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Introduction 

In every society, people must shelter them
selves from the elements, earn a living and 
provide for their biological and social 
reproduction. The structures and spaces of 
human settlement are essential to these 
endeavours. The twenty-three sketches that 
follow demonstrate something of the variety 
of solutions adopted by people in the rural 
areas of the Islamic world in order to cope 
with their natural and social environments. 
Among this variety are settlements that are 
dispersed and settlements that are nucleated, 
some regular and some random in plan, 
some closed (for example, walled) and some 
open. Dwellings within them are of nearly 
every material the landscape might provide -
each with its own building technology and 
design system. The people who live in the 
settlements may work independently or 
collectively; they may own the land on which 
they live and work, or they may support them
selves on the land of others. They vary in the 
way they marry, set up households and 
transfer property to others. 

While in all this diversity there are few 
universals, there are certain recurring 
themes. First, these rural people are food
producers whose mode of production is 
domestic. Their dwellings tend to be work
places as well as places to relax; their 
settlements are not just places where they 
live, but places where they and their 
neighbours work, often side-by-side. Food 
storage, in sufficient quantities to last until 
the next harvest, is a necessary village 
feature while pastoral nomads tend to store 
their food "on the hoof'. 

Because of the way settlement is tied to 
systems of production, residential mobility 
is another common theme, ranging from full 
nomadism in heavily pastoral areas, to the 
seasonal moves of transhumant farmers and 
herders, to the shifts of entire villages of 
swidden cultivators. Sometimes the whole 
household moves; often only a single 
member or two (usually male) migrates to 
the fields, the pasture or the city and back. 

Sexual division of labor occurs within the 
settlement as well, and separate male and 
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female domains are always found - if only 
the distinction between the hearth and the 
public forum. Of course, in many Muslim 
societies women are secluded from all but 
closely related males; spatial arrangements 
are made either through the built envi
ronment itself or by spatial or social 
behaviour alone 

Related both to the separation of male and 
female domains and to a value system in 
which hospitality is an obligation and 
hospitality and prestige are often associated, 
the male guest-house or reception room is 
widely distributed throughout the Islamic 
world. 

Other points of similarity could be made as 
well, but these few should suffice to balance 
the disjointed impression given by the 
twenty-three isolated cases ranging from 
North Africa to Indonesia and described in 
only the briefest manner. 

Each of these twenty-three sketches touches 
briefly on the environmental setting, sub
sistence base, formation of residential 
groups, and the appearance, construction 
and functions of domestic habitation. Each 
one was chosen from a wealth of examples 
according to criteria of geographical distri
bution and ecological coverage (and, given 
the format of the report, according to the 
availability of line drawings to illustrate the 
text). The selection was not as difficult as 
might be expected: the majority of cases in 
the literature have been treated in a strictly 
one-sided manner, and most parts of the 
world still await the study of housing as the 
cultural and social phenomenon that it is. 

The studies on which these sketches are based 
are not all contemporaneous; they were 
undertaken at different times over the past 
eighty years or so Some of the most recent 
ones represent the current state of affairs, 
but many others reflect the past rather than 
the present. Nevertheless, for the sake of 
consistency, the present tense is used 
throughout even though it is in some cases 
painfully anachronistic 

Morocco: The Mountain Shluh 

The mountain Shluh are sedentary agricul
turalists from the rugged heights and deep 
valleys of the High Atlas and Anti-Atlas 
ranges of southern Morocco Unlike the 
highland areas of northern Morocco, these 
mountains are semi-arid, and only with 
difficulty can the residents find adequate 
land and water to subsist on; mining and the 
temporary migration of men to urban 
centres as labourers and merchants have 
long supplemented cereal and tree crops 
produced at home. Goats and sheep are the 
most common domestic animals, well suited 
to the rocky terrain and local vegetation. In 
the lower zones, goats thrive on the nut of 
the argan tree, among whose branches they 
climb while feeding 

In the rockiest areas, where every metre of flat 
land must be reserved for planting, indi
vidual dwellings perch on rocky outcrops, 
frequently separated from each other by 
steep ravines. There is usually not enough 
room for contiguous construction; each 
dwelling stands alone. Elsewhere, little 
hamlets made up of a few related families in 
a cluster of attached dwellings scatter along 
valley slopes next to irrigated field and 
orchards. Occasionally a fullt1edged nuc
leated village appears. The locally significant 
residential unit, however, is neither the 
individual hamlet nor necessarily the village, 
but the 'mosque community' - a localised 
group of households who share a common 
mosque which undertakes religious and 
administrative functions for the community, 
no matter whether they live in isolated 
hamlets or in larger centralised villages, and 
no matter what their other social relation
ships may be. The mosque community, 
however, has no economic function: that 
role is served by the souk, a weekly market 
held on its own site and not attached to any 
particular settlement. In one region, mosque 
communities ranged from 100 to 600 
members. living for the most part in small 
hamlets. Average membership is probably 
less than 200 persons 

The dwellings of the Shluh are characterised 
by their height: 2 storeys at last, occasionally 
3, and, more rarely 4. When there is more 
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Mountain village 

Source Kasba Study Group, 84-85 

than one room on a level, they are arranged 
around a small open court - often only an 
airshaft - or a central staircase. The first floor 
is reserved for the stable and for the storage 
of equipment. Food is not usually stored 

Seksawa village 

Source Kasba Study Group, 82 

here because of dampness. The family lives 
on the second floor. Where there is a third 
floor, it is the guestroom. The upper room 
may be a loggia, open to the breeze on the 
shaded side and used as a summer guest 
room or family room. A guestroom often 
has an outside staircase of its own to 
preserve the privacy of the women of the 
family. 

When there is room, the house grows with the 
family; units are added as sons marry, until a 
solidly knit block of rooms is formed. Even 
when members do not actually co-reside, the 
patrilineally extended family is a strong 
social and economic unit 

Construction is nearly always stone, either 
dry-walled or mortared. The rocky outcrop 
on which the house sits may also form the 
back walls, and the upper storeys may set 
back against the shape of the rock. Where 
found, pise walls are built with the aid of 
wooden forms into which clay is tamped, 
mixed either with straw or with gravel where 
straw is too scarse to use for anything except 
fodder. (In fact clay itself is so scarce in some 
areas that it must be brought in from a 
distance and is reserved for superstructures 
only). Roofs are flat, wood-beamed and 
earth covered. Wall tops are protected by 
brush or paJm branches held down with mud 
plaster and rocks Windows are small and 
high, often merely loopholes once strategic 
for defense (retreat to the upper levels was 

another tactic). Where the Shluh occupy more 
arid, level plains such as the Sous or Dades 
Valleys, settlement takes the form of /(sour, 
square-planned, nucleated villages, some 
quite large, with fortification walls and towers 
and multiple-storeyed dwellings. Even the 
mountain Shluh on the pre-Saharan slopes of 
the Atlas where raiding desert tribes were a 
chronic threat, tend to arrange their settle
ments so that the dwellings themselves form a 
solid, irregular perimetre wall. 

Morocco: Dwellings of the Rif 

The Rif is a rugged mountain chain running 
parallel to the Mediterranean Coast of 
Northern Morocco. Humid and wooded in 
the west, it grows markedly drier and more 
barren toward the east where it meets the 
semi-arid open country behind Melilla. In 
the central Rif, the climate is mediterranean; 
rain falls only in the winter (400 to 800 
rnillimeters on average) and fills the streams 
that run in torrents down to the sea. 
Summers are hot and dry, and most of the 
streambeds empty. The Rifis occupied by 
Berber-speaking agriculturalists whose 
staple crops are barley and figs, dry farmed 
and irrigated respectively. Domestic animals 
are secondary in household economics, but 
nearly everyone has at least a cow, a donkey 
and a few goats 
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Rifians are sedentary farmers; transhumance 
is unknown. Their settlements cannot really 
be called villages, however, because there is 
no obvious cluster of dwellings forming the 
core. Individual farmsteads are scattered 
over the landscape, 100 to 300 meters apart 
from each other (or even more). Never
theless, a strong sense of community exists, 
reinforced by local tribal and kinship 
organization, and centering on such features, 
as a local mosque, cemetery, saint's tomb, 
and the group's collective lands. Moreover, 
though inhabitants of a solitary house may 
seem independent of their neighbours, they 
are most likely only one unit of a spatially 
separated extended family household: the 
distance between dwellings does not affect 
the strength of social and economic rela
tionship. Not everyone is isolated, though. 
Many extended families do share a courtyard 
dwelling, each nuclear unit in its own living 
quarters. 

In the central Rif, most dwellings are flat
roofed, single-storied structures arranged 
around a central courtyard. In the highlands, 
a prickly-pear cactus fence surrounds the 
compound. An average-size compound 
covers an area about 15 meters by 15 to 20 
meters square, the central court might be 9 by 
10 meters with a gate at the sheltered side and 
a 2 meters square grain storage pit sunk in the 
center. (Communal granaries are unknown in 
this part of Morocco). Walls are white-washed 
stone or mud, and roofs are wood-beamed 
with reed fill and mud plaster surface. Roofs 
project over the walls somewhat, and occa
sionally create a verandah. Most households 
have two or three rooms, providing storage 
and animal shelter as well as dwelling space. 
Some have a guest-room with its own outside 
entrance so that the women in the family 
courtyard will not be seen by male guests. As 
usual, the guestroom is as well furnished as 
possible and often has several windows. 

A hired mason needs three helpers to build a 
house; all materials are supplied by the 
owner. When the owner builds his own 
house, he is aided by a voluntary working 
party of relatives. A goat is usually sacrificed 
and a feast provided when the house is 
finished. 
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Distribution of house types in northel n Morocco 

Source Mikesell 1961,fig. 17. 

Diagram of a mosque communit)" a kind of settlement organisation found in many pm ts of the 
Maghreb Circles are houses containing fl om one to six nuclem families (See also Morocco: The 
mountain Shluh) 

Source Hart 1976,fig 10.7 
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Sahara/Sahel: Tuareg Tents 

The pastoral Tuareg occupy the vast arid 
stretches of southern Algeria and northern 
Mali and Niger. Most of this area is rocky 
mountains and gravelly or sandy plains The 
northern part is Saharan desert, where rain 
averages less than 20 millimeters a year, and 
in some years fails to fall at all. The rest is 
Sahelian and sava~ah country with a much 
higher rainfall- over 300 to 500 millimeters 
in the wettest country. In the summer, 
daytime temperatures often average 30 to 
35°C, but exceed 500 at times, with hot winds 
and burning sand and rock The highlands 
cool off at night. In the north, winter 
temperatures drop below freezing, but frosts 
are rare in the south. 

Most Tuareg raise camels. In addition, goats 
are extremely important economically in the 
north, giving way to sheep and cattle in the 
south. During the days when great merchant 
caravans moved across the Sahara, the 
Tuareg expanded their political and eco
nomic base by acting as guides, traders, 
armed escorts, and where protection was 
refused, raiders for booty and slaves. Today 
salt traffic still forms an important com
mercial tie with other communities. 

Tuareg camps tend to be small, often only 5 or 
6 tents, and inconspicuously located In the 
summer and in the rains they stand on high 
ground to catch the breeze and to avoid flash 
floods. Dozens of these small camps may 
share a single well during the dry season, 
spaced around an area perhaps 10 
kilometers in radius. The tents are not 
arranged in any particular pattern, except 
sometimes an irregular line or crescent. In 
years of drought, camps are forced to remain 
near the few water sources long enough to 
substitute temporary huts or grass, reed and 
palm for skin tents. Most of the time they 
are much more mobile, moving at least 
weekly to new pasture, always within the 
areas to which that particular group has 
territorial rights. 

Unlike their Arab and Berber neighbours, the 
Tuareg do not weave. Their tents are 
covered with matting or skins rather than 
woven hair. Skins of domestic goat and 

Atches of a Touareg tent 

Source Couchaux 1980, fig 142 

Poket-worked Btidge pole 

Source Couchaux 1980, fig. 144 

sheep, zebu, and Barbary sheep are most 
popular. The usual size tent takes 35 to 40 
goat skins seamed together with leather 
thongs, and weighs about 25 kilograms. 
Some are much larger, and might use up to 
150 skins Women work the leather and sew 
up the skins which are dehaired, tanned with 
acacia fruit or leaves, buttered and rubbed 
with red ocher for waterproofing. Mat tents 
are often protected with skin covers during 
the torrential rains of the savannah area. 
These seams are cut straight, but the edges 
are left naturally irregular and provide holds 
for the ropes. Though earth-coloured and 
unimpressive on the outside, the tent's 
interior is decorated with leather hangings 
and fringes, and sometimes carved tent poles 
as well. 

The skin sheet rests on pole supports, 

Centet pole supported tent. 

Source Couchaux 1980, fig 143 

Toumeg tellt (Haggar) 

Source Couchaux 1980, fig 145 

commonly a double row of poles with cross 
bars like a line of short ridge-poles The skin 
is then tied to a series of uprights around the 
circumference. Grass matting, about a meter 
high, is unrolled to make the side walls. 
Sometimes the mats extend out in front of 
the tent to enclose a courtyard. An average 
tent is about 3 to 5 meters wide, 2 to 3 
meters deep, and 1.5 meters high in the 
middle. It holds a single nuclear family 
(Tuareg are monogamous). 
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View of a stone dwelling room The door into the main COlli tym d is on the left 

Source Stllhlmalln 1912, fig 10 

Interior of the same room 

Source Stuhlmann 1912, fig 12 
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Plan of the compound to which the room belongs 
(the room is on the far left, with an entrance 
outside the CaUl tyard) 

SOUlce Stuhlmann1912,fig 11 

A tent of the Sal t used by the Shawia and other 
Belbers ill NO/th Aflica 

Spurce. Rackow and Caske11938, 160. 

Algeria: Dwellings of the 
Transhumant Shawia 

The Aures, home of the Berber-speaking 
Shawia, is a largely mountainous region in 
northeastern Algeria, cut throughout by 
deep wadis but lowering and flattening 
towards the southern, Saharan border. The 
cool northern upland supports orchards, 
gardens and irrigated fields, and some fully 
settled groups live in villages year round. 
Winter cereal crops, oasis palmeries, and 
pasture are provided by the southern desert 
and the intermediate heights where tran
shumant Shawia spend most of their time. 
Most households exploit all three zones, 
moving regularly from highlands to lowlands 
with their sheep and goats according to 
seasonal changes in weather, crops and 
pastures. Accordingly, in addition to tents, 
three kinds of permanent dwellings are 
found. Transhumant Shawia own and 
occupy each kind in turn as the year 
progresses. 

The highest, northern-most area is used for 
summer pasture, and rock shelters, tents and 
occasional groups of houses serve as 
dwellings Most households, however, stay 
below in villages of stone or mud houses, 
sending the men up to the mountains to tend 
the flocks When autumn and the rains 
come, people and animals move further 
down to winter quarters, staying again in 
stone or mud houses. Finally, for the spring 
harvest of wheat and barley (and again for 
autumn planting), they move toward the 
Sahara, often into subterranean houses. 
After the crop is in, some may move onto 
their fields in tents in order to let the flocks 
graze on the remaining stubble". The process 
then reverses as they move north to com
plete the year's round. In the case of one 
group, the Outed Abderrahman, the circuit 
covers an area of about 15 kilometers by 50 
kilometers and entails a winter-summer drop 
of nearly 2000 meters. 

Essential to the system is the collective 
construction and use of fortified granaries 
and underground storage houses, and the 
hiring of personnel who remain behind to 
guard the grain and other stored supplies, 
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villages, wells and crops. In this way the 
Shawia have been able to provide them
selves with most of their subsistence needs 
through a combination of mobility and fixed 
residence. When associated with the graves 
of ancestral holy men, collective granaries 
are the focus of group ritual activity as 
well- weddings, circumcisions and annual 
pilgrimages. 

In the case of the Ouled Abderrahman, the 
villages proper are occupied by several 
different tribal segments whose houses tend 
to cluster together in spatially distinct groups. 
Within each cluster, strongly patriarchal 
extended families live in the same courtyard 
house or next door to each other. Mutual aid 
for house building comes from within the 
builder's own tribal segment as does most 
other cooperative activity. The village as a 
whole does not act as a unit. Collective 
granaries, however, are built, owned and 
managed by the tribal group as a whole. 

Shawia houses are always flat roofed, usually 
of stone and mortar, and often have wooden 
pillars inside to support the roof. Because of 
the scarcity of long roof poles, the span 
between supports is only about two meters. 
A hearth is set up between three stones on 
the floor, and the smoke hole in the roof is 
offset so that rain and dirt do not fall directly 
on the fire and cooking food. Simple beds, 
wood frames for storage, weaving equip
ment and perhaps a cradle, along with mats 
and decorations, complete the furnishings. 
The all-purpose living room and whatever 
storerooms of stables there are, form part or 
all of a rectangle around the courtyard. 

In some areas of the Saharan border, there is 
neither stone for building nor enough water 
(at least during the period when the groups 
are in residence) for mud construction. 
Instead, underground houses are dug out, 
each with a small circular courtyard, a 
covered entryway and one or two long 
narrow living rooms. At surface level, flat 
wood beamed roofs are covered over with 
the excavated earth. Room height equals the 
owner's height plus the width of a fist. (As 
usual in traditional rural construction, 
measurements are made in terms of body 
units: paces, arm spans, finger widths, etc.). 

Tents are of the Berber type, with crossed 
centre poles and covers of striped woven 
hair in shades of grey and brown sewn 
together in strips. The seams are strength
ened by tension bands decorated with con
t~asting stitching Tents are used mostly for 
dwelling (when women set them up) but also 
provide the setting for special ceremonies 
such as feasts, weddings and circumcisions 
(when men set them up) Hot weather and 
house fleas can drive people to their tents. 
When out of use, tents are hung in the 
collective granaries. 

Tunisia: Subterranean Dwellings 

In southeastern Tunisia and northwestern 
Libya (Tripolitania) an inland plateau rises 
gradually to a crest of mountains (the Jebel) 
which in tum drops abruptly down to a 
rolling coastal plain. Here, at the eastern
most edge of the Maghreb, Berber, Arab, 
and Jewish populations long shared the 
varied landscape, basing themselves on 
various combinations of pastoralism, arbori
culture, agriculture and trade. In general, 
however, the Berbers and Arabicised 
Berbers occupy the mountains, moving 
seasonally to the other zones for grazing and 
cereal production, while Arab groups 
dominate the Plain, living most of the year in 
tents. There is little social intercourse 
between the two. 

In spite of its varied topography, the landscape 
suffers throughout from a low annual rainfall 
and lack of available ground water. Rainfall, 
for example, ranges from 250 millimeters a 
year in Matmata in the north, to 120 
millimeters at Tataouine, further to the south 
Some years as little as 50 millimeters has 
been known to fall. Moreover there is great 
variation from place to place in any parti
cular year. In order to make a living under 
these conditions, the mountain Berbers 
practice a combination of pastoralism, dry 
farming and irrigated arboriculture, changing 
location and activity according to the 
seasonal cycle of crops and pasture. This 
strategy not only secures a range of food 
products, but also minimises the risk of total 

Completely subtellaneall compound The central 
space is a sunken cOllltyard open to the sky, the 
surrounding rooms are dug late/ally into the 
courtyard walls alld are entirely ullderglOund 
Five of the rooms are dwellings, the rest are 
storelOoms The small oval kitchen opens onto 
an entrance call idor rathel than the COlli tyard 

Source Louis 1975, Plate XVIII. 

A semi-subterranean compound dug into the side 
of a cliff The walls shown in solid black are 
mud-walled stables and tool sheds in the open 
area in front of the cliff The living qum ters are 
dug at the back fow living rooms, each with a 
rem store/ oom (of the sort used as a bridal 
cham bel when a son mmries) 

Soulce Louis 1975, Plate XXI 
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A collective grana/ y Each long vaulted cell 
stOles a hou5ehold's food supplies, the gUa/dian 
lives in one of them all the left Out-at-use tents 
are stored all benches to either side of the covered 
entrance at the lower centre 

Source LOllis 1975, Plate VII 

productive failure found among more highly 
specialised groups. Still, tree crops-figs, 
dates and especially olives - are the focus of 
economic life, and most of the year is spent 
around the high valleys where they are 
grown and where all food supplies are 
stored. 

Early spring and sununer find these mountain 
people down on the plain in tents or rough 
shelters, tending their flocks during the 
milking season before harvesting their wheat 
and barley. By July or August everyone is 
back in the highlands (a trip usually of not 
more than 20 or 30 kilometers) for fig and 
date harvest. During the fall, the men return 
alone to the plain now and then to plough 
and sow the winter grain. In December 
through February olives are harvested and 
dams are repaired. During this sedentary 
period, most people live in one of two kinds 
of subterranean dwelling. The first is com
pletely below ground level, including the 
open central courtyard; it is most common in 
the Matmata region in Tunisia and Garian in 
Libya. The second is only partly 

COllsuuction at a ghorfa, the long narrow 
sU ucture used as a cell in gl a/la/ ies, 01 standing 
alone as above-gl ound auxilia/ y buildings 

SoU/ce Louis 1975, Plate IX 

subterranean - courtyard walls, storerooms 
and stables are built on a level terrace along 
a cliff face into which dwelling rooms are 
dug in a cave-like fashion. 

In the first case a pit for the central court, 
perhaps 10 to 12 meters deep and 5 to 10 
meters on a side, is dug into the local red 
soils. A sloping entrance tunnel comes next, 
curved for privacy Next the rooms them
selves are hollowed out, like spokes radiat
ing from the open courtyard. Each married 
couple of the extended family household has 
its own dwelling room, measuring about 5 
meters by 7 meters; it is built when sons 
marry. Behind the dwelling room is a small 
back room, used for storage, or when a son 
marries, as a ritual room secluding the bridal 
couple during the first week of marriage. 
Storerooms and animal shelters complete 
the complex. In Matmata rooms are often 
dug at two levels; when an upper room is 
used as a granary, it has a chimney to the top 
surface through which fruits or grain may be 
stored. 

The second type of underground dwelling is 
more widespread, as is the landform that 
makes it possible. When alternating strata of 
hard and soft sedimentary rocks have 
weathered into stepped terraces and cliffs, 
the hard surface of the terrace supports a 
courtyard and conventionally built store
room; the soft layer over it presents a cliff 
face into which dwelling rooms are 
excavated, side by side Each dwelling room 
is 7 or 8 meters deep, 3 or 4 meters wide, 
and 2 meters high. Again, a small storeroom 
lies behind. 

While private dwellings are usually incon
spicuously lined against a cliff face or sunk 
into the earth itself, enormous fortified 
granaries and citadels stand prominently 
against the skyline or sprawl across the plain. 
The collective granaries of this area are built 
up of the same barrel-vaulted structures that 
make up the few above-ground villages - but 
stacked and multiplied into great structures 
containing hundreds of individual cells 
around a central courtyard. A caretaker 
guards the central stores which each house
hold owns its own cells; only limited supplies 
are kept at home. 
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Sudan: Kababish Tents 

The Kababish Arabs herd camels, sheep and 
goats across the sandy plains and wadis of 
northern Kordofan in the Sudan. Their cycle 
of migrations is a complex set of seasonal 
movements in which the main herds of camels 
and sheep, along with their herders, are forced 
to travel separately from the family tents in 
order to make the best of limited pasture and 
water. Because the Kababish sell livestock and 
buy millet flour ;lld other household and 
personal necessities, trips to market centres 
and cultivating villages must be included in the 
schedule of movement. 

Small groups of tents often camp together. 
Though they tend to be closely related 
tfuough ties of kinship, the clusters are not 
stable and may separate when the next move 
is made - a pattern typical of highly mobile 
pastoralists. During the driest season, when 
camps depend on wells dug out yearly at a 
limited number of well-centres, the tents may 
cover an area 0.5 to 16 kilometers in radius, but 
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Camping cluster of the Kababish Arabs 

Source Asad 1970, fig 5 

remain clustered into small, spatially discrete 
groups. The larger well-centres have small 
permanent settlements, including dispen
saries, schools and shops. 

The tents in each cluster are arranged more or 
less linearly, fronts facing east. Whenever 
possible the tent is pitched under a bush or 
tree for shade (summer temperatures reach 
50°C). In front of the tent, a little to the right, 
is the cooking fire with a brushwood enclosure 
to discourage domestic animals from reaching 
the food. Waterskins and other possessions 
hang on nearby bushes or trees. 

Like the Bedouin black tent, the Kababish 
tent has a roof of woven strips crossed by 
tension bands, but the wooden frame appears 
to be closer in type of North African mat and 
skin tents like those of the Tuareg. Most other 
tent-dwellers, including other camel nomads, 
weave their tent covers of goat hair; the 
Kababish are unusual in weaving camel hair 
instead. Tent strips last only about four years 
(which is true of goat hair as well) so a new 
strip is added yearly to replace the wornout 
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• 

kitchen 

• • 

Plan of a Kababish tent 

Source' Couchaux 1980, fig 111 

strip. Light goat hair cloth flaps hang at the 
back and sides and are sometimes raised and 
tied to the guy ropes like awnings, proving 
even more shade. 

The interior of the tent is not so clearly divided 
into male and female domains as in Bedouin 
tents, though the rear of the tent is the more 
private and the front the more public. The 
family's dismountable bed, leather storage 
sacks and bags, the woman's camel-litter 
frame, and hanging utensils and decorations 
:fill the back of the tent. When male visitors 
are entertained the bed can be concealed 
behind a curtain and the women concealed 
behind the large litter frame. 

Women own the tents, which they have 
woven themselves. They also spin wool, 
construct the bed and make leather decora
tions which they own as well, though husbands 
or fathers supply all the materials. Women 
also take down tents and put them up again. 
In fact, for a man to head a household of his 
own, he must be related to a woman in whose 
tent he can live (usually his wife, but some-
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times a sister or other unmarried female 
relative until he can marry). 

When a couple marries, a temporary bridal 
hut is set up in front of the bride's mother's 
tent - a pole framed cube draped with coarse 
white cloth. For a variety of economic and 
social reasons, bride and groom must often 
remain with their respective parents' house
holds after marriage, sometimes for several 
years, until they are in a position to set up a 
household of their own. Though they cannot 
share a tent with either of their parents, the 
groom may visit the bride in her bridal tent 
until they move into a proper dwelling tent 
when, amid more celebration, the marriage is 
considered complete. Thus, at marriage, 
couples set up housekeeping on their own. 
Two married couples never share a tent; nor 
do co-wives, who have separate tents 
(polygamy is not common). Even though each 
nuclear family has its own tent, it does not 
necessarily have enough animals and labour to 
be economically independent. Hiring labour 
or forming herding partnerships with relatives 
are frequent solutions, but even herding 
partners do not necessarily camp together or 
work otherwise as a cooperative economic 
unit. 

Saudi Arabia: Multi-storeyed 
Dwellings of the' Asir 

The southwestern highlands are the coolest 
and best watered region of Saudi Arabia. 
Major crops are wheat, barley, millet and a 
variety of orchard fruits. Rainfall is adequate 
for dryfarming in many places, especially 
when aided by checkdams and terraces. 
Springs and wadis supply irrigation water. 
Although little social or economic information 
is available for the area, the houses of 
highland southwestern Saudi Arabia are 
worthy of some general comments. Like the 
better known dwellings of Yemen to the 
south, they tend to be multi-storeyed. White 
plaster around windows and doors and 
crenellated roof parapets serve both as decora
tion and as protection against erosion. As in 
the Yemen, rural design in the 'Asir of Saudi 
Arabia repeats, in a rougher form, many traits 

House from near Abha The base is of stone, 
upper levels me mud with slate coU/ses. The slate 
projects slightly, plOtecting the mud from rain 

Source' after King 1976, fig 8 

common in more urban settings, such as 
latrines and bathrooms with outside drainage 
(in 'Asir boxes protruding beyond the exterior 
wall) and the tendency to expand vertically 
rather then horizontally. 

The shape, height and plan of houses vary, 
and construction materials often differ even 
from village to village. All, however, are built 
of stone, packed mud, and/or mudbrick. 
Houses are rectangular and contain one or 
more rooms on each floor with a single 
entrance to the buildiQg - in contrast to 
courtyard houses where each room opens 
onto a common unroofed space. Spatial 
arrangements vary, but in larger houses where 
there are several storeys, the lower one or two 
are stables and storerooms, the next living 
rooms and kitchen, and the top (sometimes 
added later) the guesthouse, with openings on 
several sides for light and view. 

Around the central town of Abha, where 
building materials are stone and mud, walls 
are weatherproofed from the heavy rains by 
projecting slate courses at half-meter intervals 
between courses of packed mud. The over
hanging slates slope downward so that the rain 
does not run down the walls and melt the soft 
mud of the area. 

Thil d floor plan 
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Source LelVcock 1976, fig 1 
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An eyecatching feature of the highland land
scape is the tall defensive tower - whether a 
narrow, isolated watchtower on a hilltop, a 
refuge tower in the middle of agricultural 
fields, or a residential tower-house surrounded 
by lower village dwellings. Except for their 
height, which can reach 5 or more storeys, 
these resemble the more ordinary domestic 
dwellings of each locality; they reflect the 
greater insecurity of an earlier period. 

Oman: Palm Dwellings 

The coastal plain of Batina, to the west of 
Muscat along the Gulf of Oman, is charac
terised by extreme heat during much of the 
year. Extended periods of high humidity but 
low precipitation are broken by frequent 
sandstonns and occasionally torrential rains. 
A narrow strip of cultivated land produces 
quantities of dates, along with lemons, hazel
nuts, cotton and vegetables, irrigated by well 
or artificial underground channels (fa/aj). 
Most villages are agricultural, though some 
depend on fishing or cattle breeding. In the 
rural hamlets households tend to be large, 
comprising several related families in a single 
courtyard. Each family has its own dwelling 
rooms, but shares a kitchen, bath house and 
guesthouse where these have been added. 

The very minimal unit is a pitched-roof 
all-purpose room of acacia and palm poles and 
stems. Ideally, two other units are attached to 
the north wall of the living room - a 
flat-roofed room for summer living and a 
pole-roofed open gallery. Only the largest 
compounds have storerooms. Cooking can 
take place outdoors, but a small free-standing 
kitchen is sometimes built. The dwelling 
quarters are usually at the south of the 
courtyard with their backs to the south
westerly wind stonns. A well supplies domes
tic water; small enclosures (near or around the 
well) provide privacy for bathing, sometimes 
with separate enclosures for men and women. 
A guest house of special design, flat-roofed 
and latticed, is placed so that the entrance is 
just outside the entrance to the compound 
itself. It is usually added last, after other 
domestic needs have been met and when the 
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Saaf house in Seeb 

Source Abdulac 1977, fig 11 

Elevation of two houses built of"Saaf" in Barka 

Source Abdulac 1977, fig 7. 
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Source Abdulac 1977, fig 10 

family can better afford one. 

Shade, openings to the sea breezes and 
protection from violent windstorms are 
primary design requirements along the north 
Oman Coast. A short distance inland, where 
the humidity is lower and day-night tempera
tures fluctuate more widely, thick-walled 
stone or mudbrick buildings are more appro
priate. On the rural coast, however, light pole 
and lattice construction better suits the micro
climate and takes advantage of commonly 
available local materials. 

The basic frame of these structures consists of 
horizontal roof poles lashed to upright posts. 
Roofs and walls are panels of palm stems 
arranged in a parallel layer or worked into an 
open lattice; these panels are assembled 
separately before attached to the frame. A 
pitched double-layered palm roof provides 
protection from rain; protection from wind is 
met by reinforced comers of stone or mud
brick for structural resistance, by the orienta
tion of the buildings and courtyards and by the 
addition of cloth drops over windows and 
lattices. Poured cement or cement blocks in 
adaptation of this type of wooden construction 
have begun to appear; so far most maintain 
many of the design principles of the more 
traditional compounds 
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Arabia: Black Tents 

The pastoral nomad's black tent is widely 
distributed across the Middle East from North 
Africa to Afghanistan, with a great number of 
variations on a main theme of woven hair roof 
and walls, wooden supports and rope guy
lines. The heartland of the black tent, 
however, is the desert country. of the Bedouin, 
from Arabia and Sinai into the interiors of 
Israel, Jordan, Iraq and Syria- a land with 
little or no permanent water and meager 
rainfall At the fringes of settled areas and 
deep into the desert where settlement would 
be impossible, Bedouin nomads use sheep, 
goats, and especially camels to exploit the 
sparse vegetation and provide themselves a 
living with enough surplus animal products to 
trade in the towns for grain, coffee, household 
equipment and jewelry of gold and silver. As 
they move with their herds to new pasture and 
water, they transport all their belongings -
tents included - on the backs of camels. 

Bedouin encampments are not permanent 
groups of people who always travel together. 
They are formed, usually from among close 
kin or inlaws, by individual households who 
decide to camp near each other for an 
indefinite period of time, and who may well 
split up again when it comes time to move on 
Each tent remains an independent household 
which may consist of either a nuclear family or 
an extended group consisting of parents and 
their married sons. 

The structure of the tent has developed to suit 
changing conditions of weather and location. 
Set up with its back to the wind and its side 
walls up or down in a combination of ways, it 
may be adjusted to heat or cold, wind or lee. 
Though of porously woven goat hair, the tent 
fabric swells in the rain and, aided by the 
natural oiliness of the material, proves more 
or less waterproof to brief desert showers. 
Bedouin tents are usually pitched flat and low 
against the wind and sun - in wetter, 
mountainous areas, they are steeply pitched to 
let the rain run off 

Each tent has at least a single curtain dividing 
it into two halves - the left side for women 
and their domestic activities, the right side for 
guests and male socialising, including coffee-

Some details of pitching a black tent 

Source Couchaux 1980, fig 105,106,107,108 

front of the tent 

o ashes 

Plan of the activity areas inside a black tent 

Source Couchaux 1980, fig 78 

drinking and sharing news about pasture, 
animals and politics. The female side, which is 
curtained off into as many units as there are 
individual family groups, contains all the 
cooking and domestic equipment, the hearth, 
storage bags for food and clothing and rolls of 

bedding. The men's side of the tent is spare, 
except for the decorated divider curtain, rugs 
or cushions, coffee-making equipment and 
perhaps the owner's camelsaddle. Like the 
mudif of the settled marsh-Arabs (see Iraq), 
the guest tent is a place of symbol and ritual; 
hospitality, even to one's enemy, is a sacred 
obligation. 

Unlike the yurt, (see Afghanistan) the frame 
of a black tent Cannot stand alone, but 
depends on the weight of the roof to keep it 
upright. The frame consists of central and 
auxiliary poles on which the roof rests under 
tension provided by guy-ropes attached to 
bands sewn across the fabric of the roof. The 
roof and walls are woven strips sewn together 
length-wise. Some Bedouin weave their own, 
others buy strips woven in towns and villages 
by hand or, increasingly, by machine. Women 
frequently own the household tent; even when 
they do not, they are often the ones who set 
up and break camp. 
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Iraq: Marsh Dwellings 

The lower basin of the Tigris-Euphrates River 
system is a land of permanent lakes, low lying 
marshes and shifting river channels - all of 
which flood yearly. These extensive wetlands 
are produced by the accumulation of runoff 
from upstream rather than local rainfall, which 

is only about 200 millimetres per year. These 
rains fall only in the winter when night 
temperatures may drop below freezing; 
summers are extremely hot - often over 48°C 
by day, though colder at night. Not all of 
southern Iraq is wetland, however, and dry 
areas are found along river banks, marsh 
borders and in stretches of desert between the 
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The first type of reed construction 

Source Heilllich 1933, fig 4 

Plan and section of a reed-bundle tunnel hut The family qumters me to the left, the guest-room to the 
right, with its own doO/. 

SOUlce Heilllich 1933, fig 3 

two main rivers 

In this watery world there are three main ways 
to make a living: agriculture (largely based on 
rice, grain and cattle), reed gathering and 
water buffalo breeding. Salt extraction and 
canoe building are other important activities. 
Settlements on dry land consist of villages of 
30 to 300 dwellings clustered at the river's edge 
or next to agricultural land; islands in the 
marshes may hold similar numbers of huts. In 
wetter areas artificial islands of reed and mud 
are built; the wettest residences of all are 
floating platforms poled about like house
boats. 

The second type, in this case a guest-house 
(mudif) 

Source Petherblidge 1978,20 

The thil d type of construction, with mud walls 
and a leed-framed lOaf 

Source Heinrich 1950, fig 5a 
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Three kinds of dwellings are characteristic of 
southern Iraq, all of which depend to a greater 
or lesser degree on the ever-present giant 
reed, along with other kinds of vegetation. 
The first is a mat-roofed structure with a 
centre ridgepole supported by two forked 
bundles of reed The pole and mat sides may 
be daubed with mud. These huts are often 
used as cattle byres erected beside the second 
type of structure, a long round roofed "tunnel 
hut" built entirely of reeds and matting. For 
this structure, giant reeds are gathered and 
tied into bundles some 35 to 70 centimeters in 
diameter and 3 to 5 meters long Three to nine 
pairs of bundles are then set upright in parallel 
rows with their tops bent over and lashed 
together for the building' arched supports. 
Slim transverse bundles tie the arches together 
lengthwise and complete the frame, which is 
covered with large reed mats The end doors 
alternate in use - opening toward the south 
in winter and toward the north in summer. 
Like tent walls, these mats may be lifted at the 
bottom for ventilation or sealed down for 
warmth 

If several families live together, or if animal 
quarters are to be included, the doorway 
moves to the centre of the long side, and a 
partition divides the two halves of the 
building. Sometimes part of the structure is 
partitioned off entirely from the domestic side, 
and turned into a male guest-house (mudif) 
More renowned, however, is the in
dependently standing guesthouse, hosted and 
owned by the leader of the local tribal unit, 
and built at his direction by all the members of 
the clan or lineage. These finer, larger 
versions of the ordinary dwelling are some
times 30 meters long (perhaps 17 pairs of 
arched bundles) and 3 to 5 meters wide; they 
last 15 years when well maintained. Used 
exclusively by men of the clan or lineage and 
their guests, the guesthouse is the social centre 
of the community, a place for community 
business and gossip, a centre for marriages, 
funerals and religious rituals, a sanctuary for 
offenders and a place for swearing oaths and 
making wishes. Today it is being replaced by 
commercial coffee houses as western ways of 
working and socialising replace traditional 
customs. 

The third type of construction is a more 

permanent mud-walled version of the tunnel
hut; it is found in dry areas where dampness at 
the foundation is not a problem. Ideally, a 
household's compound contains a dwelling 
house with an attached or separate guest
house, a sleeping platform for the hot 
weather, and a bread oven, the whole 
surrounded with a mud enclosure wall. The 
walls are built of packed mud, 80 to 90 
centimeters high. Reed bundles are inserted 
into the side walls and bent into bowed arches 
over which roof mats are placed. The end 
walls continue up to meet the top of the roof. 
Small holes pierce the mud walls to draw 
summer breezes through the room: in the 
winter they are plugged with straw. 

Syria: Beehive Dwellings 

The plains of Northwest Syria lie between 
cooler, more humid mountains to the west 
and a vast interior desert to the east. On the 
treeless plains, steppe vegetation dominates 
the landscape - rainfall averages 200 to 400 
millimeters per year, just within the range 
where dry farming is possible. The domed 
dwellings of the numerous agricultural villages 
are of a special type sometimes known, 
because of their conical form, as "beehive". 
Even small structures like bins, chicken houses 
and well-houses take this shape. Occasionally 
other house forms are used as well- those with 
flat roofs, ridge-roofs or a modified flat-
topped dome - but beehive domes are by far 
the most characteristic. Repeating units are 
joined together to form courtyard houses 
which are in tum crowded into nucleated 
settlements. Building a complete compound 
often takes place over a period of years, as the 
family grows and time and money permit. 

Only the guesthouse (when the family can 
afford one) is flat-roofed; such construction 
carries greater prestige as well as expense, 
because the roof-beams must be imported. 
Each domed roof rests on a square 
(occasionally round) base of mudbrick or 
stone, 3 by 3 meters to 5 by 5 meters in 
interior dimensions. Walls about 80 centi
meters thick support the corbelled brick 
dome, built by spiralling overlapping circles of 

brick to an interior height of 3.5 to 4.5 meters 
at the room's center. Unlike Iran, where a 
variety of ways to build domes and vaults 
exist, here the corbelled form alone appears. 
All units, therefore, must be square in plan; 
when a longer, larger room is needed, two 
side-by-side units are joined by opening a 
large shared archway, incorporated at con
struction for future expansion. The sharp rise 
of the dome precludes use of the roof for 
activities such as sleeping, but courtyard 
platforms 1 to 2 meters high make summer 
sleeping more comfortable. 

View of the underside of a roof dome 

Source' Yagi 1980, fig 26 

mud brick 

Section through a beehive house 

SOUice Yagi 1980, fig 26 
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The role of kin groups varies; some villages are 
complete tribal sections, while others are not 
tribal at all. In the same way, cooperation in 
construction varies from mutual aid groups 
who exchange labour but receive no pay, to 
hired labourers and specialists. Women help 
in construction, especially in the plastering and 
building of shelves, storage bins and final deco-

House in Azmie, North Syria 
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ration. A large structure takes 4000 to 5000 
bricks about 25 x 46 x 7.5 centimeters in size; 
walls are usually 1 Y2 bricks thick and are kept 
plumb only by eye. When a team of workers 
are available, a unit can be finished in ten days 
to two weeks, not counting the preparation of 
the bricks, for which drying time must be 
allowed 
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Plan of a courtyard house The main room is flat-' oofed, the others have double-domes 

SoU/ce Yagi 1980, fig. 28 

Turkey: Dwellings of the Anatolian 
Plateau 

On the interior Anatolian Plateau, winters are 
colder and summers are hotter and drier than 
on the Turkish seacoasts, grain replaces maize 
as a staple crop, and timber becomes scarce 
Villages are once again nucleated, their houses 
clustered together near water sources and 
irrigated gardens. Still, precipitation is re
latively high. The combination of local rainfall 
and snow run-off in streams and rivers, makes 
dry farming more reliable than in most of the 
rest of the Middle East. Land unsuitable for 
cultivation provides good pasture for sheep 
and goats. 

Houses are built to cope with seasonal 
extremes in weather. In summer heat, 
domestic activities take place in shaded court
yard or roofed verandahs; winter living 
·quarters are often next to or over stables to 
benefit from the warmth of the animals. 
Compound houses also tend to be attached to 
each other, presenting less surface to the cold 
winter winds. Preferred locations include 
sloping escarpments into which rooms are 
dug, simplifying construction and maintenance 
and modifying the wide daily and seasonal 
swings in temperature (Similar excavating 
techniques are widespread throughout the 
rural world). 

Though these houses have courtyards, they 
are not usually "courtyard houses" in the 
sense that each room opens on a central open 
space. Rooms often are at the rear or sides of 
other rooms and cannot be entered directly 
from the outside, though they may open onto 
an interior hall. Larger houses have several 
sleeping rooms, one for each nuclear family 
who otherwise share the dwellings's space. In 
most villages, at least one compound will have 
a guesthouse, reserved for men only, which 
has its own entrance separated from that of 
the family. It is often raised on platform, and 
of more elaborate design than the rest of the 
compound. Where there are two storeys, the 
guestroom is on the upper floor. 

Builders (masons, bricklayers and carpenters) 
are usually part-time specialists and may have 
to be brought in from other villages. Materials 
used in construction are mudbrick, stone and 
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A more nucleated village, also in Central Anatolia 

Source Peters 1972,139 

to a lesser extent, wood. Stone foundations up 
to 1 or 1.5 meters protect the base of the wall, 
which may itself be of either stone or mud
brick. The length of the roof poles determines 
room size - usually not more than 3 to 3.5 
meters can be spanned without resorting to 
central support posts. Most of the wood used 
in construction comes from poplar, willow or 
mulberry planted for this purpose alongside of 
water courses; ideally the wood should be 
peeled and seasoned for a year after being cut. 
Verandahs, doors and window shutters are of 
wood. Doors are sometimes woven of willow 
and tamarisk (on the Black Sea Coast whole 
walls are sometimes woven in this manner). 

Turkey: Black Sea Coast Dwellings 

Turkey as a whole is wetter and cooler than 
most other Middle Eastern countries and 
contains extensive areas of highly productive 
agriculture. It is also very mountainous, and 
large areas are unsuited for any kind of 
agriculture but well suited for sheep and goat 
herding. Regional variation ranges from the 
mild and humid Black Sea Coast to the dry 
central plateaus and basins with snowy winters 
and hot summers. 

The mountains and plains of the coastal 
regions (the Aegean, Mediterranean and 
Black Seas) provide timber for house roofs 
and .frames, and sometimes for the entire 
structure, walls and all Along the Coast of the 

GlOund [l00/ of a house from the same village 
(shown as No /0 on the plan at left). The entire 
stluctwe is roofed 

Source Peters 1972, 133 

Black Sea, the general abundance of water 
makes it unnecessary for village houses to 
cluster at a water source, and farmsteads 
scatter among fields of maize and tobacco so 
they can be close to them and keep watch. 
Village boundaries are not always obvious, 
and fellow villagers may live far apart. The 
centrally located mosque, teahouse or market 
takes on a special social importance in situa
tions such as this. 

Along the Black Sea Coast, dampness rather 
than dryness is the problem. Some solutions 
are sloped roofs, floors raised over stone or 
wood pilings, and ventilating features. All 
these traits are found in the serander store
house, a freestanding structure designed to 
keep foodstores cool and dry. 
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Hillslope house in plan and 5ection 

SoU/ce Ozgunel 1970, fig 73 

'C/'"u 
FilstfioOl plan 
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Plan and elevation of a wooden storehouse 

Source Ozguner 1970, fig 61 
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Consl1uction details of a stOlehouse 

SoU/ce Ozguner 1970, fig 56 

elevation 

I 

infill elements 
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triangular framing 

Types of wall lranze and infill 

SoU/ce Ozgliner 1970, fig 26 
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Dwellings are also freestanding, without 
courtYards, and with several rooms opening 
on a central hall or common space covered by 
a single roof. Though all houses, seen from 
above, appear to be similar rectangular struc
tures, the variety of floor plans and of con
struction details is striking. There are many 
ways to build wood or combination wood and 
stone walls; however, they are of the two basic 
types. In one, the spaces between vertical 
load-bearing studs are filled with wood or 
stone to close the wall, sometimes in intricate 
lattice designs. In the other, horizontal logs or 
planks are notched together at the comers of 
the house so that by erecting the bearing 
frame, the walls are also built. Both stone
masonry and carpentry are trades followed by 
specialists who also build the region's many 
bridges. 

Iran: Flat-roofed Dwellings of 
Kurdistan 

Kurdistan lies in the northern half of the 
Zagros mountains, an area shared by 
present-day Turkey, Iraq and Iran. Although 
the mountains are better watered than the 
plains of Iraq or the central Plateau of Iran, 
irrigation with spring, river or artificial qanat 
water usually supplements dry farming. 
Villages are nucleated clusters of flat-roofed 
structures, often terraced against a hill slope or 
settled on the top and sides of a mound built 
up of the ruins of generations of previous 
occupation. The agricultural base is grain, 
fodder crops and a variety of other crops such 
as lentils and chickpeas. Many Kurdish 
villages are entirely transhumant, deserted in 
the summer when the occupants move off 
with their flocks to black tent settlements in 
the cooler pastures of the surrounding 
mountains. 

As in the case of domed settlements on the 
plateau, there is considerable variation in the 
way a household's rooms are organised into a 
compound. Two rooms are the usual minimal 
requirement for a family - a living room and 
kitchen-storeroom. To these are added sta
bles, pens and additional storerooms - often 
grouped around a central courtyard, though 

the courtyard, walls may be only waist 
high. Not all the rooms open onto 
the courtyard, however; often stables and 
fodder stores can be reached only through one 
or more other rooms or corridors. In some 
areas, much use is made of dug-out or 
suqterranean spaces - kitchen ovens and 
grain storage pits are dug into the floor, and 
cave-like warrens extend under the com
pound, housing domestic animals and ensur
ing a supply of dung for winter heating a 
year-round cooking. 

Living rooms are heated by korsi - wooden 
frames placed over the open hearth to support 
a canopy of quilts pulled up around the family 
as they settle down to eat, talk or sleep. 
Second storeys are common - for summer 
living rooms or extra space - and building 
them can provide room for a married son who 
would otherwise have to break away to his 
own separate compound. Open verandahs on 
these upper rooms provide cool shade. 

Sundried mudbrick, packed mud, and un
dressed stone are the building materials -
depending on what is available locally. Walls, 
built over stonefilled foundation trenches, are 
at least 50 centimeters thick, and are doubled 
when they must support a second storey Flat 
roofs are the rule, constructed of supporting 
beams crossed by thin branches, brush and 
earth, perhaps with a reed matting support 
The whole is topped by straw-mud plaster 
which must be packed down after rain or snow 
to prevent erosion and leaks. Large wooden 

Second floor 

Ground floor 

A two-storey courtyard house from the same 
village. The walls of the first floor me reinforced 
to support the upper storey. 

Source Kramer 1979, fig 5 4 

A courtyard house to the south of Kllrdistan in Luristan. An animal sheltel is dug out below the house, 
and the roofis used for a variety of domestic activities. 

Source' Development Workshop 1976 
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or limestone rollers, or trampling by foot do 
the job. 

In some areas of Kurdistan guesthouses are 
important social centres. The head of the 
village and other important men are obliged 
by their status to preside at them, and relatives 
or members of the village at large contribute 
to their running costs. In the absence of other 
public gathering places, they serve both as 
centres of hospitality and as council houses 

Iran: Gilan Dwellings 

The province of Gilan, on the south side of 
the Caspian Sea, rises quickly from low coastal 
plains to wooded piedmont and finally to the 
arid mountain slopes of the Alborz range
often within a distance of less than 50 kilo
meters. These differences in altitude and 
environmental zone generally correspond to 
differences in dialect, productive activity, 
settlement pattern, and habitation type. 
People of the densely occupied coastal plain 
depend primarily on rice growing and fishing; 
they live in individual homesteads scattered 
through the woods, and their houses are 
thatched with rice straw or rush. Higher up, in 
the wooded piedmont and mountain forests, 
groups of thatch or shingle roofed houses form 
small hamlets, and though rice, tea and wheat 
are grown, pastoralism is also very important. 
In the higher Alpine meadows, dispersed 
summer cottages are occupied by pastoralists 
who winter in the warmer regions below. And 
finally, the more arid south-facing slopes of 
the mountain range hold flat-roofed, mud
brick houses in nucleated villages resembling 
those of Iran's arid plateau. 

In spite of the variation in terrain and settle
ment (and with the exception of the arid 
slopes), Gilan habitations share a number of 
traits. Freestanding houses with gardens, 
courtyard, and outbuildings, are surrounded 
by low enclosure fences of live bushes, brush, 
or post-and-rails. Both the walls and the 
peaked roofs of these dwellings are wood 
framed and covered inside and out with mud 
plaster. Structures sit on raised foundations or 
even on wooden pilings to avoid moisture as 

-~'~. ~ ... ~..:. 

Views of several types of house, structure on bottom I ight is a granary. 

Source' Brombergel 1974, figs. 16, 18, 19, 20 
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Wall types (not to scale) (a) wood-frame with 
diagonal bracing. (b) notched logs and (c) 
mlldb,ick 

SoU/ce BlOmbelge/ 1974,fig 22 

Pyramidal roofframe 

SoU/ce BlOmbelgel1974, fig 24. 

well as insect and animal pests. Room use 
varies at different times of the year: people 
move upstairs or down, inside or out, accord
ing to the season, carrying their bedding and 
cooking equipment with them. Most rooms 
open either on to a covered verandah or the 
courtyard, though a single roof covers each 
structure. Each fenced complex of structures 
and work space is occupied by a single nuclear 
family - often joined by the married eldest 
son and his family who will inherit the 
homestead at the father's death. 

Unlike that of more arid settings, the 
structural material in Gilan dwellings is mostly 
of plant origin - wood, thatch and reed. 
Building wood frames for walls ana roof is a 
complex job requiring a specialised craftsman, 
though the preparation and finishing of the 
structures can be handled by family and 
friends. Using 6 to 10 workers, an individual 
house may take two weeks to several months 
to build, depending on the size and type. 

Iran: Domed Dwellings of the 
Plateau 

Most of the sedentary population of the 
Iranian Plateau live between foothills of the 
encircling mountain ranges and the barren 
stretches of the great central desert. The 
whole region is so dry (average rainfall is 
under 300 millimeters/year) that permanent 
settlement is possible at all only where artifi
cial sources of water - such as wells and 
qanats - produce a reliable year-round 
supply for irrigated crops. The resulting 
towns, villages and hamlets are of the oasis 
type: dense clusters of houses, fields and 
gardens separated from the next settlement by 
empty stretches of pasture or wasteland. 
Where there is sufficient water, it is chan
nelled from its source through walled court
yard gardens, past individual dwellings on the 
way to the irrigated fields below. Otherwise, it 
is Jed directly to the fields, and villagers draw it 
from the qanat opening for their daily 
domestic needs. Pastoral encampments of 
nomads or village transhumants take advan
tage of the extensive grazing lands between 
settlements, moving seasonally between 
summer and winter pasture with their sheep, 
goats or camels. 

Domed mudbrick rooms are the basic building 
blocks of this treeless plateau. Domed struc
tures are well suited to intense heat. In 
addition, when they are clustered in tightly 
nucleated settlements, the buildings shade and 
shelter each other from sun and wind; court
yard walls offer additional protection against 
wind and dust storms. Whole villages are 
sometimes walled; even when they are not, 
the walls of contiguous courtyards and houses 
present a solid face to the outside, a barrier to 
weather, strangers, and in many places 
encroaching sand. 

Each domed room is a separate unit, usually 
opening directly onto the compound's court
yard. Several rooms, arranged in a square, 
may themselves serve as courtyard walls. 
Another common grouping has two or more 
rooms flanking a roofed but open-ended 
porch or eiwan. This arrangement protects the 
side rooms from high, dusty winds and 
provides light, airy, summer living space. As 
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Elevation of a house in northeastern Iran. The 
roof is a barrel vault ending ill a half-dome 

SoU/ce Home n.d. 

Construction of a mudbrick vault 

Source Petherbridge 1978, 140. 

10m . 

Plan of a portion of a village in northeastern Iran 
showing the compounds of three brothers and 
their families (7, 15 and 19) plus the parents of 
aile of their wives (I 7). 

Source' Home 1980b 

elsewhere where summers are hot and dry, 
outdoor spaces are used for many activities in 
the summertime, and it is even possible to 
sleep on the flat periphery of a domed roof. 

Usually, each nuclear family occupies its 
own living room; several related nuclear 
families may be grouped within a 
walled compound and share cooking and 
storage facilities. Besides a living room, 
families also need storage rooms and stables. 
At their simplest, all these domed rooms are 
built the same way, and are relatively 
undifferentiated; it is their finishing touches 
and added features (such as hearths and 
feed-bins) that distinguish them from each 
other. Because they are unspecialised, they 
are often reused for purposes other than the 
one for which they were built. 

Walls are usually sundried mud bricks, 2Y2 
bricks thick, but may also be built of packed 
mud alternating with brick courses. Some
times they have stone foundations, but often 
they have no foundation other than the level 
ground. In hilly areas where soils are thin and 
gravelly, cobble and fieldstone walls with mud 
brick roofs are common. Niches and doors 
both begin as open arches; niches then receive 
a back wall one brick thick, leaving the 
recessed interior for storage and display. The 
little wood that is used is reserved for doors, 
door frames and window frames, though older 
houses usually have only glassless portholes 
which are plastered over in the winter. Up to 
this point, the house may be built by the 
owner and his relatives or hired helpers. The 
roof, however, is a specialist's job. It is 
constructed without framing of any kind, 
supported during construction by the 
adhesiveness of the mud mortar alone. Stone 
spacers angle the bricks at the proper curve. 
Square rooms usually have round dome or 
cross-vaulted tops; long rooms require a barrel 
vault or combination vault and half-dome. 
The whole building is protected with mud
straw plaster which must be renewed every 
few years - especially the roof and wall 
bases. 

Section through domed houses near Herat, 
showing simple wind scoops (bad girls) which 
provide summel ventilation 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980,161 

Schematic drawing of a village made up of 
domed units 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980,160 



Rural Habitats and HabitatiollS. A Survey of Dwellings in the Rural Islamic World 50 

Afghanistan: Qal'a 

The qat' a of Iranian and Afghan Khorasan are 
fortified multi-household structures, rec
tangular, two-storied, thick walled and 
towered. The smallest (perhaps 20 to 25 
meters on a side) hold only a single extended 
household; rooms line the inside walls and 
open directly onto a common central court
yard. The largest hold over a hundred resi
dents and are, in effect, small villages; each 
dwelling has its own private courtyard, and 
rooms extend out into the central interior 
space of the structure. 

Originally intended for defense, qat' a are most 
common on exposed valley floors and plains, 
next to or in the midst of irrigated fields. In 
contrast, hillside villages and those in narrow 
mountain passes are protected by virtue of 
their isolation, inaccessibility and compact
ness. In these settings qal'a are rare, though 
isolated watch towers are common. For a 
number of reasons, among them the pacifica
tion of the countryside by centralised govern
ments and a related decrease in local social 
stratification, qat' a are no longer being built in 
most areas but are gradually abandoned as 
they fall into disrepair. What makes them 
interesting in contemporary terms, however, is 
the variety of ways in which they solve 
problems of distributing activities and struc
tures within a circumscribed space shared by a 
number of related or unrelated households. 

Construction in the past apparently depended 
on powerful leaders or landowners who could 
command the labour required for building 
such massive walls and for working the fields 
which supported them. As described for 
central Afghanistan, the outer walls are of 
packed mud on stone foundations some 2 
meters thick. Pebbles rather than straw 
temper the mud, which is built up in tiers that 
narrow at the top. Towers not only add height 
(they are often 10 to 15 meters high) for 
look-out posts and for counter-attack, but lend 
structural stability to the long high walls. 
Overhanging courses of flat stones with a 
covering of mud, rounded to shed water, 
protect the sundried walls. Inside, individual 
rooms and dwellings are of ordinary sundried 
mud brick with mud/straw plaster inside and 
out - roofs are domed or flat, depending on 

Settlement plan of qal' a located on high ground 
beside the irrigation canals and cultivated fields 
of a narrow valley 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980, 127. 
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Plan of a qal'a housing a number of households 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980, 127. 

Section through a tab a knana showing the movement of heated air from the sunken oven through the 
subfloor chambel and out the chimney built into the wall The kitchen is on the left, the living room on 
the right 

Source' Hallet & Samizay 1980,141. 
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the locality. Internal arrangements vary 
according to the occupants' relationships with 
each other. Where a landlord or khan controls 
the property and fields, his own quarters and 
those of his relatives command the more 
private part ofthe qat'a to the rear, while 
tenants occupy humbler quarters in the front 
near the entrance. Ideally, a qat' a contains a 
water source so that in times of danger no one 
need go outside at all. When possible, living 
rooms face south to take advantage of the 
winter sun; the best location is against the 
inside of the north wall. 

The Khorasan qat' a can be seen as a large 
scale version of the familiar courtyard house of 
the Iranian Plateau. Other types of qat' a such 
as the large fortified dwellings of Wakhan are 
found in regions outside those discussed 
above. Wherever they are found, they appear 
as adaptations of the local house building 
tradition - including materials, design and 
techniques - to a demand for larger scale, 
defensible dwellings. 

In some of the qat' a and houses south of the 
Hindu Kush, an ingenious method of under
floor heating warms specially constructed 
living rooms called taba khanas. In the 
illustrated example, air heated by a sunken 
cooking oven is led through winding stone
lined channels beneath the floor of the taba 
khana before escaping through a wall 
chimney. The taba khana is efficient of fuel 
because it conserves the heat produced during 
cooking. Nevertheless, it appears only in 
wealthier households, probably on account of 
the specialised equipment required. It re
sembles the Roman hypocaust; similar 
examples are also known from China and 
Korea. 

Afghanistan: Yurts 

The yurt is a round, portable structure found 
mainly among the Turkic and Mongol nomads 
and transhumants of northern Afghanistan, 
Central Asia and Mongolia Known as kherga 
in Dari, kibitka in Russian and l1i in 
Turkomani, it is a more solid, warmer dwell
ing than the black tent of more mobile groups 

such as the Pushtun to the south Neverthe
less, in spite of its size, sturdiness and weight, 
it is designed to be knocked down and 
transported by animal back when needed. 
Unlike the black tent, it can even be lifted and 
moved while set up, because the frame is not 
driven into the ground and does not depend 
on the tension of the cover to keep it rigid. 
Again, unlike the black tent, it is well suited to 
cold wet winters - the frame permits the use 
of thick felt covers, and the whole structure 
can be sealed against the damp and cold with 
double wooden doors and wooden or thick 
grass and felt floors In hot weather the wall 
covers can be raised to catch the breezes. 

Yurts vary in size. The smallest (about 3 
meters across) hold a single nuclear family. 
The largest may be 6 to 8 meters in diameter 
and contain several families in an extended 
household. Among nomadic yurt dwellers, 
some 2 to 40 households join together in 
camping units, travelling with each other for 
anywhere from a few months to many years. 
Most yurt dwellers, however, are only 
seasonally mobile, more comfortable winter
ing in mud villages and summering in yurts to 
be near their fields or to be in their own 
courtyards. Others are completely sedentary, 
electing to remain in yurts rather than move 
into permanent houses. 

The lower part of the yurt consists of latticed 
wood panels that can be collapsed for tran
sport or opened out into a circular wall to 
which a reed matting cover and wooden door 

Struclllre and elel'ation of one kind of chapari 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980, 51 

Section through a typical yurt 

SOlllce Hallet & Samizay 1980,40 
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Elevation of a yurt 

Source Hallet & Samiza), 1980, 41 
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and frame are attached The felt roof is 
supported by slim willow poles inserted into a 
central circular crown which also serves as a 
smoke hole for the interior hearth. Even the 
most nomadic of yurt-dwellers buy the 
wooden parts, especially the crown and carved 
doors, from carpenters who live in villages. 
The Hazara Aimag scorch and polish the 
poles to harden them and preserve them from 
termites; their yurt-frames last up to fifty 
years. 

It has been said that the yurt is a tent that is 
almost a house. Yurt dwellers certainly are 
reluctant to give them up in favor of con
ventional houses, and continue to prefer 
them, even in urban suburbs, for their com
fort, internal spatial arrangements and flexi
bility in adjusting to shifts in weather. 

In many areas of Afghanistan a simpler and 
less mobile variation called a chapari is used 
both by farmers in their fields and by pas
toralists in their summer pastures. Although 
superficially similar to yurts in appearance, 
chaparis lack the central crown and latticed 
wall of the yurt and are instead shaped by a 
bent-pole frame driven directly into the 
ground and covered with reed matting or felt. 

Afghanistan: Wooden Dwellings of 
Nuristan 

North of Kabul, the forests and mountains of 
the southern watershed of the Hindu Kush 
provide timber for construction, valley 
streams for irrigation, and grazing for goats, 
but little flat land on which to build or farm. 
Most villages perch precariously on the 
southerly slopes of deep valleys overlooking 
tiny plots of terraced fields. These V-shaped 
valleys are extremely isolated from each other 
- travel between them is difficult in the best 
of weather and impossible in the winter when 
snow closes the precipitous passes Relation
ships between village groups have often been 
hostile and most of them speak mutually 
unintelligible forms of the local languages. 
However, these mountain people shared a 
common refusal to be incorporated into the 
political and religious system of the rest of 
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Site plan of valley showing sevela[ housing clusters 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980, fig 111 

Afghanistan and were not converted to Islam 
until the end ofthe 19th century. 

The basic economic unit in Nuristan is the 
extended family household. Members live as 
near each other as possible, sometimes in 
multiple units that appear to be single houses 
from the outside, though actually each nuclear 
family has its own house or apartment within. 
As each son marries, his father builds him a 
house nearby; the youngest son stays on in his 
father's house and eventually inherits it. 

The typical Nuristani house is a wood-framed 

two-storey structure, with living quarters above 
and storerooms below. The living room opens 
onto a verandah, beneath which hay is stored 
for winter fodder. On these steep slopes, the 
roof of one house forms an outdoor courtyard 
for the house above: roof tops provide the 
open space where foodstuffs are dried, fair 
weather activities are carried out and village 
meetings and feasts take place. Each house 
can be reached only by narrow ladders which 
in the past could be pulled inside, effectively 
preventing unfriendly entry. 
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A hill village in NUl istan Access to the houses is 
by ladder and rooftop. Ovelhanging gal/eries and 
platfOl ms are supported on timber posts 

SOUlce' Hallet & Samizay 1980, 78. 

Interior of the living room in a NUl istan house 

SOlllce Hallet & Samizay 1980, 92 

Landowners hire members of the landless 
artesan class to build their houses, though the 
lower rooms are built of stone by the owner 
himself. Neighbours and kin cut and haul 
timber for the upper structures, which will be 
built by craftsmen and paid for in goats or 
cattle The interlocking frame is notched and 
joined without nails, and the spaces between 
the horizontal wall members are filled with 

Structural isometric of the {OWeI storage mea of a 
Nuristan house 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980, 95 

Structural isometlic of the upper [lOOlS Two 
sepmate family quarters are at the back, a shared 
gallel y runs across the front in an an angement 
lesembling what is sometimes called a longhouse 
(see, e g., Borneo Longhouses) 

Source Hallet & Samizay 1980, 95 

stone and sealed with mud Inside, four 
columns support the wooden roof. Over the 
hearth in the centre of the living room, a 
lantern-style wooden vent allows smoke to 
escape. (These columns and vents are more 
crudely echoed in Badakhshan and Wakhan 
structures). The roof is sealed with flat stones 
and mud - as everywhere, melting snow 
must be shovelled off to prevent seepage. 
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Section and plan of a NUl istan house 

SOllrce Edelberg & Jones 1979, 111 
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Members of the craftsmen class also carve the 
elaborate designs for which Nuristan is 
famous. The motifs, whose display was for
bidden to the craftsmen who carved them, 
recorded military and economic achievements 
and therefore the owner's rank in the com
munity. Since the pacification and conversion 
of Nuristan to Islam, the right to display these 
symbols need no longer be earned, but the 
decorative tradition continues 

Afghanistan: Dwellings of the 
Wakhan Corridor 

In the far northeast of Afghanistan, the 
narrow Wakhan Corridor has particular house 
style of its own. The Wakhi, who number 
about 6000 on the Afghan side of the border, 
live in small hamlets of 2 to 35 houses each. 

The largest town, Khandud, had about 50 
households in the 1970's. Wakhi housing must 
take account of a harsh physical setting: it is 
designed to protect both animals and people 
from the bitterly cold winters and strong winds 
of this high altitude environment According
ly, hamlets are found in locations sheltered 
from the constant westerly winds as well as 
near pasturage, brushwood fuel and irrigation 
streams. 

Each house shelters a number of nuclear 
families and often contains 10 to 25 people in 
an extended household of three to five 
generations. The hearth room is the focus of 
domestic life. Its layout and functions are the 
same, no matter how rich or poor the 
household. Mud platforms are raised along 
the four walls, leaving a central depression. 
The kitchen platform opposite the entrance is 
the highest, perhaps 100 centimeters off the 
floor. The main hearth for cooking and 
heating is set into this platform and grain is 
stored beneath it The other three platforms, 
each about 50 centimetres high, are parti
tioned into private living and sleeping quarters 
for each individual nuclear family. The central 
depression is stepped; the upper level has 
additional fire pits and an ash pit below the 
main hearth. The lower level is used to store 
fuel and to shelter animals 

;' 

Plan and sections of a house in Wakhan The guest-house at the left has a lantern-style smoke hole, as 
does the family living 100m in the cenler The lest of the rooms me animal stables, storelOoms and 
worklooms 

Source Patzelt & Glancy 1978, 231 
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View of the same hOllse, I otated slightly counterclocklVise 

SOllrce Patzelt & Grancy 1978, fig 6 
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InteriO/ of a hearth room, or living room At the 
rear is the main hearth and kitchen platform, on 
the left a partitioned platform for one of the 
families, and further left the room's ently cO/ri
dar. The lantelll-style skylight and smoke vent is 
a feature fOllnd sporadically in a belt from TU/
key to Chinese Turkestan (See also Twkey 
Anatolian Plateau) 

Source- Grancy 1972, fig 30 

Some households have only this single room. 
Most households, however, surround the 
hearth room with stables and storerooms, 
which are built against the walls of the central 
room and provide even more protection 
against the winter cold. Entry is through a 
maze of doors and turns, which keeps the 
draft from penetrating to the interior. Family 
activities move to an attached verandah in the 
summer. 

Construction materials are stone, mud and 
timber. Timber is used to frame the stone and 
mud walls, for heavy interior roof supports, 
and for rafters and roof beams. The roof is 
insulated inside by layers of fagots, hay and 
mud, and protected outside by winter fodder 
stored on top. Hearth rooms are windowless, 
but a trap door in the ceiling can be opened to 
let light in and smoke out. 

Large fortified dwellings, the local equivalent 
of qal'a, (See Afghanistan: Qala) are planned 
and constructed in the same way as smaller 
houses but with thicker walls and with added 
features such as guestrooms and roof-top 
retreats complete with loopholes from which 
to shoot bows or rifles. 

West Malaysia: The Malay House 

The coastal lowlands on the western side of 
the Malay peninsula are a region of intensive 
wet rice cultivation. Because of the flatness of 
the plain, the abundance of rain and sheet 
run-off, and the long growing season, areas 
like Kedah, in the north, are among the most 
productive in all of Malaysia. In many areas, 
two crops are grown annually. 

Rural villages run in ribbon settlements along 
rivers, water courses and roads. Settlements 
often run into each other with no spatial 
marker from one to the next. In fact, village 
organisation in the social and political sense is 
so weak that in some cases villagers living on 
the fringes may be uncertain about which 
village they actually live in. 

Unlike most of the societies covered in this 
survey, the Malay of West Malaysia are not 
organised according to principles of patrilineal 
descent but are bilateral in their kinship 
relations. For example, both men and women 

Side elevation 

inherit equally so that a child is as likely to 
receive an inheritance from his mother's 
mother as from his father's father (or any 
other grandparent). Similarly, when it comes 
to residence a newly married couple may 
choose to live in either the bride's parents' 
house or the groom's parents' house. In fact, 
during the first year they often move back and 
forth between the two, favouring neither until 
the birth of the first child, when they set up 
housekeeping on their own, either at a new 
location or within the compound belonging to 
one set of parents (but no longer under the 
same roof). 

As would be expected, houses are relatively 
small and are designed to hold only one or two 
nuclear families, with perhaps an ageing 
grandparent or other unmarried adult. The 
main body of the house can be extended in 
several ways to increase the size and type of 
living space. Most common are a separate 
kitchen and bays added to enlarge the main 
room. The entire structure stands on posts 
which are not sunk into the ground, but rest 

Rear elevation 

Front, rear and side elevation of a Perak House at Kuala Kangsar 

Source labatan Senibina 
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Pelak House at Kuala Kangsar The house is 
typical of the houses where the anjung prall udes 
predominantly f/Om the rumah ibu (main house) 
and the I umah tangga at the side The jendela 
(long verticallVindow) p/Ovides excellent 
ventilation The traditional roof tile has been 
leplaced with iron sheeting 

Source labatan Senibina Axollometric of stmcture 
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15 fal\V111 be/<lkatt~ 

on stone, wood Or concrete plinths As with 
other wooden Southeast Asian structures, the 
method of construction has developed with an 
eye to future dismantling or repair, and 
depends on wedging, pegging and a system of 
mortises which can be disassembled if 
necessary. The steeply pitched roof is covered 
with a bound thatch of palm leaves. Wall 
screens may be of the same material, or may 
be of woven bamboo, beaten bark, or palm 
rib wickerwork. Wood paneling is sometimes 
used as well. 
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Section and axollometric of structure of a Perak House at Kuala Kangsar 

Source labatan Senibina 
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Village House Types in South-East Asia 

Source Freestone 1974, 42-43 
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Indonesia: Big Houses of the Karo 
Batak, Sumatra 

The Karo Batak occupy the cool, wet high
lands of northern Sumatra. Here, amid 
volcanic peaks, mountain slopes and highland 
plateaus, they raise cash and subsistence crops 
such as tobacco, vegetables, maize, coconut, 
and citrus fruit Except in the most remote 
areas, wet rice has replaced dry as a staple 
crop, and land use is intensive rather than 
extensive. 

The Batak are strongly patrilineal, and Karo 
settlements reflect their descent group organi
sation. Usually each village is made up of a 
number of clans who occupy separate quarters 
and maintain their own rice granaries, rice 
pounding buildings and, traditionally, charnel 
houses for the consecration of ancestral bones. 
Rice granaries, whatever their size (each 
house usually has one as well), are also used 
for purposes other than storage - meetings 
and discussions are held on the lower plat
forms, and unmarried men and older boys 
sleep in the lofts 

Villages are compact, often surrounded by a 
bamboo thicket to restrain pigs which are 
allowed to roam unpenned. They are not 
organised in any particular plan except that 
each house is oriented along the axis of the 
river, with the front facing upstream. The 
houses themselves stand about 3 to 5 meters 
from each other. Many villages contain both 
traditional and modem style houses. 

Traditional Karo houses are large and solid, 
providing quarters for 4 to 12 related nuclear 
families, or some 20 to 60 people Each 
nuclear family either has its own hearth or 
shares one with another couple. The house 
residents are not an economic unit except that 
they co-reside and sometimes cooperate in 
work tasks. A newly married couple 
customarily joins the groom's family house
hold for the first year, but quickly sets up its 
own independent unit. Other than the division 
of the floor into separate hearth areas, there is 
no internal partitioning to mark households 
off from the other. 

Houses are built completely of organic mate
rial, such as timber, palm and bamboo. They 
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Soulce Traditional Buildings of Indonesia 1973, Vol II 18 
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View of Karo houses. 

Source Kramel 1927, Plate IX, 1 

Elevation of a Karo house 

Source' Traditional Buildings of Indonesia 1973, 
Vol II 30 

Section thlOugh the same house 

SOlllce Traditional Buildings of Indonesia 1973, 
VallI 32 

i -., 
SOan 1m 

Detail wall section of a Kalo hOllse 

Source Traditional Buildings of Indonesia 1973, VollI 37 

are longlived in spite of the humid climate
wood smoke preserves the materials from 
termites and dampness, and the thatched roof 
grows denser and more impermeable with 
age. Construction depends on the availability 
of large timbers; 16 massive pillars, 35 
centimeters to 50 centimeters in diameter, 
support the structure's floor. The outermost 8, 
continue up to support the roof 4 on each side. 
The floor level is over 2 meters off the ground; 
beneath it the system is tied together by planks 
slotted into the support posts and wedged in 
place. In fact the entire house frame is built 
without nails and depends on wedging for 
rigidity; no crossbracing is used. Horizontal 
planks, laced together with palm fibers and 
broken only by small windows and doors, 
form solid curtain walls above the lower 
support frame. The doors and windows can be 
shuttered at night The lower part of the roof 

is hipped at a steep angle with overhanging 
eaves. The upper part is gabled at each end 
(and on all four sides in especially grand 
houses) for the ventilation of fireplace smoke. 
The whole is decorated in several harmonising 
ways: wooden parts are relief-carved in geo
metric shapes and painted in a wide variety of 
colors, fibre lacing takes the shape of 
attenuated lizards, and the matting covers 
over the gable ends are intricately woven in 
bamboo of several colours. 
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Borneo: Longhouses 

The island of Borneo lies in the humid tropics 
of Southeast Asia where annual rainfall 
averages 2500 to 3500 millimeters; in the interior 
the temperature ranges between 13 to 27°C 
with little seasonal variation. Apart from a 
marshy coastal plain of lagoons and river 
outlets, most of the island consists of deeply 
dissected mountain ranges and broken hill 
country, drained by a system of fast-moving 
rivers and streams. The interior is covered 
with extensive tracts of lush rain forests and 
prolific plant and animal communities. The 
human population, however, is sparse -least 
of all the major islands of Southeast Asia -
because local subsistence depends on shifting, 
dry rice cultivation. Under this type of cultiva
tion, only a small part of the land available 
and suitable for cultivation is planted during a 
given year; the rest reverts to untended 
regrowth in order to replenish the soil 
nutrients necessary for sustained yields. 
Ideally, in a setting such as this one, at least 
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90% of all fields will lie fallow and the human 
population will be small relative to the total 
occupied territory. Alternatively, great tracts 
of virgin forest may provide a steadily retreat
ing frontier into which the cultivators carve 
their fields. In either case, each planting 
season begins with cutting, burning and clear
ing virgin timber or secondary growth (hence 
the term slash-and-bum which is sometimes 
used). 

This system has implications not only for the 
numbers of people it will support, but also for 
the kinds of settlements in which they live. In 
Borneo, for example, a settlement (of any
where from a handful to several hundred 
people) is set up on a river front, near the 
fields currently being planted. With each new 
season, however, the planted fields move 
further and further away, until it becomes 
necessary to set up temporary dwellings 
during periods of heavy work. Eventually 
some or all of the villagers will dismantle their 
old structures and rebuild more conveniently 
located new ones, and the process begins all 
overa~. 

Among the Than and Dayak of Central 
Borneo, these settlements take the form of 
longhouse communities, villages composed of 
a single long wooden dwelling, raised 8 to 10 
meters high on log stilts, and constructed of 
ironwood posts, planks and shingles. This 
dwelling is actually a row of semi-attached 
apartments, each occupied by a single nuclear 
or extended family household. In spite of the 
physical appearance of the longhouse, those 
who share it do not usually form a corporate 
social unit such as a single lineage or clan. 
Instead, each resident household is an 
economically independent unit, free to re
move itself (along with its dismantled apart
ment) and join another longhouse com
munity. Changes in longhouse membership or 
arrangement are frequent, although the re
moval of an apartment from the centre 
inconveniences those on either side, who must 
bridge the gap and renovate the roof to keep 
out the rain. 

The number of apartment varies; some 
longhouses contain only a few, but some hold 
more than 50, stretching out 300 meters or 
more. Each individual apartment is one room 

wide, one or two rooms deep, and covered 
with a pitched roof. The floor is slatted so that 
trash and human waste falls to the ground 
below; scavenging dogs, pigs and chickens 
keep the area under the longhouse clean. 
When there is only a single room, it serves for 
cooking, eating, sleeping - all the family's 
private domestic activities. When there is a 
separate kitchen, it is either behind a room 
used as a sleeping compartment, or in a 
detached structure joined to the main struc
ture by a bridge. The peaked roof extends out 
in front of each apartment to cover a gallery of 
the same width. Unlike apartments, however, 
galleries are opensided; together, they form a 
single long space running along the entire 
front of the longhouse. Sometimes the floor 
extends out beyond the roof to make an open 
platform which also runs the length of the 
longhouse. Though it may be blocked off 
temporarily for private family affairs, the 
gallery is an area of general passage and public 
activity. It is also the scene of community 
feasts and ritual activities as well as the stage 
for public meetings led by the appointed 
headman of the longhouse. Nevertheless, 
each household builds, owns and maintains its 
own apartment, including the gallery section; 
virtually nothing is common property, except 
perhaps small items such as the entrance 
ladders. 
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