
THE OTTOMAN HOUSES OF HAIFA 
TYPOLOGIES OF DOMESTIC ARCHITECTURE 

IN A LATE OTTOMAN PALESTINIAN TOWN 

Changes in house form and domestic customs 
were one aspect of the gradual modernization 
of the Ottoman Empire in the 19th century and 
its impact on daily life. Palestine was one 
Ottoman territory where new developments in 
domestic architecture followed modernisation. 
Accelerated population growth and expanding 
economy led in the second half of the century to 
a wave of new construction in many Palestinian 
towns. 1860 seems to have marked a turning 
point, and in the last quarter of the century the 
new building activity was fully felt. New houses 
were built over the older structures of the ancient 
quarters, or formed new neighbourhoods outsi
de the walls. The building of spacious mansions 
was a major aspect of the new construction acti
vity. These were erected by the members of a 
rising class of urban bourgeoisie, who based 
their prosperity on the growing trade with the 
West and on speculation in land. The indirect 
benefits, that the positions that the new elite 
came to hold in the recently formed local admi
nistration offered, helped its members to conso
lidate their wealth. The new rich soon made use 
of new, imported building products that were 
becoming available after mid century: imposing 
hip-roofs were built of tiles imported from 
Marseilles and cut timber from Anatolia; 

glass panes (apparently from England and 
Germany) permitted the construction of well lit 
and, at the same time, climatically protected 
spaces hitherto unachievable. The new elite 
was the section of the population most exposed 
to the influence of Western culture. Thus, its 
houses boasted items of European furniture: 
tables, chairs, beds, and even pianos. The 
imported furniture - initially treated as exotic 
showpieces rather than equipment for practical 
use - eventually changed the multi-purpose way 
in which domestic spaces were traditionally 
·used. 
The most fundamental change in domestic life -
a development that, in a sense, embodied all 
other change - was the introduction of new 
house types. How these house types evolved is 
an intriguing question that would not be consi
dered here. It should be pointed out, however, 
that the process of change exposed local tradi
tions throughout the Empire not only to the 
West, but also to influences originating in the 
capital, Constantinople, in Eastern
Mediterranean centres such as Alexandria and 
Beirut, and in neighbouring provinces. As for 
Palestinian architecture , Beirut and Mount 
Lebanon were, no doubt, a major source of 
direct influence, at least in the Galilee and the 
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coastal plain. The characteristic house types of 
19th century Lebanon - the iwan house, the gal
lery (or riwaq) house, and the central hall house 
- appeared in Palestine as well , spreading as 
south as Beersheba. Houses of the central hall 
type, the tile roofs and triple arcades of which 
are almost an icon of Lebanese architecture, 
became very common in Palestinian towns. 
They were abundantly present in Acre , Haifa, 
Nazareth, and Jaffa. More independent regional 
variations appeared in inner Palestine, espe
cially in Jerusalem and Bethlehem. 
Little scholarly attention has been given until 
recently to 19th century house types in 
Palestine. Accurate architectural documenta
tion, the basis for any reliable discussion, is limi
ted, and few measured drawings, showing 
plans, elevations and details of Palestinian Arab 
town houses, have been published, although 
much work is currently in progress. The aim of 
this paper is to contribute towards a more com
plete history of Palestinian built environment by 
providing a survey of the main typologies of 
domestic architecture in a late Ottoman 
Palestinian town. Architectural documentation 
of a sample of some 25 houses from the town of 
Haifa is the basis for this study. 
Haifa offers examples of local domestic archi 
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tecture of the late Ottoman period characteristic 
of northern Palestine and the coastal zone. In 
the beginning of the 19th century, Haifa was a 
very young town: its history on its modern site 
began only in 1761 , when it was re-founded by 
the Galilean strongman, Zahir al-'Umar. In 1800 
it was no more than a village of 1,000 inhabi
tants. During the following century, however, it 
became the fastest growing town in the country: 
by 1880 it has grown 6 fold ; by 1902 it had 
11 ,000-12,000 inhabitants, and twice as much 
in 1914. Old photographs from the last two 
decades of the century show gigantic tile-roofed 
mansions along the sea front, in the vicinity of 
the Ottoman governor's headquarters and the 
entrance to the old harbour (photo 6). 
Construction of houses outside the walls began 
around 1858, when a similar process started in 
other Palestinian towns.As all houses within the 
narrow confines of Zahir's walls were reduced 
to ruins after 1948, the extra-mural sections of 
the Ottoman town are those that survive today. 
Their state of preservation varies, but is seldom 
excellent. What survives, however, still provides 
a good sample of late-Ottoman building types, 
and a number of architecturally fine examples. 
19th century traditions continued to evolve in 
the two 20th century decades of Ottoman rule 
and during the British Mandate. As Haifa 
enjoyed considerable prosperity under British 
rule as well , the town possessed a number of 
fine examples demonstrating the adaptation of 
19th century traditions to the needs of a newer 
age. In this respect Haifa is richer than the bet
ter preserved Acre or Nazareth, or Jaffa. Thus, 
Haifa's particular merit as a case-study is in 
offering an outline of a continuous story of the 
evolution of a vernacular tradition from its hey
days to its 'decadence'. The latest examples 
discussed in this paper relate to a period ending 
around 1930, when local builders began to 
adopt modernistic or 'Bauhaus' motifs and the 
feeling of stylistic continuity was broken. 
The paper limits itself to an examination of the 
documented buildings, and discusses only 
questions of typology and architectural design. 
Other undeniably important questions, which , 
however, require different methods of investi
gation , are left for future study. These include 
questions relating to identity of the original 
owners, artists and designers, to 19th century 
domestic customs, and to urban geography. It 
should be pointed out that it is extremely diffi
cult to investigate most of these issues becau
se of the scarcity of documents. Even the 
dating of houses cannot go much further than 
an evaluation based on stylistic comparisons . 
General aspects of 19th century house types , 
their origins and the historical context for their 
emergence , have already been discussed 
elsewhere. 
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A Courtyard House 

The house in belonged to a dense, qasbah-like 
quarter of modest houses that clustered on the 
slopes of Wadi Salib, just outside the south
eastern wall. It consists of a row of three living 
rooms arranged along a rectangular court. The 
extreme room on the street side was a later 
addition , and the exterior wall of the earlier 
room, with its moulded apertures and rough 
(tubze) masonry finish , faced the interior of the 
new room. Opposite, along the other edge of 
the court, a number of service rooms (kitchen, 
washing, and toilets) were later constructed of 
concrete blocks. The rest of the court was 
enclosed by a high wall, and a grape vine , han
ging on a net of metal wires, provided shade. 
Judging by the re-enforced concrete of the cei
lings, and the style of the mouldings, this mode
st house was constructed in stages during the 
1920s. This is, therefore, a late example of a 
courtyard house, that does not share the ten
dency of the new nineteenth century house 
types for a free-standing disposition . 
Apparently, courtyard centred clusters still for
med in the more modest and crowded parts of 
the city well after richer builders adopted new 
house types. 

The /wan House 

The iwan is a type of architectural space that 
has been applied in Islamic architecture in a 
wide variety of configurations almost since its 
earliest beginnings. One such configuration 
was an 'iwan unit' consisting of an iwan flanked 
by a room on either side. lwan units commonly 
featured in Syrian domestic architecture as 
suits of rooms that made up an urban courtyard 
house, but apparently in the nineteenth century 
an independent house, consisting of a free
standing iwan unit became increasingly com
mon in Syria and especially in Lebanon. In 
Palestine, especially in the old inner towns, the 
iwan was used in the richer courtyard houses 
of 
the pre-1860 traditions, not necessarily as a 
part of an iwan unit. The free-standing iwan 
house seems to have been chiefly a 19th cen
tury phenomenon. A number of such houses 
existed in Haifa. Characteristic iwan arches 
seem to appear in old views of the town, but 
more importantly, a few iwan houses still survi
ve. The iwan scheme in its simplest form is rep
resented in the house in fig. 2. Originally, this 
seems to have been a vaulted , single story 
building, consisting of an iwan with two lateral 
rooms. The iwan , has been blocked and 
another floor, now roofless and inaccessible, 
was added over the older structure at an early 
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stage. Today the house is divided between 
three hou-
seholds , and the interior is radically changed. 
A few, more complex, derivatives of the iwan 
scheme have also survived in Haifa. The house 
in fig. 3 is a single story building consisting of a 
row of three rooms. The central one is made 
shorter, so as to leave space for a deep entran
ce porch that gives access to the three rooms. 
The porch opens on the front through an arch 
spanning the whole width of the space, like an 
iwan. The roof is made of timber joists and 
boards covered with packed earth . A high wall 
encloses a narrow courtyard in front of the 
house. At its end there is an elevated surface 
(mastaba) shaded by a large fig tree, for outsi
de sitting. 
Another derivative of the iwan scheme is shown 
in fig. 4. This is a large and archaic looking 
house. Its imposing effect is now obscured by 
later encrustations and by its derelict state. It 
stood on a steeply sloping ground, just below 
the site of Zahir's burj (fort). The plan is a rec
tangle divided into two rows of rooms. The row 
facing the hill consisted of three spacious 
rooms. The main entrance to the house was 
apparently through the central of these, but is 
now buried. The other row consisted of an enor
mous iwan - ten meters in width - flanked by a 
room on each side. The iwan opened on a wide 
terrace through a wide arch. Because of the 
slope, the construction of the terrace required 
the erection of high retaining walls and a sub
stantial amount of infill , but the effort was appa
rently deemed worthwhile; the terrace comman
ded an imposing view over the Ottoman town 
and the Haifa Bay. On the eastern side, a serv
ice wing , containing washrooms and a kitchen , 
was added. It could be accessed from the stai
red street running along its side. This wing pro
bably did not belong to the first building stage, 
since it required the blocking of windows of the 
main structure and the extension of the terrace. 
Building material was a pinkish sandstone, 
except for the mouldings of the round windows 
(one now damaged), which were white limesto
ne. The main building was vaulted . The large 
spans demanded thick walls and additional but
tressing. The flying buttress on the side was 
probably added to overcome signs of over
stress. Doors and shutters were decorated in 
carved patterns. 

The Riwaq House 

A riwaq house consists of a loggia or gallery 
(riwaq) that gives access to a row of rooms 
arranged along it. The gallery may run the 
whole length of the facade, but sometimes 
rooms take up its ends, and an arcaded porch 
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results . The riwaq house is a basic house type 
common in vernacular architecture in Anatolia, 
the Levant, and at least as east as Iraq. 
Arcades were not very common in old 
Palestinian traditional architecture. Like the 
iwan house, the riwaq house seems to have 
been a nineteenth century introduction. 
Examples are not common but, some are found 
in Haifa, and, judging by old photographs, more 
have existed. 
A simple realization of the riwaq scheme is 
shown in photo *. It is one of several structures 
within a complex that was used as a school for 
many years. It consists of a five-bayed arcade 
giving access to a row of four rooms. A tiled hip
roof covered the structure. 
A fine gallery, boasting an arcade of seven poin
ted arches, and offering a fine view over the 
town and the Mediterranean, ran along the front 
of the upper floor of the house in photo E*. A 
steep flight of 30 steps led to one end of the gal
lery, whence one could enter the three rooms 
arranged along it. Another row of three rooms of 
similar dimensions, plus a small service room , 
ran behind the front row. According to the occu
pants' evidence, a door flanked by two windows 
connected the two central rooms of the two 
rows. The upper floor, now divided into two flats, 
was probably the piano nobile of one dwelling, 
that included the vaulted ground floor as well. A 
tall , tiled, hip-roof crowns the structure. 

The Central Hall House 

A plan based on a central hall flanked by a row 
of rooms on each side was the basic characte
ristic of the central hall house, the most com
mon house type of the new 19th century archi
tecture in Lebanon as well as in Palestine. 
Photo 4 shows a typical central hall house in its 
mature, late 19th century phase. It is a rectan
gular block, crowned by a tall , tiled hip-roof. The 
living quarters are on a piano nobile built over a 
service ground floor. In the centre of the facade 
of the first floor there is a three-bayed arcade. 
This element hints at the arrangement of the 
interior: the triple arcade marks the end of a 
central hall that cuts through the house from 
facade to facade, giving access on each side to 
a row of rooms . 
The apparent novelty of the central hall house 
on the background of pre-nineteenth century 
traditions makes the origins of this common 
house type particularly intriguing. Dateable 
examples of early central hall arrangements 
are important clues to the origins of the cen
tral hall house and its diffusion through the 
region. One such early house survived in 
Haifa, in fact the earliest dwelling to have sur
vived in the city. 
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This is the summer residence built in the end of 
the 1820s by Abdallah Pasha, the governor of 
Sidon district. The architect may have been a 
European, a Giambatista Cassini , who at the 
time of the construction of the residence was 
building the Carmelite monastery that stands 
opposite Abdallah's hou~e . on the other side of 
the highway. The site was the edge of the pro
montory at the point where the Carmel range 
reaches into the sea. This was an ideal site for a 
summer residence because of its good air, and 
the sweeping panorama it commanded. The 
house faced east, in the direction of the town that 
lay on the coast below; further north, away 
beyond the Haifa Bay, Acre, where the Pasha 
normally resided, could be seen; a view of the 
sea opened on three sides. To reach the resi
dence one had to cross a wide foursquare that 
stretched along the road coming up from the 
town. The house had one floor, a massive, vaul
ted, thick-walled structure. The building, now 
used by the Israeli navy, cannot, unfortunately, 
be surveyed in detail , but the general arrange
ment is clear. The main block consisted of a hall 
spanned by cross vaults , and flanked by rooms, 
two on each side, judging by the exterior. The 
access to the hall was through an entrance wing, 
slightly wider that the main block. Consisting of a 
vaulted iwan-like porch flanked by two lateral 
rooms, this wing very much resembled a simple 
iwan house. A continuous stone seat ran around 
the porch, and a door at the rear led into the cen
tral hall of the main block. A flight of stairs, lea
ding from the outside to the roof, originally ran 
behind the facade of the left room of the entran
ce block; its covered exit, rising from the surface 
of the flat roof, can be seen in old photographs. 
The western end of the main block was appen
ded by another wing, similar in width to the iwan 
block at the front, but slightly narrower. A large 
terrace facing the sea and supported by retaining 
walls existed on this side of the building by 1880. 
By then a light tower stood on the edge of the 
western wing , and later a second story was 
added over the whole area of the roof. 
Early as it is, Abdallah Pasha's residence is 
admittedly more baffling than illuminating as a 
clue to the origins of the central hall house. Its 
must be matched with further evidence before 
its significance is realised. As for the mature, 
typical central hall house, the houses of Haifa 
preserve a range of variants and sub-variants of 
the basic formula . Examples vary from the 
modest to the extravagant. The length of the 
central hall varies from the size of a single room 
to 25 meters; the area of the domestic floor can 
be as small as 60 and 85 square meters (figs. 2, 
7), or reach 300, 380 and 570 square meters 
(figs. 15, 14, 12 respectively) . 
The largest house surveyed, 870 square meters 
in area, is in fact an amalgamation of two cen-
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tral hall houses plus a large number of service 
rooms. The large houses along the sea front , 
now known only from photographs, probably 
reached similar dimensions. 
Entrance to the house is usually at the rear of 
the hall, or through a corridor leading from the 
side of the house into the hall. In an uncommon 
variant there is an entrance corridor on each 
side, and a row of rooms runs along the corri
dors at the back of the house. Access through 
the triple arcade is uncommon. 
Sometimes partial realizations of the central hall 
scheme were built, in which the hall has a row 
of rooms only on one side, or in which space 
sufficed only for one room with a triple arcade. 
Such solutions occurred when dense develop
ment along a commercial street resulted in too 
narrow plots. The south front of Paris Square 
(originally Hamra Square) is a fine example. 
The sequence of complete and partial central 
hall arrangements produces on the street front 
an asymmetrical rhythm of triple arcades, win
dows and stairway apertures almost remini 
scent of the frontage of a Venetian canal. 
Plans are divided in a somewhat na'ive geome
trical simplicity into hall and living rooms. 
Spaces for washing and cooking were introdu
ced when pipes for running water and drainage 
became available around the turn of the cen
tury. They were usually relegated to separate 
wings attached to the symmetrical plan of the 
living quarters. Such service wings are found in 
several of the houses recorded here. In some 
cases the wing amounts to a single room , in 
others one of the rooms of the plan was reser
ved as a service space. Only later were service 
rooms, now including toilets, incorporated in the 
plan of the living quarters. 
Access to the rooms is normally from the hall , 
but doors connecting adjacent rooms are also 
common. Occasionally, rooms have windows, 
complete with glass panes and shutters, ope
ning on the interior of the hall , as if on an 
unroofed open space. The triple arcade is 
usually glazed, but sometimes it fronts an open 
loggia separated from the hall by a wall with a 
door flanked by windows. In other variants, a 
room may take up the rear of the hall. 
Sometimes the hall is subdivided by triple arca
des, identical in design to those facing the exte
rior. Often their purpose is to define at the end 
of the hall a sitting area, a diwan. In large halls , 
more than one such division may occur. The 
vista of receding triple arcades offered along 
the axis of the hall is an impressive architectu
ral effect. In the house in fig. 14, where there 
are altogether four triple arcades, the designer 
progressively reduced the width of the bays in 
each arcade, as one proceeds from the rear of 
the hall , no doubt in order to enhance the per
spective effect. 



The division into a piano nobile over a service 
ground floor does not always occur. In figs . 8, 
1 O there is a domestic floor at ground level as 
well ; in the latter example access to the upper 
story is achieved through a pair of somewhat , 
awkward exterior flights of stairs. 
Large households may have had a domestic 
floor on the ground as well as the first floor, the 
two being connected by an interior stairwell. 
This solution is apparently characteristic of later 
houses. 
Aside from these variations, there existed a 
number of independent variants of the basic 
central hall scheme, usually encountered in the 
larger houses. One of these is an arrangement 
that combines a central hall and a gallery. The 
gallery, or riwaq , may run along one or more 
sides of the house. The effect is often quite 
monumental. The house in fig. 12, in which a 
continuous arcade runs along three sides of a 
core with a central hall plan , is an impressive 
example. 
Another independent variant is an arrangement 
in which the hall becomes an interior space, lit 
through clerestory windows rather than through 
a triple arcade at its end. In order to accommo
date the clerestory, the hall must be higher than 
the surrounding rooms, and the resulting extra 
height gives the space a monumental dimen
sion. One house of this type was recorded in 
Haifa. A Bonfils photograph, dating after 1870, 
shows this house standing proudly among sim
ple hovels, not far from the north-western city 
wall. It had a plain facade that did not disclose 
the spaciousness of the interior. Two rounded 
flights of stairs in a na'lve Italianate style led to 
a simple entrance door on the domestic floor. 
Once through the door, the visitor would see, 
through a vestibule, the space of the lofty hall. 
The vista comprised of a series of round arches: 
one at the end of the vestibule , another suppor
ting the roof half way down the hall , then the 
central bay of a triple arcade at the back of the 
high space, and finally a rounded window at the 
rear wall. 
A house with a cruciform hall is another variant 
of the basic central hall scheme. It is based on a 
central hall to which secondary spaces were 
added perpendicular to its centre so as to crea
te a hall with a cruciform plan . Since the lateral 
arms of the cross often terminate, like the cen
tral hall , -in triple arcades, this element may 
appear on more than one elevation. Often the 
arms are separated from the hall by triple arca
des. The main wing of the house in fig . 13 is 
derived from the cruciform plan variant. The cru
ciform plan was, no doubt, a starting-point 
for the design of the house in fig . 14, although 
eventually the central hall received a conventio
nal rectangular form. It is worthwhile to consider 
this house in detail. A cruciform configuration 
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probably suggested itself in this case because of 
the two chief orientations of the house: one 
toward the main road (now Geffen Street) and 
the access to the plot, and the other, perpendi
cular to the entrance axis, toward the garden 
and the view over Haifa Bay in the distance. The 
house has two floors : a piano nobile over a vaul
ted service ground floor. The plan of the dome
stic floor developed from a square bay, joined on 
four sides by further square spaces, so as to 
form a cross. Between the arms of the cross four 
rooms were placed. The arms of the cross are 
longer than the rooms, and present on each ele
vation a gable on which a pointed arch is inscri
bed. The arches enclose a biforic aperture, 
except for the one facing the garden, which con
tains a triple arcade. Its central bay is a door 
leading out to a large terrace, now demolished. 
The cruciform symmetry, that produced this Villa 
Rotunda-like exterior, is not fully realized in the 
interior. The central bay and two of its arms are 
joined into one hall that runs from the back to the 
garden terrace, a length of twenty three meters. 
Only screens of triple arcades separate between 
the bays. The two remaining arms of the cross 
were completely separated from the central bay 
by means of solid walls . They are reached from 
two wide corridors, that run the whole width of 
the house perpendicular to the hall and tangent 
to the side arms. The stairwell that now occupies 
the rear of the central hall is not likely to have 
been a part of the original design, and the 
access to the house was originally by means of 
exterior stairs that led to the large terrace on the 
street side, whence one could enter the house 
through one of the two corridors. This plan that 
tries to combine longitudinal and centralizing 
arrangements , introversion and extroversion, 
interprets the basic central hall scheme in an 
almost mannerist sophistication. 
A few comments on architectural detail would 
be sufficient here. The triple arcade is perhaps 
the most characteristic feature of the central hall 
house. Almost all arcades recorded here follow 
the same standard design, also described in 
Lebanon . The glazing of triple arcades gave an 
opportunity for rich decorative treatment. The 
glazing followed a standard pattern: the space 
between the arch and the wooden tie-beam that 
ran above the capitals over the columns was fil
led by a fixed panel ; another fixed panel of rec
tangular shape was installed below the tie
beam; and the remaining space was taken up 
by the fixed and moving parts of the windows or 
the door of the central bay. The masonry details 
were not designed with the carpenter's conven
ience in mind, and the wooden frames had to 
follow the curving contours of the tapering 
columns, their capitals and bases. 
Each light was subdivided by decorative mul
lions, sometimes patterned with coloured glass 



In another technique, a grill of intricate floral 
patterns, cut of a wooden board, 
was placed over the glass pane. Some patterns 
tend to repeat themselves in Palestine as well 
as in Lebanon, which may indicate the use of 
pattern books, or rather the existence of a num-" 
ber of workshops, perhaps in Beirut, that sup
plied wooden fittings to Lebanon and Palestine. 
The ceiling surfaces in 19th century houses 
could be lavishly decorated. In the better hous
es . ceilings were often painted with floral pat
terns in a style familiar throughout the Eastern
Mediterranean. Only one richly painted ceiling 
seems to have survived in Haifa (house on 
photo 4, Shivat Zion 42). Of unusual design is a 
ceiling where Art Nouveau motives were used 
(Ha-Tish 'im ve-Shalosh 14). The borders of cei
lings were often decorated by ornamental woo
den strips. There is a number of standard pat
terns that repeat themselves in Haifa and other 
towns, which again seems to indicate mechani
zed manufacture in one factory or workshop. 
Some masonry, ironwork and woodwork ele
ments that still survive in Haifa attest high qua
lity of workmanship and design. It seems that 
the more intricate designs belong to the period 
after 1900. The stairwell entrances had someti
mes richly carved mouldings, and doors of intri
cate metal grills. The grills of gates or railings 
are of a Victorian style, similar to that recorded 
in Lebanon, but Art Nouveau and Art Deco 
were also represented. 

20th Century Transformations 

The central hall plan retained its popularity in 
Palestinian Arab architecture well into the 20th 
century. It could still be found in houses of the 
50s and 60s. However, after around 1900, inno
vations in building technology (concrete, and 
later reinforced concrete) and the introduction of 
new facilities (running water, sanitary installa
tions) , gradually undermined the validity of the 
simple formal conventions of the 19th century. 
Thus, the geometric simplicity of the central hall 
plan was compromised when the introduction of 
water pipes and drains permitted the integration 
of service rooms (kitchens, stairways, and later, 
toilets) in the plan. The triple arcade, the cha
racteristic feature of the central hall house, was 
gradually abstracted: the round columns with 
their bases and capitals were eliminated and the 
three bays were now separa 
ted by portions of wall. This solution simplified 
the window frames and made it possible to 
install wooden .shutters in the bays of the triple 
arcade. As if to compensate for the loss of the 
columns, it became common in Haifa to sur
round the arches in a stepped moulding , 
somewhat resembling a Roman archivolt. 

20. 42 QIBBUTZ GALUYOT STR. MAIN ELEVATION 

21. 10 'UMAR AL-KHAYAM STR. ELEVATION 
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22. 13 HASSAN SHUKRI STR. ELEVATION 

23. 24 MA'ALOT HA-NEVl 'IM STR. ELEVATION RESIDEN
TIAL 
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Prefabricated concrete elements for window 
and arcade mouldings were now available. 
When concrete walls became common, howe
ver, all niceties were dropped, and the triple 
arcade was transformed into a door flanked by 
windows. All three bays would now be square, 
sometimes with a semblance of a flat arch in the 
stone facing above. Along with its abstraction, 
the triple arcade was no more reserved for the 
central hall , but used in the rooms as well , and 
the simple correlation between plan and facade 
was lost. 
It will be wrong , however, to present the 191 Os 
and 20s as a sad process of disintegration of a 
tradition. The attempts of architects of this 
period to find a valid role for the conventions of 
the previous generation do not lack inventive
ness and even wit. It should be noted, that by 
the 20s, at least some designers were probably 
architects in the modern sense of the term. 
Some of the houses in Haifa give the air of a 
self-consciousness uncharacteristic of purely 
'vernacular' buildings. 
One example for a late manipulation of the tra
ditional vocabulary is what seems to be a revi
val of the iwan. After 1900, the iwan house must 
have become an archaic house type , yet the 
iwan re-emerges in the following decades in 
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modernized re-interpretations. Its most com
mon modern use was in design of verandahs. 
The three story high apartment house in fig. 21 
is a fine example. In the centre of the upper 
apartment the facade recedes to create a 
verandah, and the space formed is framed by a 
large pointed arch which gives the appearance 
of an iwan. At the back, a door flanked by win
dows leads into a hall. The designer did not give 
the same treatment to all floors: the second 
floor has a triple arcade and no verandah, and 
the first has only a row windows with less refi
ned mouldings. The iwan in the upper floor, 
whence a superior view over the city and Haifa 
Bay could be had, was no doubt conceived as 
the climax of a calculated composition. 
An imaginative and monumental use of the iwan 
was made in the house in photo 2. It is a large 
house, that has a service ground floor and a 
piano nobile. The plan is a central hall plan, but 
the hall ends short of the facade, leaving a large 
space that opens on the exterior through a wide 
arch. In spite the classicist motives of imposts 
and a keystone, and the untraditional concrete 
ceiling , the large space was, no doubt, inspired 
by the traditional iwan. The iwan achieves an 
especially monumental effect since it runs the 
height of both ground and first floors. The flight 
of stairs needed to reach the piano nobile was 
placed as a free-standing element in the centre 
of the space a la Bibliotheca Laurenziana. The 
ascent into the house acquires a ceremonial 
monumentality, achieved through a simple but 
effective re-interpretation of the traditional iwan. 
The design of 'apartment houses,' i.e. houses 
serving more than one household, was a case 
in which the adaptability of the most basic 
theme of the 19th century tradition was put to 
test: the central hall plan. The central hall plan 
was the most common solution in such houses. 
Thus , a plan that evolved to accommodate a 
household of a rich effendi , was now being 
applied to the more modest social circumstan
ces of a flat. The spaciousness of the central 
hall arrangement did not fully agree with the 
economy requ ired in apartment houses, and its 
persistent use in flats demonstrates the supe
riority of cultural convention over purely practi
cal considerations. The simplest 'apartment 
house' consisted of two or three domestic 
floors , each following the central hall plan. The 
ground floor would usually be reserved for com
mercial use. Such houses line streets in the 
commercial areas of Jaffa Road and the 
Ottoman railway station. It seems that these 
houses formed through the construction of new 
floors over an existing central hall mansion . 
Improvised solutions were, no doubt, followed 
by the planning of a whole multi-story structure 
. This development was apparently connected 
with the development of the real estate market. 
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Efficiency soon led to the construction of hous
es with a common stairwell serving two flats on 
each floor. The central hall in each flat could 
run perpendicular to the long facade or, less 
commonly, parallel to it. The house in fig. 16 
comprises of a vaulted ground floor accommo
dating four shops or workshops, and two dome
stic floors ; each floor contains two flats , and 
each flat - a central hall running perpendicular 
to the street facade . The plan is rather 
awkward: in order to reach the flats on the first 
floor, one had to climb an exterior staircase and 
walk along a catwalk, cantilevered some six 
meters above ground, leading to 
doors at the rear of the two central halls; the 
interior stairwell was necessary only to reach 
the second floor, but it occupied a long strip of 
the floor area of both levels, most of which was 
unused space. The plan of the flats themselves 
demonstrates the disadvantages of the central 
hall plan in apartment houses: the juxtaposition 
of two flats limits the lighting and ventilation of 
the inner rooms. To avoid windowless rooms, 
the designer prescribed an extremely deep 
room, 5.5 meters long, on the inner side of each 
flat. Windows could be made only in the front 
wall , and the designer was content with one 
standard-sized window. Judging by the cre
scent-and-star symbol at the top of the gable, 
the house probably dates before the end of the 
Ottoman rule in 1918. In the three domestic 
floors of the later house in fig. 17, the same 
scheme was better solved. The hall has better 
proportions, the stairwell is more efficiently desi
gned, and areas with inferior ventilation and 
lighting are used for circulation and service 
rooms. The house in fig. 18 offers a radical solu
tion to the problem of the interior rooms: the 
inner rows of rooms were omitted altogether, 
and the two central halls lay side by side, sepa
rated by a wall. This arrangement resulted on 
the facade in the juxtaposition of two triple arca
des, perceived as an 'incorrect' row of six 
arches. 
The facades of apartment houses posed some 
interesting aesthetic problems. For example, 
the facade of a house of the type having two 
central hall flats on each floor tended to appear 
unbalanced: the centre of the facade, where the 
eye expects an accent, was in fact an anticli
max: the seam between the two flats; at the 
same time, accents, i.e. the triple arcades, fall in 
seemingly arbitrary positions along the facade; 
even the apertures of the stairwell in the centre 
cannot redeem the unbalanced rhythm. These, 
it seems, may have been the considerations of 
the designer of the house in fig. 20. To compen
sate for the anticlimax in the centre, he pushed 
forward (no more than 15 centimeters) the cen
tral zone of the facade between the two triple 
arcades, and crowned the projection with a 



rounded gable. In this way the need for an 
accent in the centre was met, and an appea
rance of a coherent whole achieved. This solu
tion , however, blissfully ignored the divisions of 
the plan inside, or the visual relationship on the 
facade between the domestic floors and the 
ground floor. 
Another aesthetic problem raised by apartment 
houses was the role of the stairway in the com
position of the facade. The entrance to the 
stairway and its windows were often seen on a 
main facade since it was more practical to place 
the stairs on the side facing the street. The 
stai rwell was foreign to the vocabulary of the 
19th century central hall house, and its effect on 
the exterior demanded an appropriate solution. 
In the house in fig. 22 the designer reconciled 
the stairway with the vocabulary of the central 
hall house by giving its windows the form of a 
triple arcade. In this way the facade with the 
stai rway 'masqueraded' as a standard central 
hall facade, and only the difference in level 
between the triple arcade and the windows of 
the rooms (caused by the difference between 
the landings and the floors of the flats) betrayed 
the 'deceit'. 
The house in fig. 23 displays another solution 
for stairway apertures: following an Art Deco-ish 
model, the designer lights the stairwell through 
three continuous vertical windows; the vertical , 
windows end in pointed arches, giving the 
impression of a single triple arcade grotesquely 
stretched over the whole height of three floors. 
One cannot help suspecting that the architect 
was making a private joke. 

Conclusion 

Our survey of Ottoman houses in Haifa docu
ments examples of the main house types that 
dominated local domestic architecture in the 
last century of Ottoman rule. The ubiquitous 
central hall house is represented in a series of 
variants; a number of variants of the less com
mon iwan and riwaq houses are also recorded . 
Most examples could be matched with parallels 
documented in Lebanon, and quite clearly the 
houses of Haifa do not represent a significantly 
different tradition. If the form of these houses 
should not be unfamiliar to anyone acquainted 
with Lebanese architecture, their existence in 
Haifa and other Palestinian towns needs to be 
acknowledged, and the process through which 
these house types were introduced into 
Palestine needs to be explained. The role of 
Ottoman administrative divisions, Lebanese 
immigration, marriage contacts, traveling arti
sans, local manufacture of building products, 
the economic and cultural dominance of Beirut 
are all factors that need to be considered in this 
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respect. Our survey of the houses of Haifa raise 
therefore the question of the impact of neigh
bouring provinces on the culture, society and 
economy of Ottoman Palestine. Thus architec
ture formulates a problem that the mainstream 
of historical research was so far seldom pro
voked to consider. This problem leads further to 
the even broader issue of cultural connections 
around the Eastern-Mediterranean in the late 
19th century. Affinities of Lebanese architecture 
of this period with other traditions beyond the 
immediate vicinity of Lebanon, suggest that the 
full understanding of the developments in 
Palestine as well as Lebanon requires a consi
deration of the larger geographical context. The 
cultural contacts and mutual influences within 
the Ottoman Empire, the interactions between 
regional centres and provincial traditions , 
deserves as much attention as the better stu
died subject of the impact of the West. 
Vernacular architecture tends to develop well 
defined typologies, and the central hall house is 
a perfect example of a highly conventionalized 
tradition. It is interesting to observe, at the same 
time, how the basic conventions could be arti
culated and varied to form a variety of solutions 
ranging from the elementary to the grand and 
complex. Although the 19th century vocabulary 
lost some of its functional logic after 1900, as 
new materials and techniques were introduced, 
and new design problems (e.g . apartment hous
es) emerged, the early 20th century transforma
tions of the 19th century tradition should not be 
described in negative terms. The solutions we 
have examined to such problems of design and 
aesthetics as the apartment house facade, the 
stairwell, or the re-interpretation of the iwan, 
were inventive attempts to find a valid role for 
traditional forms in changing circumstances. 
These updated exercises in the traditional 
vocabulary are as intellectually interesting, as 
the integrity of the 'classical' 1880s and 90s are 
aesthetically satisfying. Rather than symptoms 
of a disintegration of a vernacular tradition , they 
are a proof of its persistence and vitality. 

Ron Fuchs 


