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Rural Housing in Mesopotamia 
Lessons from the past 

F or an archaeologist to attempt 
to write on architecture in an 
architectural journal is pre
sumptious and probably 
foolhardy. The excuse can 
only be that the archaeologist 

has one tool denied to the architect, a 
perspective going back something like 
nine thousand years. A review of the 
evidence for rural domestic architecture 
from the Neolithic to the present day not 
only reveals the range of man's response 
to the need to provide shelter for his 
family, but it also points to certain fea
tures which seem to be constants in the 
changing kaleidoscope of fashion. It is 
these constants which may be of some 
service to those charged with the daunt
ing task of providing appropriate housing 
at an affordable cost to the millions of 
people who live in rural areas of the Mid
dle East today. 

A lot of work has already been done 
on encouraging the provision of urban 
housing, but it is perhaps true to say that 
less thought has been given to the provi
sion of housing in rural areas, housing 
which, ideally, should incorporate mod
em amenities, but which is appropriate to 
the way of life: it should also be cheap to 
build, and provide the benefits of tech
nological improvements within an in
digenous social and artistic framework. 
In order to even attempt such a goal, it is 
necessary to try and determine what 
have already been referred to as the con
stants, the underlying parameters, which 
form this framevmrk and which can 
perhaps be identified by a survey of 
domestic buildings over the millennia. 
The universal constants are so general 
and so banal as to be almost useless for 
our purpose, but by looking at the evi
dence from one specific area, in this case 
ancient Mesopotamia, it may be possible 
to draw together some guidelines for that 
particular region. 

Early Dynastic cylinder seal§om the Hamrin val
ley c. 2,500 B.C. showing a seed plough in use. 
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It could be argued that the political 
and religious changes of the last two 
thousand years invalidate such an 
attempt, as the social climate may be very 
different today, but the thread of ecolo
gical and technological continuity which 
links the Neolithic farmer with his mod
em counterpart is a strong one, in spite of 
such major ideological changes as the in
troduction of Islam. In addition, there is 
no evidence for major discontinuities in 
rural housing, or in farming techniques, 
though there have obviously been impor
tant fluctuations in settlement pattern 
associated in particular with changes in 
the irrigation system which underpins 
agriculture in much of modem Iraq. 
Equally obviously there have been tech
nological advances in agriculture, but we 
should not forget that the seed plough 
was in use in Mesopotamia about five 
thousand years ago and that flint sickles 
continued in use into this century. It 
could be argued that the changes are 
changes in scale rather than fundamental 
alterations to the pattern of rural life. If 
the validity of an argument based on 
technological and ecological continuity 
can be accepted in principle, an 
archaeological perspective may perhaps 
have some practical value. 

Two of the earliest and best known 
Neolithic villages known in Iraq are Jar
mo, in the foothills of the Zagros moun
tains, and Hassuna on the west bank of 
the Tigris River. The first lies in an ecolo
gical zone rich in natural resources, 
wood, stone and wild animals, while the 
second is on the fringes of the Jezirah, in 
an area where rainfed agriculture is possi
ble, but the rain is somewhat unreliable. 
(The evidence for widespread early settle
ment suggests that the area may have 
been a little wetter in the sixth millen
nium). The earliest houses at Jarmo pre
date the invention of pottery and date to 
around 7,CXXl B.C., slightly later it is 
possible to reconstruct rectilinear, multi
roomed houses built of tauf on stone 
footings, the floors frequently being of 
mud plaster laid over parallel rows of 
reeds or straw. One house has a chimney 
with a flue in the thickness of the wall. 
Little evidence for roofing survives, but 
in view of the heavy seasonal rain it 
seems likely that a pitched roof was in 
use. Certainly timber was available for 
rafters . On the other hand, the roofs may 
have been constructed of mats laid on 
beams and covered with mud, a teclmi
que employed today in many parts of the 
Middle East. At Hassuna, in addition to 



the rectangular buildings, grouped, as at 
Jarmo, round a yard to form a sort of 
compound, there are the remains of 
circular buildings with vaulted roofs. 
Both round and rectangular buildings 
seem to have been domestic in character, 
though at both villages some of the 
rooms appear to have been used for stor
age and some for sheltering the animals. 
Apart from hearths, ovens and bins these 
buildings have little in the way of fixtures 
and fittings and suggest a flexibility of 
usage which is one of the characteristics 
of rural architecture in the region today. 
As a family expands, through marriage 
for example, extra units can be built, or a 
byre converted; if the family contracts 
due to death, or emigration, living areas 
can be tumed over to storage, or even 
rented out to others. Studies by Carol 
Kramer in Iran have illustrated this pro
cess well. The typical features of these 
very early villages seem to be the group
ing of units round a court or compound, 
and a flexibility of usage made possible 
by a rather non-specific design. 

Another village dating to the sixth 
millennium of the so-called Hassuna 
period was at a site called Yarim Tepe in 
the J ezirah. A number of rectilinear build
ings, are grouped round an open area 
carefully paved with gypsum plaster and 
located in the centre of the settlement. 
There also seems to have been a com
munal storage depot. Both these finds 
seem to point to the presence of some 
deliberate planning of the settlement even 
at this early period. Planning is also indi-

cated by a stone wall surrounding the 
even earlier village at Magzalia close by. 

Another good example of early vil
lage planning was found at Tell es Saw
wan, north of Baghdad, where a walled 
village of similar date was discovered. 
Inside the wall, and a moat, were a 
number of elaborately planned houses, 
T-shaped in outline, each with a court
yard, living area and work rooms. The 
domestic area and court were secluded at 
the far end of the building, entrance 
usually being through the work and stor
age areas. The individual rooms are 
small, not more than 3m X 1.5m, and 
there is evidence for external stairs 
apparently leading up onto the flat roofs, 
which may be presumed to have au
gmented the cramped internal living 
space. These houses are again loosely 
grouped round a central area, but there is 
no apparent plan in the way they are 
located within the settlement. 

The small amount of living space in 
many of the pre-historic villages from 
Mesopotamia is another notable charac
teristic and seems to go some way to 

explaining the importance which was 
apparently attached to the provision of 
extra, open-air spaces, usually court
yards, compounds or flat roofs. The fi
gure of 10 square metres living area per 
adult postulated by Naroll as an essential 
minimum, is not, it seems, a universal 
requirement. The study of ekistics de
monstrates that space requirements are 
culturally, as well as physically deter
mined, another consideration to be borne 

53 

Above: Plan of compound level IV, Hassuna, Iraq. 
Left: Reconstruction of compound in level IV, Has
suna. 
Below: Plan of the village of Tel es-Sawwan. The 
shaded area represents a compound. 

in mind by the modem planner, together 
with socially determined views on priva
cy and modesty, which also vary widely 
from society to society. 

During the second half of the sixth 
millennium, a new culture appeared in 
north Mesopotamia and further afield as 
well. It is known as the Halaf culture and 
is notable for the use of circular buildings 
of a sort already seen in small numbers at 
Hassuna and at Yarim T epe. The Halaf 
examples were made of tauf, or moulded 
brick, sometimes on a foundation of 
stone, the largest are up to about 10 
metres in diameter and they are vaulted 
with what are generally interpreted as 



corbel vaults springing from floor level. 
Some of these tholoi have rectangular 
annexes and it is tempting to speculate 
that some of these annexes too may have 
been domed. There are a number of vil
lages today in Syria and Turkey where 
egg-shaped domes can be seen resting on 
square or rectangular bases. At Harran, 
for instance, in the Arab village, multiple 
domes cover living quarters and stables 
alike. Around Aleppo similar houses are 
also found in some numbers. The tholoi 
in the Halaf villages at sites like 
Arpachiyah in northern Iraq, again seem 
to have been grouped in compounds in 
which many domestic duties were prob
ably carried out as bread ovens and 
hearths are located in them. Some of 
them apparently also had non-domestic, 
ritual functions. 

The technology involved in building 
these tholoi was certainly more sophisti
cated than anything for which we have 
evidence in earlier architecture. Today the 
making of moulded mudbrick tends to 
be undertaken by specialists, often 
itinerant craftsmen, but villagers will also 
make their own on occasion. The build
ing of vaulted roofs in Egypt is also 
undertaken by local specialists, but the 
expertise is passed from one generation to 
the next by a system of apprenticeship 
and no very sophisticated social organisa
tion is needed. Nor is any hi-tech equip
ment necessary. Hassan Fathy who has 
already described many of the ideas pre
sented here, has described this sort of 
system in operation in his book on the 
building of Gourna. It seems reasonable 
to suggest a similar system in the Halaf 
period. There is no evidence for full-time 
professional builders for almost another 
two thousand years, but the first steps in 
this direction were perhaps being taken. 

Better integrated, more sophisticated 
domestic architecture begins to make its 
appearance around 4,500 B.C and some 
of the best examples of this sort of hous
ing come from the region east of the 
Tigris, from the Hamrin valley. This is 
an area poor in timber and stone itself, 
but close enough to the foothills of the 
Zagros mountains to be able to obtain 
them relatively easily. In the Ubaid 
period, covering most of the fifth millen
nium, a string of prosperous villages was 
established along an important trade 
route through the valley. As in previous 
periods the houses seem to have been 
loosely grouped round a central space, 
but there are indications of some sort of 
social hierarchy within each settlement, a 

Plan of "Beehive" house at Harran, Turkey. 

hierarchy reflected in the plans of the 
houses. The best explored of these vil
lages is Abada, just south of Diyala river 
and excavated recently by S.A. Jasim. 
The houses vary considerably in size and 
in sophistication, the largest being an ela
borately designed multi-roomed building 
with a spacious T -shaped central area, 
which in this instance seems to have been 
roofed. There is a similar, smaller unit on 
each side of the main hall, at right angles to 
it, but reflecting the same design. It is 
suggested that the main hall was a public 
area, similar in function to the modem 
guest house, or the courtyard in other 
types of houses. It may also have served an 
administrative function, while the smaller 
units seem to be domestic in character. An 
administrative function for part of this 
building is also suggested by the finding of 
numerous small tokens or counters in this 
particular building. There was a stair in 
each subsidiary unit, apparently leading to 
the flat roof, but apart from occasional 
hearths and storage bins the rooms have 
no identifying features and it is not possible 
to attribute specific functions to each one. 
The other houses in the village are built on 
similar lines, but on a smaller scale and 
there are various special purpose areas, one 
of which seems to have been for stabling 
animals and another for storing grain in 
mat enclosures supported on wooden 
posts. 

Similar houses have been found in 
other contemporary villages in the valley 
and where the evidence is preserved the 
central area seems to have been roofed. It 
almost seems in functional terms, as if the 
courtyards of earlier houses were being 
roofed for greater comfort and conveni-
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ence! A survey of the evidence demons
trates clearly the careful planning of those 
houses with the major ones having a reg
ular stepped outline, the two wings of the 
building mirroring the plan of the central 
area although on a different alignment. 

The evidence is skimpy, but there are 
enough remains to indicate that simple 
rectangular buildings grouped round an 
open space continue to be built in parallel 
with these more elaborate examples. Like 
architects, archaeologists have until re
cently, been more interested in the 
monumental and the urban rather than in 
small farming communities. In exculpa~ 
tion, it should be said that early rural 
settlements are usually very difficult to 
locate as they leave little trace on the 
landscape. However, the remains are 
sufficient to make it possible to trace a 
tenuous continuity on from the fifth and 
into the fourth and third millennia. Then 
the chain is broken for lack of evidence. 
However, the presence today of in
numerable villages built on similar lines, 
with a compound for each extended 
family, built still of mudbrick with flat 
roofs on beams, mats and more mud, 
does strongly suggest that this break is 
more apparent than real and should prob
ably be explained by the vagaries of 
archaeological exploration rather than by 
a genuine hiatus. 

Modem ethnographic evidence shows 
that the basic rectangular unit is very ver
satile, it can stand alone or be physically 
linked to its neighbour by party walls or 
by a communal stair. It is capable of 
almost indefinite multiplication and in 
this respect is far more versatile than a 
circular unit. It can be used for a wide 
variety of purposes and the technical skills 
required to build it are well within the 
capabilities of most small communities 
with the building materials available free, 
or at minimum cost. Light and ventila
tion are provided by the door and can be 
improved by knocking bricks from the 
walls in order to take advantage of the 
prevailing wind. The holes created in this 
way also provide a pleasant decoration 
breaking the monotony of a flat, un
broken surface. In the winter the holes 
can be stuffed with rags or spare bricks 
and plastered over again. The minimum 
number of apertures helps to keep the 
house cool in summer and warm in win
ter. The flat roof, as discussed before, has 
many functions, as a sleeping area in hot 
weather, for drying agricultural produce 
away from marauding animals and for 
social gatherings. Internal fittings are kept 



to a minimum as in earlier times, a niche 
or two doubling as cupboards, bins for 
grain storage, perhaps a hearth and poss
ibly a few shelves or hooks set in the mud 
plaster on the walls. Some rooms may 
have a plastered area where the hub or 
water jar stands, though water can be 
kept in the compound, sometimes in a 
specially constructed shelter to keep it 
cool. Extra ovens, indistinguishable from 
their prehistoric predecessors, are also lo
cated outside, with sleeping platforms, 
and troughs for the animals as optional 
extras. The main disadvantage of this 
type of housing is the lack of water and 
sanitary facilities, and the need for con
stant maintenance. Apart from these fac
tors, they appear extremely well adapted 
to the needs of their owners. 

The challenge today would seem to 
be how to combine essential modem 
amenities, especially clean water, with a 
tradition of building which has fulfilled 
the needs of small farmers for thousands 
of years. On the basis of the evidence 
quoted above these can be listed as: a 
cheap and easily available building mate
rial, a versatile and simple plan capable of 
construction by local craftsmen and suit
able to local climatic conditions. Both 
public and private spaces are required, 
though the public space can be a court, a 
compound, or a covered hall, and the 
amount of private space per person can 
be relatively small. There must also be 
space for animals, for storage of agri
cultural produce and equipment and for 
other domestic tasks such as weaving. 
The placing of buildings within the com-

munity should probably appear hapha
zard, and some facilities can be shared by 
the whole community as they always 
seem to have been. Such sharing provides 
the opportunity for important social ex
changes. A settlement of this type would 
use a lot ofland, but at present there is no 
shortage so this should not present great 
problems. On the other hand the provi
sion of improved building materials is a 
much greater problem. A possible solu
tion is to concentrate on upgrading the 
quality of the locally available materials 
and a good deal of work has already been 
done on improving mud-brick in order 
to make it impermeable and thus increase 
its lifespan. More needs to be done on 
protecting timbers and reeds against the 
depradations of insects. The introduction 
of running water and the need for better 
drainage adds to the problems, and tradi
tional methods of waterproofing with 
bitumen and gypsum plaster are also 
being examined. Yet these improve
ments should be attainable at a lower cost 
than that involved in the wholesale intro
duction of expensive foreign or indus
trially produced materials like cement 
and breeze blocks which have the addi
tional disadvantage of being less well 
adapted to the climatic conditions. 

The provision of appropriate rural 
housing is an enormous challenge, solv
ing it may not carry prestige in terms of 
critical acclaim or international awards, but 
in terms of improving health and living 
standards among some of the poorest and 
numerous people in the world it is a chal
lenge which cannot be ignored. 
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Left: Stairs to roof and wall 
bricks removed for ventilation 
injebel Hamnn. 
Far left, below: Village 
compound in thejebel 
Hamrin, Iraq. 
Left, below: Hub or water 
jar in its shelter,jebel 
Hamrin. 
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