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OSMANLI D¥NEMI ķAM KONUT YAPILARI MIMARI 

DEĴERLERININ CANLANDIRILMASI 

Yasmin Albakeer 

ÖZET 

Eski ķam'ēn ara sokaklarēnda y¿r¿rken duvarlarēndan gelen ge­miĸin kokusunu 

hissedebiliriz. Fakat eski ĸehirden ­ēktēĵēmēzda, ķam'ēn mirasēnē anēmsatan yapēlar 

yerine, batē mimarisinden ithal edilmiĸ yapē bloklarēyla karĸēlaĸēyoruz. ķam'ēn 

mimarisi, kültür¿nden uzak kavramlarēn kullanēmēnēn yaygēnlaĸmasēyla kimliĵini ve 

ºzg¿nl¿ĵ¿n¿ her ge­en g¿n kaybetmektedir.  

ķam d¿nyanēn en eski baĸkenti olduĵu i­in, tarih boyunca bir­ok Ķslam ve Ķslam ºncesi 

medeniyet t¿r¿ barēndērmēĸtēr. Ayrēca ķam'daki Ķslam mimarisinin kendine özgü olan 

tarzēnē yansētēp bug¿ne dek kalan pek ­ok ºnemli anēt bulunmaktadēr. ķam yapēlarēnēn 

kendine has olan bi­imini ve zenginliĵini Osmanlē dºneminde kazanmēĸtēr. 

Dolayēsēyla ķam'da var olan geleneksel konutlarēn ­oĵu bu dºnemden kalmēĸtēr. 

Bu araĸtērma, Osmanlē dºnemindeki ķam evlerinde uygulanan mimari deĵerleri, 

mimarlarēn ve inĸaat sektºr¿n¿n bu deĵerleri yapēlara nasēl uyguladēklarēnē, ķam'daki 

Osmanlē evlerinde varolan belirli deĵerlere gºre ķam konut mimarisini analiz ederek 

canlandērmayē ama­lar. Son olarak ise, ķam konut mimarisini, ºzg¿nl¿ĵ¿ne geri 

dºnd¿rmeye ve ķam kentinin kimliĵini canlandērmaya ­alēĸan bazē ­aĵdaĸ ºrnekler 

verilmiĸtir. 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler ; ķam, kimlik, canlandērma, Osmanlē dºnemi, konut. 
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REVIVING ARCHITECTURAL  VALUES OF DAMASCENE 

DOMESTIC BUILDINGS FROM OTTOMAN PERIOD  

Yasmin Albakeer 

ABSTRACT 

When we are walking in the alleys of old Damascus, we can feel the fragrance 

of the past included from its walls. Suddenly, when we exit from the old city, we find 

the blocks of buildings that have been imported from western architecture, instead of 

preserving the Damascene majestic heritage. Damascene architecture day by day is 

losing its identity and authenticity after the spreading of using odd concepts far from 

its culture.  

As Damascus is the oldest capital city in the world, Many Islamic and pre-Islamic 

civilizations passed through it. Moreover, Islamic architecture was very distinctive in 

Damascus, since there are many important monuments stand in the city to this day. 

However, domestic buildings had their unique style and gain their prosperity during 

the Ottoman period, thus the most of existed traditional houses in Damascus now are 

from this period.  

This research is an attempt to revive the architectural values implemented in 

Damascene houses during the Ottoman era and how the architects and builders manage 

to apply the architectural values to their houses, by analyzing the Damascene houses 

per specific values extracted from Ottoman houses in Damascus. Ending up with some 

contemporary examples that tried to apply the architectural values of Damascene 

house as an attempt to get the authenticity back and revive the Identity of Damascus 

city. 

Keywords; Damascus, identity, reviving, Ottoman period, domestic. 
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PREFACE 

The most common concepts in architecture these days are sustainability and 

environmentally, many architects are looking to employ these terms in their building, 

many of them forget during the design process the identity of the city. 

One of these cities is Damascus since architects thinking about the industrial heating 

and cooling system of buildings, while there are natural concepts had applied in the 

traditional buildings to gain and restrict the heat. I have a huge interest to revive the 

architectural values of domestic Damascene architecture especially houses from the 

Ottoman period. These houses applied great values to have perfect function and form. 

I am always thinking about how to employ the architectural values in the contemporary 

buildings to revive the authenticity and the identity of the city, this is one of the main 

objectives for me as an architect to reform Syrian architecture during the 

reconstruction stage in the future. 
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 INTRODUCT ION 

Cities were formed as an expression of social, material, spiritual and political 

conditions. The changes in these conditions from one city to another makes each one 

a unique identity. The importance of Damascus city comes from Many civilizations 

passed on Damascus before and after Islam, in addition, it is the oldest inhabited capital 

city in the world, moreover, it was the center of Islamic architecture. In 1979 the old 

city has been listed as a world heritage site. ñDamascus measures time not by days and 

months and years, but by the empires, she has seen rise and prosper and crumble to 

ruin. She is a type of immortality. Damascus has seen all that has ever occurred on 

earth, and still she livesò (Twain, 1911). 

When we are walking in Damascus, we can find two types of buildings first 

one blocks buildings and the second one is unique buildings that you can feel the 

fragrant of the past included from its walls. Here immediately you will be wondering 

why there are enormous differences between both types. If we go back to history, we 

will discover the reasons that led to the loss of a sense of beauty. 

We are as architects need to keep the soul of local architecture. When 

Damascene architects imitated western architecture, buildings were copies of western 

designs, and they forgot to put Damascene touch. After emerging of new materials and 

globalization day after day, Damascene buildings lost their unique style. In addition, 

new materials and construction methods contributed to increase using these methods 

to finish the buildings fast, especially since the population has been increased in the 

last decade in Damascus. Architect in need to update his knowledge and use novel 

methods in the design process. However, the architect is responsible for preserving the 

soul of heritage, culture and identity of the city by his designs. This research aims to 

extract the Damascene architectural values. Then give some local examples that 

applied architectural values. Firstly, through analyzing these examples and make a 

comparison to figure out how much these buildings have succeeded in implementing 

the investigated values. Finally, supplying some tables to make sure how much these 

buildings used architectural concepts and values. 
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1.1. PROBLEM DEFINITION 

After the population has increased in Syria serious problem has emerged to 

provide housing for people with ignoring the affecting on the natural and social 

environment. Between 1920-1945 Syria was based on the culture and religion of 

France during the occupation. The approach to urban design reflected the glory of the 

French government. The master plan of the city has been developed for large sections 

by wide boulevards and squares. The individual homes with outwardly oriented 

emerged according to the grid pattern (Al -Kodmany, 1999). Accordingly, the Islamic 

architectural values are diminished by western copies which are box blocks with 

ignoring the social, environmental, religious aspects. 

Since 1950 the Syrian architecture has become a hostage of endless debate 

constating on the connection among authenticity, modernism and renewal (Soufan, 

2018). Most of the studies on the city of Damascus are based on the study of the old 

city and its surroundings, as well as focus on buildings of historical value, and exclude 

the modern buildings. Moreover, many studies cared about the forms instead of the 

architectural values. All of the previous factors led Damascene architecture to fell into 

a circle of chaos, which brings us to inquire whether there is still a real presence to the 

Islamic identity of the city, as it was previously, under the pressures that are facing the 

contemporary Islamic cities. In general, in Syria, there is a necessary need for 

developing sustainable design approaches. Approaches that are appropriate for 

environmental design and living patterns. 

1.2. LIMITATION S 

¶ Time limits  

Damascus has been the capital of the Umayyad while its architecture derived from 

the ancestor. After a long Islamic history starting from Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, 

Seljuk, Ayyubid, and the Ottoman ruling, most of the stand existing Buildings in 

Damascus are from The Ottoman Period. Since Damascene Architecture gained its 

unique personality from the Ottoman era, the investigations of this research are based 

on this period. 

 

https://englishthesaurus.net/synonym/modernism
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¶ Spatial limits 

Many civilizations passed on Damascus before and after Islam. Moreover, 

Damascus is the oldest inhabited capital city and it was the center of Islamic 

architecture. Most of the significant architectural values derived from the Damascene 

house, particularly the Ottoman cared about the domestic buildings in Damascus 

during their ruling. For this reason, this research will analyze Damascene domestic 

buildings from the Ottoman period located in Damascus city. However, it will expand 

to the surrounding area of Damascus governorate in the practical phase which includes 

the contemporary houses examples. 

 

Figure 1.1: Location of Damascus and surrounding study area in Syrian map and colored by Author 

(Url-1). 

1.3. IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY 

Most of the literature reviews cared about historical and descriptive studies. 

Some studies used an analytical approach but without employing the results in modern 

and local architecture. Architecture gives each city its personality while in Damascus 

the modern buildings seem odd from the city. If  we want to revive the identity and the 

authenticity of Damascus city, the architecture of the city should express Syrian morals 

and architectural values. In addition, improving the built environment and care about 

climatic treatments and sustainability since it has been applied in old Damascene 
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buildings. Urban planning affects the city from two sides. Firstly, it impacts the form 

of the city by distributing the masses of buildings to gain urban style appropriate with 

city needs (security, economic, social, political). On the other hand, urban planning 

affects the shape of building both exterior and interior to form the architectural identity 

that reflects the values and sense of community. The architectural values referred to 

Islamic legislation principles (Constants). The interaction between Constants (values) 

and Temporal, spatial, political, social, and economic variables will create specific 

merits that give the Arab Islamic city its identity (Mousa & Habib, 2013). This research 

aims to highlight how to revive and reemploy the architectural values and concepts in 

modern domestic buildings to give Damascus city its glamour and unique style.  

 

Figure 1.2: Urban identity data from (Mousa & Habib, 2013) and redrawing by Author. 

1.4. METHODOLOGY.  

This study aims to analyze the Damascene buildings from the Ottoman period 

since the most remained and unique buildings are from this period. Moreover, 

providing some local examples that used architectural values and concepts in modern 

architecture. The methodology of this study will use an analytical approach as a 

research tool. Through the following four steps: 

First Step: Theoretical framework: 

¶ Brief history about Damascus city and its architecture. 

¶ The urban fabric of Damascus city. 

¶ Damascene architecture during Ottoman Period. 

Second Step: Analysis and inference: 

Variables

(Temporal, 
spatial, 

political, 
social and 
economic) 

Constants

(Values)

Urban 
Identity 
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¶ Extracting the values and concepts of Ottoman domestic building in 

Damascus. 

Third Step:  Practical Application: 

¶ Analyzing contemporary buildings in Damascus governorate and it is 

surrounding, to investigate the architectural values that applied in these 

buildings, then to highlight on these architectural values and employ them in 

the future houses. 

Fourth Step: Research Results: 

¶ Includes the main findings of this study and recommendations. 
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 DAMASCUS CITY  

Damascus is an ancient city of the Syrian Arab Republic, it is the administrative 

and political capital city, it is located on a hill 690 m high facing the Lebanese 

mountain (Khlaif, 2018). The land area is 105 km², above sea level 680 m, and divided 

administratively into sixteen districts (Khlaif, 2018). Next, this research will divide the 

history of Damascus city into periods to illustrate how each period has affected the 

city.  

2.1. BRIEF HISTORY OF DAMASCUS CITY AND ITS ARCHITECTURE. 

Damascus has been inhabited for more than nine thousand years BC according 

to the excavation in Tal Al-Ramad site near to the city (UNESCO, 2013). The 

researchers indicate in their books that Damascus is the oldest inhabited capital city in 

the world (UNESCO, 2013). The Arabic name of Damascus city derives from 

Dimashka possibly the etymology of this name comes from pre-Semitic (Rabbat, 

2020). 

The first time Damascus was mentioned by Egyptian hieroglyphic text as T-m-

s- q at Temple of Karnak, it was written that T-m-s-q is one of the Syrian cities and 

Thutmose III has occupied the city on his road to Euphrates (Abdin Y. , 2012). The 

common name is Sham, while in other Arabic sources they linked Damascus and 

IRAM THAT AL -IMAD (Colonnaded Aram) that mention in the holy Quran (Rabbat, 

2020). Moreover, its popular name is Al-Fayhaa which means the fragrant, this name 

is gained because of the fresh fragrant of surrounding gardens and orchards (Rabbat, 

2020). And recently it called Damascus the city of Jasmine flowers  because it contains 

many Jasmine trees in its neighborhoods and regions, so the smell of jasmine became 

part of its air (Khudur, 2016).  

2.1.1. Aramean Era (From 12th century BC) 

The biblical references and Assyrian records mentioned that Damascus became 

the capital city of an Aramaean in the first millennium BC (Rabbat, 2020). The 

Spiritual importance of Damascus has increased during that period and in subsequent 

periods by building the temple of Hudud God (Abdin Y. , 2012). Damascus was an 

important city in the Aramean period because in this period constructed a distribution 
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water system that contributes to increasing the population and growth of agriculture 

(Abu ghazalah, 2019). Damascus remained the center of trade and culture in Aram 

Syria (Abu ghazalah, 2019). When the Assyrian authority ruled between 732-572 BC 

Damascus lived A dark age (Burns, 2005). The history never mentioned rather the 

development in architecture nor urbanism during the Assyrian period (Abdin Y. , 

2012). By 572 BC Neo Babylonians controlled all of Syria (Burns, 2005). Later, The 

city fell into Persian hands in 539 BC (Abdin Y. , 2012), till Alexander the Greatôs 

Hellenistic Empire conquered Damascus in 333 BC (Burns, 2005). 

 

Figure 2.1: Map of Aramean settlements (Burns, 2005). 

2.1.2. Greek Era (From 333 BC) 

The Greeks reached Damascus and implemented planning methods in the city 

upon the existing Aramean city (Mansour, 2015). The general planning of Greek cities 

had the shape of a straight network according to the recommendation of Hippocrates 

to allow the sun to enter the houses (Waziri, 2004). In addition, each network included 

two main perpendicular streets in the center of the city, it was called (Agora) and its 

dimension was 45*100 meters (Mansour, 2015). The Greek Damascus was established 

within todayôs old city walls (Lababedi, 2008) figure (2.2). In house design, Greeks 

used the house with a central courtyard in general and they had two types: The first 

one central courtyard surrounded by a colonnaded corridor, the second one rectangular 
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reception hall carried on two columns preceded by an entrance that opens onto a 

courtyard (Waziri, 2004).  

 

Figure 2.2: Greek Grid of Damascus (Burns, 2005) and colored by Author. 

 

Figure 2.3: Greek courtyard house (Abbas, Hakim Ismail, & Solla, 2016) 

2.1.3. Roman Era (From 64 BC) 

Damascus in this period witnessed a doubling of population and that led to 

urban development (Mansour, 2015). Therefore, Damascus expansion was a necessity. 

New neighborhoods were constructed and enclosed by a fenced area in a rectangular 

dimension (Mansour, 2015). The city had seven gates, three gates in the north and two 

in the south and one in the east and the seventh in the west (Abdin Y. , 2012). The 

most important ones are in the east and the west because they were located on the main 

axis and are currently known as Medhat Pasha (Mansour, 2015). Also, the Romanians 

rebuild the temple of the city as a Romanian style in architecture and they called it the 
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temple of Jupiter (Abdin Y. , 2012). And the planning of the expansion city was 

constructed like the Greek network (Mansour, 2015). 

The Romans used the same style of Greek architecture with some modifications 

moreover, the Roman house was based on the old Mesopotamian principles, which 

used the inner courtyard and rooms opening on it without windows from the outside. 

They replaced the wooden roofs from Greek art by using vaults and arches (Waziri, 

2004). In the Byzantine era, nothing changed on the plan of the city. Whereas the 

temple of Jupiter converted into a church of Saint John and they created new markets 

(Mansour, 2015). 

 

Figure 2.4: Roman Grid of Damascus (Burns, 2005) and colored by Author. 

 

Figure 2.5: Roman Atrium house (Abbas, Hakim Ismail, & Solla, 2016). 
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2.1.4. Umayyad Era (From 661 to 750) 

The Umayyad era was the golden period that occurred in Damascus. The city 

transformed gradually into an Islamic Arabic city. Here Damascus appeared with 

beautiful style especially when Calipha Alwaleed bin Abdulmalek started his great 

architectural project by building the big Omayyad Mosque, which is still till these days 

as a landmark for Damascus (Rihawi, 1969). The Calipha has chosen the place of the 

Mosque because it had a long majestic history since in this place was built the temple 

of Arameans God Hudud and then in the Roman era it became the temple of God 

Jupiter, later it became a church in the Byzantium era (Abdulrahman, 2008). 

  

Figure 2.6: Umayyad Mosque (Abdulrahman, 2008). 

After the Urban development that occurred in the Umayyad period, especially 

in Damascus the capital of the caliphate, in this period the Islamic construction was 

enormous through building mosques, houses and palaces (Nassrah, 2018).  

The Umayyad palaces design confined to the open courtyard surrounded with 

arcades and enclosed by a huge solid fence without any windows and includes towers 

and big gates (Nassrah, 2018). The architectural art has been appeared to reflect the 

test and the values of Islam (Abdulrahman, 2008). The best example of an Umayyad 

house outside the cities was the western Hier (Alhier Algharbi) (Nassrah, 2018). It is 
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a huge house surrounded by high fences without openings, in the middle there is a 

broad courtyard surrounded by an arcade behind this arcade there are two stories 

contain suites. The Islamic factor was very clear on the design of these palaces and 

houses, it was closed from the outside while it is opened into the inner side of the 

courtyard (Rihawi, 1979). The palace contains marbled, stoned columns and wall 

drawings beside mosaic, inscriptions and ornaments which decorated the main gates 

(Nassrah, 2018). In this period, they had a feature in their palace buildings since they 

make the main facade of the palace oriented toward Qiblah (Makka). On the contrary, 

Mesopotamian architecture depends on angle orientation (Nassrah, 2018). 

 

Figure 2.7: Plan of Qasr AL-Hier AL-Gharbi 

(Western Hier Palace) (Behsh, 1988). 

 
Figure 2.8: Main Gate of Qasr AL-Hier AL-

Gharbi (Western Hier Palace) (Url-2). 

2.1.5. Abbasid Era (From 750 to 968) 

The Caliphate moved to Baghdad (Iraq) in this period. There were many 

changes that occurred on social, economic and political factors all these factors added 

new concepts on the buildings, their materials and their function (Kibrit, 2000). The 

best instance that gives us a realistic idea about the Abbasid house is Al-Ukhaider 

Palace that built during the Ruler Almansour period (Rihawi, 1979). We can find 

individual houses and in the center, there is a huge palace, the house consists of a 

courtyard and two suites, each one includes a broad hall like Iwan, on its sides there 

are two rooms (Rihawi, 1979). These rooms opened on the Iwan and then another 

opened on an arcade or the courtyard directly. 
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Figure 2.9: Palace of Al-Ukhaider ï Iraq (Al -Hafith, 2014) and colored by Author. 

2.1.6. Fatimid Era (From 968 to 1075) 

The historian Ibn Al-Jawzi said Damascus wasnôt working well under the 

Fatimid ruling because of social and doctrinal differences, most of Damascus dwellers 

left the city and the prices of houses became very low (Kibrit, 2000).  

2.1.7. Seljuk Era (From 1075 to 1174) 

People were more comfortable than in the precedent period, Sunni doctrine was 

prevalent since the Seljukian entering the city (Rihawi, 1972). The Seljukian prevented 

the occupation of Crusaders on Damascus (Rihawi, 1972). The most important 

characteristic of buildings in this era has contained Iwans with vast stoned vaults, 

opened on the courtyard from three or four sides (Abdulrahman, 2008). The Iwan plan 

derived from houses of Khurasan, this is why in the beginning it was applied in the 

Madrassa (Rabah, 2003). Sassanians used also the Iwan as a vestibule leading to the 

domed ceremonial hall (Rabah, 2003). The Iranians adopted the symmetrical 

cruciform plan (A central courtyard surrounded by four Iwans) practically in all their 

public buildings. This model can be traced back to the Parthian period (Herzfeld, 

1942). The best example of Seljuk architecture in Damascus is Bimaristan Al-Nuri 

(Al -Nuri Hospital). At that time, stalactites were used for the first time. As an 

ornamental and architectural element especially in the corner of the domes to move 

from square shape to circle shape(pendentives) (Rihawi, 1972).  
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Figure 2.10: Plan of Bimaristan Al-Nuri (Al-Nuri 

Hospital) (Herzfeld, 1942) 

 
Figure 2.11: The Entrance of 

Bimaristan Al-Nuri (Al-Nuri 

Hospital) (Herzfeld, 1942). 

2.1.8. Ayyubid Era (From 1174to 1259) 

Damascus was coming back to the international news as the capital of two great 

leaders Nour Aldeen and Salah Aldeen, in this period Damascus has a great and special 

place of glory and prosperity (Rihawi, 1979). The architectural movement was very 

activated in this era especially by expanding and renewing the rampart of Damascus, 

building castles, Hans, Mosques, baths and domed tombs (Yaghi, 2011). Many schools 

and houses were built for the first time in this style (Rihawi, 1979). This amount of 

novel buildings with different functions needs more new additions to the prevalent 

architecture (Abdulrahman, 2008). It was common to build a courtyard with a 

rectangular fountain and this courtyard was surrounded by Iwans excluding the niche 

place (Abdulrahman, 2008). The general plan of the schools was similar to houses, 

courtyard with a central fountain, surrounded by halls and Iwans, in the upper level 

there are a group of rooms (Rihawi, 1979). The most popular schools in Damascus 

were houses in the past (Rihawi, 1979).  The plenty of ornaments, in general, was a 

special characteristic of Islamic Art, while the Ayyubid buildings used the least of 

decorations (Waziri, 2004). It was rare in the facades and almost used in the entrances 

by using stalactites or colored stones (Waziri, 2004). The roofs are mostly covered by 

groin vaults or pointed dome which was the most important and prevalent element in 

the Ayyubid architecture (Abdulrahman, 2008). In general, Ayyubid used many forms 

of pointed domes. However, in Damascus dome was distinguished by its grooved 

shape  (Abdulrahman, 2008). The end of the Ayyubid period happened when Mongols  
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arrived in 1259. Then the Mamluk Alsultan Qutuz force them to get out of the area 

after winning the Ain Jalut battle (Rihawi, 1979). One of the best examples of Ayyubid 

buildings in Damascus is Al- Madrassa Al -AdilIya, It should be noted that the 

decoration and the art are absent from the architectural details, It was replaced by 

solidity and massive, which give the impression of dominance and power 

(Abdulrahman, 2008) figure (2.12) and figure (2.13). 

 

Figure 2.12: Al -Madarssa Al-AdilIya 

(Herzfeld, 1946). 

 

Figure 2.13: Al -Madarssa Al-AdilIya 

(Abdulrahman, 2008). 

2.1.9. Mamluk Era (From 1259 to 1516) 

Sultan Al-Zaher Bibars has built his palace (Alablaq) in Al-Maydan Al-Akhdar 

later on the surrounded area has built too, in the southern part of this area were two 

neighborhoods for Mamluk dwellings (Rihawi, 1972). Architecture during Mamluk 

rule became more intensive and this prompted them to shrink the buildingôs area than 

the precedent period (Abdulrahman, 2008). The massive buildings werenôt common 

during the Mamluk Period in Syria, only two or three mosques like Tenkiz and 

Yalbugha Mosques. Moreover, the courtyard was removed from some mosques and 

madrassas or covered in others (Waziri, 2004). Buildings become resemble each other  

without eliminating the influence of local currents in the city (Yaghi, 2011). 

The facades of buildings were covered by two colored stones, to form a special 

style called (Midamic). And they added decorations with colored stones called mosaic 
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(Rihawi, 1979). Entrances of buildings were higher and more luxurious than before, 

in the top, there is a semi-dome ornamented by stalactites (Rihawi, 1972). One of the 

Mamluk houses in Damascus is Al-Kawa house figure (2.14) with two floors 

contained a courtyard and Iwan (Fayyad, 2018). The materials of the house were 

calcareous stones and basalt, once the Iwan in Mamluk house wealth of decoration 

especially using a series of geometrical forms to create small niches from calcareous 

stones (Fayyad, 2018) figure (2.15).  

 

Figure 2.14: Plans of Al-Kawa House (Fayyad, 

2018) and colored by Author. 

 

Figure 2.15: Section in Iwan of Al-Kawa House 

(Fayyad, 2018). 

2.1.10. Ottoman Era (From 1516 to 1918) 

The first century of Ottoman rule carried prosperity to Damascus and the 

population grew in the city (Agoston & Masters, 2009). Moreover, Ottoman Sultans 

cared about Damascus and its architecture which is why it became a masterpiece in 

architecture (Abdulrahman, 2008). The urban form of Damascus derives from a 

combination of different architectural traditions and settlement models. Furthermore, 

the final structure form of its urban fabric occurred during the Ottoman period (Neglia, 

2012). 

In Damascus, Ottomans combined the Turkish style that derived from Istanbul 

with local Damascene elements to form a harmonious beautiful style (Abdulrahman, 

2008). When Alsutan Salim I entered Damascus in 1516, people welcomed Ottoman 

sovereignty for their reputation in winning, power and justice (Kibrit, 2000). In this 

period Damascus had specific importance because it was the center of gathering the 

Pilgrims from all Ottoman countries and built caravan for pilgrims (Lababedi, 2008). 
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Sultan Suleyman placed his imprint on Damascus by constructing Takiyya Al-

Sulaimaniyya, which was designed by the famed architect Sinan (Agoston & Masters, 

2009). Furthermore, Ottomans cared about the palaces and houses by keeping the same 

principles of Damascene design by closed outside and open inside (Kibrit, 2000).  

 
Figure 2.16: changes of Damascus plan between Roman and Ottoman period (Eissa, 2015).  

The evolution of architecture in Damascus during the Ottoman period occurred as 

follows: 

2.1.10.1. The 16th And 17th Centuries  

In the first four decades of the Ottoman period, Damascene architecture followed 

the still pre-established models that had developed mainly during the Ayyubid and 

Mamluk periods (Weber, 2007). The central dome covering the square room of a 

prayer-hall in a Damascene Mosque was used for the first time in the Zawiya of Al- 

Sumadi which was constructed in 1527 (Weber, 2007). However, the famous architect 

Sinan designed Al-Takiyya Al-Sulaymaniyya 1554-1955 in Damascus during the rule 

of Sultan Suleyman the magnificent (Hakky, 1995). Although it was designed by 

architect Sinan the supervisor on the construction was Molla Agha the Iranian builder 

(Hakky, 1995). This building had a special process of introducing Ottoman 

architecture and techniques (Weber, 2007). Al- Takiyya Al-Suleymaniyya in 

Damascus is considered the finest piece of Ottoman architecture in Syria (Hakky, 

1995). The architectural features of these buildings are the buttressed central dome of 

the Mosque, pencil-shaped minarets, pointed arches, ceramic tiles (Weber, 2007). One 

more feature in Al- Takiyya is the situation of two main gates, since their location on 

the east and west sides is ideal, once the placement of gates allows the continuous flow 

of circulation from the open green areas to the Mosque and then to the old city (Hakky, 
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1995). Local builders were inspired by Al -Takiyya building to incorporate new 

principles, forms and decoration (Weber, 2007). 

 

Figure 2.17: Plan of Takiyya 

Suliymaniyya (Hakky, 1995). 

 

Figure 2.18: General view of Takiyya Al-

Suliymaniyya (Url-3). 

2.1.10.2. The 18th Century 

In this period the country was ruled by local rulers under the Ottoman patronage 

and they built bulky buildings from Hans, Hammams, Madrassas and Mosques 

(Abdulrahman, 2008). When Al -Azm family ruled the city, most of their newly 

constructed buildings were palaces and massive houses (Abdulrahman, 2008). The 

style of the 18th century is an evolution of the 16th-century style by using domes in 

Khans  (Weber, 2007). The best example of Khans in Damascus is  Khan Asaad Pasha 

al-Azm 1751-1753 covered by nine domes while the central dome is Opened (Url-4). 

The domes have wooden and frescoes ornaments that are carried on four columns and 

walls. In the middle of the patio there is a fountain. The patio surrounded by 82 rooms 

downstairs and upstairs (Url-4).  

 

Figure 2.19: Plan of Khan Asaad 

Pasha al-Azm and the nine domes 

(Url-5). 

 
Figure 2.20: Khan Asaad Pasha al-Azm and the nine 

domes (Url-5). 
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2.1.10.3. The 19th And Early 20th Centuries  

In the 19th century, the Urban fabric of Damascus city was almost done. 

Moreover, the suburbs of Midan appeared to link Damascus with the Horan region and 

then to Jordan. This road was very important since it was the caravan road toward Al-

Hijaz (Matsubara, 2011). The urban transformation concerned all sector of architecture 

from the public places, commercial and residential architecture (Weber, 2007). 

Between the 19th and 20th centuries, the Damascene architecture imported 

Ottoman Baroque style from Istanbul (Soufan, 2004). In Damascus according to 

(Agoston & Masters, 2009), building modern urban infrastructure and industries were 

slower than in the coastal cities of Syria, because of the foreign capitalists and local 

merchants importing new technologies. Therefore, Damascus gained the reputation of 

being resistant to rapid westernization. Moreover, in this period the Muslim scholars 

(Salafiyya movement) took Damascus as home. 

Also in Damascene house according to (Weber, 2007) there is a central room that gives 

access to other rooms like the courtyard. This central room called sofa as known in 

Istanbul also. This type of house was called Konak as the Turkish name. At that time 

the Damascene house combined konak style with Arab courtyard then emerged a new 

type of house and it was very common in Damascus figure (2.21). 

 

Figure 2.21: Damascene houses typology during Ottoman period by Author. 
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Finally, at the end of this period, the European style was applied with Ottoman 

touch by constructing public buildings like Hijaz Station, Tramway administration, 

and Al-Hamidya Barrack ( Damascus University, currently the Faculty of Law) (Al -

Hallaq, 2012). And at Harika neighborhood in Damascus, many buildings were built, 

accordance with the European styles which called Baroque and Rococo (Melnik, 

2019). From figure (2.22) we can find the historical development of Damascus since 

the Roman, Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman periods.  As visible from this map how 

the settlements extended to outside the old city during the Ottoman Period.  

 

Figure 2.22: Historical Development of Damascus (Lababedi, 2008). 

2.1.11. Under the French Mandate (From 1920 to 1946) 

The French mandate ruled, after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, between  1920 

and 1946 (CORPUS Levant, 2004). They perused the urban reconstruction which had 

begun around the 19th century (Fries, 2000). In 1926 regulations increased with 

limiting the jurisprudence and customaries, two building norms had circulated for 

building planning in Damascus (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008). The first general planning 

of the city was issued in 1937 by French architects Dangeh and Ecochard according to 

https://context.reverso.net/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%86%D8%AC%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%B2%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9/jurisprudence
https://context.reverso.net/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%86%D8%AC%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%B2%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9/customary
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the principles created in 20th C (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008). Major streets are 

connected to circular squares to form the minor street to create urban grid fabric (Abdin 

& AL -Masri, 2008). The architecture and the expansion of the city were influenced by 

western urban planning, once the European building typologies were prevalent 

(CORPUS Levant, 2004). Moreover, beyond the traditional boundaries of the old city, 

a new city was built beside it (CORPUS Levant, 2004). The French had constructed 

new different projects for the major cities of Syria such as Aleppo and Damascus 

(JICA, 2003).  

 

Figure 2.23: Plan of Damascus by Dangee and Ecochard (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008). 

The dwellings of this period represent the transitional phase from traditional 

architecture to contemporary architecture, and here came the separate dwellings that 

were opened to the outside and surrounded by gardens and setback distances (Mikhael, 

2004). These houses were designed by French or Syrian architects who studied 

architecture in France (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008). These dwellings according to  

(Mikhael, 2004) contained a closed central space called (the sofa), which recalls the 

function of the inner courtyard within the traditional house, while this space is unable 

to provide light and air. It also contains a guest room, it is located as close as possible 

to the main entrance (Mikhael, 2004). In addition, the traditional materials were 

disrespected and prohibited to use in the construction code, since the factory of cement 

was established (JICA, 2003). Accordingly, to change the political scene, the French 
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constructed many types of buildings such as large hotels, three train stations, electric 

tramways, theaters, street- lights, cafes, hospitals, new schools, and a town hall (Fries, 

2000).  

 

Figure 2.24: Architectural drawing of the repeated floor built during French mandate between 1920-

1946, by Author. 

2.1.12. From Independence Till The Present 

After independence from the French occupation in 1947. The types of 

dwellings were high residential buildings, and if Damascus was liberated from the 

occupation, while its architecture did not, and it continues to follow the imported 

Western pattern (Mikhael, 2004). On the other hand, according to (Saker, 2014) the 

technological development that took place with time, the old fabric has suffered and 

distorted increased because it was unable to keep pace with the increasing 

requirements, since emerging of new elements or buildings, with shapes and patterns 

strange to the character of the city, and the result was a diverse formative group that is 

inconsistent with architectural and visual phenomena. 

 

Figure 2.25: The old and new Urban fabric of Damascus city (Saker, 2014).  
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The development of building codes and regulations that prevailed in this period 

made a major change in the housing style, in addition to the social and economic 

developments of society (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008). Small families were the most 

dwellers of this type of housing (Mikhael, 2004). Here the dwellings have converged, 

privacy, and relationship problems with neighbors had arisen. People changed some 

spaces and adjusted their apartments in an attempt to balance between their built 

environment and their inherited social values. The most important of these 

modifications were closing balconies or glazing them, blocking some windows, or 

using different technologies to preserve the existence of the window on one side and 

the existence of privacy on the other. (Mikhael, 2004). The inner courtyard was a 

natural cooler replaced by air conditioners, moreover, the building materials used are 

concrete blocks, reinforced concrete, glass, aluminum, etc. (Alhawasli & Farhat, 

2017). 

 

Figure 2.26: Interventions on Buildings (Alhawasli & Farhat, 2017). 

The old city is surrounded from four sides by a group of contradictory uses, 

including cemeteries, residential slums areas, commercial areas, markets, garbage 

dumps, and empty landscapes (Saker, 2014). The uses interfered with historic 

neighborhoods in a way that distorted their appearance and image. (Saker, 2014).  
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After the Syrian revolution, there is limited evidence available about the 

situation of housing in Damascus, since the official statistics are not collected and 

published. 

 

Figure 2.27:  Sample of the repeated floor in modern Damascus before and after changes by residents. 

by Author. 

 

Figure 2.28: General View, a Part of Modern Damascus (Url-6). 

2.2. THE URBAN FABRIC OF DAMASCUS CITY 

The urban fabric of Damascus composed of old and modern regions next each part 

will be described separately. 

2.2.1. Old Damascus 

Old Damascus has an oval shape, its long diameter is about 1600m 

(Medhat Pasha Street), and its short diameter is about 1000m beginning from paradise 

gate (Faradis) to the small gate (Saghir) composing on the area of 1.6 sq.km 

approximately. (Khair, 1969). The old city is surrounded by a Rampart with seven 
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gates (Bahnasi, 2002).  we can conclude the most important landmarks of old 

Damascus as Table (2-1): 

Table 2-1 Most Important Landmarks of old Damascus 

 

Old Damascus planning depends upon closed quarters (Harat). These Harat 

fulfill  ideal residential circumstances for residents of each quarter alone. This urban 

planning was very clear during the Ottoman period especially, in Hamraoui and 

Naqqashat quarters (Wulzinger & Watzinger, 1984).  

 

Figure 2.29: Quarters of old Damascus (Yaghi, 2013) translated by Author. 

Mosques 
Rampart and 

Gates
Citadel Inns (khan)

Markets 
Takeya (school+ 

residence) 
Private mosques 

(nooks)
Hospitals 

(pimarestans) 

Baths 
Public drinking 

place (Sabil) 
Tombs 

Quarters (harah), 
Houses and 

castles.



25 
 

2.2.1.1. Quarters, Houses And Palaces 

In the domestic quarters, we can find an unorganized road net, and this feature 

was linked with the Arab Islamic cities (Raymond, 1991). If we look to the quarters 

on old Damascus, we will find it consists of a group of compact houses- mostly with 

courtyards- these compact houses form by their exterior facades, usually solid mass, 

these facades define the inner street  (Kibrit, 2000). In addition, other parts located out 

the city walled forms maze shape by the bent streets (Khair, 1969). The components 

that form the quarter according to (Lynch, 1960) definition like the following: 

2.2.1.1.1. The Borders 

The Damascene quarter has no distinctive borders indeed, even the exterior walls 

of houses with rare narrow windows form the concept of borders and partitions 

(Melnik, 2019). Moreover, the entrance of the quarter sometimes is indistinctive and 

sometimes it is made as a huge arch. However, the inner borders of the quarter it is 

indistinctive than the other quarters spatially at all, and it is formed by the inner walls 

of the houses (Kibrit, 2000). 

2.2.1.1.2. Passages  

They are the lanes that people of the city used to pass. In the quarter we can 

analyze three components of the Network traffic according to (Lynch, 1960) 

definition:  

- The path (Darb): It forms the main traffic crossroads in the quarter, and from its end 

connecting with the streetôs city 

- The alley (Zoqaq): It is narrower than the path. It is branching from the path to link 

with another one or it returned to the same path.  

- The dead-end road: This type branching from the alleys to reach the doors of 

houses. Usually, it is very narrow, therefore, it allowed only two people to pass.  



26 
 

 

Figure 2.30: Alnaqqashat quarter (Boarders & Passages) (Kibrit, 2000) and Translated by Author. 

2.2.1.1.3. Nodes   

This type forms by crossed passages or from gathering some services and jobs in 

one point inside the quarter. In (Kibrit, 2000) nodes have divided into two types within 

the outer or inner node: 

- The outer nodes emerge from the crossing path with the main street. The entrance 

of quarters was remarkable by big gates closed in the night. On the entrance of the 

quarter were Mosque or Salsabil or some stores.  

- On the other hand, the inner node composes when the alley broader to create open 

space as a plaza and all the roads come to this plaza, sometimes this plaza emerges 

in front of Mosque or Bath (Hammam).         

2.2.1.1.4. Edifices  

These are the landmarks of the quarter, the most important one is the Mosque, 

School, Bath, Sabil, and Tombs (Weber, 2007). Some of these elements serve 

functionally the needs of the quarterôs dwellings while the others could be more 

comprehensive like the tomb of custodian, religious corner essential school like in 

Alnaqqashat quarter (Kibrit, 2000). These landmarks by their expansion, ornamented 

entrances and very well-designed facades give a type of variation to the solid 
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elevations of the compact houses (Kibrit, 2000). These landmarks allow people to 

define the directions from the outside of the quarter because of their height, domes and 

minarets (Bahnasi, 2002). 

  

Figure 2.31: The old quarter sketched by Author. 

 

Figure 2.32: Part of old Damascus city clarify the courtyards in white areas (Fathi, 1988). 
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2.2.2. Modern Damascus 

The urban planning that was implemented in Damascus city for the last fifteen 

years had struggles of development. Since the population of the city had been 

increased, the urban environment deteriorated and lost the urban, social, functional and 

natural fabric. 

According to (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008) the organizational plan has divided 

Damascus city into the following regions: 

- Regions with an agricultural activity which prohibited to build domestic 

buildings while it can construct technician farms with two floors. 

- Protection areas with agricultural activity: without any type of buildings 

only to maintain the constructed buildings. 

- Inner farms area 

- Administration and public buildings areas. 

- Green areas for public parks. 

- Rural areas. 

- Industrial areas. 

- Formal domestic areas include Palaces areas, modern dwellings (first 

level), modern dwellings (second level), modern dwellings (third level), 

residential areas with commercial usage on the ground floor and 

commercial buildings.  

However, the informal settlement has spread 40% from the area of Damascus 

residential buildings (Aldahabi, 2016). This case wasnôt suitable for the authenticity 

and historical situation of Damascus. In (Aldahabi, 2016) he has divided residential 

neighborhoods into four groups as the following: 

- First type: Includes the old quarters which is now in the center of the city, 

therefore, an enormous change occurred on the function of residential 

activity and converted to commercial, tourism, industrial and crafts 

activities.   
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- Second type: Includes the surrounding areas of old quarters, and most of 

them are built, despite the disparity of construction quality. 

- Third type: Neighborhoods that are located far from the center of the city 

and adjacent to the second type too. It was implemented by organizational 

planning with specific norms to each area.  

- Fourth type: mostly it includes the informal settlements which rely on the 

facility of the adjacent areas (education, health, sports) beside 

infrastructure and the services. 

 

Figure 2.33: Informal construction (with  hatch) in Damascus (Wind & Ibrahim, 2020). 

When  (JICA, 2007) made her report about the facilities of residential areas in 

Damascus they have indicate to kind of shortage and inadequate distribution as 

following averages:  

- Health facility 3.2 bed to 1000 p. 

- Basic education 36 students in each class. 

- Secondary education 27 students in each class. 

- Green zones 0.19 m2 to each person. 
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Moreover, the tremendous problem in Damascus is the traffic jam, the network 

of roads, parking, and public, private transportation systems. However, from figure 

(2.34) we can find how the borders of Damascus city has changed during 1937-1960-

1994.   

 

Figure 2.34: Comparison among the borders of Damascus city during 1937-1960-1994 (Damascus 

university, Faculty of architecture, 2009) and colored by Author. 
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 DAMASCENE ARCHITECTURE DURING OTTOMAN 

PERIOD 

Ottoman government and culture left an imprint on the urban centers of Bilad al-

sham since they ruled for four hundred years (Agoston & Masters, 2009). Nearly all 

houses and commercial buildings were constructed during the Ottoman period, many 

urban centers were modified by the construction of important public buildings during 

the first one hundred years into the empire and took a different pattern (Weber, 2007). 

The Ottoman architecture was not specialized only in the mosques but also walls, 

gates, citadels, schools, hospitals, bathrooms, markets, caravanserais, houses and 

Takiyyas, etc. (Alafandi & Abdul Rahim, 2013). The Ottoman brought to Syria for the 

first time the architectural style, that applied to the government buildings from plans 

to decorations. During this period using of domes in covering was very common 

especially in religious buildings (Yaghi, 2011). 

Real estate legislation and regulations in Damascus dated from the Ottoman rule 

(Ferwati M. , 1992). In 1839 the Ottoman empire constituted committees to manage 

the public properties according to its strategy about public buildings to rule the land. 

In 1879 established municipalities and empower them, the power to regulate the 

private properties to achieve public services to the city and construct governmental 

buildings (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008). The Ottoman enactment issued in 1881 was the 

most important enactment in real estate legislation and the oldest one to organize the 

urbanism in Damascus (Abdin & AL-Masri, 2008).  

In chapter two, the historical description gave an image of how the Domestic 

Damascene buildings evolved, starting with the Aramean era ending with the Ottoman 

era and how the concept of courtyard and Iwan have emerged. And how these elements 

were essential in many periods. Now to illustrate the Ottoman influence on Damascene 

architecture in this research, buildings have been divided into two types domestic and 

public buildings with concentrating on the domestic buildings only. 
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3.1. DOMESTIC BUILDINGS 

Residential buildings are considered one of the necessities of metropolitans. 

Housing represents an accumulation that reflects the development of the city within its 

geographical, historical, political, and economic framework (Yaghi, 2011). The city 

represents the result of the interaction of social, economic, and technical factors within 

its regional framework and its historical path (Yaghi, 2011).  

Chapter two has described the evolution of architecture in Damascus through 

history, and we can conclude that the expression of courtyard house is basically a 

human concept despite of the different cultures and continuous evolution of 

civilization (Raymond, 1991). The Islamic civilization took suitable and compatible 

aspects of precedent civilizations to expand and extend its own communities (Waly, 

1992). Throughout Islamic history, the courtyard was a constant element that 

characterized all structures (Yaghi, 2011). And it is also a Sunnah as the prophet 

Mohammad (peace be upon him) built his house in Madinah this is one of the first 

Islamic residential design (Waziri, 2004). The courtyard was enclosed by walls and a 

series of rooms built along with one of its sides (Waly, 1992). 

The Importance of housing comes from giving the person a feeling of belonging, 

connection and own privacy (Ibrahim D. F., 2017). Moreover, the house 

psychologically provides the dwellers with power, courage and it gives them the 

chance for creation and creativity (Ibrahim D. F., 2017). 

Next in this research will explain the general design elements of Damascene house 

during the Ottoman period.  

3.1.1. General Design Elements 

The architectural character throughout the ages has always been a true 

reflection of the urban environment that prevailed in each of the historical stages. This 

civilization is only the result of many interactions among climatic, religious, 

geographical, economic and other factors. (Khouli, 1975) 

In general Damascene house contains three suites Salamlek, Haramlek, and 

Khadamlek. In the following, each suite will be described. 
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3.1.1.1.  Salamlek: (Guest Suite): 

The first part of the house has specially designed for guests (Yaghi, 2011). It 

consists of several halls (Qaôa) surrounding the middle courtyard with a beautiful pool 

and plants (Kibrit, 2000). 

3.1.1.2. Haramlek: (Living Suite): 

The largest part of the house has specially designed for family living (Bahnasi, 

2002). It consists of Iwan (Open living space) facing the main Qaôa (Hall) and several 

rooms or halls around a wide courtyard with a large beautiful pool and several kinds 

of flowers, plants and trees (Bahnasi, 1974). 

3.1.1.3. Khadamlek: (Service Suite): 

The last and smallest part of the house is specially designed for the kitchen, bath, 

toilet, store, servantôs rooms, all around a small courtyard with a small pool (Alafandi 

& Abdul Rahim, 2013). Usually, it has a separate back entry connected to the stable 

(Kibrit, 2000). In figure (3.1) we can see the movement of the three suites in Nizam 

House. 

 

Figure 3.1: The movement on the ground floor in Nizam house (Zeeland, 2013). 
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3.1.2. The Internal Design Elements 

The most important design elements in the interior design of Ottoman 

Damascene house are: Entrance, Courtyard, Iwan, Qaôa, Kitchen, Bathroom, Toilet, 

Bedrooms and Flat roof. 

3.1.2.1.  Entrance: 

The Main wooden door having a nice metallic or copper door-latch, sometimes 

the entrance is through a small minor door as a part of the main door called Khaokha 

(Al -Shihabi, 1996). An inclined or right-angled corridor leading to the courtyard, or in 

some examples, there is a small entrance hall leading to the courtyard. Its level is lower 

than street-level to allow water piping to flow easily (Kibrit, 2000). 

 

Figure 3.2: On the left door's photo of Zain Al-Abideen House and on the right the Entry of Nizam 

House (Kibrit, 2000). 

3.1.2.2. Courtyard: 

The first main part of the house represents the family paradise in Summer and 

Winter. The courtyard area and ornaments differ from one house to the other due to 

the wealth of the family (Kibrit, 2000). And he added the courtyard has five main 

functions illustrated by the following figure (3.3). 
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Figure 3.3: Five main functions of Courtyard data from (Kibrit, 2000). 

 

Figure 3.4: Courtyard of Al- Azm Palace (Url-7). 

3.1.2.3. Iwan: 

The second main part of the house and the open space living area in summer 

because it faces the north side away from direct sun rays (Kibrit, 2000). In general, the 

Iwan has the following properties: 

The Religious function

It helps the family to be
far away from officious 

eyes and ears. It 
provides the family 
with privacy and 

seclusion. 

The Spiritual function: 

ÅIt allows the family to 
be in a secured, safe, 

calm and restful 
atmosphere, where 
calm meditation, 

recitation of the Holy 
Qur'an and prayer may 

be conducted quite 
peacefully.

The Social function

ÅIt is the ideal place for 
day and night family 
meetings, and a good 
place for social events 

like marriage 
ceremonies and 

consolation.

The Hygienic function

ÅIt allows airflow, light 
and sun heat to pass-
through all-around 
halls & rooms. It 
provides the house with 
good ventilation and 
healthy atmosphere.

Environmental function 

ÅThe existence of plants, 
trees and water pools in 
the courtyard provide 

the house with a 
moderate climate.
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It has a squarish plan with a multi-story height, it is located in the north-side 

direction on the axis of the main water pool (Yaghi, 2011). Its area range between 17 

to 30 sq. Besides, the main facade has a high arch with ornamented capitals (Kibrit, 

2000). Sometimes, it is at a higher floor level than the courtyard (Kibrit, 2000). Mostly 

on the right and left, there are halls with glass windows (Bahnasi, 2002). Usually, the 

ground has ornamented with stones or marble (Bahnasi, 2002). Moreover, the black 

and white stone covered the lower wall part to form a type called Midamic (Al -Shihabi, 

1996). On the other hand, the upper wall part has coated with gypsum plastering. 

Finally, a wooden ceiling has colored and painted like a carpet called Ajami (Al -

Shihabi, 1996). 

 

Figure 3.5: Iwan in Salmlek Nizam House (Url-8). 

3.1.2.4. Qa'a (Hall): 

The third important part of the house is designed for guest reception, living and 

special occasions (Ferwati M. , 1992). It may be on the south side of the courtyard to 

avoid sun¬ rays in summer. However, it may also be on the north side of the courtyard 

to allow sun rays to pass in winter (Kibrit, 2000). According to (Bahnasi, 2002) Qaôa, 

may have one Tozor (split level), two Tozor or three Tozor.  
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Figure 3.6: A Plan of Qa'a at Mardam Biek 

House sketched by Author. 

 

Figure 3.7: Section of Qa'a at Mardam Biek 

House sketched by Author. 

3.1.2.5. Kitchen: 

It is usually designed on the ground floor, and sometimes in the basement. In 

(Kibrit, 2000)  the kitchen consists of three main elements: 

¶ Cooking stove (Kanon): Built from burnt bricks, and with a chimney. 

¶ Water pool (Fisqia): To supply water for cooking, washing and cleaning. 

¶ Store: Place for food preservation in the basement under the kitchen, or in 

the mezzanine, or a room close to the kitchen. 

 

Figure 3.8: The kitchen and the Bathroom at Al-Baroudi House (Kibrit, 2000) translated by Author. 
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3.1.2.6. The Bathroom: 

Rarely found in Damascene houses, because of numerous common and popular 

baths built to cover all parts of Old Damascus (Abdulrahman, 2008). But it is found in 

castles and rich houses like Azm palace, Khaled Azm house and Anbar house 

(Bahnasi, 2002). 

3.1.2.7.  Toilets: 

Usually, built under the stair or in hidden and invisible parts. It has been 

constructed from stones to conceal the sounds. It's oriented opposite to Qibla direction 

(Malik & Mujahid, 2016).  

3.1.2.8. Bedrooms: 

¶ In summer, rooms and halls on the ground floor are used as bedrooms 

(Kibrit, 2000). 

¶ In winter, the upper rooms with wide glass windows are used as bedrooms, 

in order to let sunrays, pass through (Bahnasi, 2002). 

3.1.2.9.  The Flat roof: 

¶ It is the top roof of the house, usually fenced by iron handrails. Sometimes 

there is a wooden room with windows on each wall, called Tayyara (Flying 

room) (Alhawasli & Farhat, 2017).  Also, a part of the roof is fenced with 

high walls, in order to provide privacy for the family, called Mashraqa 

(Kibrit, 2000). 

 

Figure 3.9: Flat roof of Siba'i house (Url-9). 
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3.1.3. The Economic factor  

For (CORPUS Levant, 2004) the Damascene houses vary in size and luxury 

level and the inner spaces also alter from one house to another according to the 

economic factor. Moreover, in (Kibrit, 2000) emphasize  these points since Damascene 

houses have similar outside facades. But the economic factor has a direct effect inside 

the houses as in the following considerations: 

¶ Courtyard quantity and area. 

¶ Rooms quantity and area. 

¶ Stones quality used. 

¶ Ornamentations quality and quantity used. 

¶ Floor, walls and ceiling finishing quality used. 

We can conclude that houses differed due to their ownerôs richness as follows: 

¶ House with two, three, four courtyards 

¶ House with a single courtyard  

¶ House with small courtyard and rooms  

There are many houses that applied the precedent factors; however, the next 

examples will describe and make the image of Damascene houses clearer.  

 

Figure 3.10: Small Courtyard 

House (Khaldi House) by Author. 

 

Figure 3.11: Central Courtyard 

House (Bouqae'i House) by 

Author. 

 

Figure 3.12: Multi Courtyard House 

(Anbar House) by Author. 
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 EXTRACTING THE ARCHITECTURAL VALUES OF 

DAMASCENE DOMESTIC  BUILDINGS  FROM OTTOMAN 

PERIOD 

From the former eras, Architecture was a mirror that has reflected the 

environmental and urban principles. It includes plenty of architectural values that 

continued overall eras. Ottoman rule has spread on a vast land and a long period. The 

Ottoman architecture obtained the architectural and Islamic values that passed from 

period to period in Islamic lands. It developed architecture by emerging new methods 

in construction and Islamic art. Moreover, added new ideas that reached the Islamic 

art in the whole world. Next, the following items will be divided into several values to 

illustrate each one clearly. 

Table 4-1: The architectural values of Damascene domestic buildings from Ottoman period. 

 

4.1.  ISLAMIC VALUES AND CONCEPTS 

Islamic values were the most important reason that gave the Damascene house its 

personality by details and basic properties. The form of buildings had social and 

religious backgrounds because the family in this urban community cared about basic 

social unity (Yaghi, 2011). Moreover, a man had his belonging to Umma (Muslim 

community) like his belonging to his family (Khouli, 1975). As stated in (Ferwati M. 

, 1992)  that understanding Islam is essential to appreciate the social-spatial 

transformation from pre-Islamic to Islamic, furthermore, in Islamic Middle Eastern 

cities,  the traditional built environment has reflected socio-religious principles that 

form the basis of Islamic ideology. According to former information, we can 

summarize the Islamic values applied by architecture in the Ottoman Damascene 

house as the following: 

 

The Architectural Values Of Damascene 
Domestic Buildings From Ottoman Period

Islamic 
Values 

Environment
al Values

Technical 
Values

Spatial 
Values

Aesthetic 
Values

Socio-
Economic 

Values
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Table 4-2: Islamic values and concepts. 

 

4.1.1. The Privacy (Opening Inward) 

As stated in (Ibrahim D. F., 2017) the privacy of the house has two levels, one 

privacy for each person and the privacy of the family. Moreover, she added that the 

courtyard links the dwellers with nature. While (Waziri, 2004) indicated that privacy 

inside the house is to supply calmness, far away from the noise of the street and 

neighbors. However, The basic mission for women in Islamic society inside her home 

to prepare the new generation to be the center of a good nation with proper education 

and benignant morals (Kibrit, 2000). According to (Khouli, 1975), the Damascene 

house was closed from the outside with thick, high and solid walls. While it was 

opened in the inner courtyard that contained various trees, shrubs, plants, fountains 

and ornaments surrounding this courtyard. 

In figure (4.1) illustrates the inward-looking of Damascene houses and how 

this method is implemented on houses differently. Some houses had one courtyard and 

if the son of the owner gets married the owner expands his house horizontally by 

adding another courtyard surrounded with rooms, or the expansion could occur 

vertically by using a courtyard on each floor. 

 

Figure 4.1: Inward looking of Damascene house by Author. 

 

Islamic values and concepts

The privacy 
(opening 
inward)

Courtyard 
centralization

Creating inner 
paradise

Simplicity in 
construction

Islamic 
building codes
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 Also, using a bent entrance faces blank wall to achieve privacy, security and 

to block the vision of the inner dwellers (Amro & Bahauddin, 2015) 

 

Figure 4.2: Inclined Entrance to provides privacy by Author. 

However, windows were very limited from the exterior facade but sometimes 

to keep the privacy, were covered with wooden lattice screen (Waziri, 2004). And 

some of exterior windows covered by Masrabiya (Al -Shihabi, 1996). As stated in ( 

(Fathi, 1988) Mashrabiya provides privacy for the residents and at the same time 

allows them to look outside through it.    

 

 

 
Figure 4.3: Mashrabiyya allows the 

dweller to look outside without being 

seen drawing by Author. 

 

Figure 4.4: Type of Damascene Mashrabiya sketched 

by Author. 
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4.1.2. Courtyard Centralization 

According to (Akbar, 1988) Fina has defined it, as the space on the street next 

to a property, used exclusively by the residents of that property. Fina differs from its 

location. If it is located on a wide, narrow, or dead-end street, whether demarcated or 

not by the owners. In the Damascene house, Fina was in the core of the house mostly. 

The house has divided into small dwellings inside (since sons of the owner married in 

the same house then each son will get his own room to become his home). In front of 

each dwelling (room), there is a Fina. Finally, the big Fina consists of many Finas.  

While (Waziri, 2004) defines Fina as it comes in Arabic, it is related to any 

open space in the house. And he added that Fina means a plaza or the area in front of 

the house, and the courtyard is the same meaning as Fina, but the courtyard comes in 

the middle of the house.  

 Figure (4.5) the red rectangles indicate to dwellings (rooms) in front of each 

room there is a private Fina to form the biggest Fina which is with green color.  

 

Figure 4.5: Central Courtyard House (Kibrit, 2000) and colored by the Author. 

Since Islam cares about the essence, the central courtyard contains all the 

elements associated with heaven (Ferwati M. , 1992). The shape of the courtyard 

wasnôt fixed because sometimes we can see the rectangular one while the most popular 

shape was the square one.  The Most popular proportion of square courtyard 1/4 and 

1/2, While the rectangular courtyard 1/5. (Ferwati & Mandour, 2008) 
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Figure 4.6: Types of courtyard by Author. 

In Turkish house also rooms connected by a central hall (Sofa) (Küçükerman, 

1973) that is why Damascene architecture inspired from Turkish design and used this 

feature by creating the central courtyard. 

 

Figure 4.7: Central Hall (Sofa)  in Turkish House (Küçükerman, 1973) 

4.1.3. Creating Inner Paradise 

The courtyard is the first main part of the house (Bahnasi, 2002). It is the family 

paradise in Summer and Winter. This space was the best place for household chores, 

a playground for children, ceremonies and social meetings for each family and their 

relatives (Mikhael, 2004). Some houses have a central courtyard, and some have three 

courtyards (Bahnasi, 2002). However, The components of the courtyard Iwan, 

fountain, trees, plants, and sky symbolically represents the Garden of Eden described 

in the Quran (Ferwati M. , 1992).  

 



45 
 

 

Figure 4.8: The green, water and 

opening of courtyard in Khurasan 

house by Author. 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Section in Khurasan House to illustrate the details 

of inner walls ( Small paradise) by Author. 

4.1.4. Simplicity In Construction 

The simplicity of the Damascene building will be clear from the exterior 

facades of each house while, from the inner side it was rich with ornaments (Melnik, 

2019). Although Damascene houses were very simple from exterior facades, the 

Damascene architect tried to play with harmony by cantilevers and masses to create 

shadows on the walls (Kibrit, 2000). What we see from big openings on the street is 

an odd habit in Islamic house (Al -Kodmany, 1999). The simplicity in construction 

wasn't only for modesty but also to assure privacy since the exterior windows -if 

available- were small and higher than the pedestrians (Ferwati M. , 1992). 

 

Figure 4.10: Simplicity exterior facades sketched by Author. 
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4.1.5. Islamic Building Codes 

According to (Akbar, 1988) for maintaining the privacy of the women in each 

house, they made the windows from the exterior side higher, limited and smaller. In 

addition, according to Islamic principle, neither darar nor dirar (neither harming nor 

reciprocating harm) the owner of the house should think about his neighborôs privacy 

also so when there are windows from the outside, one of the methods to keep the 

privacy of each house by locating windows where the eye cannot penetrate the privacy 

of other neighbors. Not only windows shouldnôt face each other but also Housesô 

Entrances. This method was used in all types of the street the dead-end street and 

continues street. figure (4.11). 

 

Figure 4.11: Locating of houses doors by Author. 

Then,  (Akbar, 1988)  added about the rights of owners, when there are two 

houses without windows. The first house that will open a window, the right will be 

with him according to Islamic legal. And the owner of the other house couldnôt 

complain because he doesnôt have a window on this side before. 

 

Figure 4.12: Damascene house windows from the outside. (Url-10). 
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Figure 4.13: On the left dead-end street and on the right continues street. (Url-11). 

Sometimes in old Damascus, there is Sibat (Overpass) figure (4:15). For 

(Akbar, 1988) The height of Street works by the principle of damage. If the road rise, 

the owner of this overpass has two options first one is digging the road and the second 

one is demolishing the overpass (Sibat). However, if the digging will cause damage, 

the owner should demolish the overpass. If the owner demolishing the overpass his 

neighbor can build a new one and it will be his property. So, the property of this space 

will remove by demolishing the overpass.  

 

Figure 4.14: Damascene Sibat (Overpass) (Url-12). 

Now starting with the entrance of the house, we can note that the entrance 

mostly wasn't open to the courtyard directly. For (Malik & Mujahid, 2016) using bent 

entry to facilitate the private approach into the house. And most of the entries were 

right angles linked with the courtyard to keep the privacy figure (4.15).  
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Figure 4.15: The right-angle entrance in Alshatta house (Bahnasi, 2002). 

Who Controls the courtyard? If we suppose there is a house and there are two 

brothers who want to divide the house between them by building a wall in the middle. 

According to (Akbar, 1988) there are two opinions about the ability to build on the 

courtyard and join its property. 

- It is disallowed, if it prevents people to pass from the courtyard. 

- It is allowed, if it is not harming the passers or narrowing the passage.  

 

Figure 4.16: Control of courtyard (Kibrit, 2000) and edited by the Author. 

As stated in (Kibrit, 2000) the orientation of the Damascene house was toward 

Makka (Qibla), the most important rooms were oriented toward Qibla which means to 

the southern direction, and this direction gives easiness for the prayer in any part of 

the house. In some rooms there are different levels in Damascene house, sometimes 

appears in Iwan and Qaôa (halls) to avoid ground humidity and to obtain a clean space, 
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where the higher level disallowed to stepped-on by shoes, to keep the room clean as 

Islam called. 

 

Figure 4.17: Qa'a (Hall) with different levels drawing by Author. 

For (Ferwati M. , 1992) the ornaments in all Damascene houses have designed 

to conform with the principles of Islamic legal (Shariôa), which prohibited living 

features, images or carved statues. The decoration of the Damascene house focuses on 

calligraphy and arabesque arts. By these styles, the Muslim artist expresses a sense of 

unity and his art becomes part of the Muslim identity. Moreover, Damascene craftsmen 

presented plants, geometrical and calligraphic ornaments in fascinating designs on 

courtyard facades, doors, windows, ceilings, and walls of the halls (Kibrit, 2000). 

 

Figure 4.18: Islamic inscriptions (Azm palace) (Url-13). 
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4.2. ENVIRONMENTAL CONCEPTS AND VALUES 

The vernacular architecture in general cares about the environment. 

Consequently, when we are diving into Damascene architecture, we will discover that 

most modern architectural terms have been applied from the past. The next items will 

explain the treatments executed by the old Damascene architecture during the Ottoman 

period to achieve the environmental concepts. 

Table 4-3: Environmental concepts and values. 

 

4.2.1. Climate Treatment (Climate Control) 

Damascus is approximately 800m above the sea level. It has a Mediterranean 

climate with hot-dry summer and cold-rainy winter (Kibrit, 2000).  

 

Figure 4.19: Temperature and humidity in Damascus (period 1961ï1990) (Yahia & Johansson, 2014) 

Hence, the Damascene builder did his best to prevent and isolate his house from 

the outside effects through the following procedures:  

Environmental concepts and values

Climate Treatment 
Contrast between the closed and 

open spaces
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4.2.1.1. Urban Planning 

¶ Compact solutions to have large shading areas (Bahnasi, 2002). 

¶ Roofing and narrowing the passages to protect the pedestrian from sun 

heat (Al -Kodmany, 1999). In addition, for (Waziri, 2004) the height of 

adjacent buildings leads to provide broad shadings for the roofs. 

¶ Inclining and bending the passage to protect from dusty winds (Khouli, 

1975). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2.1.2. Bent Entrance 

¶  Provides a sudden transition between spaces from the narrow space to the 

wider one (Courtyard). This process has a Hygienic purpose by 

maintaining the moderate temperatures between the exterior and interior 

climate (Alshamaylah, 2016). 

 

Figure 4.20: A street at Hara sketched by 

Author. 

 

Figure 4.21: Compact fabric (Ferwati 

M. , 1992).  
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Figure 4.22: Bent entrance to provide moderate temperatures by Author. 

4.2.1.3. Courtyard 

¶ Enhancing the level of temperature, since the courtyard maximizes 

shading areas and creates a pleasant microclimate (Bahnasi, 2002). 

¶ The material used for the floor and walls of the courtyard are working as 

a radiator of heat (Sthapak & Bandyopadhyay, 2014). 

¶ The activation of the fountain to decrease temperature and humidifies the 

atmosphere (Mousli & Semprini, 2015). 

¶ Green areas, different types and sizes of plants and trees planted in the 

courtyard increased shades, humidity, airflow and purification (Kibrit, 

2000). 

 

Figure 4.23: Sketch for the section of a courtyard sketched by Author.  
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4.2.1.4. Arcade (Riwaq) And Iwan 

As (Alshamaylah, 2016) has mentioned that in Damascene's house we can find an 

arcade surrounding three sides of the courtyard and sometimes from one or two sides. 

The fourth side contained the Iwan. This arcade made shades on the roomsô walls and 

it is a type of covered corridors to pass between rooms.  

 

Figure 4.24: Types of Riwaq in Damascene house sketched by Author. 

Also in  (Dincyurek, Mallick, & Numan, 2003) the Turkish Cypriot style used 

Arcade house type, The Arcade is constantly located in the south since it works to 

avoid the sun of summer and to gain the heat from the sun in winter. 
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Figure 4.25: On the left section, on the right plan of (Outer arcade house type Turkish Cypriot house) 

(Dincyurek, Mallick, & Numan, 2003). 

As stated in (Waziri, 2004) Iwan was the summer living room the family did its 

daily activity in this space to avoid the heat of the sun. Moreover, it isolates the rooms 

on its sides from external climatic factors in summer and winter. According to 

(Bahnasi, 2002) the height of Iwan was double height of the other rooms, this method 

allows to maintain clear air. 

However, (Shahran, 2018) says that Iwan was located on the southern side so its 

opening was to the northern side to gain more humidity fresh air which comes because 

of the fountain in the courtyard in front of the Iwan. Since the Iwan is very high the air 

comes smoothly. However, in the big houses sometimes we find another Iwan located 

on the northern side which sun penetrates it in winter (Kibrit, 2000). 

 

Figure 4.26: Section in a courtyard to illustrate the Iwan height by Author. 

While (Küçükerman, 1973) has described the Turkish houses which includes an 

interior Iwan this type called Sofa style.  

As a result, the Damascene house combined sofa style with Arab courtyard 

then emerged a new type of house and it was very prevalent in Damascus. 
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Figure 4.27: The inner hall house type Turkish house in Northern Cyprus. (Dincyurek, Mallick, & 

Numan, 2003). 

4.2.1.5. Walls 

As (Shahran, 2018) mentioned that walls in Damascene house use three types 

of stones first durable black basalt, second less durable limestone (white, yellowish, 

reddish), third quite hard  Mazzeh stones (from Mazzeh area) which is pinkish. 

Thickness range between 50-90 cm helped to form perfect isolation from outside 

climate effects. This thick load-bearing stones masonry technique provides an 

adequate thermal atmosphere 

4.2.1.6. Roofs 

Using wood and sun-dried bricks as roof construction materials isolated the 

house from direct sunlightheat, and coldness also (Kibrit, 2000).  



56 
 

 

Figure 4.28: Sections in Damascene house illustrates the details in the wall and roof (Url-14). 

4.2.1.7. Facades 

Using of protrusions and cornices in outer facades and even Mashrabiya in the 

upper level to form shades (CORPUS Levant, 2004).  

 

Figure 4.29: Salihiyya houses with cantilevers  and Mashrabiya in the upper part (Agoston & 

Masters, 2009). 

4.2.1.8. Windows 

¶ The exterior facades had rare windows and has usually covered with thin 

wooden crisscrossed rods (Malik & Mujahid, 2016). There is also wooden 
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lattice screens (Mashrabiya) which is an extruded opening covered by fine 

wooden balusters with a more decorative pattern. It allows light 

penetration, ventilation, and provides privacy at the same time (Fathi, 

1988).                         

¶ The courtyard windows were large and decorated, to provide light and sun 

to penetrate the rooms in winter (Shahran, 2018).  

 

Figure 4.30: Damascene Mashrabiya (Url-15). 

4.2.2. Contrast Between The Closed And Open Spaces 

As stated in (Ibrahim, 1982) the contrast between closed and opened spaces 

appears clearly in Islamic architecture due to the construction method which has been 

used the local building materials like stones, that made the opening took a vertical side 

and creating vaults to cover the big open spaces. This contrast assures that linking 

between forms couldnôt be occurred without function or expressing architectural 

values.  

Although, arcades and Iwans have been constructed for climatic purposes, but 

also created a type of contrast between the closed and open spaces. However, this 

contrast occurred for purpose and function, so it is not random. From the exterior also 

we can find Mashrabiya that gave this contrast between closed and opened spaces.  
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Figure 4.31: The contrast between closed and opened spaces in Anbar Office. (Url-16). 

4.3. TECHNICAL VALUES 

If we look back to old Islamic buildings, we will find different types of materials 

work to rich the design with many benefits. One of them is the technical aspect. 

However, the Ottoman architecture brought new constructional methods and entered 

distinctive decorations not only to palaces but also for all houses.  

Table 4-4: Technical values. 

 

4.3.1. Variety Of Building Methods With A Variety Of Materials  

In ancient Islamic architecture according to (Ibrahim, 1982) there were 

different methods in construction because of the differentiation of the built 

environment in each country. That led to finding obvious diversity in architectural 

expression in each country of the Islamic world even there is a unity of civilization 

represented by social and cultural attitudes. 

Technical values

Variety of building 
methods with a variety of 

materials

The organic expression of 
architectural elements

Architectural 
expression of structural 

elements
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