, 

represent initial attempts at developing a dynamic model for the study of the vernacular 

which still however lacks a methodological guideline to value assessment and fails to 

acknowledge the “phenomenological” and “experiential” dimensions.  
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The framework has been developed considering the research findings and the 

previous studies, reflecting specifically on process-related aspects, and methodological 

approaches to studying the vernacular. The framework builds on previous attempts 

(Karakul, 2007; Karakul, 2008; Galan, Bourgeau, & Pedroli, 2020; Olukoya, 2021), and is 

discussed in light of relevant scholarly literature mainly through the lenses of social 

sciences, environmental behaviour studies, as well as philosophy. The framework is 

depicted in the following diagram (Figure 105) which describes the key concepts or guiding 

parameters, which govern the development of vernacular architecture, defining its general 

characteristics, sustaining it through time, and governing its consequent adaptations and 

transformation. Five guiding parameters are suggested according to the emerging themes 

in chapters four, five, and six, and after recourse to literature. The guiding parameters 

identified are: “context”, “patterns”, “practices”, & “product” and “process”, and represent 

the key analytic categories through which the tangible and intangible values in the 

vernacular-built environment can be captured.  

7.3.1 Context & Contextual Conditions 

 According to Karakul (2007), cultural traditions emerge when: a vernacular society 

interacts with its context, in response to environmental constraints and opportunities, to 

engage in the process of building, which contributes to the development of the vernacular 

form (Karakul, 2007). The framework thus commences with the context as the first 

category which comprises the different physical (tangible) and non-physical (intangible) 

conditions of a place to which people interact and respond. Among the main intangible 

aspects are the socio-cultural dimensions which include key cultural values of a society, 

group composition and divisions, social structures, and hierarchies, as well as socio-

economic and political dynamics. The tangible contextual forces represent the natural 

environment including the geography, location, ecological aspects, climate, topography, 

and available resources. In response to contextual conditions, traditional societies attribute 

certain values which manifest in patterns of organization and use.  

7.3.2 Cultural Patterns & Practices 

 The second category in the framework is thus ‘cultural patterns & practices’ which 

describes the ‘values and objectives’ which order people’s relationships with their context 

and govern their responses to their conditions through a set of established systems of 

relations. These patterns are historically and temporally constructed and expressed as 

systems that define the nature of the collective appropriation of the landscape and ways 

of responding to contextual conditions (environmental, socio-cultural, economic). These 

patterns and expressed in practices, embody the values and principles ordering people’s 
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relationships with their natural environment (ecology), local modes of production 

(economy), as well as their relationships with one another (social and cultural), through a 

set of interconnected systems/structures. These systems form patterns that may be 

explained through Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus. Bourdieu’s habitus describes the 

‘systems of dispositions’ that are “objectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’ without being in any 

way the product of obedience to rules […] collectively orchestrated without being the 

product of the organizing action of a conductor.” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 53).  

These cultural patterns or ‘systems of dispositions’ not only represent conditionings 

to local contextual forces but also external ones still mediated however through the socio-

cultural environment. This mechanism may also be understood through Bourdieu's 

concept of “internalization of externality,” a feature that enables external forces to exert 

themselves, only following the specific logic of the people and the place in which it is 

incorporated i.e. the context (Bourdieu, 1992, pp. 54,55). Furthermore, these existing 

cultural values or logic, are not static, but rather adaptable, since as Daryll Forde suggests, 

culture “is not static […] it is adaptable and modifiable in relation to physical conditions.” 

This adaptation “proceeds by discoveries and inventions which are […] acquisitions or 

impositions from without” (Forde, 1963, p. 463). Thus, even changes introduced from 

without, are mediated through the existing cultural values to address these new 

acquisitions.   

 Within the framework, and akin to Bourdieu’s habitus, “cultural patterns” are a 

“product of history,” which results in “individual and collective practices” referred to in this 

study as ‘practices’ or ‘traditions.’ ‘Patterns’ expressed in ‘practices or traditions, are 

always in the making. Through time, they contribute to the production of “more history- in 

accordance with the schemes generated by history” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 54). Within the 

framework, the succession from ‘contextual’ forces to ‘patterns and practices,’ is then 

translated into vernacular ‘products and processes.’ These products and processes 

through successive generations become part of the existing contextual forces which are 

encoded in the built environment and perpetuated through traditions. These then become 

part of the cultural heritage within a given context through time and may be conceptualized 

as a form of “living heritage” only if they remain relevant for the current generation at a 

given point in time.  

Regarding how traditional characteristic vernacular patterns have been formed and 

sustained through the centuries until the past few decades, answers may be sought in 

these cyclical processes of vernacular dwelling which allows for an ongoing process of 

cultural generation and regeneration under a certain set of enduring patterns. Therefore, 



258 
 

and borrowing Bourdieu’s expressions, it is this constant re-activation of established 

practices and processes under similar conditions, that governs the “continuity and 

regularity” as well as the “regulated transformations” in vernacular contexts (Bourdieu, 

1992, p. 54).  In other words, the ‘active presence of past experiences,’ results in ‘schemes 

of perception’ that guarantee the constancy of practices over time in a way that is more 

reliable than formal rules and explicit norms. Therefore, insofar as these patterns/systems 

continue to be relevant, the cultural practices (vernacular traditions) remain similar.  

 

7.3.3 The Vernacular Product and Process 

 The vernacular product describes the physical expressions of a society’s material 

culture in relation to issues of form, space, and materiality. From a process-driven lens, 

studying these product-related aspects is only phenomenologically meaningful when 

considered against the socio-cultural and experiential contexts through time. This 

approach to the vernacular can be applied to the understanding and study of both 

settlement and dwelling patterns. The analysis of the different traditional dwellings in both 

Siwa and Esna across two centuries revealed four different phases that a traditional 

dwelling underwent cyclically. These are construction, use, adaptation, and reconstruction 

(Figure 106). These different phases may also be considered as analytical categories 

which help reveal the impact and role of issues related to materiality, and socio-cultural 

 

Figure 106 The Vernacular Regenerative Cycle: The chart depicts four stages in the vernacular 
traditional building, with the four main stages. 
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patterns over the design, use, and consequent adaptation of dwellings through time. 

Similarly, as these patterns continue to be perpetuated through space and time by 

successive generations, the traditional urban fabric is structured and gradually adapted.  

a. Phase 1: Construction 

 The first phase of construction pertains to physical, socio-cultural & economic 

conditions which together inform different responses related to decisions pertaining mostly 

to form and materiality. These include the choice of appropriate materials, which often 

responds to issues such as availability and or abundance, and other logistical matters such 

as methods of acquisition, transportation, and finally the construction. Within “traditional” 

vernacular settings in the past and on a communal level, these decisions were conducted 

in such a way that contributed to the preservation of available resources under a general 

framework of sustenance economies. Within this framework, societies provide for their 

own needs relying on the locally available resources and consuming them at a rate that 

allows for their constant regeneration. Other aspects related to construction, include the 

traditional knowledge or tacit knowledge (intangible) pertaining to the preparation of 

materials and the construction methods (tangible), passed down from one generation to 

the other and preserved in practice.  

b. Phase 2: Use 

 The second phase concerns patterns of use in vernacular dwellings, which reflects 

material, socio-cultural, and temporal aspects. The material characteristics of traditional 

dwellings inform how houses are used in relation to issues such as durability and the need 

for maintenance, which in some cases may be in response to pragmatic issues i.e., 

tangible aspects (Elhadidi, Adeyeye, and Proctor 2021). Considering socio-cultural issues, 

there may also be issues pertaining to pride and ritual, as in the maintenance of the 

mosques in Timbuktu during an annual festival, which is one of the main qualities qualifying 

it as a UNESCO world-heritage site. Considering the socio-cultural aspects in the 

interpretive dwellings in this study, revealed an underlying logic behind the spatial patterns 

and were shown to structure the different domestic functions reflecting socio-economic 

status, and according to predominant socio-cultural dimensions. The spatial relations 

expressed in this two-story traditional house in Esna (Figure 107), follow the same ordering 

logic deduced from the study of different dwellings of various sizes (Figure 108), 

suggesting a common underlying hierarchical structure ordering spaces from private to 

public stressing the significance of privacy.  
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Figure 107 A conceptual sketch showing the spatial structure/hierarchy of a traditional dwelling organized 

both: vertically and horizontally. (Image Source: Researcher 2019) 

 

 

Figure 108 Image showing a series of traditional dwellings of varying sizes indicating different socio-
economic backgrounds, exhibiting the same spatial organization. The ground floor is reserved for service 
and domestic activities, top floors are for living, and the roof is used for domestic activities (Image Source: 
Researcher, 2019). 
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c. Phase 3: Adaptation 

Owing to the material and socio-cultural qualities structuring the traditional 

vernacular dwellings discussed previously, these qualities have an impact on the 

phenomenological experience of dwelling, as both, a socio-cultural, spatial, and temporal 

phenomenon. Therefore, articulating this phase is the qualitative and temporal qualities, 

which allow the inhabitants to continuously shape and adapt the spaces of their dwellings 

through space and time to address their changing needs. The study of traditional dwellings 

in both Siwa and Esna through their use revealed some of the different adaptive strategies 

to allocate spaces both spatially, and temporally. For example, certain spaces in the 

traditional dwellings may be used for different purposes at different times. The Mandara, 

for example, may be used to host guests on occasions, and as a family gathering space 

on other occasions. The roof may be used for domestic purposes during the day, for 

sleeping at night during the summer, and so on. As the house grows in number, further 

spaces may be allocated for example through the division of wider spaces, or the addition 

of floors vertically. When a building reaches its maximum structural capacity, lighter-weight 

materials may be used to add more spaces such as wood or even pottery jugs as observed 

in Esna (Figure 109). Buildings may also be expanded by occupying shared spaces 

between family dwellings.  

 

     

Figure 109 (Right): An explanatory sketch produced during fieldwork to depict the vertical process of 
adaptation to allocate more spaces. The tip floor is added upon by extending sections of the walls to 
function as 'columns' with pottery infill in-between used as bricks. (Left): Image taken during fieldwork in 
Esna showing pottery jugs as a lightweight material for further vertical extensions. (Image Source: 

Researcher, Esna. 2019) 
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d. Phase 4: De-Construction & Reconstruction 

 The fourth phase concerns the final stages as a traditional dwelling approaches 

the end of its lifespan expressed here as de-construction/re-construction. Deconstruction 

is the gradual “degrowth” of buildings as they age and reach the end of their lifespan. As 

family members increase in number with no further space to allocate to the emerging 

nuclear families in the family house, smaller families may move to a new house which is 

often nearby. In response to the material qualities of earthen buildings, they begin to 

display signs of cracking and settlement as they age. This is often matched with a gradual 

process of de-construction where the top floors are taken down in stages, extending 

reducing the structural loads on lower levels (usually inhabited by the older members of a 

household) and by extension extending their lifespans. Eventually, a building will be taken 

down, with most of its materials recycled or upcycled, and a new one constructed over the 

settled debris of the older property in a continuous cycle (reconstruction).  

  

In Siwa, within the old-fortified settlement, people built on natural stone, therefore 

older structures would be entirely taken down and the usable materials were reused in the 

new construction. These regenerative processes also vary according in response to 

different issues such as the size and scale of the property and the number of families 

inhabiting it, whereas in some cases other processes may take place such as the division 

of larger properties into sub-properties  (Figure 110), where parts of the older structure 

may be re-adapted to serve as independent units (Figure 111), or integrated into a newer 

construction.  

       

Figure 110 (Left): A sketch showing the original plan of a 19th century house in Esna developed by the 
researcher during fieldwork. (Right): Image showing the re-division of the original plan during the early 
20th century among inheritors developed after the original inheritance document consulted during data 

gathering phase (Image Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019; adapted after consulting an inheritance plan). 
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7.4 A methodological guideline for identifying and capturing values 

 As discussed so far, vernacular values are often expressed in the systems and 

structures governing the ‘interrelations’ between people and their environment (natural, 

social, and physical), and encoded in built form and patterns of use. However, these values 

are not necessarily perpetuated in a ‘conscious’ manner, but akin to Bourdieu’s habitus, 

they may belong to the domain of the unconscious (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 58). It is this “ 

‘unconscious’ which enables one to dispense with this interrelating, [which] is never 

anything other than the forgetting of history which history itself produced by realizing the 

objective structures that it generates in the quasi-natures of habitus” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 

56). Therefore, the habitus gives agents a sense of themselves, and structures their 

relationships with their world which allows them “to act automatically, from an unconscious 

. 

    

 

Figure 111 Images showing floor plans of the south-eastern division of the house (top:  ground floor, bottom: 
first floor) after its re-adaptation into an individual family house (Image Source: Researcher, Esna, 2019). 
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depth of familiarity and experience” (Fogle, 2011, p. 78). Understanding these values and 

consequent patterns requires the probing of this unconscious world in various forms to 

reveal these underlying structures governing physical and behavioural patterns.  

Bourdieu (1992) suggested that: 

“Practices cannot be deduced either from the present conditions which may seem 

to have provoked them or from the past conditions which have produced the 

habitus, the durable principle of their production. They can therefore only be 

accounted for by relating the social conditions in which the habitus that generated 

them was constituted, to the social conditions in which it is implemented, that is, 

through the scientific work of performing the interrelationship of these two states of 

the social world that the habitus performs, while concealing it, in and through 

practice.” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 56). 

 Revealing the underlying systems governing the practice is, thus contingent upon 

examining and comparatively analysing the contextual and socio-cultural conditions 

through time. These issues are impossible to retrieve solely through the objective study of 

physical objects and spaces as they exist and as they are used and experienced today. 

Bourdieu suggests that they may be accounted for by revealing the inter-relationships 

between the social conditions in which these systems were established, with those in 

which they are implemented. However, at the same time, Bourdieu dispenses with the 

‘experiential’ dimension and argues against notions of revealing the “original intentions” of 

the builders as superfluous in the process of recalling these practices. However, as the 

research findings suggest, as cultural practices or traditions change through time, certain 

historical practices, and the logic behind them may be retrievable when considering these 

phenomenological and experiential dimensions.  

As demonstrated in the approach followed to data gathering in the case studies of 

Siwa and Esna, developing an understanding of the traditional vernacular patterns as they 

existed in the past was a complicated process for several reasons. In some cases, 

pertaining to issues of materiality and construction, for example, engaging with the right 

participants such as the local masons was key to learning some lessons on the historical 

ways of building in relation to the traditional ways of living. But in some cases, this is 

aspects of this tacit knowledge may be concealed from the locals themselves, such as the 

knowledge of the construction of six-story houses in the old town, in which case other 

methods such as interviews with professional experts and conservationists proved crucial. 

In other cases, this knowledge may still be available to the local masons, but it is 

inaccessible until the right approach to probing them is used such as in the case of mixing 
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date seeds in the fermentation of the mud mix used to plaster kerchief houses in the past. 

Therefore, the expert must select from within the context the suitable participants, 

methods, and approaches that serve to shed light on different aspects that are otherwise 

not self-evident in the context and the historical structures.  

Furthermore, to assume that this “unconscious” aspect defines the entire 

vernacular practice, begs questions in relation to the gradual nature through which change 

in vernacular architecture occurs, which involves the active and conscious participation of 

locals in shaping their built environments. This represents a point of departure from 

Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus and the category of cultural patterns (or systems) in the 

framework. Instead of ascribing these systems and consequent practices and processes 

of production as well as changes to the domain of the “unconscious,” which suggests an 

automatic and non-purposeful response, it may be possible to relegate them to the domain 

of the “collective subconscious” in a Durkheimian manner. Emil Durkheim notes that “our 

past personae predominate in us, since the present is necessarily insignificant when 

compared with the long period of the past” (Durkheim, 1977, p. 11). The lack of ability to 

recall the direct influence of the past despite its significance in the present is because it is 

“so deeply rooted within us”, where the collective subconscious comes to express this 

‘present past’.  

And it is particularly due to this inability to recall this ‘present past’ in our everyday 

experiences, that this ‘experiential’ and ‘phenomenological; dimension becomes most 

relevant in the process of recollection. However, in attempting to adopt the same approach 

to interpreting the contemporary and emerging patterns during a period of change the 

problem becomes more challenging. This is best expressed by Durkheim in the following 

passage.  

“… with the most recent acquisitions of civilization we are vividly aware of them just 

because they are recent and consequently have not had time to be assimilated into 

our collective unconscious. This is particularly true of those which are in the 

process of developing, those of which we are not yet fully in possession, which still 

partially include us, for these, more than any others, make overwhelming demands 

on the totality of our intellectual energies” 

Durkheim quoted in Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, p.56. 

 To seek understanding of lived experiences transcends notions of “original 

intentions” and extends deeper into the implicit systems and conditions to which these 

experiences belong. The purpose of the phenomenological inquiry is to delineate the 

essence of a phenomenon through experiences, which becomes highly relevant when 
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seeking to understand a subject that is dynamically ‘structured’ and ‘restructured’ as the 

vernacular product/process. Employing anthropological methods in the phenomenological 

inquiry helps to shed light on these general common structures in society and embodied 

values, which the society itself may not be conscious of. Stender (2017) thus rightly argues 

that an anthropological approach to architecture, or rather, an ‘architectural anthropology’ 

may help reveal the localized and nuanced values. The approach to identifying values 

embedded in places, in the form of patterns and traditions is thus not only about 

understanding people’s experiences today, but also using appropriate methods to probe 

their experiences in such ways to know more about certain aspects of people’s lives than 

they know about, or to know about people in a different way (Stender, 2017, p. 28).  

 

 Therefore, employed with a phenomenological sensibility, the proposed framework 

serves as an alternative both product and process-driven approach to architectural inquiry 

in vernacular contexts. The approach gives the theoretical and methodological basis which 

can be tested and adapted in future studies aimed at studying vernacular contexts as they 

 

Figure 112 Methodological Structure deduced from the conducted research as an elaboration of the 
model. 
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change. The framework offers tools to detect the physical and spatial patterns in relation 

to the socio-cultural and contextual conditions responsible for shaping them, as a 

contextualized approach to capturing values embedded in vernacular contexts (Figure 

112). The approach adapts methodological qualities of interpretive phenomenological 

inquiry, which offers the needed flexibility for highlighting the experiential and sociocultural 

aspects. The approach allows for the diversification of sources of knowledge to retrieve 

the needed depth such as artefactual material, historical texts, and documentary sources, 

all of which have been successfully employed in the exploration of the case studies of 

Siwa and Esna.   

7.5 Discussion: Integrating the CVVC framework under the HUL approach  

The future of rural societies and landscapes constitutes the main challenge in the 

vernacular agenda (Galan, Bourgeau, & Pedroli, 2020, p. 6). The abandonment and rapid 

transformation of rural landscapes in many parts of the world is a critical problem that has 

been recognized at different national and international levels as indicated in the World 

Heritage Conventions article on Cultural landscapes, as well as in the European 

Landscape Convention (Galan, Bourgeau, & Pedroli, 2020, p. 6). In Egypt, a similar 

process of rapid transformation in the rural landscape has been shown through this 

research to be linked to the modern vernacular or informal trends of development (BEO, 

2021, p. 10). As a result, various laws have been placed to control and regulate the 

sprawling informal development since the pandemic started in 2020 (BEO, 2021, pp. 9,10). 

However, as shown through the course of this work, the management of rural areas 

through formal top-down strategies epitomizes the dialectical tensions between 

conservation and transformation, or between continuity, and change. These approaches 

to heritage conservation and development, have been shown to pose threats to the 

recognition of the wide range of values embedded in vernacular heritage places. 

Conventional approaches that rest on notions of ‘authenticity’, have been shown to 

contribute to the selective commodification of heritage, and the articulation of the more 

historic structures in the traditional built environment thus in the process obliterating the 

successive layering of vernacular complexity. However, the incremental nature of 

vernacular growth, expressed in the urban layering through time is what ascribes to these 

contexts their characteristic qualities and heritage values.  These values may serve as a 

significant cultural and economic asset when approached through the correct approaches 

and measures in interventions.  

There is also a pressing need to consider the impact of the modern vernacular 

patterns on environmental and socio-economic sustainability for future generations. The 
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impact of the uncontrolled vernacular patterns of development today has dire implications 

over exacerbating unsustainable practices in relation to agriculture, local modes of 

production, and sustenance economies, as well as environmental challenges. The 

prospective impacts of climate change and environmental catastrophes stress the need to 

relearn and reintegrate sustainable values and strategies in traditional vernacular contexts 

and practices, to bypass the catastrophic implications of these new trends. Those 

challenges are exceptionally looming in the face of dry and arid countries, given the 

anticipated rise in temperatures, water scarcity, and other potential catastrophes (Dabaieh, 

Maguid, Abodeeb, & El Mahdy, 2021). In anticipation of potential environmental 

catastrophes such as flooding, there is a general concern in relation to potential threats of 

displacement of agricultural communities, and potentially culminating with mass 

migrations in Egypt (Idress, Abdelhaleem, & Zeidan, 2018; Saber, Abdrabo, Habiba, 

Kantosh, & Sumi, 2020; Shitia, 2021), and beyond (Alfarra, 2020).  This general anxiety in 

Egypt is justified given the fact that most of the modern vernacular developments which 

have emerged post the 1950s along the Nile Valley are built on cultivable land, which 

before the construction of the high-dam were floodplains. This anxiety is naturally 

exacerbated by the looming threats of a potential disaster with further dams being built 

upstream of the river Nile (Shitia, 2021).  

 In recent years, Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi the president of Egypt endorsed a massive 

project to address problems of rural development in Egypt and informal housing under the 

title of “Hayah Karima” (which translates as “decent life”). The first phase of the initiative 

commenced in January 2019 targeting 375 villages across Egypt, with the second phase 

launched in January 2021 increasing the targeted villages to 1500. The name of the project 

suggests that the current conditions are valued as ‘indecent’. According to the United 

Nations Division for Sustainable Development, the project targets four main aspects 

namely: 1- improving living standards and investing in human capital, 2- developing 

infrastructure services, 3- raising the quality of human development services, and 4- 

economic development (Life, 2021). As ambitious as this project seems, currently it only 

addresses some 20% of the overall population. However, the project is expected to be 

completed by December 2030. Nevertheless, so far, the outlined aims do not seem to 

address and engage constructively with the underlying ‘systems’ and structures governing 

the new patterns, nor do they propose ways for reconciling past and present forms of 

vernacularity.  

Therefore, the seemingly opposing forces, that of vernacular transformation and 

that of the need for conservation and development are dialectically connected. A middle 

ground is thus needed, one which addresses the contemporary demands of growing 
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populations and the need for economic and social development yet is also able to promote 

values of environmental and socio-cultural preservation. There is thus a general need for 

the integration of alternative strategies for sustainable development with socio-cultural 

agendas linked to the place, to counterbalance the influences of delocalized aspects of 

material culture. In response to the previous point, lessons may be learnt from some of the 

emerging approaches which attempt to reconcile these conflicting forces by approaching 

the vernacular not as an object or a product, but as an entire structured setting and 

associated systematic processes. Among these approaches is that of critical regionalism, 

which promotes the re-balancing of the “socio-ecological” systems in a given context, for 

the purpose of future sustainability and resilience where the physical and cultural 

environments serve as the guiding parameters for the design process (Brown & Maudlin, 

2012; Donovan & Gkartzios, 2014; Galan & Perotti, 2019, pp. 6,9).  

During the previous decade, the concept of the Historic Urban Landscape 

approach has emerged in response to the recognition of these challenges. The approach 

was adopted on the 10th of November 2011 in the 36th session of the UNESCO’s General 

Conference, in which recommendations were introduced, along with suggestions on how 

to apply the approach in local contexts. The main aim of the approach is to manage historic 

urban landscapes holistically through the integration of the goals of urban heritage 

conservation, with those of social and economic development (UNESCO, 2013). The 

approach moves beyond notions of the preservation of the physical environment focusing 

on the entirety of the human environment with its tangible and intangible qualities 

(UNESCO, 2013). The suggested recommendations build on previous UNESCO 

recommendations regarding heritage preservation. The Historic Urban Landscape in the 

recommendations is defined as “the urban area understood as the result of a historic 

layering of cultural and natural values and attributes, extending beyond the notion of 

“historic centre” or “ensemble” to include the broader urban context and its geographical 

setting” (UNESCO, 2011) 

 Over the previous decade, there have been several studies on the HUL approach 

to managing heritage contexts in change. Although the approach represents significant 

progress in the understanding of heritage and its diversity, as well as the subjective nature 

of authenticity and inherent dynamic qualities, it is still not without its drawbacks. One of 

the main critiques is that although the approach acknowledges change as part of the urban 

condition, it does not set the limits of acceptable change. Furthermore, the approach is 

often challenged by the current models of governance as well as the subjectivity of 

systems of indicators (Santander, Carai-Olaun, & Arana, 2018). Among the other critiques 

of the HUL approach is that while the approach heavily focuses on values, it still lacks a 
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systematic way of assessing and operationalizing a value-based approach (Ginzarly, 

Houbart, & Taller, 2019). In this regard, the suggested framework offers a conceptual 

guideline to tackle some of these issues by offering the tools to detect and highlight these 

complex and interconnected systems underlying the production and transformation of 

vernacular patterns in time and space. The suggested CVVC framework provides flexible 

guidelines and a wide range of tools that may be adapted to every context in such a way 

to allow for the existing and historically established patterns to reveal themselves. 

Although the framework is still in its early stages, it serves as a steppingstone to a cross-

cultural and interdisciplinary approach to the systematic study of vernacular and heritage 

contexts. It may thus be integrated with the wider goals of the HUL approach to address 

the management of vernacular and heritage places as they change in the 21st century.  

7.6 Summary 

 The chapter began with consolidating and synthesizing the research findings, to 

revisit the question of how key values ordering traditional vernacular built environments in 

the past may be deduced or captured for their reintegration into contemporary practice.  

This was followed by a recourse to literature focusing on detecting values and principles 

in the vernacular, through the cultural heritage lens. Key progress and a critique of value-

based approaches follow, focusing on problems in value-typologies. This is followed by a 

discussion of some of the alternative approaches which aim at moving beyond 

conservation to addressing the vernacular built environment as living heritage. Building on 

the research findings, and previous studies the (CVVC) framework is introduced, outlining 

the key analytical categories. The framework was reflected against some of the case-study 

findings to demonstrate a dynamic understanding of the vernacular and cyclical processes. 

Finally, a methodological guideline to implement the framework in future studies is 

presented. The chapter concludes with a discussion surrounding the implications of this 

framework over the current patterns of vernacular development and issues of preservation 

of traditional vernacular environments. The recommendations are then framed against the 

Historic Urban Landscape approach after introducing it, highlighting its potential and 

drawbacks. In conclusion, the significance of integrating the suggested framework (CVVC) 

with the HUL approach is articulated.  
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8. Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

8.0 Introduction 

 This thesis has so far explored the vernacular architecture and settings in the case 

studies of Siwa and Esna in Egypt, to investigate the ongoing phenomenon of change in 

vernacular architecture, which is reported in many developing and underdeveloped 

countries. It has been argued at the outset of this study that the different approaches to 

the vernacular define how it is understood and how change is perceived and managed. 

The dominant approaches to studying the vernacular are product-driven approaches which 

tend to perpetuate a static understanding of vernacular architecture and building traditions. 

Within these approaches, change is often understood as a result of corrupting forces and 

external factors. The approach however gives rise to two seemingly disconnected issues: 

the question of how to preserve the traditional vernacular as cultural heritage, and how to 

control and manage the modern informal growth, which is therefore often dealt with 

through separate lenses. However, it has been argued that both are manifestations of the 

same phenomenon: change and continuity.  

Vernacular architecture as both product and process acknowledges change as 

being a central aspect defining the nature of vernacularity. Shedding light on these 

different processes is thus key to understanding the current processes of change and 

transformation in the urban and rural built environment in Egypt, as well as in many similar 

contexts around the world. The research thus set out to explore the phenomenon of 

change in vernacular heritage contexts and explore the disciplinary roots of current 

conceptualizations of the vernacular, and their practical implications, with a special focus 

on Egypt. The study aims to develop a systematic way to study and identify underlying 

principles and processes governing the production, adaptation, and transformation of 

characteristic patterns in vernacular architecture and built environments. This is also 

argued to be a prerequisite to any attempts aimed at intervening in the vernacular heritage 

contexts, and at efficiently addressing and managing change.  

8.1 Summary of Research Findings 

 By tracing the development of the domain of vernacular architecture studies, a set 

of dichotomies have been identified and shown to be linked to static and product-focused 

approaches. The first divide stems from the terminology and was found to be rooted in the 

early western and colonial origins of the interest in the study of the architecture of the 

‘other,’ namely the ‘vernacular’ as that belonging to the ordinary (created by non-experts) 

vs. the elite classical and formal (created by experts). The second divide which builds on 
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the first is the vernacular (as traditional, pre-industrial, rural) vs. the modern which is the 

foundation of later static and evolutionary models for understanding change in traditional 

societies and their vernacular architecture. These dichotomies and the implied static 

perceptions characterizing the early literature on vernacular architecture in western studies 

were also shown to be echoed in the early ethnographic and geographical literature on the 

Egyptian vernacular. The Egyptian vernacular was expressed in the historic prototype of 

the rural landscape and village, both of which were expressions of an enduring Egyptian 

identity since ancient times.  

8.1.1 Understanding the disciplinary limitations and practical implications of 

conventional (product-focused) approaches to the vernacular 

 The converging interests in the vernacular from different disciplines in the 1960s 

and 70s, crystallized in the development of the domain of vernacular architecture studies. 

This was in response to the wider movement which called for the inclusion of the “ordinary” 

in the study of architectural theory and history. Despite these developments, the classical 

anthropological views of the vernacular expressed in static perceptions were embedded 

in the models taken to define and approach the subject of the domain. In the early 21st 

century and amidst the rapid and ongoing changes in the current era of globalization, the 

static understanding of the vernacular as traditional and unchanging continues to endure.  

This is exemplified in the excessive emphasis on notions of ‘historicity’ and ‘authenticity; 

in defining what constitutes a ‘true’ or authentic vernacular architecture and traditions. 

Resting on a set of fixed criteria deduced from exemplary forms of vernacular traditions, 

the newly emerging vernacular patterns are often excluded from the domain of studies. A 

new divide is manufactured, namely the ‘authentic’ vernacular: i.e., traditional vernacular 

heritage, vs. the ‘inauthentic’ vernacular, i.e., modern informality.  

 Within most literature dealing with Egyptian vernacular architecture, this tendency 

to ascribe to static perceptions of the traditional vernacular has been shown to contribute 

to a dichotomized understanding of the built environment as it changes. Change is often 

expressed through narratives of “loss,”, “decline”, “decay”, inauthenticity, and a break with 

age-old traditions, all of which are the inevitable side-effect of modernization and 

globalization. Researchers call for the preservation of traditional forms of the vernacular 

as cultural heritage, relegating the more recent transformations in the built environment to 

the separate lens of “informality” studies. However, acknowledging the relative and 

subjective notion of ‘authenticity’ as indicated in the Nara charter of 1964, and as the 

vernacular continues to change today in Egypt and elsewhere, there is a more pressing 

need for acknowledging change as a key vernacular quality. This suggests the significance 

of a process-driven and “dynamic” model to the study of the vernacular, as a pre-requisite 



273 
 

to any attempts for addressing and managing change in the vernacular built environment 

today. This is particularly significant in contexts with exemplary forms of vernacular 

architecture under transformation which are further contested with competing notions of 

value due to the rich layering of heritage.  

 The example of the world heritage site of Luxor in Upper Egypt explored in chapter 

two, shows the implications of this excessive leaning on notions of historicity and 

“authenticity” in selectively attributing value to the traditional built environment as it 

changes. By emphasizing historical and economic values, the formal state-led 

interventions tend to overlook and compromise the more recent layers of vernacular 

heritage deeming them insignificant. This was highlighted in a series of UNESCO/WHC 

reports in the previous decades, which have also stressed the need to resolve the 

conflicting forces of conservation, development, and the ongoing uncontrolled urbanization 

that is threatening environmental and socio-cultural sustainability. The critique of these 

examples shows some of the negative implications of enduring static models and the 

excessive leaning on authenticity and historicity and highlights the need for a systematic 

methodological approach to the study of the vernacular following both product and 

process-led approaches. This is to help reveal the complex and inter-related historical, 

socio-cultural, environmental, and socio-economic dimensions which shape characteristic 

vernacular patterns and govern their transformation.  

8.1.2 Phenomenology as a method of data gathering and analysis in vernacular 

architecture contexts 

 The nature of the research problem articulates the significance of a 

phenomenological approach to the investigation of vernacular architecture as an approach 

that allows the phenomenon of vernacularity to reveal itself as it occurs within real-life 

contexts. Phenomenology in vernacular architecture is a philosophical approach to the 

first-hand study of the vernacular product and process as it is experienced and allows for 

the consideration of the broader cultural issues and their impact on formal, spatial, and 

use patterns. Owing to the historical nature of the study, the phenomenological approach 

allows for considering multiple sources for the investigation of the phenomenon such as 

artifacts, buildings and settings, people’s personal experiences in the past and the present, 

and even documentary sources and texts. This diversification of methods proved 

instrumental to a balanced study of the two case studies considered in this study.  

Fieldwork in Esna in Upper Egypt, and Siwa Oasis in the western desert, required 

a diverse and flexible strategy for data gathering which included interviews, observations, 

onsite sketching, photography, and videos. Further resources were consulted to reveal the 
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historical and experiential dimensions of the vernacular-built environment and dwelling 

patterns from the 19th century onwards including historical documents and travellers’ 

accounts. Findings revealed three main categories in understanding the vernacular: 

expressed as spatiality, materiality, and temporality. Pertaining to the first category: three 

layers were identified including the vernacular as a cultural landscape composed of a 

system of dispositions defining the different domains of living, working, etc.; the vernacular 

settlement as a manifestation of the socio-cultural patterns in society, and the vernacular 

dwelling, as an expression of the main cultural unit in the society which preserves the key 

functional, cultural, and experiential aspects of space. Considering spatial, material, and 

experiential qualities through time, highlighted the reciprocal relationship between the 

domains of vernacularity, and the balancing of processes of continuity and change as key 

to sustaining characteristic qualities of vernacular architecture and settings through time.  

8.1.3 The role of contextual and sociocultural factors in shaping characteristic 

patterns ordering the interconnected vernacular domains: the landscape, the 

settlement, and the dwelling  

 Chapter four gave the contextual background and urban history of the Siwa oasis 

and the town of Esna from the 19th century until today. By considering the vernacular 

settlement patterns within the wider landscape, and by accounting for the socio-cultural 

dimensions, it was possible to shed light on some of the patterns ordering and structuring 

people’s relationships with their contexts, both natural and physical. Decision-making 

processes, spatial structures, and patterns of use have all been shown to be mitigated 

through the existing social structures and cultural patterns. Some of the characteristic 

patterns identified within historical vernacular contexts were identified as the 

mound/island, the fringe belt, and the labyrinth, and are suggested as the key archetypal 

patterns ordering spatial use and organization.  

 The concept of the “mound” symbolizes the principal town/settlement as a 

contained social space with defined boundaries and crystalizes the characteristic cultural 

response to historical socio-cultural, and economic conditions. Aside from serving as the 

peripheral boundaries and element of control, the second concept: the “fringe belt” serves 

to reinforce the first and defines patterns of growth and future expansion in a given 

settlement. The third concept: the “labyrinth,” describes the characteristic urban fabric in 

the traditional contexts as a reflection of socio-spatial dynamics expressed in the nature 

of clustering of the dwellings, as well as the gradual processes of growth within a confined 

settlement. These archetypal patterns governing the traditional settlements reflect the key 

values shaped by historical, socio-cultural, and economic conditions, which include the 

need for control, security & protection, privacy & segregation, and land and resource 
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optimization. One of the key implications of this perception of the vernacular setting is that 

the different levels: the landscape, the settlement, and the dwelling patterns- are 

interlinked domains structured by a set of underlying systems, where changes in one 

domain may impact the others. 

Regarding the previous point, chapter four highlighted the mutual relationship 

between the wider context and the general settlement patterns, as well as the dynamic 

and reciprocal correlation between settlement and dwelling patterns.  The gradual and 

incremental growth in population within the fortified town of Shali in Siwa through the 

centuries leading to the 19th century contributed to a change in the phenomenological 

experience of the vernacular dwelling. This was echoed in changes in dwelling patterns 

through compartmentalization, and vertical superimposition, through time resulting in 

conditions inconducive for healthy and comfortable living. This process coupled with 

changes in the wider socio-political historical conditions resulted in the need to expand 

beyond historic boundaries as early as the 19th century. The newly emerging patterns in 

the successive phases extended beyond the historic boundaries of the ‘mound’ into the 

fringe-belt area, which equally resulted in changes in the historical dwelling patterns and 

living conditions.  

8.1.4 Change and continuity in the vernacular settlement and dwelling through 

time and space 

 The study of the vernacular experience of dwelling through different periods in 

relation to issues of form, materiality, and spatiality, and despite apparent changes, helped 

reveal some of the underlying structures governing space and use patterns as well as 

directing consequent changes.  The dwelling, as a reflection of the main social and cultural 

unit of society, and throughout its use, reflects the household dynamics and changes within 

them through time. Traditional dwellings in both Siwa and Esna are shown to have been 

changing as early as the 19th century and into the 20th, however at a pace that allowed for 

the adaptation of the established patterns and practices to address new conditions. The 

more radical changes detected in vernacular patterns during the second half of the 20th 

century reflect the equally radical changes in the contextual conditions pertaining to the 

traditional settlement accelerated by changes in ecological, socio-cultural, and economic 

conditions associated with modernity and globalization. Nevertheless, despite the 

perceived shift, the modern dwelling still perpetuates continuities with its traditional 

predecessor in relation to socio-cultural values of privacy and segregation governing the 

organization of spaces and usage patterns.  
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 Consequently, it is possible to consider some of the newly emerging patterns and 

practices from the vernacular lens, in that they essentially describe the process of dwelling 

by adapting to context, to build dwellings by the people for the people. That being said, 

these newly emerging patterns are arguably less sustainable in terms of socio-cultural and 

environmental aspects, when compared to their traditional and historical counterparts. It is 

possible therefore to argue a “loss” in some of the significant qualities and values ordering 

traditional vernacular settlement and dwelling patterns that contributed to their socio-

cultural and environmental sustainability. On the other hand, as far as locals are 

concerned, “traditional” patterns of building in many ways are incompatible with 

contemporary and aspired lifestyle patterns. As a result, the question of how to address 

these changes in vernacular contexts is relevant to questions of cultural and ecological 

preservation as well as for the broader goals of sustainable development.  

8.1.5 Managing change in vernacular architecture: towards contextually base and 

process-driven approaches 

 As far as the systematic approaches to managing change in historical/vernacular 

contexts in the case studies, it has been demonstrated that there are competing values 

driving the different interventions in the historical and traditional vernacular contexts. Apart 

from the local pressures for vernacular development, there are the official state-led 

interventions aimed at articulating the historical layers and capitalizing on them for 

encouraging economic development through tourism. In cases when the vernacular built 

environment or parts of it are recognized as ‘cultural heritage’, static conservation 

approaches of listing buildings and portioning out sections of the urban fabric for its 

conservation, all of which however do not necessarily guarantee their physical protection. 

These formal approaches often result in penalizing policies that go against the dynamic 

notion of vernacularity by aiming to freeze buildings and settings in time. Nevertheless, 

without such approaches aimed at the physical protection and preservation of historical 

aspects of the traditional built environment, they too will continue to disappear at a rapid 

pace.  

On the other hand, alternative strategies which embrace a wider notion of cultural 

heritage, have articulated some of the potential contemporary uses of the traditional 

vernacular heritage, thus extending its use and perpetuation in the built environment. It 

has thus been argued that alternative approaches to learning from and applying lessons 

from the vernacular into the contemporary practice expressed in various strategies such 

as cultural heritage preservation and community development, adaptive re-use, and 

ecological design, all represent complementary ways for the preservation of the vernacular 

as ‘living heritage’. These approaches entail the interaction between experts and locals in 
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a symbiotic process of knowledge transfer. The architect engaging with local masons and 

builders learns lessons that are then incorporated into contemporary practices. By 

incentivizing and engaging locals in the vernacular practice in different ways and placing 

them at the centre of these different strategies, vernacular values are better revealed and 

preserved, thus better addressing the goals of conservation. However, since these 

alternative approaches continue to emerge from without the institutional and state-led 

frameworks, they represent the exception rather than the rule.  Both approaches are thus 

needed and complement one another i.e., the physical preservation of historical and 

traditional buildings, as well as the appropriation and adaptation of the traditional to serve 

contemporary purposes.   

8.1.6 Towards an integrated approach to detecting and integrating vernacular 

values in the contemporary practice 

 By synthesizing and building on the previous findings, a dynamic model has been 

suggested as a conceptual framework/model (CVCC) intended to serve as a systematic 

way to interrogate vernacular contexts and the issues of change and continuity. The 

framework defines the key categories defining the cycle of vernacular production and 

reproduction as: ‘contextual conditions’, ‘cultural patterns’ (systems and structures), and 

‘cultural practices’ (including vernacular traditions), which give way to the vernacular 

‘process’, and ‘product’. The model suggests that characteristic vernacular patterns are 

subject to the socio-cultural appropriation and mitigation of the different local and external 

conditions, which manifest in a set of ordering systems that give way to structured patterns. 

These patterns or systems represent a strategy among many potential strategies ordering 

people’s relationships with their environment (physical and natural). These patterns define 

the vernacular practices or traditions which give way to vernacular architecture as process 

and product. Through perpetuating the existing patterns and practices under similar 

conditions through time, the vernacular “cultural heritage” becomes a “living heritage” i.e., 

still serves its functional and symbolic functions for the people. Changes in these 

conditions at a pace slower than the adaptive capacities result in the preservation of the 

general characteristics and vernacular patterns. Thus, the stability of the underlying 

conditions and governing systems ensures the stability of the dynamic processes 

generating and regenerating the vernacular formal and spatial patterns.  

On the other hand, compounding political, economic, and environmental changes 

associated with mid-20th century modernity and globalization, have massively contributed 

to radical changes in the different conditions underlying the established vernacular 

systems, resulting in changes in vernacular practices or traditions and by extension in 

product and process. Building on this conceptualization, it is possible to reconceptualize 
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the vernacular as a dynamic entity and change as an ongoing process thus bridging the 

divide between the traditional and modern forms of vernacularity.  It is also possible to 

attempt through this dynamic understanding a redefinition of the vernacular. Accordingly, 

vernacular architecture may be defined as the characteristic patterns and practices, 

developed by the people within a particular context and over a period of time responding 

to contextual forces (including internal conditions and mitigated external factors). It is an 

expression of the local systems structuring the dominant modes of practice (traditions), 

processes of formal and spatial production, and guiding patterns of use. The vernacular 

encompasses tangible and intangible, static and dynamic dimensions including products, 

processes, and knowledge systems, which manifest in buildings, spaces, settings, and 

patterns of use. Finally, a systematic approach to the consideration of both, product and 

process in the study of vernacular architecture is discussed, for the purpose of capturing 

key social and cultural aspects governing its production, use, and adaptation through time. 

In light of research recommendations articulating the need for merging the goals of cultural 

and ecological conservation with social and economic development aligning with the 

recommendations of the Historic Urban Landscape approach, the proposed model offers 

a way to consider contextual conditions and to articulate the diverse embedded vernacular 

values. 

8.2 Contributions and Implications of the proposed framework/model (CVVC) 

 The research originally set out to answer questions relating to how best to define 

the vernacular and address change, and how to develop a systematic approach to capture 

key values and principles shaping and sustaining characteristic vernacular forms and 

spatial patterns through time. These issues were addressed in the previous chapters and 

synthesized to develop the proposed conceptual/theoretical framework presented and 

discussed in chapter seven. The framework as a dynamic model for the study of the 

vernacular represents the main output of this study which may be used to highlight some 

of the different contributions and implications on three levels: theoretical, methodological, 

and practical. 

8.2.1 Theoretical contributions 

 At the outset of the study, some of the implications of static models were discussed, 

where apart from the dichotomies of vernacular vs. formal, and vernacular as traditional 

vs, modern, the research articulated a newly emerging dichotomy in response to the recent 

changes in the vernacular-built environment within the context of Egypt, expressed as 

“vernacular” as authentic vs. “informal” as inauthentic. This was argued to be a newly 

manufactured trend within the domain of vernacular studies in recent decades, stemming 



279 
 

from enduring static misconceptions surrounding the vernacular. However, by considering 

the temporal nature of the vernacular, and the socio-cultural and experiential dimensions 

pertaining to use and adaptation, it may be possible to attribute both past and current 

building patterns to the phenomenon of vernacularity. This was articulated in the 

comparison of a sample of vernacular dwellings in the case-study contexts over the past 

two centuries, where despite radical transformations in formal, spatial, and material 

characteristics, it was still possible to identify continuities in spatial patterns articulating 

socio-cultural values of privacy and gender segregation.  

 Although the suggested approach expressed in the framework/model emerged 

from within the specific case-study contexts considered in this study, the approach is 

potentially applicable in similar contexts in Egypt and beyond. Setting this model apart 

from the previous attempts is its explicit consideration of the “temporal” and processual 

dimensions hence, its ‘cyclical’ nature. It highlights tangible and intangible aspects of the 

vernacular, the different domains of dwelling, and the relationships between them, which 

helps in revealing the underlying structures. As a result, the framework may be used to 

interpret continuities and changes in key processes shaping the traditional vernacular 

environments between the past and the present. It allows for exploring the historical 

development of vernacular traditions, and for identifying changes and continuities between 

past and present patterns. The framework is not intended as a prescriptive approach, but 

as a guideline that may be flexibly used and adapted to address the different contextual 

conditions.  

8.2.2 Methodological contributions 

 Although recent years have seen a few developments in the field of vernacular 

architecture studies concerning study models and analytical frameworks, the proposed 

framework offers a systematic approach, to exploring both product and process 

characteristics in vernacular contexts. The suggested framework can contribute 

methodologically on two levels. First, it acknowledges the different scales or levels of 

vernacularity (domains), and it provides a set of analytical categories that can be used to 

analyse these scales in a dynamic manner considering the cyclical nature of production 

and reproduction processes. tangible and intangible, static and dynamic categories. On 

another level, the framework provides a systematic and methodically diverse approach for 

recognizing different types of values (tangible and intangible) and a flexible approach to 

employing various methods to reveal these different values.   
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 The research further contributed to shedding some light on some of the 

unconventional and new approaches to data gathering in the vernacular, which involved 

the use of the following three strategies in this study.  

- First, consulting archival material such as historical inheritance documents allows 

for conceptualizing the historical phases of a given dwelling, and the dynamic 

processes of adaptation due to inheritance. This resource was central to the in-

depth understanding of historical vernacular dwellings as they existed in the past 

and helped depict how they were used and adapted through time.  

- ‘Council’ approval documents, such as building layouts and plans produced for 

issuing building permissions (often retrospectively), are another valuable resource 

consulted for the study of contemporary dwellings in highly conservative contexts 

where house visits may not be permitted 

- Participants-produced sketches produced by female participants provide not only 

a discursive account of the experience of dwelling but also an illustrative account 

of traditional and modern dwellings which was not possible to gain access to.   

8.2.3 Practical implications 

 Some of the practical implications of the research concern the approaches taken 

towards development/conservation in the traditional vernacular built environments. 

Radical conservation and developmental approaches focusing on reappropriating the 

cultural setting into a fairy-tale context to appeal to tourists’ perceptions show the lack of 

understanding of potential tourist interests. They also result in practices that effectively 

contribute to the loss of the very values upon which these sites' significance as cultural 

heritage rests. On the contrary, there is much to be learned from the alternative 

approaches detected in the case-study contexts which follow process-led approaches to 

the vernacular that allow for considering a wide range of values including the social and 

economic, which contribute to more effective ways of addressing the vernacular as living 

heritage. However, the ongoing sporadic modern vernacular patterns of growth threaten 

the social and environmental sustainability of these contexts for current and future 

generations. The invitation here is to integrate the conflicting notions of conservation and 

development under the wider umbrella of ecological and socio-cultural (eco-cultural) 

sustainability potentially instrumentalizing the Historic Urban Landscape approach as the 

overarching strategy. This is particularly relevant given the ongoing projects adopted by 

the state for rural development, which seem to overlook the underlying systems and 

processes governing and shaping these unsustainable patterns. In this regard, the 

framework can be incorporated as a tool to elicit these systems and structures and address 

them in legislative and practical ways. 
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8.3 A final reflection on limitations 

 Conventional phenomenological studies often focus on individual cases, however, 

for generalization purposes, the study considered more than one case. Initially, three 

cases were considered, however, due to time and funding limitations, and the 

unprecedented circumstances of the pandemic, it was only possible to thoroughly study 

two cases. It is thus tricky to make generalizations about the nature of change in vernacular 

architecture in Egypt, the region, and beyond, without considering further examples.  This 

is also significant for testing and adapting the framework in other contexts with similar and 

with different environmental, socio-economic, and cultural backgrounds.  Another 

limitation to generalizing pertains to the selected samples of dwellings that were 

considered in the comparative analysis in chapter five. The selection of samples was not 

intended for documentation purposes, instead to instrumentalize the samples for a 

comparative study and analysis of dwelling layouts and patterns of use through time. Given 

the limited samples, caution must be taken when attempting to use limited samples from 

different periods as representative typologies. It is thus necessary to consider further 

dwelling samples in future studies, to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

dwelling typologies in these cases and beyond.  

Another important limitation in the analysis of fieldwork findings concerns the 

importance of consciously considering the impact of socio-economic aspects in 

conjunction with culture and people’s experiences in vernacular dwellings. The samples 

of participants and their dwellings were studied with an explicit focus on the socio-cultural 

dimension as a common factor. Through the analysis, the impact of socio-economic 

differences in dwelling patterns and experiences proved significant. These differences 

impact the nature of adaptations carried out to both traditional and modern dwellings, 

where the lower the socio-economic status is, the more apparent these strategies become. 

It is thus possible to assume, particularly within the contemporary vernacular process 

varying experiences and degrees of vernacularity are contingent upon socio-economic 

issues that are worth exploring in future studies. Another important limitation pertains to 

the adopted methodological approach which lacks a representation of the “institutional” 

point of view underlying conventional responses to change. This lies beyond the scope of 

this study which was interested in exploring and critiquing the impact of this formal and 

alternative response over the vernacular (past and present), as opposed to exploring the 

“logic” behind such responses.  
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8.4 Prospects for future research 

 Change in the vernacular continues to be a significant and pressing research topic 

given the contending challenges pertaining to past and present forms of vernacularity. This 

concerns the ongoing and rapid disappearance of the traditional vernacular and the 

negative implications of the sporadic growth of the modern vernacular, over sustaining 

natural and cultural resources.  Many traditional vernacular contexts in Egypt today, 

continue to be subject to radical changes and transformations, with very little to no 

documentation of these traditional contexts and dwellings. On the other hand, the new 

patterns of modern vernacular developments, otherwise referred to in terms of informality, 

continue to define the general conditions of the majority of the contemporary building 

practices and patterns. Further research is thus needed for the exploration and 

documentation of these rapidly disappearing forms of building traditions for their own sake, 

as well as a prerequisite to any future interventions.  Architects and researchers are thus 

prompted to engage more with vernacular contexts in the transformation to document and 

study, deduce lessons and values from these vernacular contexts, and suggest ways to 

integrate them into contemporary practices.  There are many lessons to be learned in this 

domain, such as local attempts to hybridize traditional and modern solutions to address 

contextual challenges and needs, and many others. This offers a potential field for learning 

from the contemporary vernacular practices and different solutions for hybridizing 

traditional and modern forms of vernacularity. The proposed model thus represents the 

main output of the study, to be instrumentalized by architects, as well as researchers 

across different domains. The framework suggests the mechanism by which “cultural 

heritage” may become “living heritage” when activated under similar conditions. However, 

the framework does not address how this “cultural heritage” may become living heritage 

under new or changing conditions. Although this was partially addressed in the context of 

adaptive re-use strategies and ecological building, it still holds how these individual 

attempts may be scaled up to the institutional level while maintaining their contextual 

nature.  The invitation is for researchers within the domains of architecture, urban planning, 

development, and conservation, to utilize the framework in the study of established, and 

newly emerging vernacular patterns and practices. Thence to highlight their impact on 

environmental and cultural resources and work together towards reinventing new 

knowledge systems and sustainable practices by building on and advancing the detected 

sustainable principles in traditional vernacular knowledge systems.  
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Appendix 1: Focus Group 

Participant Codes: EME, EFA, EFB 

Date: March 2019 

Location: Esna 

Background 

 The interview initially started with the researcher and two local female respondents 

who are also affiliated with Takween’s research and activities in Esna. Soon after the 

interview started, Mohammed, a local male from Esna, also affiliated with Takween joined.  

Transcript 

How is the society organized in Esna? 

EFA: “The society is divided into a number of families. Families today in the villages as in 

the past, still tend to live in grouped clusters. Sometimes family members may have to 

relocate and live outside the group, to be closer to their workplaces for example. For 

example, in our village, everybody knows, this part of town belongs to the family of Awlad 

Salem, this part belongs to Awlad Eissa, this street belongs to this groups etc”. 

EFB: “Yes, so every street will usually gather a number of houses belonging to siblings, 

cousins, etc”. 

EME: “Yes, families tend to stick together we don’t like one of us to leave the house, a 

family will ultimately prefer their sons to live close-by, or on the floors above if it’s a modern 

bu 

ild” 

If the people of Esna are generally still a very conservative society which observes 

tradition, why is it that people don’t mind changing their ways of living? 

EFB: “People’s ways of thinking have changed. Today I think to myself, no I want to live 

on my own, I don’t want to live in a room in a shared house”.  

EFA: “Only recently are people able to change in the society. Many people want a space 

of privacy for themselves, a girl today when she marries, she will request from the groom 

that he secure a modern house, so that she will not have to live with his mother and 

siblings. The new ways give you more space for your own privacy.” 

EME: “I know a relative, five or six brothers, 2 were married in the same house, each in a 

room. The rest of the newly married brothers go out, but the house is still used as a family 

house” (Interview: EME, 2019) 

What makes people, especially in contexts with their traditional houses are still 

intact, why do you think they want modern solutions? 

EFA: “Many people are copying each other, people think to themselves, ‘folan’ [x] is no 

better than me so that he lives in a modern house and I still live in a mud house. They 

want progress”. 

EME: “Yes but more importantly they want to expand vertically and not horizontally, and 

it's simple, a concrete house will span let's say five levels,  they calculate how much it 
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would cost for them to build five houses, laterally, and then they decide its best to expand 

vertically. And the concrete house lives longer, its cleaner, it can be furnished in a better 

way”. 

EFA: “yes because mudbrick houses don’t tolerate things like ceramic tiling. So concrete 

houses look definitely cleaner, and more modern” (Interview: EFA, 2019) 

How different is the experience of living in a modern house vs the traditional houses 

economically speaking? 

EME: “Its as simple as that, a modern house needs an ac., the traditional house doesn’t. 

If you can afford to build a modern house, you can probably afford to install an AC, or you 

will at least plan to secure one at some point”. 

EFA: “Sometimes people will build a modern house, beside their old house. They will often 

live between them, if you’re not comfortable in the modern house, you can go stay in the 

mud house. This is the case with us, we have a family house and we live between both. 

But this is obviously given the fact that you can afford the space to have both, or more.”  

How do people go one building their new houses, what does it depends on? 

EFA: “For example, in our case, my grandfather built the foundations for houses in the 

number of his children, and left them, so that each one of them when they need it, will 

have the foundations ready to build a house which they can then expand a few storeys for 

their families. And its not complicated, they only have to build as many foundations for 

houses as the sons they have, they only need to build for the sons because the daughters 

will marry off and live with her groom’s family, otherwise she is living with her parents.”  

EME: “A person buying a piece of land will take into account in the plot they are buying 

that part of it will be left open as a ‘h’osh’ while the other part they will build. This is so that 

if later they want to build or extend, they have space to do so. So they will build on 50% of 

the land and leave the other 50% empty” 

What are the planning regulations like in relation to the building process? 

EME: “After purchasing the land, the borders are define by building a white brick wall, not 

the actual building, but only a wall surrounding the property. Then the authorities find out 

and do an ‘ezala’, they come and tear down half of the wall not all of it. Then you go to the 

majlis and pay the required fees and then you can build it in the usual manner. They have 

been doing removals recently, still everyone does this. You already know when you are 

building the white wall that the authorities will find out about it and take it down, but you 

will still have to pay to get it resolved.” 

Is there a certain pattern to the different spaces in the modern dwelling?   

EME: “It depends on how much space one has. There are things that are essential for 

privacy. The madyafa has to be separate from the house, its attached to the house but 

has a separate entrance. Only one is enough on the ground floor, because the rest of the 

apartments can use it if it’s a family house. But even if you have one for every floor, it will 

have a separate access. In our modern houses today, its not like the people of the cities, 

where guests can enter into the house’s living room, in our houses the living room is only 

for the family, the guest is hosted in the madyafa. And therefore a madyafa or mandara 

will have all its necessary services attached to it It has its own bathroom, maybe even a 

bed. It can have access to the house, but it is made in a way where the guest cannot see 

inside the house in all cases. So my close friends don’t know what my house looks like. 
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We also maintain that living spaces and bedrooms are kept at the deepest end of the 

house, just in case.” 

EFA: “Yes the madyafa in the modern house contains everything that is needed so that 

the guest does not have to go inside the house. But every family still has its diwan where 

they gather on occasions. Now the ground floor is generally used by the parents, while the 

upper floor is for their married children.”  
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Appendix 2: Interview EFA 

Participant Code: EFA 

Date: May 2020 

Background  

 Female in her twenties from Esna. The participant lives in a modern apartment 

family house. The modern house is located in the vicinity of the traditional mudbrick family 

house where her mother spends most of the day. The participant has thus experienced 

living in both houses  

Transcript 

Can you describe a traditional mudbrick house in Esna from you experience? 

 “To start with, I would like to tell you that the old houses differ in terms of their 

status and their divisions according to the financial situation of the owner of the house, 

and so is the usage patterns of the house which differs according to their owner’s financial 

status. So I will describe to you our house and we are considered of a relatively middle-

class status for example.” 

Can you describe your old (mudbrick) house and what its composed of? 

 “Our house used to have two facades, one is western, and one is southern (which 

is the main one). First there is the entrance of the house which we call the sageefa which 

opens on to the main entrance space of the house. Then there is an external door to 

access the mandara (a space used to host guests) with an external toilet.  You enter from 

the main entrance space into a long saãla (hallway), with three rooms arranged onto them 

as well as a kitchen and a bathroom. Two of the three rooms are bedrooms and the third 

is a reception room. The saãla has a television and in which we used to all gather and at 

the end of the saãla there is an uncovered part we call the manwar which allows light and 

ventilation into the space. Behind the house, there is a wide space called the h’osh for 

raising animals and birds, and to the side there is a small oven room for baking the 3eish-

el-shamsy.” 

Can you describe your modern house? 

 “Our modern house is composed of 4 levels, the ground level is considered a 

reception floor, which is composed of: a big mandara for receiving guests and for the 

gatherings of youth and their friends, a bedroom and a sitting room for receiving female 

guests, as well as a kitchen and a bathroom. The upper floors are apartments for living. 

The old and the new house are side by side. Above all, there is no dispensation of the old 

house with its h’osh and the over area and the kitchen, and its is where all the family 

gathers on special occasions like weddings and religious festivals.” 

From your experience what’s the difference having lived in both houses? 

“I have lived in both houses, and by the way the old house is not that old, it was probably 

built around 40 to 45 years ago so not that long ago. It is one floor, because it was used 

only by our family, no one else shared it with us. Before that, my father was living with his 

parents and his brothers in their family house, but around 45 years ago this situation 

changed, they have become more independent with their own house which is the old 

house. The new house, is the one that I am living in now with my siblings.”  
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 “The old house continues to retain it’s pleasant spirit because it hosts the pleasant 

gatherings, the pleasant family gatherings, and the pleasant memories of childhood, so 

ofcourse it has a pleasant spirit. And this is why my mother still clings to it and its still her 

main base where she spends most of the day (washing, cooking and baking), she probably 

only goes back to the new house around bedtime to sleep. So we all have a strong 

connection to the old house.” 

 “Of course, because the old house is made of tuba Khadra (green bricks meaning raw 

mudbricks), and mud, it makes it much cooler compared to the concrete apartments which 

become extremely hot. In the old house there was no air conditioning and we didn’t need one, 

a fan was more than enough, which is not like the modern houses which without air conditioning 

is unbearable, and especially the uppermost level which becomes extremely hot because its 

exposed directly to the sun. Probably the coolest space in the modern house is the ground 

floor which is dedicated to receiving guests. I want to tell you that after the construction of the 

new house in the vicinity of the old, the climate inside the old-mudbrick house has become too 

hot and unbearable without air-conditioning. It's because the heat absorbed by the modern 

concrete house is reflected onto the old house and so that too has become too hot as well.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plans of the old and new houses side by side. (Sketched by participant) 
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Sketch of the typical floor plan in the modern house. (Sketch by participant). 

 

Ground floor plan of the old house, a one-storey mudbrick house. (Sketch by 

participant) 
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Appendix 3: Interview EFB 

Participant Code: EFB 

Date: June 2020 

Background 

 Female in her twenties, originally from Esna, lived for the first ten years of her life 

in the nearby town of Qina, and moved to Esna into a modern house when she was ten. 

Her experience with traditional mudbrick houses comes from her childhood visits to her 

grandparent’s house in one of the villages surrounding Esna called Ezbet Saleh. The old 

house it seems was built in the 1950s, and continued to be used by her grandparents and 

their sons.  

Transcript 

Have you experienced living in a traditional mudbrick house in Esna? And if so, 

can you describe what it looked like, and how it was used? 

 “In fact, we did not live in Esna for the first ten years of my life, we lived in Qina, 

and we used to go visit our grandparent’s house in Esna, so I experienced living in it to an 

extent. Their house was not in Esna itself, but it in a nearby village, called Ezbet Saleh. 

We moved to Esna when I was ten years old. I can speak about my grandfather’s house 

which we used to visit in the past. Although I didn’t live in it for long, but I can explain to 

you from the side of the Fellani’s [a clan] and their children, living in traditional houses until 

these houses were closed, and I can tell you of their lives today.” 

 “A long time ago, when we used to visit our grandparent’s house, the household 

was all up by fajr [sunset]. The whole house, men and women were up early. Men would 

wake up early and go to the zar’a (plantations) and take with them their carts and tools. 

Women would wake up early to prepare breakfast for the men, and prepare the tools which 

they will need for the day like the axes etc. Then they start planning and preparing lunch, 

sometimes the men will return and have it home, but if not, they will prepare it and put it in 

an “a’moud” [tiffin] and send it off with someone to take it to the men in the fields. Still many 

people do this today, but the “a’mood,” [tiffin conventionally made of metal] has been 

replaced with plastic containers, however still to this day some people still use the 

“a’mood”, I still see it in the surrounding villages. When men returned from the fields, they 

would have lunch if they haven’t already had it in the fields. They would typically have their 

lunch in a space called the sageefa, which can be found in every baladi house (local 

meaning old-mudbrick), which is open to the sky, and situated in such way to maximize 

ventilation. This is like a hall, or a courtyard space, which has an opening to the sky. It can 

be partially shaded or fully open. This is where people gathered for lunch.” 

How would you say the house you described, differed from the ones in Esna like 

Shoonkeer’s house? 

 “No no, these are different. These have become more modernized, plus these are 

in the bandar of Esna, but what I am describing here, are the houses of the villages 

surrounding Esna. The houses like that of Esna [the town houses], are considered more 

like palaces, where the whole family lived in a single property, that was divided into many 

rooms which the family inhabited. But these houses did not have olfa (familiarity), like their 

older houses, where the all the rooms for example were clustered in one area. The rooms 

of the houses of Esna were separated into floors.”  
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How were the different spaces of the traditional house used in the every-day life 

according to your experience? 

 “The sageefa is where they [the family] had lunch, where later in the day everybody 

would sit and watch tv, in a sense, it may be considered as the main living area within the 

house. Then there is a space called Mandara, which was open on two sides, one to the 

outer street where guests can come and go, and the other into the house, in order to serve 

the guests tea or food, etc. This provided the needed privacy, first, so that “el beit 

mayetkeshefsh, ala el nas el barra” ( the interior spaces of the house would not be exposed 

to the outside), and so guests may be welcome in the house, spend time, and leave, 

without actually penetrating the interior of the house. Not like now, where sometimes 

people have to go around most of the interior spaces of the house before they reach the 

salon.” The house, was mainly a ground floor and a first floor, and a roof.” 

Can you describe the traditional house in terms of the different spaces? 

 “The house was entered mainly through a small sageefa, or lets say an entrance 

lobby, so that if anyone comes for a short visit, women or guests which don’t need to stay 

long, they would often be hosted in this space. To the right of the main entrance is a 

mandara for women, this is for the aunties mainly, it would often have a bed, in case 

someone is staying overnight. This can be also used to host other guests (including 

males). When we used to go visit them, this is where we would stay in this room, just like 

guests, and we were guests. Anyway... This small sageefa or lobby, leads into the main 

sageefa, which was opened to the sky. The one by the entrance lobby was covered, but 

the internal sageefa is the one that was opened to the sky (like a courtyard). The internal 

sageefa leads to another small space at the back of the house which leads to a kitchen, a 

toilet, a room, and a mandara, this mandara is mainly for men. This is the mandara that is 

connected to both the interior of the house, and the street. The kitchen is a room which 

contained a butagaz, and a small wooden unit which they called the namliyya [pantry]. 

There were also a series of spaces dedicated to animals which was accessed through the 

outside street, as well as the interior of the house. However, those spaces were often 

placed at one end of the house away from the main living spaces to avoid the bad smells. 

These were in the form of a long corridor which led to the hosh which was composed 

mainly of two spaces, one was open to the air, and the other was partially covered. The 

staircase was found around the main hall or the sageefa, which led to the upper floor, 

which contained the bedrooms. Upstairs there was also an open space with an oven and 

an area to hang clothes to dry. This was common in most of these houses, the oven was 

either on the roof, or in the common space between the bedrooms. The house hosted 

mainly one family. The neighboring house sharing a common wall was my grandfather’s 

brother’s house. Other houses may have more than one family, but those were often built 

on bigger plots of land. The roof was used to raise birds, or sometimes it was not used if 

the hosh was big enough to accommodate all the animals and birds. Otherwise, some 

people will build a dove cote on the roof and there was many of those cotes all around the 

house.  

 “Those were the main spaces in the house when they were still younger, but when 

their children grew up and approached their marriage age, they can also have different 

professions unlike their parents who were farmers, they may be educated with their own 

jobs, and those often wanted their independence so they will typically move out to a new 

house outside (the old village), while others married off and continued to live in the same 

house. So the first floor which originally had four large rooms, was readapted in such a 

way where the wall separating the two rooms would be removed, turning it into one big 
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apartment for one of the sons. The rooms were originally very spacious, so when they 

opened up to adjoining spaces it would easily serve as an apartment. While it was possible 

to re-divide the top floor into apartments, In the ground floor it couldn’t be divided unlike 

the first floor which was divided into smaller apartments composed of two rooms, a 

hallway, a kitchen and bathroom which the son can marry in. The ground floor however 

was used as a one apartment for one of the sons and their family.  

Regarding the new ways of living today in Esna, from your experience, how would 

you describe the modern ways of living in Esna today? 

 “Today, some people will rent apartments, or build a house, in which case its often 

a two-story house, like a duplex, but the baladi (local/traditional) houses, no one builds 

them today, and if they do, its often a very few people who still do, the majority however 

live in modern houses. So people will for example build an apartment building, they will 

use the ground floor, and reserve the top floors for their sons to marry them off in them in 

the future.” 

To what extent can you say that the traditional order/structure of spaces in the 

traditional house was preserved in the modern house? Take for example the 

relationship of the Mandara as a semi-private/semi-public space which was situated 

on the ground-floor, close to the main entrance, with an external access, all in order 

to maintain the order of privacy in the space. Are their similar concepts manifested 

in the modern house? 

 “It depends. So if it is the case of an apartment, like the case of our current house, 

whether they rent it or buy it, they will have to accommodate the salon (instead of the 

mandara) in one of the rooms of the house. In other words, they cannot really divide the 

house and arrange the spaces to their own requirements. The salon in such cases is often 

situated after the main hallway of the house, so the guest will have to cross the main 

hallway to reach the salon. It is often beyond them, they have to put-up with the pre-

existing layout of the house. But if a person will build their own house, they can then decide 

the spaces according to their own needs. So if it’s a two story house like they usually are, 

they will put the salon close to the street, the same concept of the ‘mandara’ in the ‘baladi’ 

houses, but in a modern sense. So for example, my uncle who just built his own house, 

applied this concept. So the Salon for example is adjacent to the street, with two doors, 

one from the interior of the house that functions as a service access to offer tea and food 

to guests, and the other is straight out to the main-street. So the idea is still there.”  

If the house is vertically divided into independent houses, the ground for the parents 

and the typical floors for their children, in this case, is the house constructed 

gradually, or do they build the extra floors right out from the start? 

 “If they can afford to build the structure for the extra floors from the beginning they 

will, in which case, it will be left to the sons to finish it when they want to marry, if they 

cannot afford to build all these floors from the beginning, they will at least take into 

consideration when building the foundations, the number of expected floors that will be 

needed in the future, in relation to the number of sons they have. The extra floors are then 

built when there is the capacity and need for it, meanwhile they will only have a ground 

floor to live in and use.” 

From a female’s point of view, having experienced life in both traditional and 

modern typologies, what can you tell use about the transition from traditional to 

modern housing types, what are the different implications of the change in 
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materiality and spatial patterns on people’s living experience, and especially women 

as they spend most of their days indoors? 

 “Well, my grandmother for instance, who lived in a baladi house, did not like to visit 

our house, because she preferred the climate inside her house, which was breezier, all 

she needed to do was spray some water onto the mud/dust floors, which releases a cool 

breeze making the space cooler, she didn’t even need to turn on the fan. Our house here, 

we were suffering from the temperature, and we still are. But I don’t know. As far as I am 

concerned, I didn’t really like, when I was younger, staying at my grand-parents house, 

because the house was made of mud, things used to get dirty very quickly, and we always 

needed to wash our hands. As a kid, I didn’t really care about the heat, all I cared about 

was playing, and when we used to stay there and play, we always got dirty very quickly. 

But now, as I am a grown up, I sometimes think I wish I could go back to those days and 

live in this house because of how hot it gets in our [current modern] house. Also those 

traditional houses, had a totally different flavor to them compared to the modern houses. 

We wouldn’t ever feel boredom like we feel today, back in those houses and even without 

a tv, we would go our play on the streets, we could play on the roof of the house, or even 

sit together as a family in the sageefa and socialize, entertaining each other. Here, we 

experience a little bit of boredom, actually not a little bit, rather a huge bit. Here, we have 

become more distant, life has become more dispersed as people start building their [new] 

houses outside, no one asks about the other anymore. As far as women are concerned, 

and where they would prefer living, it really varies. I know one lady who comes to visit and 

stay in her sons modern house, just so that she can enjoy the air conditioning. So I cant 

really tell, maybe it depends on everybody’s personal preferences? Our house is on the 

fifth floor, right under the sun, so it’s a real challenge.”  

 “Honestly though, when I sit with my siblings, and recall those times in the old 

house, we really wonder how the house felt so open and how only a few parts were 

covered, with more openings to the sky, we used to get so cold in winter because of how 

much air came into the house through those openings.” 

Would you compare your grandfather’s house to the A-house in Esna? 

  “Not really, it was quite different, but then maybe this is because the A-house today 

(what remains of it) looked much different than the original layout of the house in the past. 

Maybe then it would have been a bit similar. In fact, there is a bit of a resemblance between 

them according to the old layout, not too much in its current layout today though.” 
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Ground floor Plan of the baladi (local or 

traditional) mud-brick house of the 

grandparents of Nessma. (Sketched by 

participant) 

 

First floor plan of the baladi house 

showing the newly adapted spaces as 

three independent apartments for the 

families of three sons (sketched by 

participant). 

 

Plan of the modern house (apartment) in which Nessma lives. 

(Sketched by participant) 
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Appendix 4: Interview EMA 

Participant Code: EMA 

Date: March 2019 

 

Background 

 A man in his 40s who manages a small shop that used to be his family house. The 

house lies at the end of a dead-end branching off from the Northern part of the Qessariyya. 

He belongs to the family which formerly inhabited this part of town as early as the 19th 

century, and shares the ownership of the property with other inheritors.  

Transcript 

Who owns this house? 

 “Its ownership is divided amongst the inheritors.” 

But where are they do they all live here? 

 “What is going on? What are you asking this question for? There are many 

inheritors. This house was owned by my grandfather, and it should go to his grandchildren 

which is my generation, and the grandchildren’s grandchildren or our grandchildren.” 

Now when you want to build or use the house, how do you divide it then amongst 

all the inheritors?     

 “There is nothing of this sort, it all goes with compassion, whoever wants to live in 

Esna can come live here.” 

But then who pays for maintaining the property or rebuilding it? 

 “We do, those who can use it and will use it, but the main idea is that it should be 

built up and looked after in general.” 

 Project Manager (Interludes): I am asking this question to try to understand 

why people tear down their old buildings and build new ones, despite the fact that 

someone like you for example who knows the value of the building and its history, 

can in fact maintain it and look after it and restore it, while at the same time still 

hosting family within. Therefore the reason I ask about the division of spaces 

between inheritors is that I know that there are usually two many inheritors to a 

single property.  

 “We are the house of (###########), we are cooperative between ourselves, we 

act as one entity, whoever is available fills in. That’s all.” 

P.M: How do you feel about the work being carried out in Esna? 

 “They are doing a great job, we must say the truth. From the smallest worker to 

the head of the project, they are doing great. 

P.M: Have you seen that banner showing the project as it should look like when its 

done, did you like that? 
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 “Of course, I even made a picture of it on my phone and I show it to everyone and 

tell them this is what it should look like when it is finished.  

[Researcher’s comment: It was at this point, that it was very clear that the respondent was 

a apprehensive which was clear from his very short and politically correct answers, as well 

as the clear effort on his behalf to act very nicely while trying to hide his curiosity to as why 

we showed interest in talking to him. I would understand later from the gatekeeper, that he 

owns one of the traditional houses of the 19th century built in the so-called Neo-Mameluke 

style, and listed under the Islamic monuments authority. Our interest in meeting him and 

speaking to him, as far as he was concerned, must have been related to this house of his.] 

P.M: Don’t be afraid of me please? 

“I am not afraid of you… I am afraid of who stands behind you.” 

 

Notes from Interview no. 2 

20th March 2019 

Can you give me a background of the house? 

 The house was built by its original owner during the late 19th century. It was 

originally inhabited by one family. The original owner of the house was a man of judiciary 

prominence who moved to Esna sometime during the second half of the 19th century to 

serve as a Kadi (a Shari’a law judge). The owner was a man of religious prominence, who 

also built a shrine/sanctuary for Al Sayyid Al Badawy one of the important Sufi saints 

revered by many Egyptians. 

 Later on it was partitioned into a number of smaller properties as it was divided 

among the inheritors (sons and daughters of the original owner, and later on their 

grandchildren). Parts of the house were still in use as a home to some of the inheritors 

until the 1980s. Some of the Inheritors sold off their share to non-family members as they 

moved away to other places, or converted them to smaller parcels as shops. Thus the 

current existing sections of the original building which fall on the northern and southern  

edges of the original plot, have been re-adapted to serve different functions (mainly 

commercial). 

Description of the original property: 

• The original house occupied an entire urban block surrounded on all four sides by 

streets, the Qethareyya on one side, a side street, an alley-way, and a dead-end 

path.  

• The house was divided into different functional quarters, with the entrances of the 

household members and guests separated on two different sides of the block.  

• The house is built around a central longitudinal courtyard, with smaller courtyards 

placed at the extensions of the main court.   

• Above the dead-end alleyway by the main entrance to the house and at the 

entrance to the sanctuary is a shed, and a room as an over-pass flying over the 

entrance and connecting the house with the adjacent property (which was 

inhabited by the relatives of the original owner). This provides a shaded space 

before the entrances and the wooden dikka or mastaba.  
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• The main entrance was accessed through a dead-end street, through a traditional 

gateway, with a carved lintel, and a trefoiled arch. The entrance door is topped with 

a lintel, which is inscribed with the name of its owner and the date of its construction 

in Hijri (Islamic calendar), and a short piece of poetry encoded with symbolic 

messages indicating the location of the property, and some other secrets which 

only the house-hold members may know (according to the current owner).  

• One of the encrypted messages in the verses of poetry concerns the dating of the 

property. While the dates of construction are inscribed in Hijri and Gregorian 

calendar, it was still important to alternatively preserve those dates in a different 

way in case the numerical dates inscribed were changed or tampered with. This 

was achieved through numerological encryption by assigning a numerical value to 

each Arabic letter, which when added up will amount to the construction dates 

which should match the ones inscribed in numbers below the verse.  

• The section to the east of the original property was never part of the original house 

and was developed at a later stage after the construction of the original house. 

According to the participant, the original owner of the house, a prominent and 

affluent judge from the Delta, would invite other family members to move to Esna 

after having established his place. However, he insisted that the house to the east 

of the property was never part of the original house but was possibly a later 

addition, possibly to house new members of the extended family which moved to 

Esna, and inhabited the same quarter. According to observations and through the 

inspection of the current ruins, and following the traditional concept of Arbad (family 

quarters), this is a likely case.  

• After the passing away of the original owner the house went through several 

adaptations as it got divided among the inheritors. Parts of the property continued 

to be used for a period of time as houses, while other parts were sold-off or rented 

out to small retailers serving as shops. 

• According to interviews parts of the original house thus continued to be used as 

residences for some of the inheritors until the 1980s. 

Adapting the house across time: Growth, inheritance, and Subdivisions  

• After the passing away of the original owner, the house went through several 

adaptations and  was divided among the inheritors.  

• Both the northern and southern parts of the property were used for a period as 

houses. Parts of the original house was thus still in use as residence for some of 

the inheritors until the 1980s according to interviews.  

• Much of the property today has been subdivided into smaller units, either sold-off 

or rented out to retailers functioning as shops.  

• The house was adapted to meet changing needs since early times. An extra room 

space seems to have been added to the first-floor area as an overpass extending 

outwards covering part of the narrow alleyway leading to the sanctuary and 

connecting to the adjacent property.  

• According to the current resident, this was built when more space was needed, and 

it was possible to attach to the adjacent property since they were related to one 

another. (The room today has mostly collapsed with only parts of its structure still 

visible from the alley way and acts as a shading.) 

The re-adaptation of the northern part of the house: 

• The main entrance of the house (one of the two original entrances) serves as the 

doorway to one of the parts occupied by the current owner, one of the 
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grandchildren (a man in his late 50s) on the northern side of the original house, 

which used to be a house but is currently used as a small shop.  

• After subdividing the property among inheritors, the northern part of the property 

was re-adapted to function as an independent house for a nuclear family.  

• Among the changes was sectioning-off the ground floor from the main courtyard, 

and the addition of a toilet below the staircase.  

• Other adaptations carried out was sectioning-off the main mandara to the right of 

the main entrance, and selling it off, while retaining the extra room to the west of 

the entrance courtyard, to serve as the mandara.  

• The staircase remained in its position facing the main entrance, with the bathroom 

tucked behind the wall facing the main entrance.  

• The first floor on the other hand retained much of its original spaces with minimal 

changes. The staircase led to a corridor leading into the kitchen (which also 

functioned as a kitchen in the old house), while a few more flights led up to a split 

level with a small living area.  

• The kitchen overlooks both the original longitudinal courtyard of the old house, and 

the smaller courtyard by the entrance area.  The small living area has its windows 

overlooking the small entrance courtyard.  

• The living area leads into two bedrooms one of which extends over the alleyway to 

attach to the adjacent property. Both bedrooms have their windows on the external 

façade, which would have been acceptable given the placement of the bedrooms 

on the first floor.  

• Windows had small proportions and were fitted with laced wood to allow indirect 

light and ventilation, while offering the necessary privacy for its dwellers. 

What is the reason that the family still looks after the property (or the remaining 

parts of it) remaining in the property, as opposed to moving to a modern houses 

built in the open fields, or why has he not taken it down as many others have, and 

built a modern one in its place? 

• The main gate is listed as an athar  (a historical monument).  

• He also expressed  a sense of duty to stay there and safe-guard it.  

• When asked for the purpose behind this gesture, if it was a personal preference or 

some kind of familial duty, he expressed it was more of the latter, and that it was 

often agreed upon between the siblings, that whomever can stay (for whatever 

reason) is allowed to keep the property and its their duty to look after.  

• However, it wasn’t clear in his explanation if this had to do with the significance of 

the property in relation to the family history, or whether it was for other reasons, as 

the property does not look like its being ‘looked after’ but rather merely the ground 

floor is kept occupied.  

• My discussions with other locals over why many of the houses which were once 

inhabited by entire families, have been abandoned and only occupied by a member 

of the family while the rest often move to the surrounding open-country where they 

construct a modern house- has revealed that for some, the old house in the town 

or the village, represents a common point of origin, a common grounds for meeting 

particularly on a Friday after the prayers. However, in this particular case, it seems 

that there was more to the story than the mere sentimental value of the dwelling.  

• Another reason he argued, was the futility of taking down the house and building 

another one within this particular position. The narrow alleyway will remain narrow 

he explained and still, with the building or its gate listed as a monument, it would 

cause trouble to carry out such a thing.  
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• Finally, when probed to talk about the prospects of allowing preservationists to 

carry out restoration work as is the case in many of the houses, he explained that 

the house itself is beyond saving, due to the rising underground water levels, a 

problem which began with the construction of the Esna Barrage in the beginning 

of the 20th century, and the later additions, finally exacerbated with the construction 

of the high dam. This problem is a real one which threatens not only the superficial 

layer of architecture in the historical urban fabric, but more critically, the more 

ancient layers buried some 9 meters under current surface ground levels, the most 

important of which today is the temple of Khnum at the heart of Esna, standing 9 

meters below ground level. This problem concerns property owners from the locals 

of Esna (as well as in many towns and villages in upper-Egypt) who are involved 

in illegal diggings within their properties. This issue he quickly alluded to and 

wouldn’t elaborate on further.  
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Appendix 5: Interview EMB & EMC 

Participant Code: EMB + EMC 

Date: March 2019 

Background 

 This interview was carried out with a father and his son from Esna. The father has 
been a merchant since the first half of the 20th century, and currently owns and runs a 
small shop on the old-Qessariyya street. He lives in a traditional mudbrick (early modern) 
family house near the temple with his married sons. One of his sons living with him was 
present during the interview. He works as a school teacher during the day and goes back 
to help is father in the shop in the afternoon. The researcher was given access by them to 
visit their traditional house for the purpose of its study. The son took the researcher around 
the house and its different floors and explained to him how it was used in the past and how 
it has been adapted through time.  

Transcript 

EMB 

 “This house and the other yellow house, are both built by the same person, our 

grandfather. The yellow house was built by my uncle, and the blue house was built by my 

father. Our grandfather funded the building of those houses. Our house was built in 1927, 

I am 80 years old, I was born in another house, and we inherited this one from my uncle, 

in the 70’s, and he moved to the yellow house.” 

 “The ground floor has a room, and a sala, and another room on the other side and 

a sala, there were also well fitted toilets, “sidi Moussa allah yerhamo emel haja tamaam, ( 

Grandfather Moussa, did a great thing!) The rooms had balconies!” 

  “I would never choose to live anywhere but where I live right now. Its spacious, 

and in the middle of everything, ‘tarawa’ (breezy)  and looks lovely, like a palace. We made 

to my son a room on the roof, we used suspended ceilings, and made it look very lavish, 

like a modern villa! He is an engineer afterall, he lives in Cairo, but we made this and he 

can use it now. The spaces were big, the room is 5 by 7 meters, very wide. The house is 

in the middle of the town, literally in the middle of it, you are near everything important. 

Those houses could never be replaced. 

 “Back in the day Esna was very different. Everyone now has their own apartment! 

Folan [as in: X] has an apartment there, and the other one has another apartment over 

there, no no, back in the day things were not like that, it was a beit ‘alia [a family house]… 

the houses were different, the ground floor was always open and never closed, if someone 

came to visit you they lived in the ground floor, every guest had their own room, and guests 

were quite frequent. Esna was different then… The stairs go around, and every floor has 

a space adjacent to the stairs called the torga (lit. corridor) and an open sala, and every 

family was assigned a room. The same way goes in every floor. The roof was not dedicated 

for living, it was to raise the birds (pigeons), and chickens, it had the oven, anything that 

you had was there. The oven was a balady forn [a traditional mud-oven] using the ‘gilla’ 

(he laughs). The other important thing is that there was nothing such as ‘I’m in my room 

so I can just lock myself inside,’ no, we were all one thing, there is nothing such as I am 

alone, no, but now of course there is. Lets not fool each other, now everyone has their 

own apartment. Things started changing in the 1970’s since then everyone wants there 

own apartment. We also changed the house when we moved in in the 70’s, we installed 
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wooden partitions to separate every floor into an apartment. Then when we made 

refurbishment later on when the house was in a very bad condition, we had to make 

reinforcements. Now everybody has their own apartment and their own life too!” 

 “I have two doctors, and a high school teacher, and each and every one of them 

makes changes to the house to their liking. Everyone has their own apartment. You go up 

the stairs and find that everyone has their own door to their apartment alone, I decided to 

stay on the ground floor, its more comfortable this way. I am living now where the Diwan 

(The guest room) used to be, a very long time ago. Back in the day when we took it from 

my uncle, there were very big rooms, and all the family stayed together, but when we took 

the place we started to make modifications to it, we turned it into separate apartments, to 

suite the times.” 

 “The Qethareyya attracted people from all over the area from Libya from Darfur, 

the market was very vibrant.” 

EMB 

 “Esna was a very important center of commerce in the area, I witnessed it when it 

was a very vibrant market. There used to be a market for camels, and the carts that went 

to Luxor left from here, and the vegetable market was here, there was a lot of activity here, 

and then it was moved, there were no cars back then only donkeys pulling carts. Now cars 

have come, and the cars cant come inside here, it goes strait to ‘sit zeinab,’ and from their 

it goes outside.” 

 “The street was divided into parts, the area for vegetables for example is around 

the main temple area, then the jallab market, then the date market beside the court, then 

at the end of it was the camels and all the other animals, it was the end of the city. The 

other side is the fabric market in the area they are developing now, the shader (vegetable 

market) was all the area around the temple. Then the fabrics, then the wholesale, then the 

haddadin (iron workers), then the jallab. The bread market was behind fikry’s coffee shop 

by the corner of the qessareyya and the temple space. On the other side of the qethareyya, 

there was the fabric market, house suppleness, etc. Here there was the gold market, but 

all of this has been moved, and things have gone with it.” 

 “In the 70s, there was a tendency to open and develop new areas, and it was 

common to move the main transportation hub from one place to the other, in order to 

encourage growth in a certain area, and so development follows around those new hubs. 

And this is what happened.” 

 “So If I am from shaghab or dera’a or any other village from around Esna I had to 

come all the way and walk through soug el dahab, (the gold market), and everyone passed 

through there, and therefore, everybody who needed anything need to walk down the 

different areas of the market, the camels, the jallab (sugarcane/honeycomb), you can think 

of it like the modern isles of the supermarket but at the scale of the city.  

EMC 

 “When I first married I lived outside, but I couldn’t live there, the houses are very 

small, the ceilings are low the air is different. This is why I came back to live here. Also 

back then, there was nothing such as being on your own, people shared spaces, and no 

one had to worry about anything, the head of the looked after everyone and everyone was 

satisfied. My grandfather told me about how the head of the family typically allocated a 
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budget for the entire household so no one had to worry about this matter, they simply 

enjoyed it.” 

EMB 

 “Back then we got so much for so little, money was valuable, now money has no 

value. Money was little and not everyone had it, so it had more value, now money is plenty 

but worth nothing. But I have my sons and daughters, five boys and two girls, I raised them 

on my own because their mother died young. I had to educate them on my own and raise 

them alone.” 

 

 

 

 

Participant produced sketch from Esna depicting the different sections and functions in 

the Qessariyya during the first half of the 20th century and well until the 1970s, according 

to the elder from Esna. The top sketch demonstrates the Qessariyya street with an 

emphasis on the southern (older) part to the left of the temple square. The sketch below 

depicts only the southern section and the different functions. The circle in the center 

represents the central square adjacent to the temple area. (Participant Produced Sketch 

in Esna) 
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Appendix 6: Interview EMD 

Participant Code: EMD 

Date: March 2019 

Background 

 A merchant living in one of the traditional family houses still in use. He belongs to 

one of the prominent families of Esna. The house he lives in was possibly built sometime 

between the 1920s and the 1940s, when his father moved in from his old family house to 

this new house.  

Transcript 

I am interested in learning about how life in the traditional town of Esna, from the 

perspective of locals, has changed over the previous century. You have lived here 

in Esna, and so have your parents, how can you describe this change from your 

experience? 

 “If you ask someone a question straight forward they will not answer you, you need 

to be able to talk around the topic, provoke them to talk to you more by asking a question 

indirectly, and show some interest to learn from them. I used to sit by my grandfather and 

try to get him to remember stories he told me, re-tell them to him and use those to lead to 

the topic which I am interested in learning more about. This is how knowledge of our history 

and past legacies is passed down. I would sometimes even twist stories around so as to 

get him to correct me and tell me more about something. But it was also how I knew he 

told the truth.  When he would say ‘listen my son…’ this is when you know what you are 

about to hear is the truth.”  

So what is the social life in Esna like today?  

 “See here in Esna, in this section of town, it is a network, everyone is mixed with 

everyone, and so the blood flows among us.” 

 “Here, go to any house, any poor house, knock their door, and they will tell you 

etfadal (welcome), etfadal ya walady (welcome my son). If you ask for a glass of water 

they will bring you water, tea, and everything they have. Generous.”  

Can you tell me more about your family, and this building (the Diwan)? Why is this 

building important? 

 “In Esna here the relations are interconnected. Every family, especially the bigger 

families, will have their own diwan where important gatherings are held.” 

 “We are gathered here at the Diwan of the Hozayyen family. All those pictures you 

see here on the wall, are pictures of members of parliament and politicians. This building 

was built a hundred years ago, it is where the family gathered on different occasions, and 

where very important and big meetings were held. Sadat himself was a guest here, he hid 

here from the army and Nasser during the troubles for two years. And later, when he 

became president, he returned the favor to the man’s grandson. We still hold important 

meetings here especially if its related to parliamentary figures or politicians visiting, we 

usually host them in this building.” 
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Given your status and the fact that you have traveled and seen other places, what 

do you think of the current situation in Esna, and do you think the state is doing 

enough for Esna? 

 “We are waiting for the current development project to make things better […] What 

state? There used to be a state back in the time of Sadat, when he came and stayed here, 

but since Mubarak rode on it, he removed our Abdel Monsef, who Sadat himself had 

honored before him, granted him the governorship of Qina. Then he sent him off to Beni-

Suef and then he sent him off to his hometown [meaning Sadat’s hometown] Menoofeya, 

then when the low one came to power, he removed him.” 

Can you tell me mor about the history of your family house? 

 “Our house, its been there for a hundred years now. When I talk I tell history, but I 

feel shy to say that. But when I say something, I know what I am talking about. My father 

has lived a hundred years, and I used to sit beside him and listen to what he says.” 

 “I know how old the house is because when my dad told me about when they 

moved to their house, he said that at the same time, noor bey was just moving into the 

white house. We know how old the white house is, so I can tell how old our house is. Back 

then, it was possible to preserve memory, memories were clean, there were no problems 

and concerns. There was takwa [piety].” 

Would you say your house was a typical traditional house in Esna at the time? 

 “No. Well, a hundred years ago,  look at this area [the kitchen area], there was 

nothing at the time as such, there were no proper kitchens in all of Esna. There was nothing 

such as a butagaz [stove], or a fridge, there was only a table and a gas flame. This was 

the kitchen space, this hall was the kitchen, where food was prepared, where the family 

can come together and eat, and so on.” 

 “Also instead of wasting the whole height of the space in the corridors, there was 

the sandarac which is a storage space elevated [this was also found in the houses in Cairo 

at the time].” 

What in your opinion has changed in people between the past and the present? 

 “Now people have become without manners, with low manners. Very few people 

had money in their hands. But now after they have smelt it, they have lost their manners. 

They will build a multiple apartment house, covered in marble… but they can only fool 

themselves, I tell them look at the history. If you have forgotten what was, bring the records 

and read them so that you may remember.” 

 “Now we are no longer traders. We used to trade in seeds and grains, fabrics, etc. 

There were a very few people who managed these trades in the past. But now I am an 

uncle to forty doctors. The newer generations in the family have moved to these new 

professions.” 

 “Our family now has much business in the capital. Some have property in Cairo, 

like us, we own hotels in Maadi. This person is a judge, this on works under the minister 

of education, and so on.” 
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Appendix 7: Interview SFA 

Participant Code: SFA 

Date: February 2019 

Bachground 

 The interview was carried out by female researcher Nariman Elhadidi with a young 

female in their house. It was conducted in a conversational manner in a modern Siwan 

family house.  

Interview Notes 

Information on Participant 

• The lady is in her 20s. Her father is Siwan, but her mother comes from Alexandria. 

She is considered to be a bit of a rebellious character.   

• She wears a veil, but chooses not to cover her face in public like most Siwan 

women do.  

• Her and her sister work in a date factory, and also worked as teachers in a 

kindergarten.  

• Their household, is open enough for Khaled to have joined the women’s gathering, 

as he is considered from the immediate family. 

• Her cousin K joined the gathering shortly, his mother is Siwan, but his dad is 

Arabawy (or of an arab ethnicity).  

• She is engaged to a man of arab ethnicity. 

On the local customs and traditions 

• The customs and traditions of Siwans and arabs are similar but vary in some ways. 

For example in the groups of arab origins, women’s presence in public and in social 

conventions is more pronounced, still however, having to cover their faces in 

public.  

• Although the father is from Siwa, and they follow much of the Siwan customs, but 

because the mother is Alexandrian they are more liberated. So the mother does 

not necessarily mind that the girl has to marry at a very young age, but it is better 

for her to wait and meet someone that will love her and appreciate her.  

• But the arabs can be very conservative in other ways, so whereas F’s parents, a 

Siwan and an Alexandrian, do not mind her working in the factory, or not covering 

her face in public, her future husband’s arab culture, may compel her to cover her 

face if she is to join their community, which is often the norm in both Siwan and 

Arab families, where girls join their husband’s houses. F however claims she will 

not have to do that. 

Researcher’s discursive account on the house as experienced  

 “The whole family lives in one house, unlike the other house, which was divided 

into a number of floors for every family, this house however was different. The father and 

mother and the unmarried children live in the house, and some of the older married 

daughters was visiting over with their children. This house felt more liberated than the first 

house. When you entered the house, there was an opening concealing the main space 

behind it with a light fabric curtain, and a door to the right, leading to the madyafa. The 

madyafa is the normal seating space, with cushions on the ground around the walls, the 
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room was painted a bright green, with neon lighting. The overall feeling of the family and 

their space is of a quite humble. The house was a one storey building unfinished on the 

outside, however it is fully finished on the inside.” 
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Appendix 8: Interview SFB 

Participant Code: SFB 

Date: February 2019 

Background 

 The main research assistant for interviewing and observing women’s houses was 

Nariman Elhadidi, the main author’s sister and assistant researcher on the main data 

gathering trip in Siwa. The aim was to develop an architectural description of the traditional 

house, through the observation and a discursive account of the researcher’s experience 

in a modern house. The discussions were recorded during the meeting and right after the 

meeting as field-notes from the visit. The interview and the observations in this case are 

recorded in the form of notes and sketches developed by the field researcher and the main 

author of this thesis. 

Transcript and Notes 

Background Information on Participants 

 “The head of the family, is a sheikh who runs a business in date manufacturing and 

owns two date factories. The family owns a house in Siwa, and other houses in Matrouh 

and Alexandria in which they spend summer. [This indicated to the researcher that they 

were of a relatively higher socio-economic status.] The main female respondent is one of 

his daughters, who is married to a man from Siwa working in the field of sand burial in the 

alternative healing business. The couple live in a modern concrete house beside the house 

of his mother. The mothers house in a traditional Kerchief house in the area of Dakroor.” 

 “The lady is 32 years of age, with five children. When she was first married she 

lived with her husband’s family in their old Kerchief house. When the number of the family 

members increased, they moved to a modern concrete house nearby. Another family 

member (the husband’s brother), also had to move out at some point to live in their own 

house as the number of family members grew in number. This concrete house is 

composed of two levels.” 

Experience of Participant in a “new” (modern) house as opposed to a traditional 

house? 

 “The woman explained that in the winter their traditional houses used to get 

severely impacted by the occasional flash-flood rains. The roofs of the old house were 

made of palm tree trunks, which would not withstand rain, similarly the walls and floors of 

houses were made of ‘torab’ or earth which was also problematic when it rained. In the 

recent decade or more, people have been covering the floors of their houses with cement 

plastering to reduce the impact of dust which is the case in the house of the groom’s 

parents in which she first lived for a few years after marrying and before moving into the 

nearby current house. A modern house will have ceramic floors which is considered by the 

people to be more “clean and beautiful.” In the madyafa, the floor is tiled and covered with 

carpets and cushions on the perimeter of the walls for sitting down (at floor level). The way 

the madyafa is used today despite material changes, is similar to how it was used in 

traditional times yet in more hygienic and modern conditions [not necessarily 

environmentally sustainable nor climatically comfortable however].” 

What is the experience of living in modern homes ie. Vernacular houses built from 

modern materials vs. traditional ones in terms of climate? 
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 “The temperature in the traditional houses is “much more bearable.” It is “mild and 

humid,” with a slight “coolness” to it as the women described it. The modern concrete 

houses are too hot in summer and too cold in winter, fans and/or AC units are installed [in 

households that can afford to do so however]. In the very hot summer days when it is too 

hot to be in the house, her husband will often go spend the time in the old house where 

his mother still lives today, to relax and spend the Siesta, where the weather is much 

cooler. Women on the other hand stay in their houses [Over and over again, both men, 

and women, will point-out that women’s mobility is too restricted as part of their customs 

and traditions, however the history and life-style patterns of traditional Siwans during the 

first half of the 20th century and possibly earlier, shows that women had more access and 

mobility to different domains such as the occasional visits to the gardens for washing and 

bathing, a practice which is rare today in Siwa]. On the other hand, the head of the family 

owns a number of apartments in Marsa-Matrouh, which they can go spend the 

summertime in to avoid the scorching temperatures. This is not exclusive to this family, 

many families will have houses in Marsa-Matrouh in which they spend the hot summers. 

However, after installing AC units, the trips to Marsa-Matrouh (by this family), were 

reduced only to the necessary.” 

Is the modern house built with the final product conceived? 

 “The modern house is horizontally and vertically extendable as it is built in stages 

and adapted according to the family’s growing needs.” 

Why is it that people insist on building their houses today using modern materials? 

 “Because it is more ‘civilized’ to build in the new ways. Because it makes it easier 

to install water, electricity, and to have a clean place. Also, everyone wants the beautiful 

appearance of the modern buildings.” 

Women’s experience in modernizing traditional societies 

• Women spend most of their times indoors, busy with domestic work.  

• Women from the same families and their relatives can convene in houses, within 

the female madyafa, while males convene in their separate madyafa often with an 

external access. Only immediate family members from males are allowed inside 

the house. 

• All families have many children. Women typically marry at a young age (16/17), 

despite the existing laws which sets the minimum age for marriage at 18. 

• Women rarely leave their homes. In which case they are often chaperoned by a 

family member from males (even if it’s a young boy.) They will be fully covered 

[including their faces].  

• Women’s names are not to be uttered in public, as it is considered ‘aib’ [shameful 

or socially unacceptable]. 

• Women today barely leave their houses. Unlike the past, many women today have 

never visited their families gardens. 

• Women are very apprehensive for being spotted in public lest people not make 

comments about them in terms of their body shapes and size etc. 

• Even visiting the markets is not permitted for women, men will buy the groceries 

for them. 

• In the occasion a woman travels with her family to Matrouh in summer for example, 

they feel more comfortable visiting the markets and the shops there. But in Siwa 

women are not to be seen and a man’s wife should not be recognized in public. 
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• Such visits are too occasional, however, such as in the case of needing to visit a 

hospital to receive medical attention which requires traveling to Matrouh or 

Alexandria (which is farther). 

• Only one girl in Siwa (at the time) managed to continue her education, only after 

the consent of the tribe elders in the Siwan society. She was granted consent to 

study medicine, in order to be able to attend to female patients in Siwa in the future. 

[This aligns with what Sheikh Abdallah Rageh said in the previous visit] 

• Women still practice some of their handicrafts. For example, their traditional shawls 

are bought off from Cairo (a store called abdelmaksoud) after which the traditional 

embroidery is done using silk threads.  

Researcher’s discursive account of the modern- house (current house).  

 “The house is composed of a main entrance lobby leading into a central square 

shaped hall around which can be found the entrance to a female madyafa on one wall, a 

toilet and possibly a kitchen on the wall facing the entrance wall. A further madyafa is 

located next to the and to the women’s madyafa dedicated for male gatherings, however 

with an indirect access from inside the house, with the main access from the outside. right 

a veiled opening uncovering a corridor with doors to bedrooms on both ends. This part of 

the house is the most private and the most concealed, containing a wide central corridor 

leading onto the bedrooms positioned on both sides of the corridor. To the other side of 

the external entrance lobby is a staircase which leads to the top floor.” 

Researcher’s general impression during the visit? 

 Although the researcher probing the women’s experience of living in traditional 

houses vs. modern houses was a woman, the women in the Siwan house kept on their 

head-veils on [with their face uncovered] in front of her. This signifies their highly 

conservative nature, and also their perceptions over the female researcher, who as an 

unveiled woman from Cairo, is not considered ‘close-enough’ to their customs and 

traditions, to be treated as an insider. 
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Researcher’s sketches produced onsite following the female researcher’s visit, 

according to her discursive account. The sketches show the different spaces in 

the modern house as experienced by the female researcher during her visit. 
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Appendix 9: Interview SMA 

Participant Code: SMA 

Date: February 2019 

Background 

 This interview was conducted with a local Siwan male in his 40’s, who serves as a 

manager for the ministry of antiquities affiliated with the current work in Shali. 

Transcript 

How would you describe the old town of Shali as it exists today? 

  “The entire area goes by Shali, Shali Ghadi is the older part of the town while 

Adrere was possibly a later extension, built on the adjacent a mound (hence the Amazigh 

name Adrere). The older part of the town of Shali which is in ruins appears to have been 

evacuated much earlier (eastern Shali today). There are still people living in their houses 

in the later extensions at Adrere which is also listed as part of the historical district, and 

the owners of the uninhabited houses are also known. People still live in their old-houses 

but they are prevented by antiquities department to make any alterations because the 

areas is considered of historical significance. So in the designated historical parts no one 

is allowed to make changes, but in the peripheral parts and the new extensions in the 

vicinity, people can build as they please.” 

Who is responsible in your opinion for looking after the old town and preserving it, 

do you think it’s the responsibility of the people? 

 “In some places it is the government that spends on things as such, and to be 

honest with you, if it weren’t for the external support we are receiving, we wouldn’t have 

been able to achieve what we have today. This is not just the case in Siwa you know, its 

all over Egypt: look at the amount of monuments scattered everywhere, and look at their 

condition and how they’re treated; if these things existed elsewhere like in a foreign 

country, look how they would be treated and displayed.”  

How do people locals react to the fact that a building becomes listed as a historical 

monument? 

 “Well, in all cases people today will not be able to maintain it as it was, or 

reconstruct it to what it looked like. But they know that visitors come to see the old houses 

which they think is beautiful and not the ugly new brick masonry and concrete buildings 

you see over there. So there will come a day when those ruined buildings may become 

useful again [referring to the possibility of their adaptive reuse of properties after their 

restoration].” 

How do people feel about opening up the old-town of Shali to serve as a tourist 

attraction? 

  “If they do, it would be better for us, at least we know exactly what is happening 

with it, instead of the current situation. So far its just been made as ‘ikhdaa’ [meaning that 

it’s been recognized under the authority of antiquities] but still hasn’t been made as 

‘tasgeel’, or formally listed so as to be able issue tickets for visitors. There are three stages 

for a monument ‘ikhdaa’, ‘tasgeel’ and ‘damm’, the latter meaning its been fully acquired 

by the ministry of antiquities. So far its listed as ‘ikhdaa’, which is a decree issued from the 
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ministry of culture, but in order for it to be ‘tasgeel’ it requires a decree from the prime 

minister’s cabinet. Then, they can start issuing tickets for visitors, this also gives more 

protection for the site, and provides revenue.” 

How did the Shali restoration project start, and when was it recognized? 

 “Studies were conducted first in 2004, but the ministerial decree was issued later 

in 2008 (its designation as a listed monument of historical significance). A survey was done 

in the beginning of the project through aerial photography, which revealed some of the 

main pathways and building blocks in Old-Shali so as to identify the areas of intervention. 

Now it is possible to begin to compare the urban structure with its paths and narrow 

alleyways, with the information we have from the local history, and the descriptions 

mentioned in studies. It was known amongst us for example that some buildings 

constructed in Shali spanned up to seven levels, but now we could clearly identify where 

they are in reality.” 

How far in the process of Shali’s restoration has been completed, what is happening 

within this current phase and when is it expected to be completed.  

 “We are still in the documentation and restoration phase. We are now clearing out 

the rubble and supporting the fragile walls to reveal the old structure of the town. We have 

only been working for seven months now and its been going very well as you can see in 

the areas which have been cleared, and streets and walls have begun to emerge…We 

expect to finish this phase soon, and a second documentation process will be undertaken 

after the rubble has been cleared to obtain updated aerial images for the town in its latest 

condition. We are only now to be able to make out clearly the main streets, paths and 

alleyways, the building blocks, etc. So the documentation phase which started before the 

project, continues through the project where daily pictures are taken in the site showing 

the progress, as well as to document the completed phases.” 

What is the approach taken in terms of the conservation of the old town currently in 

ruins? 

 “Now when a wall is cracked or about to collapse, it will be supported, so they will 

carry out just enough work enough to preserve the ruins, but not fully restoring them. No 

roofs will be added no floors, only what has been uncovered is restored to preserve the 

buildings as they were found. I hear it is supposed to take almost three years to complete 

this phase. Work is going on only on a portion of the town and a few houses on the edge 

which when completed they will stop at that for the time being. The foreign sponsors make 

regular visits between the phases to check that the work planned for this phase has been 

accomplished according to the plan. We are still working on a small section of Shali; maybe 

after this phase is complete, it will be decided to do the same in the neighboring parts in 

the next phases or fully restore some of the buildings to be functional...”  

What do we know about the historical development of Shali? In terms of how the 

city grew and developed? What makes the architecture and urban environment in 

Shali unique? 

 “From an official point of view, the history of Shali is still quite vague. There are 

some studies dealing with descriptions of Shali’s architecture and urban patterns but much 

of the evidence is retrieved from oral tradition. But a real study based on real-life evidence; 

non have been dedicated especially for this purpose as far as I know. Even the Italian 

project when they conducted their studies; they used examples from the Western part of 

Shali; not from the Easterners, assuming the houses in both parts of Shali were the 
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same…From a conservation view point, the antiquities sector considers the town of Shali 

with its designated peripheral boundary as a single historical entity. In my opinion, Shali 

was built in phases: the western part of Shali (ie. Adrere) was probably built at a later stage 

and therefore differences exist between houses in eastern and western parts of Shali, and 

this is evident eastern section of the town which is in a more ruined state. We can also see 

how the wall ruins in the western part of Shali appear to be more recent than the state of 

ruins of Eastern Shali. Some have attributed the more ruined state of the eastern part of 

Shali due to rains and structural issues. But the devastating rains which hit the town in 

1926 should have affected the buildings in the eastern and western parts equally if they 

were of the same age. But they weren’t. We also know that it was common for residents 

to tear down parts of their old houses to reuse the materials in the newer constructions: I 

myself witnessed this practice which continued well into the 1990’s.” 

What are the potentials and challenges for the development of this place in your 

opinion? 

 “I sometimes wonder how they can spend for example a hundred million Egyptian 

pounds in the restoration of a building which brings no significant revenue [referring to the 

recently renovated Barron Palace in Cairo]? When they can spend a quarter of this money 

on a place like Shali for example, and it will bring them much more.” 

 “This very location in Egypt can bring great revenue, compared to many other 

places in Egypt in which millions are poured and very little revenue is retrieved. For 

example they can bring investments by developing exclusive spaces for the very rich 

segment of people who seek exotic venues for private events and rent them at high rates. 

This sense of exclusivity and richness associated with such investments makes people 

aware of the value of those buildings they are visiting and encourage more and entice 

people to take part if safeguarding them and looking after them.” 

 “Then you have the problem of exposure, not enough advertising and media 

attention is given to such places to make people aware of them. But the real problem 

corruption in these projects especially in the handling of finances, which results in a very 

small portion of the original funds going towards the actual work.” 

How has your experience working in the Shali Restoration Project contributed to 

your understanding about Ancient Shali? 

 “I have learnt a lot from this project, and through the ongoing documentation and 

preservation work. I have been able to validate many of the knowledge I had about Old-

Shali from the local tradition and what’s in the literature, now I can see those things for 

myself. Shali was a fortified town and so the protective logic governing the town was 

apparent on many levels. One thing which became clear after clearing the rubble, is the 

street fabric and the branching of streets in a y-shaped manner, with the wider branch 

being the main street, and the smaller being a secondary one. This was reported in the 

literature about old Shali, such as Ahmed Abdelaziz’s book. In the book he explained how 

Shali’s urban fabric was made in the form of a labyrinth in order to confuse strangers. We 

can also observe how the main streets were often wide enough to pass two passing 

donkeys, however the side streets are wide enough to pass a single person. And therefore 

for security measures, most room entrances were from secondary streets which are very 

narrow.” 

 “We can also observe how the Old-town was built in an incremental manner, by 

cutting and filling the natural stone relief, to structure the base on which houses were built. 

Buildings probably started in the eastern edge by AlbabenShal and developed in a bottom-
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up building manner which is still demonstrated. They built one level, then grade the higher 

levels behind it, and then build another level and so forth; this was facilitated by the natural 

topography which is best shown in the parts which are closer to the ground level such as 

the Al-Baben Shal area. The settlement probably expanded westwards until the entire 

walled area was filled up, then extra floors were probably added.” 

 “In response to further growth, and after Mohamed Ali Pacha, people started to 

build outside the walls, with a more relaxed manner. We can see the similarity between 

the peripheral buildings surrounding the old city walls how similar they are to those on the 

western part in Adrere, which means that this outwards expansion phase must date back 

to the 19th century. Eventually the space between the eastern and western parts of Shali 

today was gradually filled-up. But still outside the walls the streets are wider, and houses 

are more spacious.”  

 “In one area in particular [near the health center today] we were able to identify a 

building by the edge of the hill with a 5 meter foundation of solid Kerchief fill which was 

built on the foot of the cliff on solid stone foundations and raises the foundation levels up 

to 5 meters above ground level to reach the building level in the town. There is also the 

out-door prayer area of the old mosque at the main gate Al-Bab enshal where the same 

technique was used to expand the mosque floor plan.” 

 “The success of this structural system relies on two main things. On the one hand 

there is the specific technique used in the layering of kerchief blocks which through time 

bind to one another making them function as a monolithic structure like natural stone. On 

the other hand this structural technique was sufficient given that the area on which it was 

built is dry and away from water. If water finds its way however, the structure will start to 

crystalize and the kerchief starts breaking apart thus compromising the structural integrity 

of buildings causing their settlement, cracking, and eventual collapse. This was not a 

problem in the past as all wet activities were carried out in the gardens men and women 

showered in the gardens and did their washing their while the city remained predominantly 

dry. So there were dry bathrooms in Shali, but there was no infrastructure for water 

dissemination and sewage.” 
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Appendix 10: Interview SMB 

Participant Code: SMB 

Date: July 2018 

Background 

 This interview was conducted with a local from Siwa, involved with the company 

EQI working in the ecolodge business. He has been on one of the initial gate-keepers for 

during the first fieldwork trip in 2018.  

Transcript 

How do you feel about your unique Siwan culture, language, and heritage? 

 “The Amazigh language of Siwa is a unique language which should be preserved 

as a representation of the authentic and unique culture of Siwa. But the Siwan’s are also 

proud of being Egyptian, which is an Arab country  Egypt is an Arab speaking Muslim 

country, and Siwans are Muslims, and the Quran is written and read in Arabic; and 

therefore it is only natural that Siwans should learn to speak Arabic.” 

 “The unique Amazigh language and Berber ethnicity is not always a good thing for 

the Siwan people today; its a unique language with a long history but its continued use 

today can be a problem for Siwans. Siwan mothers only speak Amazigh to their children, 

who start learning Arabic by the age of seven, and therefore struggle in the first years of 

school where curriculums are taught in Arabic. Children of the immigrant locals [who 

immigrated to live and work in Siwa from other parts of Egypt] do better at school because 

of their advantage of language while the Siwan children fall behind in their education.” 

But your language is part of what makes you different and special, don’t you think 

its something to take pride in and feel the need to preserve? 

 “Yes, but it is also based on those things like pride in language and ethnicity that 

divisions are incited among people. What is happening in many parts of the Arab World 

shows that unity is important for the stability of the region. The instability which followed 

the Arab spring, which led to the devastation of the Libyans, their standards of living, and 

their entire life. They were doing much better under Gaddafi, look at them now. Such 

differences are thus best kept away.” 

Who comes to live in Siwa, and why do  you think they are interested in living there? 

 “Those who come to live in Siwa are usually foreigners who come here to retire, 

also a few younger people who come to spend the winter months here, enjoying a simple, 

healthy, and traditional lifestyle, while spending very little a month.” 

 “Foreigners come to Siwa seeking the old ways of living in the oasis. They thus 

usually buy an existing traditional building and they renovate it while introducing some 

changes to adapt it and meet some modern needs. Many of those old buildings fall under 

the jurisdiction of the ministry of antiquities and thus require the preservation of buildings 

using the traditional building materials in all constructions within the area.” 

 “A foreigner can own a property through a local representative (wakil) who will help 

them with formal procedures to make their lives easier. Everyone needs a representative 

here because they are the ones who have the sufficient knowledge about how life goes in 

the oasis.” 
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How have the houses in old-Shali become in this condition today? I read in many 

places that it was the rains? 

 “Yes, the rains are bad for the buildings, specially when they are not lived in and 

maintained. But also many people took down parts of their older-houses to build their 

newer ones in the oasis. Many of these houses have owners who would often use parts 

of the old house, especially the palm wood if its in a good condition, to use in new 

constructions. I went with my grandfather when I was a young boy one time to get material 

from his old house.”  

How different is the experience of life in Kerchief houses, in Shali as it was in the 

past, and your life-styles today? 

 “In the past the family houses, five or six sons can marry within the same family 

houses and live within the same premises, either by giving them a room, or dividing spaces 

to make more rooms.But the whole family had to share one bathroom which was 

inconvenient. And then the houses started to change and sometimes have a bathroom for 

every room so that the family can still live together [like an ensuite: possibly due to the need 

for privacy and independence in more modern ways]. It came in stages, a newly married son 

would insist on having his own bathroom in his allocated room, so we turned to another 

stage. So it was still a family house, but now every room had its own shower. Nowadays, 

a newely wed will want to have his own house or apartment. Its probably still going to be 

close by the father’s house, but still its going to be his own house.” 

 “God said, think of it and go ahead. I cannot live today like the in the past, to get 

married in a small room and share a small bathroom with the entire family, this is not 

comfortable, and particularly for women. So previously when a small bathroom was added 

to every room for more privacy and comfort was this a wrong decision? Of course not. And 

following the same logic today, its only natural that we should also do the same.” 

How would you describe your experience of a modern house in Siwa today? 

 “Like all Egyptians, a family’s house today, for instance, will have at least three 

bedrooms, two rooms even isn’t enough a room for boys, and a room for girls, as they 

aren’t allowed to mix after 12 years old, that’s what is obliged by god not by me. Also today 

we have developed. Today if I marry in a room in one big family house, after the head of 

the family dies the house will be divided into small parts you will end up with nothing. This 

doesn’t work for me today, to share a house with my brothers, and then have five or six 

children of my own crammed in one room, what kind of life is this today?… this is why I 

did not marry until I was 36, when I was able to afford to build my own house.” 

What has living and working in modern Siwa today from your experience? 

 “I am very happy with my work, and this is very rare when you find someone who 

enjoys what they do, but I love my work. I started working with EQI almost twenty years, 

seven in Adrere Amellal, and thirteen years here in AlbebnShal; and before that eight years 

in a hotel. I started work when I was eleven so I did not get the proper education. I married 

late; 36 years old, with one son. This was uncommon in the past, to marry at this late age, 

but today is becoming more common. During the time of Mubarak, the stability sanctioned 

by his thirty-year rule allowed for much of the development to take place in Siwa. Some 

people from Siwa traveled out and became prominent figures, and some made 

investments and became business-men. Back in the day Siwa only had two schools, today 

its over thirty [this has not been confirmed by the researcher]. How did he make all of this; 

and how did he fund it?” 
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What are the problems facing people today in terms of development? 

 “If you look for problems you will find something to complain about. People 

travelling to and from Siwa are always unhappy because the last part of the road from 

Siwa to Marsa Matruh, is in such a bad condition causing at least an hour to three hours 

delay to the trip. People here feel trapped within the city, as they are unable to spread out 

into the surrounding areas, they either have to build in their gardens, and developing 

outside is also confined by a “cordon” of government and military land, so people cannot 

expand horizontally. (therefore implying the indispensability of concrete and brick masonry 

as a solution for vertical expansion). Investors often face the same problems as a result of 

the current land management policies. This cordon which currently exists limits the 

possibility for development and impacts the land availability and value; it makes it 

expensive for everyone.” 
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Appendix 11: Interview SMC 

Participant Code: SMC 

Date: February 2019 

Background 

 Interview conducted with a local Siwan man in his 50s, currently managing the 

Siwan house museum. The museum is built as a model of the traditional Siwan house 

prior to modernization. 

Transcript and Notes 

Background on the Siwan house 

• During the 80’s a local initiative started for the protection of local heritage run by a 

NGO committee of locals and experts, and funded by the Canadian development 

agency to construct the Siwan house as part of the initiative to preserve aspects of 

the tangible heritage.  Another center for intangible heritage was then sponsored 

from the excess profits from the remittances of the Siwan house. The rapid loss of 

many aspects of Siwan intangible cultural heritage was what drove the committee 

to consider this extension. 

• The house was built over the period of two years, it takes time, not like concrete 

buildings, to serve as a model for the traditional Siwan house model and building 

materials and methods.  

• People today have mostly departed the traditional building methods, because the 

material is expensive, and labor intensive, and the construction process is time 

consuming. This is why only investors like Mounir Naematallah can afford to build 

a hotel with it.  

• There is also the fact that the amount of supply of Kerchief and palm are no longer 

sufficient to meet the increased demands of the population of Siwa today.  

• The Siwan house model, represents the Siwan house typology after the descent 

from old Shali built as a model house for the latest Siwan typology. The project was 

funded by the Canadian Development Agency, and constructed over the period of 

two years and completed in December 1990, managed and operated fully by 

locals. The revenue from this project was used to fund an extension to the museum 

to add a department for documentation of Intangible Heritage.  

Why have people departed the construction with Kerchief? 

 “Even today no one builds like that, because the materials and process make it 

expensive, only developers like Mounir Naematallah will build in such way. The material is 

expensive, the building process is slow, and the expert masons are rare today. Therefore 

no one can afford to build a kerchief house except someone who can afford the luxury of 

having one. Although the materials are native, but the demand has grown due to the 

growing population, so using the available materials is no longer possible. The specificity 

also of where the materials are sourced makes it harder, because you cannot just use any 

mud, you need the right tafla “muddy sand”, with the right soil mixture.”  

 “Almost 95% of the traditional Siwan house, as it existed in the past, has vanished 

today, this is what led us to design the Siwan House.”  
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What was the most significant development which Shali went through? 

 “Shali was built in the 11th century, at the time they built Shali surrounded by high 

walls to protect the people from tribes attacking from the west, the architecture in Shali 

went through phases. In old Shali, buildings averaged 4 levels, and they had no problems 

of foundations as they used the natural stone bedrock as a foundation. When they 

descended to the flat terrains, they couldn’t build more than two levels because the soil is 

muddy. Now, people once again returned to vertical expansion, but now using concrete 

foundations because of the rising ground water.” 

What do you think is the reason that Shali’s traditional town survived for 900 years, 

despite that they were built of Kerchief? 

 “If they incorporated wet areas into their city, it would have collapsed entirely. Plus, 

at the time, there were no wet areas in houses in Egypt in general except in cities like 

Cairo and Alexandria. Of course people still needed toilets, but they had to devise a 

solution for this. They built two rooms one on top the other, the lower room was the storage, 

and the water used was very minimal, so it dried quickly. Sand was added in the four 

corners of the room, and in the middle, ash collected from the oven was added to absorb 

smells. This is why you never smell anything in the toilet on top. After the passage of an 

entire year, when the waste was dried, it is then used as fertilizer in the gardens. This 

separation of functions protected the city for 900 years, until they gradually started seeping 

outside the city. Building their new homes on soil, but they could eventually incorporate 

drainage for bathrooms.”  

 “Most of the domestic activity in the house occurred in the second level. The house 

was entered through the Marbou’a, then into the private quarters containing the stair-

hallway, which was the most delightful space in the house because of the weather, the 

space contains a storage, and the stairs to the second level.”  

 “In Old Shali, there was no ‘Marbou’a’, because those who lived in Shali were all 

related, so all guests were treated as family, and family members were allowed inside 

houses, and could use any space in the house, your cousin for example can visit you and 

use any room. Also at that time, strangers were not allowed inside the walls of Shali so 

there was no need for special spaces to host strangers. After the descent, people started 

building the Marbou’a to host their guests which could be visiting from anywhere like 

Matrouh or Alexandria. Women therefore used the upper floors of the house mainly.”   

 “The changes in the context; from stone to soil had an impact over the conventional 

building patterns. The conventional construction methods in Shali did not typically involve 

the construction of foundations since buildings were built directly over the natural stone. 

Buildings built in the valley around Shali started changing in a number of ways. Buildings 

outside the walls of Shali were not limited in terms of space and their possibility of 

horizontal expansion due to the availability of land. All houses could afford space to build 

a ‘hosh’ or yard to store their animals, a feature also present in old Shali but in a fewer 

number and smaller spaces, due to the limited availability of space. Houses were also able 

to incorporate wet areas as they incorporated vernacular drainage systems which were 

now possible building on the flat terrains. But unlike in old Shali, the buildings were now 

limited to two-story buildings because of the lack of structural foundations. The opening 

up of the city also meant that new spaces were needed to accommodate the social 

changes; a ‘Marbou’a’ was added as a guest room for male gatherings, found now in every 

houses, and accessed from outside the house or the main entrance. The ground floor 

spaces thus mostly involved an entrance space, storage areas (for waste), toilets, a 
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Marboua’, and the staircase hall which was often used as a living space. Most daily time 

was spent on the top floor however.” 

 “In Old Shali male gatherings were often held outside the city walls, to men, the 

city functioned as a dormitory. The fortress was thus mainly regarded as the domain of 

women. Women traveled only to the gardens to use the natural springs. Men’s time was 

spent in the Hittiyas (the gardens), and strangers were never allowed inside the city. Siwan 

men convened often in the spaces around the Bab-inShal (the City Gate), near the old 

mosque. Within the city, a ‘Khuss’ functioned as a gathering area for men and children, to 

spend leisure time.” 

 “After the descent, and building outside the city walls, a change occurred in the 

components of the Siwan house, where a Marbou’a (the main gathering space for men) 

was introduced to homes and was placed near the main entrance of the house, and 

segregated from the rest of the house. For further privacy, domestic gatherings were 

carried out on the first floor.” 

 “Dry toilets were placed on the first floor, with a storage room placed below on the 

ground floor which is emptied periodically and used traditionally as natural fertilizer. This 

method was used in old Shali to bypass, the lack of infrastructure, and continued after the 

descent. The waste is usually covered in Sand and left to dry. It was then mixed with the 

ash collected from the from the Kanoun to absorb any smells, and then it is ready to use 

as fertilizer after a year’s time.” 

Description of Siwan House:  

 The staircase leading to the first floor exits into a main hallway, with doors stacked 

on both sides leading into the main living rooms on both sides. The kitchen is accessed 

through the hall way, leading into an outdoors semi-shaded or open area containing a 

built-in oven or the Kanoun, and space for carrying out different activities. The dry-toilet is 

usually accessed through this outdoors space, divided into two cells, one as a toilet and 

the other for washing, with a separate drainage which leads straight outside. Other rooms 

accessed through the hall way were used as bedrooms.” 

What are the most important cultural space within a traditional house in your 

opinion? 

 “The winter room was an important space in the traditional Siwan house where the 

three generations gather during winter: grandparents, parents, and children. The winter 

room has a small fire-place in which a olive wood is burnt and when its red hot, the family 

gathers around the burning coal and the grandmother sits and tells her grandchildren 

stories from the Siwan tradition.” 

 “The stories told were meant to convey the fundamental principles and morals of 

Siwans, and this is sowed in kids since a young age. This is possibly why we have no 

crime in Siwa. Now after televisions arrived, it has become more attractive for people to 

gather around, the difference is that the grandmothers was the true source of morals and 

indigenous knowledge…” 
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Appendix 12: Interview SMD 

Participant Code: SMD 

Date: February 2019 

Background 

 The interview was conducted over a few days in Siwa. First, part of the interview 

was carried out during a guided Site visit with Master Mason. The participant is a master 

mason with great expertise in the Kerchief building process. He also has expertise in 

construction with salt bricks, a skill he employed in a few projects. He also leads the 

team of laborers working on the restoration of the old fortress of Shali. 

Transcript 

What is the current status of the work in Shali? 

 “Most of Shali was in a state of ruins, much of the city and its buildings were 

reduced to rubble, we could not identify any features in the beginning. I am leading the 

labor and overlooking the current activities. We started since seven months clearing out 

pathways, excavating and revealing buildings and rooms, and supporting any walls which 

are threatened to collapse, but we do not add the missing floors or ceilings to buildings.” 

What is the restoration process you are following in Shali with regards to the 

materials used?  

 “The main building materials used in old Shali is Kerchief lumps, mud-mix (tafla), 

palm and olive wood. Kerchief is recycled from the rubble, or sourced afresh and a mud-

mix is prepared onsite, and left to ferment, and then is ready to be used as binding material 

and for the final wall finish. Date seeds are added to the tafla [mudmix] during the 

fermentation, and when the seeds start sprouting we can tell its ready to be used. This 

signals the builders to start applying the material to walls to bind Kerchief lumps together 

and plaster the walls.” 

 “During the excavation and clearing out of the rubble and as walls a revealed, 

sometimes an opening is detected, we reinforce it. Wood found on site or elsewhere is 

then used to replace the missing lintels in order to support the structural integrity of the 

walls and the openings. Another thing we noticed is that sometimes narrow side streets 

lead straight into single rooms.” 

 “Olive tree wood is used as a structural element for wall bracing, often placed in 

the corners to tie the walls together. This method used traditionally is repeated throughout 

the revealed buildings for further support. Because the buildings are irregular, and walls 

are curved, sometimes in curved corners like this one, we will need to replace the existing 

lintel or add one to support the wall, we may pause work in this section sometimes up to 

a month until we manage to find a piece of wood which takes the same shape needed to 

fit in this wall. We do that is because we are trying to return something to its former shape. 

We eventually found the right olive wood branch to fit in its place. Olive wood is better than 

Palm wood, it does not get infected with insects, and does not decay for thousands of 

years.” 
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If you encounter collapsed floors for example the remains of which maybe still there, 

why not go all the way and restore the entire structure? 

 “Money. If money is available everything could be made. This project is funded by 

the EU, and the loan which we took includes only opening the streets, restoring collapsing 

blocks, and the construction (restoration?) of the outer wall.” 

Having worked in Shali and a Siwan yourself, are you able to read the floor plans of 

buildings, and identify the significant spaces within? 

 “No, those details are not within my domain of expertise, I have no knowledge with 

this regards, only with regards to the current restoration process in Shali.” 

What are some of the distinct features that you have encountered so far from your 

work? 

 “Much of the initial work revolves around excavating ruins, and exploring what is 

beneath, and as we do so sometimes what we thought would be a street would turn out to 

be a building or a space, and the other way round. So the initial excavation phase we are 

not really sure what to expect also because this was never done before in Shali. So an 

important thing I learnt is that expectations are one thing, and reality is another, and you 

cannot rely on your expectations in most cases. In some sections of the town the buildings 

reached up to 7 floors. The remains of such buildings were found in the eastern edge, only 

five of the seven floors were still relatively intact. Also you wont find a single ‘straight’ path 

in Shali, so if anyone betrays the people living in Shali, they can easily capture them, the 

entire city was a labyrinth.” 

What is so special about Siwa in your opinion? 

 “Salt. Think of it, on a bride’s wedding day, they throw salt around her as she walks 

with her groom. Why do we do that? We do it and take it for granted, but it has been passed 

on from our great great grandfathers this reverence to salt. Because it protects from evil, 

this is something instinctual not a scientific remark, but there is evidence for it to be so. In 

Siwa people never report getting nightmares, there is reason for that, it draws out negative 

energy from us and fills us with positive energy. This is why its used in healthspas now as 

a construction material. I built one for a client to built a salt cave for them. We built it with 

salt bricks, covered the exterior walls with a mud-mix (tafla) and left the internal walls bare. 

There is a salt cave also in Siwa.” 

What are the main challenges in Siwa? 

 “Most places in Egypt suffer from limited access to clean water, in Siwa the 

situation is reversed people in Siwa suffer from the excess of water.  Anyone in Siwa who 

owns one feddan in Siwa of land can dig a well with a 5 inch capacity to irrigate a hundred 

feddans, very little of this water is used and the rest is left to drain in the lakes. This results 

in the increase of underground water levels. Better strategies could be applied to manage 

this water and make the most efficient use of it. There was a project to use this excess 

water and reroute it to drain in the Qattara depression which is 21 meters below see level. 

When you go near Gaafar (Adrere Amellal), you can see the amount of water they are 

pumping in the lake, which is absorbed again by the land, so they spend a great amount 

of money and energy on pumping out water from the ground; a vicious cycle.” 
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In your opinion, what was wrong with Kerchief, and why did the society shift to 

modern buildings? 

 “Rain is very rare in Siwa. In 1982 there were rain showers for many days, and 

many Kerchief buildings collapsed entirely. Many buildings were built without foundations, 

and Kerchief in general cannot withstand extended rain. Kerchief also has a maximum 

capacity of two to three stories (in the valley). Concrete on the other hand can span many 

levels, and you know, its better to be able to build more levels and concrete does that.” 

 “Back when Egypt was a Kingdom, when any Siwan wanted to visit Libya, all they 

needed to say was that they were from Siwa, this is how much they were revered by King 

Idris of Libya. When Gaddafi came to power, anyone who came from the tribe of Awlad Ali 

(of Siwa and Matrouh) can go to Libya without a passport or invitation. Anyone who wanted 

to take a Libyan passport they could get it easily, because we have shared families, 

common lineages and ancestors, same culture and customs. Some of the Siwans joined 

the Libyan Organization which was a militant group, and in 1969 a train in Alexandria was 

targeted, and two or three of those involved were from Siwa. People In Egypt were under 

the impression that Siwans were traitors, or terrorists or something of that sort. At the time, 

Sadat visited Siwa and he stayed at the King’s rest, so the people were sad that he did 

not come to meet them in town and greet them. The tribe elders called Sadat, and then he 

came to see the people walking from the King’s Rest house to the Siwan house today 

which we call Genent El Majjles (Council’s Garden). After he did that, people chanted “with 

our souls, with our blood, we serve you Sadat”, and every step he took, a sheep was 

slaughtered at his feet. At the time there was no tagneed (military service) for Siwans. 

They told him that they are patriotic people and aren’t traitors. At the time, it still took three 

days to travel to Siwa. Of course when Sadat came he came with a Plane. It was a 

Saturday when he met them, they told him that they needed asphalt, he said it will be 

ready in two months, but as of Monday, a car will take the people from the council to Kilo 

40 where the airport is for free, and from the airport to Matrouh with 25 piasters. The road 

built during Sadat lasted decades, and the few patches which are being restored now are 

the parts which were made three years ago, the military executed it, and it hasn’t lasted 

us three years. The road was completed during the time of Mubarak.” 

 “When the flooding incident happened, all the houses were impacted and many 

collapsed, so everyone wanted to build a room (or marbou’a) and to “pour” it (the concrete), 

and those who were able to, felt as though they had built a castle for themselves. It was a 

catastrophe.”  

But as people started building with concrete and brick masonry, and started 

encountering the problems of living in concrete buildings in such extreme weather 

climates, how did they react to this problem? 

 “People gave up a better indoors climate, for protection from rain which is very rare 

in Siwa. But Kerchief buildings required maintenance, from the inside and the outside, 

whereas modern buildings once they are built, no more work needs to be done on them, 

so it is more convenient in this way. In the past, people were not concerned by such issues, 

the most important thing was to have a shelter: a roof over their heads. Walls would crack, 

doors were skewed, and windows were blocked with anything. But now people want 

everything proper, a proper door, a proper wall, proper floors, and a television hanging on 

the wall.” 

Since you practice the building tradition as a profession, I am curious to what kind 

of house do you own? 
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 “I have built myself with concrete and redbrick masonry, and outer ‘grafit’ finishing 

which gives the same Kerchief effect, and I rent out rooms fully furnished. I do hope one 

day I can build my own Eco-Lodge in Kerchief. I myself live in a concrete and brick home 

masonry. I don’t have a Kerchief house, but my parents had one, and I grew up in one, its 

fallen apart now. In the past not everyone built foundations for their buildings. The 

unanticipated rising of ground water levels, had many house walls flaking and many 

buildings collapsing eventually. When we build today of course take into consideration this 

problem and use stone or concrete footing for kerchief buildings, and then the Kerchief on 

top-it, so it is more structurally sound.” 

Besides its relevance in the Ecolodge industry and in the restoration project, what 

other applications of this architecture were you involved in? 

 “Engineer Emad and Ramez, and myself built an entire mock-up of Shali in Sakkara 

for the filming of the series ‘Oasis of Sunset.’ It was an Adl Group production which cost 

some 6 or 7 million Egyptian pounds. The site itself is owned and rented out by the military. 

After they finished filming, the company gave up the site to the government, which 

requested off El Adl Group to be responsible for its maintenance which they did not want 

to do, so the military tore it apart eventually.” 

Why won’t people build in such a way which would respect the character of their 

traditional environment? 

 “I gave the same character in my own house finishing it in grafit. But as for the 

government there is no real presence for them with this regards, they are too busy doing 

other things.” 

Why do you think the government isn’t investing more in managing and maintaining 

the urban character? 

 “We like to eat the eggs, but we can make them. Its politics. The government gave 

the right to the EU to restore Shali, they gave the EU the right to restore the Egyptian 

Museum. (Also both projects are carried out by EQI with which he is affiliated. He was 

implying that restoration projects and funds are considered a door for profiteering for some 

of the corrupt, implying that not all the allocated funds are used for the projects, a lot of 

money is withheld in the process for private gains.) They have the flag of the EU hanging 

now at the entrance of Shali because they are the ones giving the funds, I work in there 

and I am not happy with this.” 

Can you tell me more about some of the unique Siwan customs and traditions which 

are still relevant and practiced today? 

 “The Siwa tourism festival or the (Reconciliation feast) which is held now every 

year in October for three days in the middle of the lunar month during the fullmoon. All 

Siwans gather in the Dakrour area. It’s a very special time of the year, it gets so busy. The 

houses which look empty in the area are occupied by Siwan families during this festival, 

all women cook food, and the cooked food is then shared amongst all the families, and 

everyone starts breaking the bread and eating at the same moment.” 

What is the story of this festival then? 

 “Tribalism and tribal solidarity in Siwa is very hard. Unlike in Upper Egypt, we do 

not have the principle of ‘taar’ (revenge of an eye for an eye principle). Therefore when 

conflicts arise, they are never fully settled between the opposed members or tribes. But 

we believe if you break a loaf of bread to share with someone “shared bred and salt”, no 
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matter what the underlying conflicts are, they must be resolved if you’ve shared bread and 

salt. In the past and in order to resolve the growing conflicts between the tribes, everyone 

came together at this time of year to cook and share the meals together, so that people 

must eat off of other peoples bread as one of the elders shouts: “wa’-lam” (meaning ‘be 

informed’), In a sign for everyone to prepare to start eating altogether at the same instance 

when the next order is given. This was the people’s way of resolving all lingering conflicts 

every year. If someone decided to continue their aggression after they have shared the 

bread, then everyone considers them a traitor and may even be fined. This festival was 

changed from “Eid El Solh” (or Festival of reconciliation) to “Eid Al Seyaha” (or tourism 

festival). Whereas in the past people were not allowed to bring food from outside the 

convention, now everything takes place, food and games, its become a carnival.” 

What is the state of tribalism in Siwa today, and do the historical tribal distinctions 

still exist today among Siwans after development and modernization? 

 “There are historical conflicts between the Easterners and Westerners as well as 

territorial issues related to land. I am from the Westerners. Old Shali housed both 

Easterners and Westerners, and each had their own separate gate. But when they 

descended from Shali, they went on to inhabit the westernmost part known today as 

Adrere. King Idris, who treated Siwans in a very special way, made a proposal to reconcile 

the conflicts between the easterners and westerners through intermarrying. The two 

groups before that time never married from each other. This way he believed he can dilute 

such differences as the future generations will have family in both groups. I am married 

from the Easterners, and so was my father. But deep down inside, this tribal thing is like a 

small hidden dot of ink at the base of a cup, you can add milk slowly and the ink won’t be 

disturbed so long as it isn’t stirred. Once you stir and hit the spot all the milk turns into the 

color of the ink.” 
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Appendix 13: Interview SME 

Participant Code: SME 

Date: July 2018 

Background 

 Interview with an elder from the westerner’s clan. The interview was conducted in 

the context of a workshop held in Siwa in July 2018. The researcher was invited to join the 

meeting with the Siwan elder, and permission was given to people to record, the 

researcher took notes during the discussion and resorted to the recording to make up for 

the missing parts before discarding of it. This is one of the very few interviews that were 

recorded in their original language then the relevant parts were translated into English. 

This method seemed to consume much time, and instead, the researcher resorted as 

much as possible to translating during the transcribing process for the sake of time.  

Transcript 

ي الواحة وقت السيد المسيح، و  “ 
ى
ية الموجودة الي ف

ي إن جه مرض و قضى على البشر
ي اواخر العصر الرومانى

ى
يقال إن ف

بيسكنو الصحرة و يعيشو على المطر، الرحل، بيجمعو الثمار إلي زرعوها الفراعنة والرومان الي سكنوا  ابتدى ييجو العرب الي 

ي  الواحة، و لما جت رسلة الإس
ي أي سكان إلا من بعد العرب الرحل فى

ى مكنش فى لام مفيش أي فتوحات ذكرت واحة سيوة، لئ 

، لكن لما فتحو شمال أفريقيا، و ي
جعو تانى ي شمال أفريقيا، إبتدو يخدو الطرق     أوقات الإثمار و بير

لما الناس دخلت الإسلام فى

 ع
ً
ق والغرب الي بيمرو ديما

ى الشر  بئر
ً
وها محطة. التجارية المعروفة قديما  لى واحة سيوة عشان هي فيها مية و عشب، فبيعتير

ي شمال افرقيا وتأثر بالجفاف  
لما دخل الإسلام إبتدو يمروا على واحة سيوة على أساس انها محطة للزاد، و لما حصل جفاف فى

فيه عشب الي هي واحة    فيه رعاة الشاه من قبائل الأمازي    غ اسمهم قبائل الشاوية، فوصفلهم الحجيج إن فيه مكان فيه مية و 

الرعي   أفريقيا لواحة سيوة بقصد  الأمازي    غ جم من شمال  الرومان من  الحديث بعد  سيوة، وانتقلت أول مجموعة من البشر 

 ”والزراعة. 

 بيقطعو الطرق على القوافل  “ 
ً
ي العرب الرحل بييجو و يجمعو الثمار الموجودة، و أحيانا

ة دي بيبقر فى ي الفير
قلنا إن فى

ى بقصد    التجارية هم اللىي هما الأمازي    غ إلي جايئر ي وقت جمع المحاصيل و لقوا ناس غير
ق للغرب لما جم فى إلي بتمر من الشر

، و  
ً
ي مكان هما متعودين يعملوا كدا فيه، فتبقر من الأمزي    غ عدد قليل جدا

، فاعتدو عليهم على أساس إن هما موجودين فى الرعي

. شالي باللغة الأمازيغية  بدأت فكرة إن يعملوا إستقرار، إنه يبنو قل عة تحميهم من الناس إلي بتعتدي عليهم دي، فبنو قلعة شالي

ي سفح جبل و عملو  
ى
ي البلد القديم، فبانو القلعة دي ف

ي عملو لنفسهم بلد، فاحنا بنقول عليها شالي غادي يعنى
ي بلد، يعنى

بتعنى

ى العرب بيبنو بعيد عن بعض مبيبقوش م  ، لئ  ي
ي بالطرز الأمازيغى

ى لبعض، و عملوا الشوارع أزقة عشان لو جم الناس  المبانى لصقئر

، و عملو عليها باب معروف   ي
دي ييجو فرادا مايعرفوش يخشوا مجموعات فيعرفوا يقبضوا عليهم، و عملوها ذي حصن يعنى

ي القلعة دي 
وق، و عاشو فى  ”.سموه باب انشال أو باب البلد، الي هو بيتقفل ساعة الغروب، و يتفتح ساعة الشر

ما مجابوش منهم، فجم يجوروهم، جم يعيشوا معاهم، و يجاورو الأمازي    غ الموجودين، فمن طبايع الأمازي    غ إن ل“ 

ي مكان و ميخشخ عليها قبيلة تانية،  
ي القبيلة موجودة فى

 تلافر
ً
ي ديما

ة برضه يعنى ة، لكن احنا العرب مبنقبلش الجير هما يقبلوا الجير

ة طويلة من  و ده طباع لحد النهاردة، ده طباع البدو  ، فير ي قلعة شالي
ي المكان. فعاشو العرب والأمازي    غ فى

أو العرب الموجودين فى

ي عليهم لأن هما بعيدين عن العاصمة و بعيدين عن المدن،   ي حكومات نظامية بتيجر
الزمان، حكموا نفسيهم بنفسيهم، مكنش فى

 الي هو كان زعيم  
ى ، بسبب أحد الأهليئر ي عصر محمد علىي

ي القاهرة  يمكن أخر حكومات فى
واتخلع فراح عرف الحكومة العثمانية فى

ايب، فجه حكومة عباس حلمي لسيوة و   رعو قمح و شعير و زيتون و يقدرو ياخدو منهم ضى ى ي الواحة بير
ي ناس موجودين فى

إن فى

، عباس حلمي من ملوك أسرة   ي
ي اواخر العصر العثمانى

ي الواحة، و ده فى
ي على الناس هنا فى . هي أول حكومة نظامية تيجر  ”محمد علىي

ي الواحة،  “ 
ي الأول، و ورثو من الفراعنة والرومان الابار القديمة الموجودة فى

اعتادت الناس هنا ذي ما جم الأمازي    غ فى

 للمية بالذات، و ده له دراسة لواحده، ازاي بيقسمو المية  
ً
ى صارمة جدا  و حطوا عليه قواعد و قوانئر

ً
قسموها تقسيم دقيق جدا

 ”المية بتاعتهم، و إبتدو يزرعو الأماكن المرتفعة مش الأماكن المنخفضة الي فالواحة. و يبلغ الناس مواعيد 

ي الصيف  “ 
ودة بليل و حار فى ي الأمطار، سيوة نادرة الأمطار جو قاري شديد الير و عشنا بالشكل دة لحد ما ابتدت تيجر

ي العصور الأخ
ى فى ي سنة من السنئر

ي أول التمنينات، جت سيول قوية لسيوة  بالنهار لكن الأمطار فيه نادرة، فلما جت فى
ة دي فى ير
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ي بنفس الطريقة،   ي تحت فالواحة، بننر
ل من البيوت القديمة و نبنى ى ي الي احنا بنعيش عليها، فحنر لما بقينا نيى

تأثرت بيها المبانى

ي 
ي شالي فوق. و لما جت الأمطار، تأثرت كل المبانى

ى
ي شالي أو تحت  نفس الخامات، و نفس الطريقة بتاعة البنى المعمولة ف

ى
 سواء ف

ي الواحة، ففكرو انهم يبنو بالخرسانة عشان يحمو نفسهم من السيول دي، فابتدت تدخل الخرسانات بشكل غير لائق للواحة  
ى
ف

ي الخرسانية على أساس انها أنضف و أقوى من ناحية التحمل. 
 ”و الناس ابتدت تهتم بالمبانى

 الي هي ال“ 
ً
ي  لكن هما مراعوش جزئية مهمة جدا

تكم دلوقنر ي حصرى
ي الواحة. يعنى

ى
خامات الملائمة مع البيئة الموجودة ف

ي  
ر
ي وقت القيلولة حتلاف

ى
ي النهار ف

ى
، هتخش ف ي

ى فيها لحد دلوقنر  اللىي لسة عايشئر
ى ي بتاعة السيويئر

ي بيت من المبانى
ى
لو دخلتم ف

بة والطينة الي  الجو رطب كأن فيه تكييف فالبيت، لأن الخامات ملائمة للبيئة الي هو الكرشيف الطبقة  
الملحية إلي فوق الير

ي الواحة. ابتدت ناس تفكر  
ى
رع فيها و خشب النخل الي هما بيعملو فيه الأسقف والسلالم، فدة بيدي ملائمة للجو الموجود ف ى بيى

اثية التقليدية، لكن مشكلة الصرف الزراعي و تطبل الأرض الزراعية و مفيش شبكة ضف ي القديمة الير
ي المبانى

صجي ولا    انها تبنى

ي  
ي بالمبانى

ي دلوقنر
ي التقليدية بتاعتنا. حنر لو حد فكر يبنى

ى الرجوع للمبانى ي الواحة، ابتدى يسبيب عائق مبنى و مابئر
ى
ضف زراعي ف

ي بالدبش والاسمنت تحت،  
ى على البيت بتاعه عشان بس الجو بيبقر رطب فيها و بيحاول يبنى ي غرفة أو غرفتئر

التقليديية بيبنى

ي جدار كدا و 
ي الكرشيف والطينة الي أحنا بنبنوه بعدين. النخيل برضو مع يعنى

ى
، عشان الرطوبة متأثرش ف ي   ارتفاعيعلىي

ى
السكان ف

ي التقليدية. 
ي للناس كلها إن احنا نعيد استخدمنا للنخل للسقف الي هو أفضل للمبانى

 النخيل مش هيكقى
ً
 ”سيوة فطبعا

أوقات  “  ي 
ى
الناس ف الخص ده هو بيجمع  الخص،  بيوت  ى كل مجموعات  ي بئر

ر
، هتلاف ي شالي

ى
التقليدية حنر ف ي 

المبانى

ة بالذات علشان الناس الي بتشتغل بالحرف اليدوية على الآلة الزراعية زي القفف والحبال إلي بتصتخلص من الجريد أو   الظهير

ي الخص. جلسات الصلح إلي بيعملها شيخ  النخلة نفسها، بيقعدو يعملوها فيه و بتتنقل دة و 
ى
 مع الأطفال إلي بيقعدو معهم ف

ً
راثيا

ي الخص. أنا عمري  
ي المنطقة سواء أفراح أو أحزان بيقعدو فى

ي الخص، المناسبات إلي بتتعمل فى
القبيلة والعواقل بتوعه بيعملوها فى

ت إن مفيش أي مكان يجمع الناس لا  ت الخص ده، و حصرى ى سنة، و أنا حصرى ي    خمسئر
ي فى
نادي ولا أي شر  إلا الخص. أنا بينر

بيشتغلو والألعاب   و هما  الكبار  الناس  ي وشوف  أصحانر بشوف  فيه،  بنتجمع  إلي  المكان  ده  ليا هو  فأقرب خص  ده،  المكان 

ي الأطفال  
ي الخص. صحيح دلوقنر

ي البيوت، كل التجمعات فى
ي الخص، مفيش تجمعات فى

المختلفة إلي بيلعبوهة الأطفال، كله فى

ي الخص. مبير 
ي الخص و كان الألعاب القديمة كلها كنت فى

ي كنت فى
 “ حش الخص، لكن و أنا طفل أنا كل حيانر

 من البحري والقبلىي عشان الري    ح، و بيتعمل  “ 
ى  بيتعمل نظام غرفة مستطيلة مفتوحة من الجهتئر

ً
هو الخص قديما

ي  
ي الأرض يقعد فوق فى

ى مصاطب للىي مايعرفش يقعد فى المصاطب، و هو بيجمع الناس كلهم يمكن  عليه مصاطب من الجانبئر

 معندناش نوادي، كلنا بنطلع للخص بيبقر فيه شباب  
ً
ي رمضان لما بنطلع عشان نقعد خاصة

 فى
ً
ي عمري وانا شاب، خاصة

أنا فى

ي ال
ي المقابر، احنا فى

مقابر بالعبو كوتشينة ناس بتعمل حبال و جريد والحرف اليدوية، فبيبقر زي نادي، و كمان الخص بنعملوه فى

ي 
ي البياخدو واجب العزاء و بيقعدو جمبيهم اقارب  هم فى

ى و بقعدو ال المتوفى بنعملو خص بنفس الشكل ده برد مفتوح من الجهتئر

ى يدخلوا من باب و بيخرجوا من باب. هو نظرة إن يوريلهم إن الدنيا بالشكل   ى و شمال و بييجو المعزيئر ى يمئر ى المستبتئر الصفئر

إن هو بيعزي تلاتة أربعة إلي بياخدو العزاء و بعد كدا بيمر     منها من باب كاعتبار، والنظرة الثانية  ده، بنجيه من باب و بنخرج

على كل الناس بيشوفوه عشان لو صاحب العزاء إفتقد حد من اصدقاؤه وافتكر إن هو مجاش، فالناس تقوله لأ إن احنا شفناه  

 ”و هو بيعزيه. 

ي “ 
ي سيوة    فالخص هو إلي بيجمع أهل المنطقة، فى

وع فى ي مشر
أي مناسبة تطرأ لاهل المكان، و احنا عدنا ترميم الخص فى

ي الواحة و بعد كدا  
وع إيطالي فى

وع إسمه مشر ي جلسات تابعة لمشر
. حنر الخص دة رممناه واعدناه فى وع شالي

هنا اسمه مشر

ي كل مسجد مكان اسم 
ي بيعملو فى

ه الخلوة، الخلوة دي بتبقر  الناس مستخدمتوش و مبقاش إستخدامه ذي زمان. لأن دلوقنر

ي شالي لما ابتدينا  
ي المناسبات بتاعتهم سواء الفرح أو الحزن. فى

ة، بتتعمل فيها جلسات الصلح و اجتماعات الحارة فى غرفة كبير

 الخرسانة، كل الناس سابت شالي و نزلت تحت علشان إستخدام المية يبقر أسهل علشان بتطلعش فوق،  
ً
ي تحت، خاصة

نبنى

بإن خلاص شالي   الحياه تحت لما حسينا  بيوتها و نزلت تحت  الناس هجرت  تلائم تحت مش فوق، فكل  بقت  بالخرسانة 

 “ إتفرغت من الناس. 

ي “ 
وري يبقر فيه خص لأن إستقبال الناس فى ي فوق، و بقر فيه حياه، لو فيه حياه، ضى

لو نجحنا إن احنا ننقل ناس تانى

ي كل الأوقات صعب. لأن بتستقبل ناس
ي مصر المضيفة.    البيوت فى

ي حاجة اسمها المربوعة، إلي هي فى
ي البيوت بيبقر فى

عندنا فى

وري يعمل المربوعة دي بتبقر منعزلة عن البيت تمن،   ي الخرسانية ضى
ي المبانى

ي حنر فى
فعندنا المربوعة دي موجودة لحد دلوقنر

شكل ده، بتبقر المربوعة دي فوق البيت،  مدخلها و مخرجه و حمامها بتبقر منفصلة عن البيت. فلو رجعنا لفق لشلىي مفيش بال 

ي الخص.  اللقاءاتفمبيخشش إلا الناس العلاقات الأسرية. أما 
وري بتبقر فى  “ الثانية ضى

 “ . ي بتضعف لما متبقاش سكنة، لأن النفس ده بيدي قوة للمبنى
  ”و هي المبانى



347 
 

وع فكرنا إن احنا نعمل فيه ترميم لبعض الناس الي لسة موج“  ودة. الناس بتسكن فيه لحد لما البيت  كان عندنا مشر

وع إن احنا   . ففكرنا مع هذا المشر ي
وح بانية بيت غير لائق تحت انما المهم تعيش يعنى بتاعها يتهدم أو يضعف و بتسيبو و بير

ل للناس إلي كانوا موجودين. عملنا معاهم لقاءات و أخدنا منهم ضمانات اننا لو   27نرمم بعض البيوت، رممنا حوالي   ى رممنا    ميى

ل من البيت و هيعيشو فيه و هيهتمو بيه، فرممنا   ى ى    27البيت مش هييى ي و عايشئر
 شالي والناس موجودة لحد دلوقنر

ى بيت حوالئر

 فيه اجتماعاتهم و مناسباتهم، لكن كلهم إرتبطو بالمناسبات بالمساجد إلي تحت، لما  
فيه، و رممنلهم الخص على أساس يبقر

حارة بيتجمعو مع بعض لو حصل حالة وفاه لا قدر الله، بيبقر فيه عندهم نظام انهم بيعملو    عملنا الخلوات بالمساجد، فكل

أهالي   فيها كل   
ى  مشاركئر

بتبقر للناس كلها  فبيعملو وجبة  الدفن  الدفن و تحصرى مراسم  ي 
ى
ي وتساعدهم ف إلي هتيجر للناس  أكل 

ى مع الحواري ا    المنطقة.  ي المناسبات دي، فمبقاش فيه إستخدام للخص. فالقينا الناس إلي رممنلهم بيوتهم متسجلئر
ى
 ”لي تحت ف

ي الخص اندثرت حنر  “ 
ى
التقليدية الي احنا بنعملوها لسعف النخيل والحبال والحاجات الزراعية ف كمان الصناعات 

تخدام  الناس الي بتعمل الحاجات دي قلو. فإبتدو يستخدموا الالات زراعية التقليدية الفالأسواق فعشان كدا مبقاش فيه إس 

للخص. فده مكان بيجمع الناس لنقل الحرف اليدوية، و للمناسبات، فالحرف قلت، والمناسبات بقت تحت، فمبقاش فيه  

إستخدم للخص. صحيح إنه الناس بقت تروح للادوات التقليدية الفيه السوق، لكن السوق بقر يتطلب الحرف التقليدية بتاعة  

ي سيوة ال
ى أو فيه القارة. الناس إلي بيعملوها الناس القى  ”قليلئر

ي وقت من الأوقات، الي هو إحتاج للحماية من الأمطار، ما فكرش فيه أي  “ 
ى
 المجتمع السيوي كان فيه غفلة ف

ً
فعلا

. هي أنضف، مطبخها أحسن،   ي
 واحنا حبينا هذه المبانى

ً
ي الموجودة تحت. و خدت وقت طويل جدا

حاجة تانية. و بنى المبانى

ي الواحة،    حمامها أنضف، و أوضها مش 
ى
ي و حرف البناء ف

عايزة ترميم فهي أسهل للحياه المعيشية، فكدنا إن احنا ننسى المبانى

ي توقيت كان مهم جدا. 
، الي هي قرية جعفر. أول حاجة فكر فيها     فربنا بعتلنا الدكتور منير فى ي

كان عايز يعمل القرية بالنظام البين 

ى الموجودين مع الدكتور، إن هما يج  ي السن، إبتدو  مع المهندسئر
ة فى ، ناس كانت كبير ي

يبو الناس بتاعة سيوة و يعيدو تأهيلهم تانى

يدفعولهم فلوس كويسة، و يجيبو شباب زي بكرين والناس الي معاهم بيجيبوهم و يشغلوهم معاهم، و يعيدو الحرف و تقاليد  

ي 
، لكن كتير من الشباب إلي فى ي

ي المبانى
ي بيشتغل فى

، فده ادى إل جيل تانى ي
سيوة مخدش من والده الحرف التقليدية بتاعة   المبانى

 ”البناء واللىي مرتبطة بحرفة البناء ذي الحبال والليف والجريد. 

ي عشان الانسان ده و عشان البيئة  “  ي سيوة بييجر ة لما عرفو إن السائح الي بييجر ي الأونة الأخير
هما مهتموش بده إلا فى

ي السي
ي  دي و عشان الوضع دة. فالناس الي اشتغلت فى

 انها ترجع للماضى
ً
احة وابتدأت تختلط مع السياح، عرفت إن مهم جدا

ي ترجع تعمل  
ي الواحة و كان هو دة الفصل إلي بدا الناس تانى

بتاعها و تعيد إستخدام الحرف والعادات والتقليد إلي موجودة فى

ي البيت بتاعها، أو تعيد سقف الخشب النخل عشان ترطب الجو عندها، أو الأنظمة  
نفسها انها تجيب خامات و تعمل  أوضة فى

 لما دخلو علينا السياح والمستثمرين زي  
ً
ي الإهتمامات دي مجتش إلا مؤخرا

البيوت بالشكل البيئة عشان جذب السائح. فيعنى

وري   ي دي وابتدا يعيش المجتمع بالفكر إن هو ضى
الدكتور منير و فيه مستثمر كمان من المغرب، جم و أعادو إستخدام المبانى

ي فيه فكر من مكتب دكتور منير انهم يعمل دار الطفولة والأمومة بالشكل  يرجع  
اث بتاعه القديم. و حنر دلوقنر ي والير

للماضى

ي الجو فيها. فهيبقا فيه دار الأمومة والطفولة و يعملوا فيها عيادات  
ى
ي السيوي ف

السيوي عشان تشوف المرأة إلي مجربتش المبانى

ي 
ي    للمرأة فيها و ده هيوري  هم المبانى

وع فى ي بتاعتهم القديمة. و كمان فيه مشر
السيوي و ده هدف برضوه إن يوريلهم قيمة المبانى

وع بتاع شلىي هرممم بيوت للناس إلي عندها إستعداد ترجع من تحت لشالي و  
ى إن نفس المشر الدراسة مش عارف توصل لفئر

ممها و ب ي بيوت و بير ي الاجانب بتشير
ي شباب لما شاف كدا فكر يرجع و  تعيش فيها فوق. زي الاجانب، دلوقنر

تعيش فيها، فقى

ي بعد ما  
وع موازي للكلام ده برضه إن ممكن يطلعو ناس، ويعيشوا فوق تانى ضه عندهم مشر ي سيوة القديمة فير

يعيش فوق فى

 ”يرمم البيوت بتاعتهم إلي فوق. 

 “The building patterns in Siwa are similar to the North-African Amazigh ways of 

building, featuring building on high plateaus and clustering houses together resulting in 

narrow interwinding streets and alleyways for protection. They built it like a fortress, with 

a single gate initially. An assimilation of a new wave of immigrants of arabs and Amazigh 

occurred in the 16th century.” 

 “The Amazigh accept their neighbors, and their settlement patterns are more 

intimate compared to Arab settlement typologies which features houses spread apart with 

noticeable distances for privacy purposes. A separation existed in the old Shali town 

between the domains of the original inhabitants who lived in the eastern part of Shali, and 

the new inhabitants who inhabited the western part of Shali; ie.: the westerners.” 
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 “The town enjoyed an independent government, until the time of Mohammed Ali, 

because of a local conflict, which resulted in one of leaders escaping to Cairo and 

complaining to the government about the state of autonomy, and wealth in the oasis and 

the prevailing anarchy. This would become the first time Siwa become integrated in a wider 

system of governance since the roman times, thus losing their full state of political and 

cultural autonomy.” 

 “ Unlike the Amazigh, Arabs like to build their houses at a distance from one 

another they don’t like to be too attached to each other….When they [the Arabs who settled 

Siwa] were unable to subdue the Siwans, they decided to live alongside and amongst 

them, to neighbor the Amazigh. It is customary for the Amazigh to accept neighbors, but 

Arabs don’t accept neighboring, you always find a tribe living within a certain territory and 

no other tribe is allowed to encroach upon it, and they still have this characteristic feature 

today, these are the characteristics of the bedou or the Arabs of the region.” 

 “Life in the oasis continued in the old ways until the heavy rains started. Rain is 

rare in Siwa, the climate is continental, cold in winter and hot in summer, but rain is rare. 

One of those years in the recent decades in the beginning of the 1980s the oasis was 

heavily flooded with flash rains which heavily impacted the buildings that we lived in. Even 

after descending and building in the valley in the same old ways using the traditional 

materials and building methods used in the old town of Shali, when the rains hit, all the 

buildings in Shali and the ones in the valley were affected. This is when it occurred to 

people to build with concrete to protect themselves from those rains. And so concrete 

began to be used inappropriately and people’s interest in it grew as it was cleaner and 

stronger in terms of its endurance.”  

 “But they didn’t take into account a very important matter, which is the 

appropriateness of the materials to the environment of the oasis. If you enter one of the 

buildings of the Siwans which are still inhabited during the day and especially during siesta 

you will find the atmosphere quite pleasant as though there is air-conditioning in the house 

because the materials are appropriate to the environment which is Kerchief. Kerchief 

buildings are composed of the salty layer that tops the soil and mud which we farm in, 

alongside with palm wood which is used for the roofs and the staircases, all of which 

provide the appropriate indoors climate which suits the environment of the oasis. Even 

when people began to reconsider building their traditional houses, the problem of 

agricultural drainage impacted the top layers of the soil on which they build. There is no 

proper sewage or agricultural drainage systems in the oasis which stood against the 

possibility of returning to the traditional ways of construction. Even now if someone decides 

to build in the traditional ways, a room or two attached to their houses to have a space to 

enjoy the more moderate indoors climate, they often build foundations of stone rubble and 

cement, like a wall which they extend upwards, in order to avoid the impact of underground 

water over the kerchief structure on top. Using palm wood for construction, at the rate of 

population growth in the oasis today, would not be very useful on the long run, as it will 

compromise the resources of the oasis, and eventually it will not be enough for the people, 

making the traditional ways which may be more climatically suitable, impractical.” 
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Appendix 14: Interview with Architect Ehab El-Sayyed 

Date: 24th February 2019 

Background 

 Ehab El-Sayyed is an architect who moved to Siwa two decades ago with his father 

Al-Sayyed Al-Domyaty an architect, his mother madam Nabila an interior designer and his 

siblings.  They designed and built their first Eco-Lodge Taziri in Siwa before selling it to its 

new Moroccon owner who commissioned them in 2007/2008 to restore Taziri and make 

some amends to suit his preferences.  

Transcript 

You’ve designed and built the two eco-lodges, not too far from each other, how do 

they compare? 

 “The new Moroccan developer has interests in capitalizing on Siwa’s heritage for 

cultural reasons and in community development. He is invested in the development of the 

western edge of Siwa around the lake.” 

 “One of the main reasons the architecture in Taziri is running down faster than 

Talist, is related to the of management of the place. This type of construction requires a 

constant eye over the building and its performance as well as regular maintenance. 

Although the new owner of the place’s interests in its acquisition was driven by cultural 

interests, the lack of a management familiar with the buildings and the materials and their 

natural cycles and maintenance requirements, makes it very challenging to run the place 

and quickly leads to its deterioration.” 

From your experience and having used in your buildings both Kerchief and bricks, 

what are the main differences? 

 “Wall bearing Kerchief buildings require an average thickness of 40cms, while in 

the case of white blocks 30 cms (minimum width).” 

 “Almost 60 % of the cost of buildings goes to labor and 40 percent only for the 

materials. So while white block may be more expensive then acquiring the readily available 

and widely abundant natural kerchief, the time consumed during the construction of a 

traditional Kerchief house will extend for weeks, making traditional construction methods 

overall more expensive.” 

 “White blocks are quicker to build with, stone blocks require cutting and shaping 

stone blocks and fitting them homogenously which makes it more costly as they are more 

time and labor intensive. Kerchief and stone used today, are more labor intensive 

compared to white blocks (or red-brick) which may cost more than kerchief or stones but 

does not require time to install.” 

What are some of the non-traditional solutions which you have incorporated into 

your practice to address some of the shortcomings of the traditional methods of 

construction in the oasis? 

 “Foundations for some buildings are made of strip footing concrete, which is not 

the typical Siwan way. The conventional Siwan way is the qissiya, which is a strip stone 

foundation built usually above the surface, with stone and cement, and then they build the 

house above it.” 
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 “In agricultural land, or on soil land, this is not enough, so concrete strip footing is 

necessary with connecting beams and with minimal reinforcement. Then it is isolated, and 

then the building comes on top.” 

 “In desert land, and when building over old settled sand the conventional qissiyyais 

sufficient to build with over a clean concrete base. Over this base there is a meter-high 

stone and cement stripping  over which the mudbricks are stacked and the house stands.” 

What are the benefits of engaging with traditional contexts and their vernacular 

architecture, and what are some of the lessons learnt? 

 “The opportunity to design and overlook the construction of ecological architecture 

inspired from local building traditions through different projects and clients, may in times 

be unprofitable, however, it offers tremendous opportunities to experiment and learn. The 

involvement in overseeing the conception, production, and implementation of a project, 

allows for a more in-depth understanding of the local dynamics, challenges and potentials 

[…] Building in an oasis, and in a culture which places a great deal of respect and 

appreciation to cultural heritage and the natural environment, must follow a sensitive 

approach.” 

 “Working in the context of Siwa requires a close attention to the particularities of 

each location in which the different projects are built, where the context often dictates 

different constraints. The natural environment and the specific contexts where the building 

stands, will have implications over the pattern and nature of architectural/urban 

development. Geological variations from one location to another, which calls for different 

structural solutions such as when building in the open desert on sand, in the gardens on 

soil, or when building on solid limestone rock (as in the case of Shali) […] a project built in 

the midst of palm-grove plantations (such as a house or an ecolodge) will be different than 

that built in the midst of the desert in the outskirts of Shali.”  

What are some of the challenges confronting architects working in traditional 

contexts? 

 “Builders have skills but will often have no professional training. In some cases a 

project involves an integration of diverse building materials such as Kerchief, mud-brick, 

red-brick, and stone, or architectural solutions,  which the local builder or mason may not 

be familiar with. This requires from the architect to partake in a constant dialogue with 

builders in many cases on a daily basis to communicate ideas often through direct 

participation by showing the workers how things need to be done. ”  

[Researcher’s comment: The architect Ehab-El Sayyed lives in Siwa, and is involved in 

the design and construction of several projects including private residences. He is present 

onsite in the different projects almost on a daily basis, directly working and engaging with 

the workers, instructing them by showing them how things should be done, conducting 

follow-up visits and carrying out necessary checks and amends.]  

 “The architect has the total to experiment with materials and ideas in projects 

especially when they are involved in the entire process from the conception of ideas and 

their development all the way to the final implementation.”  

Why is this interaction important, and what kinds of lessons does the local 

builder/laborer need to learn? 

 “Architects often begin the work according to pre-set layouts and plans for the 

building with precise measures. Locals on the other hand when building their own houses 
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often design it on-site without drawings, they are therefore not familiar with exactness and 

preciseness.” 

 “During work therefore, the architect must spend the time to double-check and 

make amends as well as to demonstrate to laborers different methods such as taking 

measures, pulling strings, and other methods which are central to modern was of building. 

One of the important features of traditional methods for constructing adobe walls in 

vernacular buildings is the tapering effect where walls have thicker bases and become 

thinner as the wall goes up. This is considered one of the ways for ensuring the structural 

stability of walls and the outer plastering according to local builders and masons, and it is 

what the worker is accustomed to when building the traditional mud house. On the other 

hand, when working with modern ecological buildings, some architects will prefer the more 

precise and modern way of building walls, something that locals are not acquainted with 

in the traditional ways. The architect in this case must show the workers how to use threads 

and a water-balance to create aligned straight walls, which locals have adapted in their 

modern buildings as well. On the other hand, other architects may prefer to adopt the 

conventional ways and thus taking into account the varying wall depths in the original 

designs. There is thus an important lesson for the architect to learn regarding the 

importance of designing with a higher tolerance for variation in the projects, in the sense 

that the original design must be flexible and simple to accommodate potential variations 

which may occur during the construction process.” 

 Can you discuss some examples of projects built in different contexts within 

Siwa, and how the contexts imply different approaches to building? 

[Researcher’s comment: At the time of the interview the architect had been involved with 

two different projects, both for private clients, the first is a residence and a workshop built 

in the hittiya or the gardens, and the other is a residence in the desert. Although the two 

projects are in Siwa, they demonstrate two different contexts. The researcher 

accompanied the architect in one of his daily follow-up visits to the two houses to observe 

these differences] 

The garden house: 

 “This project is built within a palm grove, with existing palm and olive trees. The 

building is built from white block bricks, natural stone, and red-brick [no-kerchief since its 

built in the gardens where water is prevalent]. The main concept was about how to respect 

and work with the natural surroundings where the building is designed around the existing 

landscape and trees, using geometric forms to create nodes of spaces and links 

connecting them.”  

 “The is built with a reinforced concrete strip foundation [as opposed to the 

traditional qessiya method], insulated and elevated 80cms above ground level [to protect 

it from ground moisture].” 

 “The construction process is quite straight forward and the location of the house is 

quite accessible in terms of construction materials. Quarried stones are brought to the site, 

and workers start to shape their edges roughly, and then hand it to another worker who 

reshapes them to fit into the wall like a puzzle, so each block of stone is unique.” 

The Desert-Lake house: 

 [Researcher’s comment: This house is built on a desert platform by the lake. The 

house is built mostly out of stone and Kerchief on stone and cement foundations with a 
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few white and redbrick used in kitchens and bathrooms. The stone is covered with Kerchief 

finishing. Its built on old desert settled terrain which means they can use strip foundations 

on ground level while building is elevated. It has the same idea of the rotating stair-case 

found in the garden house.] 

 “In this project there are less limitations from the context as the site is open in all 

directions. However, in its natural form, the land offers unique vantage points to the Adrere 

Amellal and lake which create important visual axes. This is why the living area took on 

the round form to create a panoramic view.” 

 “The idea of integrating materials and unconventional solutions is applied in the 

bathroom: a double wall is used, an external stone wall, and an internal red-brick wall for 

sanitary installations, therefore preserving the outer stone appearance, and allowing the 

internal walls to be in red-bricks which accepts ceramic tiling, for a more hygienic finish. 

The main living spaces in the house are built out of Kerchief […] For a more durable 

alternative to conventional mud/kerchief plastering which requires regular maintenance, a 

mixture of tafla [a form of natural clay], white cement and sand was used for the plastering.” 
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Appendix 15: Interview with an architect working for EQI 

Date: 17th / 21st February 2019 

Background 

 The interviews were conducted with a senior architect working under EQI 

(Environmental Quality International) and invested in building and preserving traditional 

kerchief architecture in Siwa. The first interview was conducted in the headquarters of EQI 

in the Zamalek Office in Cairo, and then followed up with another interview in Siwa. This 

interview was conducted at Albabin Shal on Thursday evening in Shali Siwa during 

fieldwork. The second follow-up interview took place in Shali, Siwa in the presence of 

community members to confirm certain information regarding social and cultural issues. 

Transcript 1 

Through your experience in Siwa in the past two decades, how would you explain 

the changes in the local vernacular traditions? 

 “This phenomenon has been taking place in the past few decades; local 

communities have lost contact with their building traditions, shifting to modern building 

materials and construction methods. This came as a result of historical and socio-political 

changes in Siwa which took place over the past century. Locals who lived in old-Shali 

within the confined borders of the fortress started descending from the two mountains they 

formerly inhabited and started building in the valley. In the process of this initial move and 

due to the significant changes in the conditions pertaining to their lives in the previous 

context, new challenges emerged. Building within the valley on a different type of soil 

posed threats to the structural integrity of houses built with traditional materials and 

construction methods. Underground water started to increase over the years and with the 

agricultural development and expansion, which affected the buildings and thus architects 

were compelled to introduce the stone footing as well as insulation to the traditional 

building methods. The traditional houses built on the mounds of Adrere and Shali did not 

require such measures as the natural topography offered a sufficient foundation for 

Kerchief construction.” 

 “Another challenge the locals were confronted with was environmental; two flash 

floods in the early and late 20th centuries destroyed many Kerchief houses. Modern 

buildings were found to be sounder than the traditional architecture in their response to 

such extreme (yet rare) occasions, which pushed people towards adopting new building 

traditions to replace their own, and what they looked out to for inspiration were the 

government built social housing units. Within the modern building paradigm, vertical 

extensions to more than two stories was another factor with which people accommodated 

their need for extensions (in response to family and society’s overall growth) while they 

continued to be confronted with restricting planning and schemes, and policies, which do 

not necessarily encourage the continued practice of traditional architecture and building 

practices by societies.” 

[Researcher’s Comment: The notion of horizontal extensions not being perpetuated by 

governance due to the current land management schemes, means that people will 

naturally consider vertical extensions on their existing and emerging built-up area, 

facilitated by concrete, which seems to accommodate the gradual growth of families in 

number through additional levels. In other words, there is a direct relationship between 

such schemes and the change of socio-economic and political environment in which such 
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communities operate, thereby impacting there decision making processes. This relates to 

a point raised by one of the locals in Shali explaining why “vertical” extensions were 

preferred amongst locals in response to the “sieging” effect the current situation implies 

among the community and their ability to acquire land and expand beyond the current town 

area. This according to the local was a result of the current land management schemes 

which entails that the vast expanse of desert land surrounding the oasis is under the 

jurisdiction of the military of defense and different governmental institutions, as well as the 

“contested” geographical position of the oasis on the western boarders of Egypt with 

Lybia).] 

How do people justify their choices regarding the shift from traditional to modern 

materials which can in many ways be less sustainable? 

 “When people are approached by experts, practitioners, policy makers and officials 

inquiring about change in the architecture and the built environment and its implications 

over their cultural heritage, they have developed the skill to give brief and logical 

responses. For example questions regarding the way of building today in comparison with 

the traditional ways, community members will quickly respond by saying that it is because 

building in traditional ways today is more expensive and that they cannot afford it. While 

this may not be the sole reason, there are several real challenges with regards to Kerchief 

architecture built today: 

1- The loss of much of the traditional building knowledge which is now longer 

perpetuated among the newer generations. (Cultural Limitations) 

2- The capacity of vertical extensions (with the currently remaining traditional 

knowledge) is restricted to two stories (despite the presence of a number of 

buildings within the ruins of the older part of town which span up to 4 stories), 

concrete structures built by local communities in vernacular ways today however, 

can span up to 4 and five stories (without requiring the assistance of a skilled 

architect.) (Technological Limitations) 

3- Certain aspects of modernity seem incompatible with traditional vernacular 

architecture such as modern plumbing and infrastructure. The retrospective 

attempts for providing infrastructure to vernacular urban communities shows to be 

a very challenging process for practitioners and policy makers; its expensive, and 

requires changes to the original traditional designs to adapt to modern solutions. 

The traditional (conventional) wetland systems, based on individual sewage 

storage systems serving individual homes or clusters, seems to be the more 

efficient solution in many cases as well as being more sustainable. Such systems 

are at the core of the sustainable solutions used in Eco-lodges like Adrere Amellal, 

and they are able to accommodate changes and future extensions easily.  

4- It consumes too much floor area in wall thicknesses which usually creates smaller 

interior spaces particularly when plot areas and the space is limited. (Economic 

Limitations)” 

In your opinion what is the role of the architect/preservationist operating within a 

vernacular context and what is the key to successful architectural and urban 

interventions? 

 “Successful interactions between architects and local communities is crucial in 

order to establish a connection between both which is necessary for the process of cultural 

exchange and which helps make the project successful. On the one hand, through this 
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interaction, the architect can learn many lessons from society about their traditional 

architecture such as the natural sourcing of building materials and the use of traditional 

construction techniques, architectural and spatial ideas and solutions for functional, 

climatic, and aesthetic requirements, etc.” 

 “However, connecting the notion of heritage with its material manifestations only is 

a problem which many practitioners working in similar contexts face, as it hinders their 

ability to fully comprehend the nature of this heritage and its characteristics as the 

challenges facing people as they build their homes today. However, the real challenge is 

to be able to learn from the local heritage and the people and to come up with 

contemporary representations of this traditional heritage which responds to contemporary 

demands.” 

 “The material values of vernacular heritage are a product of people and the natural 

environment within which particular traditions evolve, as a result it suits the environment 

and the climate. This requires a more comprehensive understanding of the context on 

different levels including the socio-cultural and economic. Traditional societies can benefit 

from modern scientific advancement and architectural knowledge by working with the 

architect who can help offer innovative ways to bypass the challenges within traditional 

architecture confronted by modern needs. For example, the introduction of ecological 

systems like the wetlands, and the use of solar energy and bio-gas. Technical knowledge 

such as soil replacement, foundations, pulling strings to align walls (introducing precise 

construction methods), and how to build stairs and divide steps evenly, are all examples 

of such aspects which builders in traditional societies working with architects have found 

useful in their vernacular building practices.” 

 “Another challenge is from a policy making level. Firstly, there is the lack of 

legislative and regulatory measures which encourage the preservation and protection of 

cultural and historical sites. The understanding of the socio-cultural and economic aspects 

of traditional societies in relation to the built environment is also lacking in the general 

planning and preservation policies and building regulations when they do exist. There are 

then challenges relating to the retrospective attempts to provide infrastructure to informal 

settlements built in vernacular ways which proves to be a complicated and expensive 

which usually requires families to contribute financially to project expenses. The more 

traditional parts of vernacular settlements built with mudbrick, adobe, or kerchief are often 

left out in such attempts and thus systematically banned from access to modern 

infrastructure. But in such cases traditional methods [solutions inspired from other 

contexts]  can provide an alternative way that is more sustainable and effective. For 

example regarding challenges in incorporating modern infrastructure such as sewage 

systems, cluster-based wetlands systems allow for incremental planning and horizontal 

development, nevertheless such processes are ignored in the predominant planning and 

building frameworks. The approach taken by EQI is centered around this notion of 

exchange through interaction with the local society, and working with them to address their 

pressing needs (such as the renovation of the Masjid Al Atique which plays an important 

role in the society’s social and cultural dynamic), as well as including the society through 

securing jobs, preserving local traditions both tangible and intangible. By working on such 

various axes, we can establish a sustainable ecolodge business which centers around/ 

and contributes to, the preservation of the environment and the cultural heritage.” 
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Transcript 2  

Can you tell me more about your current urban renovation project at the old town 

of Shali in terms of process and challenges? 

 “The project is the renovation of the old town of Shali to be added to Egypt’s long 

list of historical sites. The overall approach is thus to preserve the town of Shali (preserving 

the status quo) which in itself is a big challenge due to the current state of the town which 

is in ruins beneath layers of rubble from crumbling buildings. Those efforts are crucial in 

order to save the unique history and heritage of Siwa and its architecture which was on its 

way to eminent decay akin to many of Egypt’s unique desert vernacular heritage such as 

in the case of Farafra which (despite being under the “authority” of the antiquities 

department for years) has been reduced to a pile of dust.  The first thing was to get an 

aerial image of the town from the sky using drone photography which was conducted a 

few years ago. Through identifying a rough idea of the urban fabric, the tea, starts with 

tracing main routes and clearing out rubble carefully, discovering in the processes the 

building units, and reinforcing them using the traditional building materials recycled from 

the rubble to maintain them in their current forms.” 

What makes the Vernacular architecture of Shali so unique in your opinion? And 

what are some of the significant lessons you learnt over the years? 

 “Shali today refers to the urban settlement on the two adjacent mounds named 

Shali and Shali-Adrere (or Shali and the other Shali by the mountain). The town is inhabited 

by two main indigenous groups: the easterners in habiting Shali, and the westerners 

inhabiting Adrere. Both towns are now mostly in ruins, while the area in between both hills 

as well as the fringes along the lower levels of the towns, some houses are still in use; 

mostly in Adrere and less so in Shali. It is believed that the easterners took apart floors 

from their houses sometimes tearing them apart to recycle materials for their new houses 

in the valley as they descended.”  

 “Topography in Old Shali informed particular architectural and urban design 

patterns which were adapted to serve social and cultural functions within the society. The 

city was built in a staggering manner on a mountain which gives it an overall skyline 

resembling the Arabic digit for number 8 which looks like an upwards pointing arrowhead. 

For every group of houses (clusters) in Shali, there was the Khuss which was a simple 

shaded structure open from northern and southern sides for air-flow, and with one room 

attached on one of the sides used as storage or for gathering on cold days in winter. On 

an urban fabric level, the narrow pathways within the town was the result of heightened 

security measures, while the stepped paths which people use to relax and interact within 

were dictated by the topography and adapted by people for social purposes. Another 

common feature in streets is how they commonly branch in a Y-shaped manner, a feature 

which continued in the planning of the newly developed parts of Shali with wider streets 

however. This was due to centuries of cultural conditioning due to historical situations 

requiring heightened security measures which was interpreted in the overall urban fabric, 

thus branching streets as a way to confuse strangers entering an unfamiliar territory which 

also creates the feeling of being in a maze.” 

 “The staggering of the topography informed the leveling of the town, the locals will 

often make cut and fill to alter the natural topography and create solid foundations upon 

which to build their homes. Foundations and fill were built using the same building 

materials used for houses: interlocking grids of palm trunks and Kerchief filling are layered 

upon each other to fill sections in the natural topography and reach elevations of 12 meters 
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height from ground level. The Jami’ Al Atique (The Ancient Mosque) shows ingenious 

vernacular solutions in different aspects. First, the mosque which is built on the lowest 

level on the mound on a steep edge was built in two sections, the base is a solid fill created 

in the previous manner, and then the walls of the minaret start to emerge at the level where 

the natural platform at the mosque entrance level. (This provides a strong foundation to 

build the slim conical minaret out of kerchief.) The current mosque was built in phases, the 

first part was the indoors prayer hall and the minaret, and then came the outdoors prayer 

area extension (terrace) which was added to the mosque area through the same manner, 

building up entire solid structures from the ground level-up reaching the required floor level 

of the mosque on the hill. The same method was used to add extensions to houses near 

steep edges along the seven layers on which the city was built. This method of cut and fill 

was thus essentially linked to the staggering terrain on which the locals were building, and 

was probably found unnecessary when building on horizontal terrains.” 

How do you describe the Siwan house in terms of its configuration, and are their 

“prototypical” layouts or spatial relationships in the traditional Siwan house? 

 “Yes, there are protypes or models, the Siwan house was built as a “model” house 

to document a certain phase. Houses in Siwa are private domains, even for people whom 

the locals trust; the access to houses (by un-related male members) is generally 

unacceptable, houses are thus very private domains. The overall character of the 

architecture and the houses in Shali bare much resemblance with houses of other 

Amazigh communities in North Africa, particularly the town of Zifrayya. In old-Shali the 

houses were built in a staggering manner stacked and superimposed, which was the guide 

for in the development of the buildings of Adrere Amellal eco-lodge, around the original 

structure of houses which stood on the site.” 

What is the current official status of the Old Town of Shali? 

 “The historical sections of Shali and Adrere as well as the space enclosed between 

the two hills has been allocated under the jurisdiction of the ministry of antiquities which 

currently imposes laws for new building activities in this area (the area between Shali and 

Adrere) to try to preserve the overall character, so people who are building in non-local 

styles and materials are subject to penalties and prosecution, however buildings built 

before those codes were imposed are exempted.” 
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Appendix 16: Interview with Architect Fiona Mckie 

Dates: 8th August 2019/ 6th of January 2020 

Background 

 Fiona Mckie is a British architect with an experience over three decades working 

and practicing architecture in the UK before moving to the Siwa oasis in the early 2000s  

to persue her passion in vernacular and experimental architecture. The architect used to 

make visits to Egypt in the 70’s mostly visiting Luxor, at the time when the oasis was still 

out of reach to visitors.  She spent many years travelling from Cairo to Luxor by train, and 

seeing all these villages and wondering when she will be able to visit. A few years ago she 

had the opportunity to spend some time in Tuna El Gabal near Beni Hassan, and she 

stayed there for a few months to help a friend working on a project there, which reminded 

her of Luxor many years ago. Through her various visits to these different towns and 

villages, the architect had noticed how villages developed like islands surrounded by fields, 

and was fascinated by their details which are always overshadowed by the fascination with 

the great temples and classical formal architecture. Villages usually had walls, and they 

used different techniques in building their walls which the architect would later incorporate 

in their projects. To the architect, the similarities between the scenes and images of a 

traditional village with those depicted on ancient temple walls was another curious matter.  

 “In the canals they would bring the animals out during the day and 

cover them with a piece of cloth to keep them warm in the early morning. 

And it was phenomenal, because suddenly I’m seeing the things that I’ve 

seen drawn on temple walls, right in front of my eyes, it was just 

phenomenal, it blew me away! I was thinking all these thousands of years 

later and its still there, it just blew my mind away!”  

(Mckie, 2019) 

Transcript 1 

Describe your experience transitioning from London to Siwa? 

 “I first tried to go to Siwa in 1979 and I had really good letters and everything, but I 

was blocked by the governor back then […] Siwa was a military zone because of the 

relationships with Libya at the time. I had spoken to many people who had been to Siwa 

before the 80s and they said they were made to stay in specific areas and hotels, and they 

had to be always accompanied by a local who took them around, they weren’t allowed to 

roam freely. So because it was a military Zone they kept it under tight protection…”  

 “Thirty odd years later here I was, an architect living and practicing in London, and 

I was just doing the same old stuff, the domain of practice was just so limited. To get a 

new building in London is quite difficult, and then if you do get one, they just want you to 

do what’s already there, so you’re very restricted. I had just hit my fifties, and I thought to 

myself, this isn’t why studied architecture, I had always wanted to go build in the desert 

since my year out as a student in Yemen […] I felt I just suddenly lost the plot, I fell into it, 

and I was doing job after job. I was running my own business, It took me a year to plan it 

and finish all the hanging jobs. I booked a trip London- Cairo/ Cairo-Adis Ababa because 

I wanted to go to Ethiopia. On the way back I came to see some friends in Luxor, and then 

one friend suggested we went to the Oasis I always wanted to go to: Siwa. I was staying 

with Olivio Sidnawy who built his house in the west bank of Luxor, in Hassan Fathy’s style 



359 
 

right beside Medinet Habu. I spent a lot time in his house, and this is when I caught the 

bug.” 

How was your first encounter with Siwa? 

 “I must say, I came to Siwa in the right moment, It was one of those things in life; 

you get an opportunity with high risks, you either grab it or you don’t, and quite often we 

don’t, and then we look back and think… only if I took that. And this was one of those 

moments for me. When I arrived in Siwa in 2003 I remember I came in through Bahariyya 

and visited so many villages on the way. I came into Siwa and I saw Shali and I thought 

wow, it was just tumbled in ruins. Then I started to slowly get familiar with this unique 

material which is specific to that area and in Jaghboub across the other side of the borders 

with Libya. They have salt lakes in many places, but people generally don’t use this 

material, but they did in Siwa.” 

 “When I first came to Siwa there was this sense of tribalism, there was a society 

that was very cohesive. They are very good at reading people, and they are very 

observant, very physical and very in touch with their landscape. So, their relationship with 

where they live is amazing. So therefore, the way they are with the materials is amazing.” 

How was your first experience designing and building in traditional contexts?  

 “I like to experiment, which is why I came to Siwa, but in the UK you cant 

experiment with everything because things need to be made right from the first time, 

because time is money. So suddenly I am in this place where the people are great and I 

can experiment, I can try things out. Which is where architecture fails most people that 

study it; there is no chance to experiment. You learn things in school and then you go into 

an office and you are told you do it like this, and we are losing the soul of it, and what 

architecture is actually about. So this is my rebellion against all of that, trying to find a 

different way to do it.” 

 “As an architect I am a bit like a sponge. So people will come to me and ask me, 

when you bought your land and it was on the edge of the desert, how did you start building? 

For me it’s about the context: the culture, landscape, and materials. There is also my 

experience, you know spending a lot of time in Upper Egypt, and in my year out when I 

studied architecture all students worked at architectural firms and I went to Yemen, I spent 

six months travelling around looking at buildings. In parts of Yemen they build in Zabour 

layers [similar to the method in Siwa] but when it comes to the corner they bring the walls 

up, which makes the corners stronger as it sits up in a curve like jig saw, and it also makes 

the profile of the building a very pretty. They are very African in appearance […]l Then 

there was my trip to Ethiopia where I visited many villages and was fascinated by the 

buildings and society’s tribal structure.” 

 “One of my mantras that is building in Siwa is to keep things simple, because 

people come in with these fancy and great ideas, but what many don’t realize is that its 

not the place that does it, it’s the natural environment, and the context. “ 

 “When I did my first build there I arrived in heaven. Compared to the architectural 

work I did in the UK, this was a totally opposite practice, it was all about team work, its 

phenomenal. Kerchief, like Zabour, is built in layers, and once the wall starts going up, you 

see the man sitting on a piece of cloth over the wall they are building and the men on the 

ground preparing the mix and throwing rocks and balls, and the man on the wall catches 

it so smoothly and layers it over the wall. The men would sing, especially after lunch, and 

it was just so easy for them to do.” 
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What is your design process as an architect?  

 “I design all my buildings before I start, and they rarely change a lot. And if along 

the process changes are needed, I can just simply knock down a wall and make changes. 

So, for example the original stair-wall in my house had a crack in it and I wanted to know 

what caused this. People told me to just leave it and that nothing would happen to it. A 

couple of years later I thought I will take it down and find out, and I did. There was a crack 

in the foundation wall of the stairs which was repaired and then built back up again. That’s 

how I learnt.” 

How many projects have you worked on so far in Siwa? 

 “So I had done my first building [the house or beit wahed]; and I just finished a 

second building [workshop] on my land, I did a renovation in the old town, I mean that was 

like hell but I learnt loads. And I’ve done another building for an English woman in a garden 

just on the perimeter of town. I designed it, and I taught her how to read the drawings so 

she could run the job. I did the difficult bits, I did the foundation, the curved walls in the 

bathrooms and stairs. And she did the bulk of it. I have also done a lot of consulting for 

people building their houses in Kerchief which they are unfamiliar with, I did it for free, but 

now I charge for it. I will give people an hour and have them write all their questions down 

and I answer their questions, and if they still need more, we can do a consultation. After 

working in the old-town in that renovation I was so clear about that. The renovation project 

was a great learning experience in which I got totally immersed, observing the different 

dynamics. When you are doing demolition, you really learn a lot about the material.” 

Describe your first encounter with building in Kerchief in your first project? 

 “I bought the land in 2004, and started building in stages…The first phase we 

accomplished in my first building, were three rooms from Kerchief walls, and a stair going 

up to the roof, and the roof was built from palm beams. We started with the foundations 

first five days, then the rooms, then fitted doors and windows and the roof finishing; all in 

five weeks. The roof becomes a space to use. It was so phenomenal and easy, to build I 

couldn’t believe it.”  

 “The foundations are like a plinth because you fill them up with sand and mud, 

when they lay the foundations, they bang them into the ground like a raft; and then the 

building floats on the plinth. Foundations are made from sandstone rocks which is brought 

from a near-by quarry; giving the sandstone its distinct pink color.” 

 “What I did in my first building is that I built the first three rooms out of Kerchief, 

and then I did the room (Marbou’a) and the enclosing walls surrounding the courtyard in 

mud-brick. I wanted to see how they compared in that location. It’s quite difficult to gage 

it, because the Marbou’a is oriented South-West, so you have to take that into account, I 

would say that Kerchief is a couple of degrees cooler than mud-brick It may not seem that 

much of a difference, but if you are in 40 degrees, a couple of degrees makes a difference. 

In summer I will usually sleep on the roof, but if I was to sleep in the afternoon, I would go 

in my Kerchief room, I keep the shutters closed, and I can sleep for a couple of hours from 

2-4, its that really hot part of the day, and It does make a difference.” 

Describe the ‘Moonhouse’ project [second] and its peculiar form? 

 “The materials used [for the second project] were Kerchief, white and red brick, 

and a mortar of Kerchief and Tibn. I adapted the method I found in all those villages I had 

visited, where they would use all the spare white and red brick to build their village walls, 
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and they would use mud and tibn mortar for plastering. I learnt the concept and I used it in 

a different way, It doesn’t have to be ugly. Its about looking at the material and using it in 

the best way.”  

 “Building in Kerchief [is contextually suitable] for its thermo-dynamic qualities so its 

more comfortable. Where I need good response to external weathering, I used bricks. I 

had to make my own mud-brick, with the help of builders who come make the mix and 

pour it into molds. For the roof live lime was used to create a smooth white cover to protect 

the ceiling from rain and moisture and reflect sunlight during the day, and the moonlight 

on a full moon night  which is why the building was called the moon house.”  

 “The external curved wall is all about positioning one’s self in the landscape, and 

adapting to the environment throughout the year. So despite it being an unusual form, it 

has actually manifested everything I have learnt. All these elements that I have learnt over 

time have come together.”  

 “The encircling red and white brick wall hosts the stair-case oriented north- 

north/east carried over a vaulted structure with spaces underneath for storage. One of 

these vaults are accessible from the inside through a door-way on the end room which is 

like a larder where food is stored, alongside a little fridge which is a luxury as everything 

runs on solar energy since the land is off-grid. So the stairs also have a practical use 

beyond its main function” 

 “The other walls are made of Kerchief, including the south walls. In winter where 

warmth is needed, the southern terrace is used. The northern side of the curve there is a 

huge terrace which is used more in the summer as it has more shade due to its north-west 

orientation.”  

 “For the workshop/studio; the roof was built out of olive wood instead of palm to 

get an undulating effect as the plastering follows the naturally irregular shapes of olive 

branches. In the renovation of a traditional house in town, this technique was experimented 

with in a little hallway. I asked my plasterer to think of the sea when they were doing the 

plastering, but it came out a bit choppy. So when It came to this space I asked him to think 

of women and their curves, so it came out more curvy and feminine. So the reason for 

doing this was first, to experiment with this method, and second to allow for more light in 

the workshop as this form in the ceiling diffuses more light in the space. The windows in 

the north bring in the breeze and the dispersed light which is then cast around the space 

through the smooth curved plastered ceiling. This effect wouldn’t have been possible with 

the regular technique which usually results in darker spaces.” 

How do you address challenges arising from the use of Kerchief for modern living? 

(wet areas, rain and insulation, etc…) 

 “If I do a project for someone, I tend to use red brick for bathrooms, in my own I 

don’t because I am watching it all the time, because water and Kerchief are the worst thing. 

The other thing I do is to put live lime on roofs, because of its waterproofing qualities […] 

I also use mud-plastering which reduces the amount of dust, but quite honestly, Siwa is 

naturally a very dusty town.” 

How do you communicate your ideas with the local builder? 

 “Its about optic, so when I work with builders, there is no point giving them a 

drawing, because they can’t read it. So I make models, because then everyone can 

understand this. I do the drawings for my guidelines and measurements, I don’t bring in 
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the drawings to the site, I produce a simple sketch from my drawing and take that with me 

just as a rough guideline. In other words, they look at things in a totally different way than 

we do, from a different lens. And there is no right and wrong here, its just a different way 

of doing things. And this is why I have learnt loads. It is a rich learning grounds for someone 

like me. So whereas I have come here to learn, most people come in to Siwa to teach 

people. I think it is more about learning, because there is so much richness there and 

people are really generous, and they let you in. So it can be a great exchange if you come 

in with the mentality that you are there to learn.” 

 How would you describe the Siwan people from your experience and what 

distinguishes them? 

 “The percentage of Siwans that leave Siwa compared to most rural communities is 

significantly low. There was a guy who stayed in Siwa with his English wife, he was so 

cued in about agriculture and many things. He had done some research on how many 

date trees and olive trees in Siwa, and he concluded that its got fantastic income and that 

the amount of money coming in from the date trade is huge, but you just can’t see it. A lot 

of it is in the hands of a few families but you cant see it. Siwans are quite smart with money, 

and they have learnt to know the value of everything, at least as far as the men in Siwa 

are concerned. Women come to my house and start asking me questions about how much 

things in my house are, and they find it strange if I don’t remember. This is because the 

men hold the money so they know the value of things, but the women don’t know the value 

of anything, the guys are getting more and more used to it know but not the women. I 

remember one event where I was attending a celebration of a new born, and women were 

just going around and giving the new mother a 25 piaster note each [like giving a penny 

today]! The men do all the shopping and women are at home. It’s a different economy.  

How do people perceive of building anew in Kerchief? 

 “It’s a very different culture, and a different place, and they are moving fast. It would 

be sad if it all goes away, they don’t value the Kerchief, they know it as they have lived in 

it but they don’t value it. When I did my first house, some Siwans came to my house and 

asked me how much this house cost me, and I said 60,000LE, and they were surprised: 

60,000LE and you have got no electricity… they just thought I must be mad to spend so 

much money on a house with no electricity.” 

What do you find interesting about working with Kerchief? 

 “One of the interesting things about Kerchief is the salt content in it, it soaks water 

in and then it dries out. And in winter when there is condensation due to the drop-in 

temperature at night, it gets damp, and then it dries out in the day, so its constantly 

damping and drying. If you look at the abandoned villages of Zaytouna just past Abu 

Shurrouf, which is a ruined village, you will see that over the years, just as in Shali, the salt 

and the mud that’s used as mortar becomes an amalgam. You can no longer see the rock 

shapes in the walls, as in my building, it becomes like a paste because its been doing this 

reaction for so long, so its like a living material that is shifting all the time.” 

How would you describe the ongoing transition from traditional Kerchief building 

to modern buildings? 

 “I was lucky I came in the right time when things had just started to change. 

Traditionally in Siwa if you were building a house, you will start with one room and then 

you will do another room, and all the neighbors come and help. So when I was doing my 

house I had 13 men working on site, and that was normal. They were all getting the same 
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amount of money 30 LE a day, there was no hierarchy no master builder and laborer. 

Everyone was the same (egalitarianism), and I got in at that moment. Now there is master 

builder and a worker, he wants this much and the other wants that much, so there is 

change because of society and consumerism, things get a different value.” 

 “I remember when I first came the small tourist bazars in town would ask me how 

much to charge people for things, so they didn’t know the value of things. So they were 

still trying to find their feet in it, and I came right at the end of one mode and the start of 

the other, and so I got to experience things before they changed. It was so easy, but now 

building in Kerchief is more expensive not because the materials are expensive but 

because of the labor, workers want so much more money. Its because of consumerism 

and going more towards a cash society, the value of money, all those aspects have 

changed.” 

 “Until 2011, Siwa was visited mostly by foreign tourists […] then the revolution 

happened, and there were no more foreign tourists coming to Siwa. Now everyone in Egypt 

knows about it, there is a bus line, and a lot of middle-class Egyptians are seeing it as a 

good opportunity to invest because land is still cheaper […] I know people that came and 

bought land and would never come back, because the money they were paying didn’t 

break their banks. So there has been a bit of ambivalence of who is actually going to build 

and who is going to be around, and I think that has happened over time.” 

 “The only reason that as an outsider I was successful in building, is that one: I am 

a professional, and two: I am there most of the time. To go there and think you can pay 

someone to get your building together is very difficult. And there is a history of people 

coming (probably less now because land has gone up so much), 

How do locals react when they visit your modern Kerchief house? 

 “The idea is that its not seen as a modern material. So, when Siwan’s come to my 

house in the height of summer, they walk into my kitchen and they go, that’s nice! And 

then they go, oh and its Kerchief […] So they see it and like it, but they will still prefer to 

build in white and red brick. It has to do with modernity, with what everyone else is doing.” 

From your experience, how do locals encounter change in the Oasis? 

 “I spoke with some of the older women, and I asked the mother of a friend of mine 

once: what is the biggest change that you have seen. She really thought about it for some 

time, and then she said, the biggest change is that now everybody thinks for themselves, 

its about goods and what they have.” 

 “Also, it’s a very young society and you know they have only been exposed to this 

recently, they missed industrialization, so they whole idea of exactness is alien to them.”  

 “There was an Italian project doing work in Siwa for some years, and they took 

some Siwans to Italy. A friend of mine works in a hotel in Siwa, and his boss is Egyptian, 

but he lives in Germany. I asked my friend if he thought of going to Germany to see his 

boss? He said ‘he is always inviting me to go’ so I asked him then why don’t you go, and 

he said: ‘I’m a bit nervous […] I’m scared in case I change.” I asked him if he spoke to 

anyone who has left the oasis. He said he had this friend who has been to Italy, and told 

him that ‘outside, everything is exact!’” 

 “This was a scary thought to my friend; exactness was a scary idea. If you think of 

exactness, it can be kind of punishing, harsh and strict, you must be on time, time is the 

master, you have to run a tight shift. But Siwans are the opposite of that, they are much 
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more in a natural rhythm and the concept of exactness is slightly horrifying. This guy is 

now 47, and he said this to me 7 years ago. And it struck me when he said this to me, I 

realized then it was a big deal to them, so I thought for a while about it, why is it a big deal 

to him. We are used to it in the west, but you go to these remote places, and exactness 

becomes a kind of torture. They don’t feel comfortable with that, I may be generalizing, but 

I thought it was a profound thing that he said.  

 “You know when you think about it, the first TV came in 86 and 87 and people were 

astonished. And then gradually everyone got satellite dishes, and mobile phones. So, they 

really went from being in relative isolation, and then fast forward into the 21st century; and 

that’s a massive change. They are very innocent and its kind of nice, but it also feels like 

a threat because I can see the dangers in it.” 

 “There was once a workshop with two universities in Siwa, and they were doing 

some presentations on the architecture, and there were a lot of Siwans there from high up 

in the council, and this guy was giving forth saying our building materials are no longer 

Kerchief, our building materials is red and white brick and mainly white. And he was 

standing up for that, he was saying this is our building material! And I thought god, here 

they have this amazing material and its just getting totally under looked by the people.” 

What do you think of the state of Siwa’s vernacular heritage? 

 “I think Siwa needs help. It’s a unique place and it’s such a shame if its left to sink 

away. And this is why I am not very pleased with the “tourist-project” in the old town. If you 

see what’s being done at the moment, they are renewing the old walls, but there is no 

housing. Quite honestly, when they did do some houses with the Italian project it was done 

so badly. They did about three different renovations in the main road that goes up and just 

before the mosque; and they are all in bad shape. Firstly, they were not done properly, 

and secondly, they are not looked after. If you don’t look after any building it deteriorates. 

The problem is that they don’t know the material enough, they are not watching it enough, 

you need people that really know it and keeping an eye on it. You have to have a 

sustainable eye on it. I am always re-plastering bits in my house. See, its no good doing 

places that aren’t lived in, these walls they are building aren’t built correctly, but more 

importantly they aren’t lived in. One of the fantastic things about the old town is that only 

good buildings make good ruins. So when you see those fantastic ruins, you know that 

they were bloody good buildings. Now, we have people trying to Disneyfy it- all for tourists. 

But who is going to look after it and who is going to live in it? It is a takeover, designed for 

tourists, to make money.” 

From you’re experience how do people react to the ongoing restoration work in 

Shali? 

 “I asked the Siwans about it and they said: you know what, we don’t care if it brings 

tourists then that’s okay, but its not for us. Despite the restoration work, people are looking 

forward. If you look at the buildings that are being built, they are like the buildings in 

Matrouh, they are Matrouh villas with all the problems that they have got, they are just 

importing it. Even the Jallabiyya (the male dress) that they wear today, is the Matrouh 

Jallabiyya. There is a lot of Bedouin influences today. In some ways, I think all of this is 

inevitable, I don’t know if it is, but it feels like it. When I see the changes that I have seen 

over the past 15, 16 years, it is slower than I thought it would be, I thought it would be 

quicker. I am lucky I am on the west side, most of the building is happening in the East 

and North, where the big suburban activity is taking place.  
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Transcript 2  

Could you walk me through your experience designing and building your first 

house? 

 The first building which has a square plan I called beit wahed which means first 

house. The new one is curved [moon building]. They are separated and not attached. The 

first house I built in 2005. I arrive to Siwa in 2003, bought the land in 2004 and started 

building the house between 2004/5.  

 “For the old house [beit wahed], since I am a woman living alone, I didn’t want the 

main entrance to open directly to the court-yard, so I did this dog-leg thing [...] it’s a privacy 

thing. So it can be a bit confusing for people. A lot of this is actually based on my 

experiences in Islamic buildings that I’ve been in and really looked at”. 

 “You go up a couple of stairs, because the house is built on a raft. There is a 

doorway leading into a lobby area with two arched openings, so you can either come in 

[the courtyard area] and go into the kitchen which is six meters long, the longest room. Or 

you can go through the other archway out to the terrace with the stairs-leading up to the 

roof. So people can come in here [the lobby area] and go directly upstairs. I always have 

lots of ways in and out in my buildings. The main bedroom has on open terrace to come 

out to, entered through the courtyard. The terrace was later made slightly bigger increasing 

it about a meter and a half because I found it a bit too small for my needs. Also I built in a 

seat there, and a ledge here so when I arrive I can put my things and open my door.” 

 “You have to go across the house through the courtyard, to get to the ‘marboua’ 

which is also a second bedroom [near the kitchen]. I did think about putting another door 

leading directly to it, but every time you put a door you lose space. I am a westerner but if 

this was designed for a Siwan client I would have had two doors there. I use it as a 

bedroom in the moment, but I call it a ‘marboua’ because maybe one day it will be.” 

 “One of the consequences of building with Kerchief is, when they build with 

Kerchief you have it all around the building as it is delivered in lumps, and then broken up. 

So what happens is, some of the Kerchief remains in the ground which makes growing 

plants where there is loads of salt, very problematic. So for the garden close to the house, 

I have to use potted plants. Not many plants like salt.” 

What are the current challenges you are facing with your house? 

 “For the extension [moon building], I had a few problems in the beginning because 

the local majlis thought I was building a hotel, they said if it was part of my original building 

it would have been less problematic, but because it was separate. They thought I am doing 

a hotel because a lot of people do that, and I said to them no it’s a workshop that would 

become my studio. So extending is a bit more permissible then doing a whole new thing.”  

 “Siwa is in a border region. Its difficult to understand the situation. There is the 

Egyptian government, and there are the Siwans. All the way through, I allied myself with 

the Siwan way, because that seemed to me the strongest. I live in their world, I am building 

there, I am using their indigenous materials, so I’ve been following that route.” 

What are the current challenges you are facing with your house? 

 “Siwa is in a border region. Its difficult to understand the situation. There is the 

Egyptian government, and there are the Siwans, all the way through I allied myself with 

the Siwan way, because that seemed to me the strongest, because I am in that world I live 
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there, I am building there, I am using indigenous materials so I’ve been following that route. 

Now Egypt is changing, more and more Egyptians are coming in and buying land. My 

lawyer in Cairo is saying you should make yourself a company because it is the most sure 

way of securing the land. Before, for you to have a company in Egypt you needed to have 

an Egyptian on board. So he is saying this is an opportunity you should do this. There is a 

new ministry, its about land, and they’re making everyone buy back their land from the 

government. So there is a slight anomaly there. One of the other things I could do is to get 

my place registered with the government, and that would mean getting into a Siwan friend 

of mine’s name, and then buying it off of him a year later. But they are saying to do these 

blue papers, its quite expensive. So most people have got it in a Siwan’s name. like me, 

obviously I bought it off of a Siwan, but I got a lawyer in Cairo and he made new contracts. 

But unless the place is registered with the government, its not totally full-proof. Now they’re 

opening it up to get more people to registered, the thing is however they are charging so 

much money, so the Siwans wont do it, because why would they pay money to buy 

something that they’ve already bought, an they’ve owned for years and years and years. 

Its particularly complex. And that’s why my lawyer has been saying to me for a year now, 

just make a company. The good thing about Siwa is, that everyone knows that this is my 

place.” 

The third Project was a restoration of an old house in the old-town, can you tell me 

more about your experience? 

 “I’ve written about that, its all about my process, that’s what’s important about that.” 

 “So that’s it in the old town, I mean it hasn’t been lived in properly for five years, so 

its falling apart now. Cant even bear to go in there. They didn’t want me to do a septic 

tank, they wanted to me to make the toilets the Siwan way. They wanted me to build it the 

traditional Siwan toilet, that drops down. So you go to the toilet upstairs, and it all drops 

down. So I said who’s going to empty it, and they went the Siwan people will come with 

their donkey and carts, and they will put it in their gardens. That was the antiquities 

department, because this building is in the old town and they think they got carte blanche, 

they can tell you what to do.” 

How did you respond to that? 

 “So I said, towns and cities work when there is consideration and understanding of 

the wider context. This should always allow for diversity of both needs and desires, the 

more diversity that is allowed, the more successful the town or city becomes […] That my 

axe to grime with them. They were saying you have to do it exactly as it was. And I am 

saying these are people living in the 21st century, I mean, we have to adapt it.”  

So what are those things that you think cannot be compromised when living in the 

21st century? 

 “Well, water in the building. People are not going to walk to a well. Its no longer 

viable. Then you must think about how am I going to bring water into a salt building? In the 

Old-Town I built red-brick bathrooms on the exterior, they were in the same location as the 

old toilets, so all the pipework was at the back so it had the least impact on the kerchief. I 

built on the exterior two bathrooms, one uptairs and one downstairs, stacked in red-brick.  

I did take water into the kitchen for a tap. In this case you have to take care of it and watch 

it. If you live in a building and a pipe breaks, you see that. But you don’t have pipes going 

everywhere, there is one tap going into the kitchen, only.” 
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 “Normally if you put mud on bricks normally within a year or two it will fall off, so I 

do white cement with colors, so its about making it stick in so it doesn’t stick out, and its 

also about being true to your materials, its not an entirely kerchief building. A red-brick 

building covered in Kerchief, you can tell you can see the lines.” 

 “In the past I believe they used a form of natural plaster for the roofs, because there 

was not really that much lime in Siwa, its probably something called badea’ that they used, 

and you see it around the window frames of old houses.” 

 “In my marboua, I wanted to use some white plaster, you see it sometimes in the 

houses, and I found out it was called badea’. And the guy that was working with me at the 

time said lets go and get some. I thought we were going to go to a builders yard somewhere 

like in Abu Shurrouf, and we get out and he drives onto this landscape and gives a pick 

axe and says go on then you got to dig it up. Its like white natural plaster or cement. Then 

they mix it with a lot of salt which makes it really hard. But I noticed that Mounir uses a mix 

in his buildings where he doesn’t add salt to it. So my white is a bit rough, and his is 

absolutely smooth.” 

What are some of the things that you have learnt working with Kerchief? 

 “I got a friend who is doing a little building in her garden, she is doing it herself and 

I am not involved at all. She did it up to the windows then she had some problems and had 

to leave Siwa for a year and then she come back. Mounir is doing all these walls in the old 

town, and it’s a different color its darker, I am using Meraki mud. Now the Kerchief builders 

are saying that the old Kerchief is better and stronger, so I think they are mixing it. Now 

they are also saying its better to build with Kerchief in winter. I’ve always learnt that its 

better to build with Kerchief in the summer, like start in the spring and let it dry through the 

summer. But they are saying, this new idea, saying its better to build in winter. I don’t know, 

I am waiting to see how this goes, I’m fascinated. There was an Italian project that came 

to Siwa, they had an architect who did a little building outside the main mosque, like a 

spiral waiting room/sun shelter. He built it in November, and I remember watching them 

and thinking they shouldn’t really be building with Kerchief in November. A month later it 

collapsed. But it wasn’t old Kerchief they used. So the builders working for my friend, my 

builders originally, they’re saying this old mud is better and stronger, and its better to work 

in winter because it dries slow which is better. I don’t know. But my condition is different, 

my friend is building in a garden where its damp and shady, I’m building in the desert. I 

was always told its better to build in the spring and summer, but then now suddenly they’re 

saying its better to build with old-mud, I’ve never heard it through all these years. You have 

to soak it for at least two weeks before using it, it has to be re-mushed, but you don’t have 

to put sand in it, that’s another thing that made it attractive. Sand now is quite expensive 

in Siwa, I don’t have a problem with it because I’m in the desert, but for people in town its 

quite a big part of the budget.  

 “I’ve always kept with the traditional size, width of the rooms, because using 

traditional materials, I’ve always kept to the traditional 3.5 meter internal space. I’m doing 

a new Dojo building, kind of a one room building, an exercise room for martial arts. I just 

started designing it, its going to have a dome.” 

 “I’m also doing a new building now, in mud-brick because its in a garden, and I 

want it to be lost in a garden. Also I don’t want loads of salt because its in the garden. Its 

only one room, and so I can grow all around it without the Kerchief imposing.” 
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Whats the design process as per your experience? 

 “First is the need for a building comes, then you have to sit with that for a while, 

then comes the desire, the desire comes from the need. And then what happens is you 

start imagining. Then you kind of break down the needs of this project, you know like what 

do you actually need, because usually it starts off as something quite large, I do a reductive 

scheme. And then I think what do I actually really need and I pair it down again and again 

until I get back to the most simple. Because one of main tenants is that it has to be 

sustainable.  Sustainable means that it has to come from where it is as much as possible, 

driven by the environment and it has to be low cost because its all about energy, and 

money is energy. Therefore, the more paired down it is and the simpler it is, the more 

spiritual and successful its going to be, as a kind of living thing in the landscape.” 

 “Its about giving it time, observing and learning. Looking at materials, how they 

compare in the landscape, their performance. Too look at the building after its built and 

how it functions, also to look at how people occupy space, you need to be immersed.” 

 How has your experience building and living in a Kerchief house, and how 

do people react to your way of living? 

 “People come in and see it and think “you live out here out in the wild and you have 

no electricity, and you paid how much?” I mean if I had refrigerators and freezers, maybe 

I would have said yes, but I’m living in this very basic and simple way and it cost all this 

money and I don’t have these specific things which is one of their prerequisites today. 

They want running water, hot water, electricity, all the modern things. I have these things, 

but I come by a different route and they cant quite get it. My original building has no 

electricity, so I use solar lights, I put them out in the morning and I bring them in in the 

evening, the whole house was designed with no electricity. The second building, which is 

the moon building, the curve, I knew I was going to do solar panels so I wired it all up. At 

the time when I built that house, it cost 6.5 thousand starlings, that considered an 

expensive house, and then on top of it I had no electric. The cost of building this keeps 

going up because the cost of living goes up, energy goes up, so everything is more 

expensive. That cost 6.5 thousand sterling, the moon building cost me 25 thousand 

sterling. The most expensive part of the process is finishing. The internal and external 

plastering, the flooring, its all the finishing stuff. Its like that in the UK, in any country, 

finishing is the most expensive. My foundations for the moon buildings cost the same as 

the other building, and this is despite the fact that the cost of cement had gone up. I don’t 

know why it happened, but they ended up costing more or less the same. I know by 

experience that the finishing stage is always the most expensive. But it worked out fine for 

me, as I woke up and the government had floated the Egyptian pound, and my money 

doubled over night. Suddenly over night my finishing stage became my cheapest stage, 

for me it was like a lucky break.” 

 Can you tell me from your experience a little bit about the process of 

knowledge transfer between the architect and the mason, and vice-versa maybe? 

 “Its about watching and listening. Its an exchange, there has to be some kind of 

exchange for it to work. How much they get out of it, I wonder really. I think the guys 

working on site with me, they like it because its always a bit different. I run it properly, they 

come at a certain time, they have lunch at a certain time, they get paid every Thursday, so 

they know what to expect. I plan everything, If they have a question, its easier because I 

can show them on a model. I had t learn that the best thing is to not tell people too much 

too quickly. Because I got this busy ‘western’ head where I can zoom ahead at some right, 
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but people who live in that kind of environment, they are at a much slower mode. I am 

getting there, I am slowing up a lot. It makes confusion if you give too much information. 

So I tend to give information as we go along, I mean, there the model, so they see the 

whole model of what they’re doing and Il have a talk about it, bits amazing how quickly 

they forget the model. But I’m always there you see, and they’re very easy about asking 

these things. So I have to show them, I have to be there, and I have to whisk it out every 

now and then because they wont retain it. You know because they’re so physical adept, 

they’re doing it and thinking about there own stuff. And sometimes someone will do 

something a bit off piece, like a quirky touch, and sometimes I’m okay with it, I go with that, 

I allow it. Its nice to let people have this freedom, but If its too far out and I wont be able to 

live it I don’t.  One guy did a pattern around a window near the little internal garden of my 

original building, when I first saw it I went oh! Because its not to my drawing, and then I 

thought actually its quite nice. So there is leeway. But you have to watch it. I had some 

guys did a stair wall, they never soaked the mud long enough, so its beginning to flake off, 

but luckily its not structural. Its difficult to know when mud is mixed, how long its been 

mixed for. If you take your eyes of the ball, things can slide.” 

 How can you tell for example if the mud has been mixed up enough? Have 

you heard of the role of date seeds in the fermentation mix. I saw in many of the old 

ruins in Shali and Aghurmi, that there were date seeds in the Kerchief mix. When I 

inquired about this from the Masons at Shali, they explained to me that date seeds 

are added to the mix as it ferments, and once it sprouts, it means that the mud mix 

is ready to be used. Another guy explained that they also help make the walls 

stronger. 

  That’s amazing, I never heard that! Amazing! So they leave the seeds in their, as 

it ferments away! It also makes the building stronger I suppose in the same way tibin does, 

same reason, it makes it bond. I don’t know, it’s the first time of heard that! There are these 

lost skills, they are dying out, we’re right at the end, the guys that are doing that, after this 

generation there will be no one doing it. 

From your experience with Siwan’s to what extent do they identify today with their 

vernacular heritage? 

 There was a meeting in the Siwan house and urban planning students came and 

they were given little projects and they gave presentations. And one of them was about 

sewage and infrastructure, building materials and that. People from the council were there, 

a few Egyptians, a few Siwans, older council guys. There was this one guy really standing 

forth, and I thought he was sticking up for Kerchief, and someone said no, he’s sticking up 

for white and red brick saying “our building material isn’t Kerchief, its white brick and red 

brick!” 

 To be seen as being the Kerchief place, they didn’t like it. Its coming from media. 

All the Siwans now want a bedroom with a bathroom en-suite, they see it on tv. Its 

mainly television media, the idea of what is modern, what is desirable. Kerchief is seen 

as dusty and needs a bit more upkeep. Its problematic. Its expensive because labor is 

expensive now. Before, I remember asking a friends mom, what’s the biggest change 

you’ve seen since the road came, and she really thought bout it and said, the biggest 

change is that before, everybody helped each other, now everybody looks to 

themselves. So if someone was building a house, everyone would come and help, if they 

couldn’t put in the time they will put a bit of building material. Now the whole consumer 

market is competitive, she’s got that, I want that! Its less cohesive that’s what’s 

happening.  
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Appendix 17: Interview with Architect & Preservationist Kareem Ibrahim 

Date: 21st March 2019 

Background 

 Kareem Ibrahim is an Egyptian architect and urban researcher. He worked on 

UNDP’s Historic Cairo Rehabilitation Project and on the Aga Khan Trust for Culture’s Darb 

al-Ahmar project. Ibrahim co-founded Takween Integrated Community Development in 

Cairo in 2009 as a social enterprise that adopts an integrated approach to urban 

conservation, participatory urban development, informal areas’ upgrading, gender-

sensitive urban design, placemaking and policy research, in collaboration with local and 

international organizations. The interview was carried out with Kareem during fieldwork in 

the city of Luxor in March 2019. 

Transcript 

Can you speak to me more about what is the type of approach you are taking in 

Esna, and what makes it different from previous approaches, initiatives, or 

proposals that have been made for the same area? 

 “The approach followed in Esna, is akin to the approaches followed in all the other 

projects by Takween, which can be briefly described first, as an incremental approach, in 

other words, there is a contention that there is no capacity for transforming the current 

conditions on an overall scheme, second, and stemming from this contention that all the 

work conducted is based on a process rather than a product-oriented approach. In 

comparison to Cube’s approach that advocates and sells a “product”, Takween advocates 

a process, and there is a great difference between both. This is why for instance we cannot 

rely highly on visuals and graphics demonstrating the final product to present visual 

proposals of what is in reality an incremental process. It’s much harder therefore to present 

to people an image of a final product, because according to this process-oriented 

approach, what matters more is how to get there. In fact we believe that within the 

conservation process, there is not final product, take for example the old city in Tunis, it 

has been an incremental process from 1967 till today, the ‘gam3iet el 7efaz 3ala madeenet 

toones’, has been working for 52 years. Therefore, both aspects are related, the process-

based approach and the incremental approach go hand in hand, we work on small-scale 

projects, we begin with one building, which brings another, and then a third, and etc.” 

 “Throughout the process there is also an incremental learning process, where 

lessons learnt are applied in the following projects, thus reducing the chances of the failure 

of the project on a larger scale, as opposed to product-oriented approaches. Another thing 

is that interventions are flexible, and equally reversible which also means that problems 

can be solved during the process and even reversed when needed.” 

 “Through working on a small-scale, we have time on our side, which is crucial for 

the incremental learning process through which our understanding of the different social, 

cultural, architectural and urban aspects gradually develop into deeper insights.”  

So how do you approach a particular context in a given project? How would you 

describe the process? 

 “We don’t begin by working on masterplans and an on overall view, but rather work 

block by block interventions or the (fine-grains) of the context, whether physical or social. 

This helps us learn about the community, and the different dynamics along the process. 
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Another important approach that people tend to advocate without necessarily 

understanding its applicability, is the participatory approach. We normally follow this 

approach in most of our projects, but here in Esna, we decided against the participatory 

approach as such. The reason being that we are dealing with a community that has been 

given plenty of promises before, and none of them were delivered, and therefore we 

understood that we are dealing with a frustrated community. In a typical participatory 

approach, people are eventually promised with a certain plan, which often raises the 

expectations of people, and then when they fail to meet their expectations people will often 

become angry and go against the planners and conservationists. We on the other hand, 

came into a community that has been given many promises before, they were already 

angry and frustrated.” 

 “One of the ways of doing participation is to conduct meetings with locals, which 

we did only two of. One of them the people said that you wont do anything and nothing will 

change. We didn’t speak with them again after this meeting until we began executing the 

restoration of the first house after having received necessary permissions, which was the 

first thing to ‘move’ in Esna since the past ten years. Therefore, you have established this 

trust with people, and now people know that you deliver what you promise. At that point, 

you can begin to talk about participation, to show them designs, etc. This is because thy 

saw your capabilities in practice, and they know its not just empty promises, but that you 

are actually able to deliver.” 

 “As a result, in many of our projects, we begin with the execution and end with 

planning, as opposed to the conventional ways. People normally plan then execute; we do 

the opposite. Of course, you don’t come in clueless, but in many cases executing an 

example for people to see, gives you a strong grounds with which to negotiate. Our main 

aim is to execute the work, we are not too keen on too much studies and nice looking 

designs, but rather to implement such changes on the ground, and this is what sets our 

approach apart from others.” 

 “The last important thing is that we build on existing assets. So, we do not come 

into a place and work from scratch. So, for example the ‘qessariyya’ in its currently 

dilapidated state we capitalized on its assets and we established a process which people 

can take part in financially. We have calculated that almost 100,000 Egyptian pounds have 

been invested so far by the people in the restoration and upgrading of their shops. We 

execute only external facades, and the shops are in many cases about to collapse. In the 

beginning they tried to say that they can’t afford it so that we do all the work. But we told 

them that we only do the external facades, but that they are also going to benefit from our 

presence in two ways. The first is related to the fact that they can carry out upgrading work 

inside their shops while we are working there, because if they tried to do the same without 

our presence, the city council will terminate all such activities. The second is that we offer 

the technical support all the time, we tell them how something should be done, we put 

them in touch with local builders which we have trained. So when you create this process, 

people themselves begin to participate and do the work themselves. Alternatively, we 

could ask them to pay us, and we do all the work, which can be problematic. So, in some 

cases we got people to participate so that they don’t accuse us of stealing their money 

and not doing the work. And these contributions by the people can be measured and 

assessed. In another case we managed to convince the governorate to invest in a 

dilapidated electric cable, which is also helpful. So the idea is that the project is truly 

participatory on different levels, from the people and from the authorities. These are 

existing assets, the people are an asset, their social networks and their 

interconnectedness with the city is another asset, their contributions are also an asset that 
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you can build on. Imagine every shop pitching in 6-7 thousand Egyptian pounds on 

upgrading their shops, if you multiply this by a hundred shops, you have a little under a 

million pounds, which no one would have ever thought they can get the people to pitch in 

with. This is the incrementality that I was speaking of. These seemingly trivial contributions, 

when they add up, they give greater results. Among the existing assets are physical 

assets, which are buildings despite their dilapidated state, they are still valuable. The 

spaces and the activities have value. Our role is to build on these values, and build a 

process that allows those values to continue and be completed. So that the process is not 

superficial but embedded and functional. And this is what makes a project as such, I cannot 

claim that it has a sustainable impact, many people might fail in replicating it as it is 

elsewhere, but the project has real tangible results that you can observe and measure.” 

How do you anticipate the different contextual challenges in every project? 

 “You always have challenges, the point is to have resilience and flexibility, to take 

the shock and be able to keep going […] In Darb-Al Ahmar, we used to take money from 

the people and implement the restoration work, but we had families with strong authority 

protecting us. But here [in Esna] this wasn’t the case. In Manshiyyet Nasser, we used to 

cover 70% of the expense of the restoration of facades and people covered the other 30%, 

the project that was there before us were unable to get a penny out of the people. So in 

this case we didn’t ask people to give us money, instead we asked them to bring the 

materials, store it in front of their homes and look after them. And we would go and use 

these materials to so the work. So no one can say anything. Here, we ask them to do the 

restoration themselves, because they still have some know-how, and we are putting the 

liability onto the people. So, the idea all the time is how to be flexible and adapt to the 

particular circumstance. This comes by experience, and you continue to learn in a long-

term process which involves trial and error. It’s a long-term learning process.” 

How about the long term impact of those projects and their post-delivery 

management, is this something that you address in your approach? 

 “Of course this is important, but this is very hard to do in Egypt. To start with there 

are no actual entities to which the project is handed over in the end. Lets say that we can 

do restorations and all these things, and then the funding is finished. Ultimately there are 

good models that are left, at least 10-20 buildings were revived in the city, but the question 

then is, will people be able to continue this on their own? Yes, we have trained locals, the 

know-how is there, but the real question is, do the local city councils have the budget to 

support this? Is there an interest on the side of the ministry of tourism to continue this 

project? Also economically, does the situation allow for restoring these buildings and 

somehow allow people to gain income out of them? All these are factors that lie beyond 

our hands, and I would be fooling you if I said its fully addressed. But what we are trying 

to do, is to make the situation better in general. To train locals, as opposed to getting 

foreign restorers who will do the job and leave. Another thing that we try to do in some of 

the projects, is to handover the project after finishing the work, to existing NGOs that can 

then use the approach and our techniques to continue the work, and this has been 

successful in some projects. And again, this is another way of capitalizing on the local 

assets.” 

How would you class your approach? Would it fall under the conventional 

urban/historical conservation approach? 

 “The approach we take is an approach for urban development. Heritage adds 

another notions of values, or heritage values, which then drives the specific technicalities. 
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In reality, the idea that heritage is separate from development is a false one, it doesn’t 

really exist in real life.” 

This divide you speak of in your 2011 publication, which was perpetuated in most 

of the conventional top-down approaches followed by the state and other actors, is 

it still the case? 

 “This was ten years ago, and much has changed since. You have the current 

approach carried out in Historical Cairo for example, and the efforts of different entities 

such as Megawra. So many entities have started to follow a similar approach to the one 

we are taking. It’s a development in the ideas and concepts, and these are changing all 

over the world, but people absorb these changes at different rates.” 
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Appendix 18: Interview with Architect & Preservationist Nevine Akl 

Date: 11th February 2019 

 

Background 

 This conversational interview was conducted with Nevine Akl, Co-founder of 

Takween Integrated Urban and Community Development on 11th of February 2019 at the 

headquarters of Takween at the Maadi office in Cairo and continued during fieldwork in 

Esna.  

 

Transcript 
 
From your experience in different vernacular contexts, what would you say is the 

main difference in how people lived in the past and how they live today? And how 

would you justify this change? 

 “Traditional families living in many parts of Upper Egypt and in places like Esna 

lived in family houses structured around the nuclear family. Extended families would share 

a bigger mandara otherwise known as a Diwan which represents the extended family and 

the different houses within this family. In Esna today, people are moving outside the 

traditional town center into the surrounding agricultural expanse, to build their apartment 

homes, and the same thing is happening everywhere, including Hassan Fathy’s New 

Gourna.” 

 “Vertical expansion/extension is the core of this new practice, and it comes as a 

response to changes in family structures and social dynamics compelling people to 

consider new solutions to meet their new social environments. This results in modifying 

their lifestyles and their traditional practices in response to such changes, while lacking 

any form of regulatory measures such as building codes or regulations governing such 

new building activities.”  

From you experience in Esna and beyond, what are the main challenges facing 

you as an architect and preservationist engaging with traditional societies and 

their unique vernacular architecture? 

There are numerous challenges and much of them relate to socio-cultural and economic 

issues such as: 

1- There are specific challenges which arise in a given context due to the unique 

circumstances of every case. In Esna and Shutb for example, there are challenges 

engaging with the traditional architecture for the purpose of studying, documenting 

and preserving what we can, which often  times can be obstructed by the locals’ 

lack of interest in cooperation. In some cases, this lack of interest can be related 

to the illegal digging activities inside the old centers of town built over more ancient 

historical architecture. Here there is the fear of casting attention over traditional 

buildings as heritage, which risks the recognition of some of these illegal practices. 

This can be sensed sometimes in the adamant resistance of some locals to our 

offers to document and restore their properties. 

2- Some restoration offers are rejected by locals fearing the penalizing implications 

of their homes being recognized to be of historical or heritage value; as it would 
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restrict to a degree their control over the building, and the potential for carrying out 

changes, demolition and reconstruction. 

3- In some contexts, like the Darb Al Ahmar project, some people refuse cooperation 

with architects and researchers, and resist notions of restoration, due to their fear 

that their under-estimated rents (old-rental contracts) would change, and that their 

rents would go up (i.e gentrification) 

4- Another major challenge which complicates issues is related to ownership and 

inheritance and consequent implications related to control and authority over 

inherited buildings and spaces, their use and accessibility. (Decision making, 

ownership, control, authority) 

5- There is also the question of the time invested working with local communities on 

building trust, and establishing a grounds for communication which is necessary 

for any form of intervention. In the case of Esna, this phase required almost an 

equal amount of time as the actual execution of the work.  

6- In some cases, traditional homes which still host the older generations, women or 

widows, their care-takers, families, or children will often be of the opinion that they 

are best left undisturbed as the restoration of a property would only incur further 

inconvenience; specially if the family is rich and own other properties.  

Describe the work process in Esna- the different phases, stages, or axes? 

1- Preparation: This step precedes the beginning of work, and usually involves 

fieldwork studies, and a lot of engagement with the community to understand their 

actual needs and expectations (and also their frustrations with previous projects). 

It also involves workshops and focus groups with community members where they 

can be heard and where they can be introduced to our approach/process and 

expected outcomes. The preparation period may be as long as the period needed 

to conduct the actual work.  

2- Building trust: is an ongoing process to ensure ease of access and cooperation 

with community members and their eventual awareness. Negotiations with home 

owners is a constant and ongoing process which consumes an equal amount of 

time needed to carry out the actual restoration and upgrading work. 

3- Documentation: this is a central step in any project, in which we identify and 

document the significant buildings (this is accompanied by documentary research 

into historical documents available) 

4- Restoration: The restoration of buildings is incorporated within the wider process 

of urban regeneration, where buildings and facades are considered the urban walls 

of public space. 

5- Learning about the society, and both its tangible and intangible culture. This 

however is problematic sometimes as many traditional/conservative societies with 

their nuclear families will not open up to strangers intruding into their reserved 

lifestyles and homes; rent can also be problematic within some contexts. (Such as 

Shutb and Esna). 
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Can you explain to me the importance of this preparatory phase and building trust 

to your general approach? 

“When we go to a place, we have to gain the trust of the government and the locals at the 

same time. We are venturing into a place where people don’t know us and we don’t know 

them, all of a sudden, coming with a new project. Whether the people pr the authorities, 

there is always this sense of suspicion as they don’t know who you are and why you are 

there. But when they begin to see and understand gradually, we are always talking to 

people, before starting a restoration project, and during, we are in a constant dialogue with 

the people. Once they understand you ad begin to trust you, they will start to cooperate. 

We have spent two years just for that. People in the Qessariyya did not begin to get out 

their money and carry out work, until they began seeing the work in progress.” 

 “In the Darb El Ahmar, we began with the restoration of four houses, a full 

restoration, and to convince people in the beginning we didn’t charge them anything, they 

paid some 8% of the total expenses, and another four to five houses completely for free. 

This is to show the people and give them incentive to cooperate, after that, we ended up 

with an entire waiting list, of all the houses that want to be restored.” 

 

 

 

 

 




