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Sidi Bou Said from the southeast. 





Simple geometrie forms and the use of similar building 
materials and colour result in a harmonious townscape. 



A view to the sea from the minaret of 
the mosque and shrine of Sidi Bou Said 
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The conservation of the built environment and of cultural 

heritage has become particularly important within most coun

tries of the Islamic world where the physical and social land

scape has undergone rapid changes in recent decades. The 

normal decay of the urban fabric has been hastened by the 

pressures of larger populations and poor services. It has be

come quite clear that the strategies for restoring and rehabili

tating a single building or even a group of buildings are inade

quate when applied to a built environment. There must be 

major administrative decisions enforced through a period of 

time; there must be a collective will and a viable economic 

base to preserve and to maintain a special environment. 

Sidi Bou Said is such a special environment. On the mu

nicipal and the national level decisions have been made to 

safeguard it. It is a small village perched on a cliff-top site 

overlooking the Mediterranean. The quality of its narrow 

streets, lined with whitewashed dwellings and refreshingly 

planted with trees, shrubs, and vines in many places, is all the 

more significant due to the minimal intrusion of the twentieth 

century. The village is located on Cape Carthage, near the 

classical site of the same name, overlooking the Bay of Car

thage. Tunis, the capital city of Tunisia, is situated a short 

distance to the south. 

History. The site of the village has been occupied for thou

sands of years, as surviving archaeological evidence demon

strates. During the ninth century, under Aghlabid rule, the 

seacoast of Tunisia was fortified at strategic points, including 

Cape Carthage. Here on the site of the present village was 

built a ribat and a lighthouse (menar). During the peaceful 

Hafsid dynasty in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the 

ribat became a Sufi religious centre. Shaikh Abu Sa"id Khala-

1. Tunis region. Sidi Bou Said was founded as a shrine and pil

grimage town and developed into a place of retreat and resort for 

the inhabitants of Tunis. 
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fa b. Yahya al-Tamimi al-Badgi (1156-1231) settled on the 

site, and his tomb subsequently became a major pilgrimage 

spot. By the seventeenth century the settlement of Sidi Bou 

Said (then called Jebel al-Menar, or Jebel al-Marsa) had be

gun to develop and a marketplace was built, mainly for serving 

the increasing number of pilgrims. 

In the eighteenth century wealthy inhabitants of Tunis, 

seeking refuge from the city during the hot summer months, 

discovered the favourable seaside climate. Tunis's political 

and religious dignitaries, rich artesans and merchants con

structed summer residences in the village; some clustered in 

the immediate vicinity of Abu Sacid's shrine, others in outly

ing areas amid large and elaborate gardens. In time a seasonal 

service population, which operated small shops and stands ca

tering to the summer residents, became established. By the 

mid-nineteenth century the village was well known both as an 

important religious center and as a fashionable summer resort. 

At the end of the nineteenth century the village was de

clared a Commune Musulmane and was offically named Sidi 

Bou Said. At about the same time the village became a year-

round intellectual center, and a place of permanent retire

ment and exile for many foreign artists and intellectuals. 

Here, far from the censorship of intolerant government, de

bates were held on poetry and particularly on music. In re

sponse to this influx of a more permanent resident population 

and the physical development that accompanied it, the settle

ment was officially declared a village in 1915. With this dec

laration came the first legal efforts to conserve Sidi Bou Said's 

unique cultural and architectural heritage. The twentieth 

century has seen the recognition of the outstanding qualities 

of Sidi Bou Said, recognition which has helped stimulate 

pride and interest in preserving the essential characteristics of 

the village. Along with this recognition on the part of resi

dents and scholars there has come a different kind of recogni

tion, largely by the national government, of the village as a 

major tourist attraction. 

Conservation. Throughout this century many important steps 

have been taken to ensure the continued survival of the his

toric fabric of Sidi Bou Said. From the first decree of 1915 

through the Management Plan of the 1970s the town has set 

precedents in the Islamic world in establishing guidelines for 

its preservation. 

In the early years of the twentieth century the increasing 

popularity of Sidi Bou Said threatened the built form and the 

architectural character of the village. Through the influence 

of Baron d'Erlanger, a retired banker, a decree was passed in 

1915 which was designed to preserve the beauty of the village 

and to provide guidelines for growth and change. The text 

outlined policy on the following points in particular: the mod

ification of building facades, and the disposition of public 

spaces; the character and massing of new buildings; owner ob

ligations regarding repairs and restoration; building permis-

2. Street plan. The village character emerged from the organic 

growth of dwellings, mixed with shops and other business buildings, 

keeping the community mosque as the focal point. 

3. Current land-use plan. Recent escalation in real estate values, 

erosion of the village's cliff face, and development pressures accom

panying a burgeoning tourist trade threatens the social balance and 

physical integrity of the community. 

4. Partial street elevation leading to the suq. 
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sion procedures; and penal measures. 

This restrictive approach has been the main legal base for 

public authorities to control the existing physical structure of 

the village. Since the institution of the decree, there have 

been some alterations of facades and some exuberant new 

buildings; some buildings have deteriorated or been destroyed 

because of vacancy or lack of maintenance. There have also 

been some major alterations on a number of old houses. 

U n t i l  v e r y  r e c e n t l y ,  d o c u m e n t s  d e f i n i n g  t h e  p h y s i c a l  

structure of the village, such as measured drawings of plans 

and elevations, and physical checks of registered buildings 

were not available to the municipality or other public authori

ties. The rise in the value of land and speculative trends have 

been major threats to the integrity of the village, increasingly 

so after the 1950s. The outskirts of the village were invaded 

by new construction and alterations were made to some of the 

large old houses. The crucial problem of erosion of the cliff-

face could not be dealt with within the limits of the 1915 

decree. Finally, the decree had never taken into account so

cial issues such as the impact of tourism or new land uses. 

These could only be included within a more comprehensive 

planning policy and not in a restrictive and small scale ap

proach to conservation. 

Despite those negative points, one can consider the result 

of this first conservation phase to be relatively successful. The 

alterations did not change the scale and structure of the vil

lage, and thus the basic morphology and pattern was pre

served. Even the new construction generally did not exceed 

an acceptable massing or othewise overwhelm their neigh

bors. The municipality tried to exercise control, and users 

generally maintained their houses and neighborhoods. Also 

very important to the process has been the fact that there has 

always been the image of a self-preserved village called Sidi 

Bou Said. 

The decree of 1915 has been updated many times, and has 

been complemented by further legislation such as the decree 

of 17th September 1953 (Decret de Protection des Sites). 

This decree concerns the protection of sites all over Tunisia, 

placing the case of isolated villages in a wider legal context. 

This further legislation has had only a slight impact on the 

existing situation. The need for broader action has always 

been felt, especially since the 1960s after the rise of mass tour

ism, the change in the population structure of the village, and 

the acceleration of the erosion of the cliff, which had already 

reached the first old structures. Furthermore, it should be kept 

in mind that Sidi Bou Said is adjacent to the archaeological 

site of Carthage. The historical, physical, and contemporary 

contextural relationships and the problems of the two sites 

could well be brought together, and both conservation plans 

included in a single programme. 

These considerations led to the present conservation proj

ect, called Projet du Parc National de Carthage—Sidi Bou 

Said. In 1973, a first master plan was prepared. This plan has 

since been developed and was approved in 1978. The respon

sible authority for the plan was the District of Tunis. The 

physical layout and drawing was assigned to an architect and 

all analytical work was done by the district staff. This plan 

analyses the demographic and social structure of the village, as 

well as its economic potential, and predicts future develop

ment. It defines a perimeter which includes the Sidi Bou Said 

village, as well as a portion of the archaeological area of Car

thage, which remains in the municipality. Furthermore, it 

takes into account the geological features and their problems, 

which are integral to the conservation of the site. 

The Management Plan proposed five major zones for the 

village: housing extension zone; existing housing zone, with 

special statute (the special statute aims at safeguarding and 

promoting the historical character of the village); green belt 

zone, for public use (between the preceding two zones), de

fined within the framework of safeguarding archaeological re

sources, also dealing with the delicate issues of vehicular and 

pedestrian traffic, and amenities; tourism zone, linked with all 



possible uses of the port; and natural park zone, which in

volves the safeguarding of the site and includes a landscaping 

program. The implementation and detailed works of the plan 

were to be completed by the municipality. 

In May 1979 a further development occurred when the 

joint Tunisian government/UNESCO Projet du Parc National 

de Carthage—Sidi Bou Said was announced. The subject was 

again the conservation of the sites of Carthage and Sidi Bou 

Said. The aim of the project was to accomplish all the neces

sary analytical studies and the plans for the creation of a na

tional park, and to carry out some excavation of archaeologi

cal sites and some geotechnical operations for the control and 

protection of the cliffside areas where erosion was a problem. 

The municipality of Sidi Bou Said was in charge of carrying 

out all the physical and social surveys and studies and for sup

plying all the graphic documents required in the project speci

fications. 

One of the main efforts of the municipal authorities has 

been the problem of locating parking lots and of limiting ve

hicular traffic. The present achievement is seen by the au

thorities as insufficient and incomplete. They also want to be 

able to return the suq to its original function of local shop

ping, replacing the present tourist shops. The new portside 

tourism unit is one way of accomplishing this without remov

ing the tourist trade. The municipality also attempts to re

strict alterations on existing houses. With few exceptions they 

do not issue new building permits within the conservation ar

ea; they try to ensure that proposed restoration projects re

spect the original form and appearance. 

Fortunately there is no lack of skilled labour for mainte

nance, repairs, and restoration work. The traditional skills ex

ist, since the technology of new building in Tunisia has not 

yet obliterated them with industrialised methods. Even some 

new houses are built with techniques similar to those used for 

the traditional houses. Building permission given in new 

5. Café des Nattes. 

6. View from the café. The café overlooks the suq. Streets, 

squares, and the semipublic spaces between buildings provide areas 

for encounter and play. 

housing development areas takes into consideration the densi

ty, massing, exterior appearance, and relation to the streets of 

the immediate neighbourhood. Each request to the municipal 

council gives rise to detailed debate. 

Further evidence of the municipality's interest in the con

servation of the village was displayed when the electric power 

lines were placed underground in the 1960s. It is also interest

ing to note that visitor accommodations in Sidi Bou Said are 

extremely limited: tourists are welcome to visit the village, 

but are reminded that it is a living community when they find 

they cannot spend the night. 

The villagers are the real backbone of the conservation 

effort in Sidi Bou Said. The owners of old houses do not have 

any financial support for restoration—neither loans nor con

tributions from national housing organisations or banks. 

Credit loans can be obtained only from the Caisse Nationale 

d'Epargne Logement (CNEL) and are restricted to new con

struction. For restoration, people must go to private banks. 

The current residents are very concerned about their homes 

and their village, and are generally conscious of the fine quali

ties of their surroundings. Combined with the legal measures 

and the support of the municipality, this social structure is a 

positive element for the actual conservation process. 

Architecture. The importance of the conservation victories in 

Sidi Bou Said would not be so great and influential if the 

vernacular buildings of the village did not remain in such im-



pressive condition. The architectural fabric of Sidi Bou Said is 

justly renowned for its authenticity and unity of scale, form, 

and colour. The village is made up of public space and private 

enclosures, all representative of Islamic Mediterranean proto

types. The former consist of open squares and narrow, wind

ing streets, the latter of introverted courtyard houses. Houses 

are generally two storeys high and feature the same general 

features: whitewashed masonry walls, vaulted and domed 

roofs, narrow windows with iron trellises, and balconies with 

wood railings and screens. All exterior woodwork, including 

7. Entrance to a private home. 8. Window grill. The twentieth 

century has seen the recognition of the outstanding qualities of Sidi 

Bou Said, recognition that has stimulated legislation and financial 

assistance for preserving the essential characteristics of the commu

nity. However, the pride and interest of villagers are the strongest 

forces behind the conservation effort. 

doors, window frames and lattices, are painted sky blue. Many 

portals are outlined in ochre, and wall corners are frequently 

curved and adorned with ceramic tiles. Despite the different 

origins of some of these elements, the integrity of the whole is 

apparent. Both the elegant and the modest houses, and also 

the mosque, are in perfect scale. The simple geometric mason

ry forms and the use of similar building materials and colours 

result in a harmonious village architecture. There are inge

nious solutions for some types of urban elements such as the 

public seats in front of some houses that are perfectly inte

grated with the masonry of the exterior wall, or the refined 

iron work of the street lamps. 

Taken together, the humble streetscapes and carefully de

tailed houses create a characteristic picture of a traditional 

urban community, a picture particularly demanding of careful 

conservation and protection in the late-twentieth century. 

The preservation of Sidi Bou Said is of widespread impor

tance and has come about by the efforts of both residents of 

the village and of public authorities. The physical and archi

tectural value of the houses, monuments, and townscapes, as 

well as the high spiritual and symbolic significance related to 

the history of the village, gives it a continuing interest and 

makes the care and attention given to its conservation emi

nently worthwhile. 

Sidi Bou Said is a unique example of self-preservation 

which should be a prime example in promoting and encourag

ing initiative in other Islamic countries and in similar small-

scale participatory programmes of conservation. 
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