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The opportunities for undertaking serious 
research in the Yemen, and particularly in 
Sana'a, which began after the end of the 
Civil War, have been nowhere more signi
ficant than in architectural studies. Al
though only a limited time has passed since 
then, and architectural researchers are 
seriously handicapped by the lack of any 
archaeological study within or near the 
city, and by the absence of classification on 
most of the documentation, the immense 
wealth of surviving buildings in Sana'a has 
made it possible to establish the main out
line of building development for at least 
the last 300 years, and, in the case of 
mosques, for well over a thousand years. It 
has proved possible, subsequently, to link 
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this in its essentials with detailed accounts 
of the physical character of the city in the 
tenth century (third century A.H.) and 
with what little can be gleaned of pre
Islamic Sana'a, so that the essential conti
nuity of architectural design can be 
asserted with some confidence for a period 
dating back to the beginning of Islam, and, 
on the evidence of the tower-palace of 
Ghumdan and a few other fragments, to 
four centuries earlier. 

K.A.C. Creswell, in his introduction to the 
edition of his classic Early Muslim Archi
tecture, rewritten as late as 1958, could say 
that "Arabia, at the rise of Islam does not 
appear to have possessed anything worthy 

Source: From Hermann von Wissmann, Zur Geschischte und Landeskunde von Altsiidarabien, 
Wien,1964. 

of the name of architecture". The state
ment is surprising, in view of the wealth 
and quality of Arabian traditional architec
ture that is now being revealed, and which 
is clearly almost timeless in the antiquity of 
its lineage. The architecture had certainly 
been discussed, or at least mentioned, by 
earlier researchers and travellers. But his 
statement serves to underline that the 
kernel areas of ancient Arabian culture 
were not easily accessible for research until 
recently. Even now the scope of research 
which can be undertaken there is limited, 
especially in the archaeological and docu
mentary spheres. 

Approaching Sana'a by air is an experience 



comparable with a first view of the Grand 
Canal in Venice. That reaction is not dis
pelled as one drives from the airport 
toward the city along roads flanked by 
farmhouses resembling fantasy castles. 

Buildings of all shapes - circular, rectan
gular and square - rise 01:t of the flat 
highland plain to seemingly impossible 
heights in apparently frail materials. The 
stonework of the lower levels may be 
rough rubble with loose mortar, but for 
most of their height the buildings are of 
mud, eroded by the monsoon rains until 
deep indentations mark the channels down 
which the autumnal torrents run to the 
ground. 

Sometimes a building is so weathered that 
in places the whole thickness of the wall is 
revealed, and eventually it has been aban
doned. But the ruin survives to its full 
height for decades, reflecting the centuries 
of accumulated knowledge that under-lie 
its strength permanence. 

The houses may be square or circular 
towers culminating at the top in rectan
gular rooms crazily centilevered beyond 
the walls. Across the mudwork the 
Yemenis have laid decoration, sometimes 
projecting zig-zag courses to mark the divi
sions between storeys, or gypsum-washed 
cornices, corner pinnacles, or frames 
around the large upper windows. 

The old city of Sana'a is distinguished by 
dozens of minarets that soar above even 
the highest houses. It is surrounded by an 
ancient wall pierced by gates, many now 
destroyed. The houses are still as unreal as 
those of the countryside, rising to as high 
as nine storeys, but the materials are more 
urbane, well-built ashlar with fine joints 
below and baked brick above. 

Almost every house looks fresh and spark
ling, with bright white decoration against 
the orange-red brick. There are more 
windows, and the original wooden shut
tered openings are glazed with clear glass. 
The fanlights over the windows are much 
larger, there are more of them than in the 
rural buildings, and they are often filled 
with gypsum tracery designs containing 
brightly coloured stained glass. Older 
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The old city. A general view of the houses facing onto the wadi which runs through the city. Shown 
here at the time of a flood. 

Photo: R.E. Lewcock. 

Old Sana'a near the suq. 

Photo: C. Little/Aga Khan Awards. 
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Roofline detail of old Sana' a. 

Photo: C. Little/ Aga Khan A wards. 

houses retain fanlights of ancient type, 
translucent alabaster cut into thin sheets. 

Inside, the houses have large entrance 
halls, frequently two storeys high, sur
rounded by store- rooms and mills for grain 
and salt, and rooms in which sheep, goats 
and other animals are kept. In each house 
a wide internal door opens into the stair
case, which winds around a central pier 
and is enclosed throughout its height in 
walls. This is one of the reasons for the 
strength of Yemeni buildings, for the stair
case acts as a kind of massive hollow 
column. 

A carved door opens from the staircase at 
each upper level to give access to a gene
rous lobby, around which the rooms are 
grouped, usually one main room, a store 
and a bathroom. 

The level of the family living room is 
reached first. This room is also used for 
men transacting business, at which times 
women retreat to high rooms. 
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On the next level is the diwan, a kind of 
large parlour kept locked except when the 
family gathers for feasts, weddings and 
funerals. This room is also the place where 
childbirth takes place, on an elaborately 
arranged and decorated raised couch. 
Above the diwan are smaller, semi-private 
rooms and the kitchen. 

At the highest level of the house is the 
afternoon reception room, the rnafraj, 
generally used only by men. There an 
assembly of relatives and friends smoke 
the traditional water pipes and chew qat, a 
mild stimulant leaf, while engaged in con
versation that is often phrased in elegant 
formal language or even in poetry. The 
rnafraj is built at a great height above the 
ground; it has large windows on three sides 
providing magnificent views, which are at 
their best as conversation flags and the' sun 
sets in the late afternoons. 

One of the remarkable things about the old 
houses, noted by al-Hamdani in the ninth 

The brick pattern is typical of 16th 
century minarets in Sana'a. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

century, is the cleanliness and freedom 
from smells of the bathrooms, which con
tain the lavatories. This is achieved by the 
use of a "long drop" , a large masonry pipe 
conveying the waste into a closed room at 
the lowest level, where it quickly dries in 
the mountain air and becomes odourless. 
Later the dried soil is shovelled away and 
burnt as fuel in the public baths of each 
quarter, the ash serving to fertilise the 
market gardens around which the houses 
are grouped. Thus an ecological cycle 
exists that is remarkable for its simplicity, 
hygiene and economy. 

Yemen is clearly a country in which archi
tecture is ranked high, giving a pride and 
enjoyment to its owners that we can paral
lel in the modern West only by the pride 
we might take in the sight of our new car 
parked at the kerb. Until recently architec
ture in Yemen seems to have served the 
same prestige purpose. This is one of the 
reasons why it used to be so painstakingly 



West facade of a house. The lower levels are of 
stone, upper levels of mud brick. As the walls rise 
vertically, the number and area of openings 
increase. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

maintained, and why, as modern values 
arrive, it is beginning to fall into neglect. 

Yet even today the North Yemen govern
ment is concerned with keeping alive the 
tradition and style of Yemeni building. 
The Ministry of Public Works insists that 
concrete and steel should be hidden by 
traditional stonework, something that is 
not always possible and is fast becoming 
economically impracticable. 

North Yemen is a heavily populated coun
try. In the old city of Sana' a alone there 
are 8.000 old stone tower houses. It is 
unlikely that its extraordinary architectural 
heritage - not merely houses but also 
many caravanserais, public hot baths, and 
countless mosques of the greatest historic 
interest - would ever be entirely des
troyed. But extensive damage has already 
been done, not only to the old walls and 
gates of Sana'a but, in the rest of the 
country, to the city walls and houses of 
Ta'iz; to the extraordinary Janad mosque, 
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A typical warehouse in the suq, this one for grain. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 
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Interior of an upper level room in a traditional Yemeni house. 

Photo: C. LittlelAga Khan Awards. 

74 

I 



75 The Old City of Sana' a 

An example of the old circular nawba type of house. Built of mud, it has a cantilevered mafraj at the 
top which well exemplifies the "fantasy" element in Yerneni architecture. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

built during the first years of Islam; and, by 
neglect, to countless other buildings. 

The Yemeni people will have to resign 
themselves to losing a part of their heritage 
with change, but it is to be hoped that steps 
may be taken to ensure that some strict, 
selective control continues to be exercised 
at top government level. Not merely for 
the people of North Yemen, but for all 
who prize the achievements of humanity, it 
is a matter as urgent as the preservation of 
Venice. 

In the fifth century A.H. (eleventh cen
tury), the traveler al-Razi wrote a detailed 
description of Sana'a that in some ways it 
does not seem to have changed very much 
- one can actually walk through the town 
using that guidebook still. But the simila
rity was truer five years ago than it is 
today. Now small changes are apparent in 
the old city, though, there are still not very 
many. 

At its eastern end, in the foothills, there is 
a high fortification that is arguably the 

oldest part of the town. Because the name 
"Sana'a" is generally thought by pre
Islamic linguists to mean "fortified place" , 
and because the fort has a very ancient 
doorway with a bent entrance, it is quite 
possible that the original town was there. 
Aside from this ancient site, the whole 
town was largely contained within the later 
city walls until about six years ago. 

In middle of the eastern end of the walled 
city, which was known as "the Persian 
quarter" in early Islamic times, is the 
martyrium of a Christian cathedral, which, 
according to medieval writers, was the 
largest Christian building built south of the 
Mediterranean. It was finally destroyed 
about a hundred years after the advent of 
Islam. A good deal of the material from it 
was reused to build the Friday Mosque. 
The houses around it are also old; they 
often have door heads at street level, and 
one has to go down a flight of steps to 
reach the entrance. The original house 
level can frequently be as much as six to 
seven feet below street level, so this is 

dearly a very old part of the town. 

To the west of these houses is the market. 
Markets in most of the Yemeni small 
towns are outside the town gate; that is 
another piece of evidence that the oldest 
part of the town was to the east. But after 
the beignning of Islam, expansion was so 
rapid that the market was swallowed up 
within the area of the city. 

The market of Sana'a itself is a single
storey area, and It retains its ancient 
character because this is still a largely con
servative, conventional society. While 
there is a very western side to Sana'a these 
days - the people adopt western dress and 
watch television - there is a huge hinter
land of tribesmen and of conservative 
people who are completely out of place in 
the modern part of the city and go to the 
old city to do their marketing. Whenever 
they visit Sana'a, they try to stay there, and 
the market serves them as much as it serves 
the Sana'nis. Of the modernised Sana'nis 
about 90 percent still go over the suq as 
well; they are thoroughly familiar with the 
old city and its type of shopping. In talking 
to government ministers earlier this year 
about their plans for the old city, I did not 
find a single member of the government 
who was not wholly in favour of trying to 
protect it as it is and to conserve the way of 
life that it contains. This seems surprising, 
for one certainly does not find that attitude 
in some other countries in the Middle East. 
It might be just paying lip service to the 
traditional pride of the Yemeni in his 
architecture and way of life, but I think 
they are genuinely extremely proud of this 
city and its great tradition and colourful
ness, and they want to keep it viable. 

To do so will be very difficult, of course, 
because inside such a city Islamic law func
tions, and it is disruptive to introduce 
modern institutions. For instance, policing 
the city involved using little watchtowers 
on top of the suq shops from which they 
were guarded at night. The shopkeepers 
belonged to an association headed by a 
sheikh who levied the shopkeepers to pay 
the watchman to do the guarding. That 
institution still continues in the old city of 



Sana'a, though it is run down and out
dated. Similarly, the way in which change 
takes place is quite extraordinary in terms 
of any modern city. The development of a 
property is effectively at the will and dis
cretion of the individual owner; all that his 
neighbours can do, if they object to some
thing, is to make a formal complaint to the 
governor, who will then hold a court of 
inquiry to see if any of their traditional 
rights as individuals have been violated. 

Open caravanserais still exist right in the 
middle ofthat town, further evidence that 
the suq was outside the town at one stage. 
But there are also covered caravanserais 
all around the edge of the suq. One is a 
very complicated building in which there 
are two camel stables for the loading and 
storing of goods, one double-level and one 
triple-level. 

Above them, on the roof, there used to be 
what were essentially hotel complexes, 
rooms around courtyards in which the 
caravan owner and his staff could stay. 
They were obviously fairly comfortable 
establishments. There was a pool on the 
roof in one of the courtyards and very 
commodious bathrooms, equiped with hot 
water. It was all quite sophisticated. The 
upper levels of those four caravanserais 
have not been used as accomodations for 
visitors since the beginning of 1972, but 
another traditional type of hotel was in use 
until about three years ago. It was a 
double-level hotel, the lower level for 
coffee, smoking and dining rooms, and the 
upper level for visitor's accomodations. 

The camel market, which was entered 
from the northern gate, becomes a water 
course in bad weather. 

For the rest of the year it provided access 
to the suq for large camel loads and now 
also for vehicular traffic, although move
ment is almost blocked by a mosque in the 
middle of the maydan, which one has to go 
around. 

The mills that grind sesame seed and salt 
are an important. ingredient in a medieval 
Islamic suq like' this one. There are about 
forty of these mills a,round the Sana'a suq. 
Another important element is composed of 
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The mosque and minaret of Salah aI-Din, Sana'a. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 
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The labbanah outside Sana'a walls. This open air prayer space for celebrating the '/d prayers was, 
according to early historians, laid out on the personal instructions of the Prophet Mohammed. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

the buildings which are owned by the 
awqaf, built from bequests and lived in by 
poor people, students, and the old and 
sick. There are a number of these rooms 
over the shops in the suq around the edges 
of the market, as well as adjoining many of 
the mosques. 

There are few jails. The people are gene
rally punished in public by being made to 
wear shakles or chains. One little boy 
accused of stealing from a shop spent every 
afternoon after school six weeks dis
playing his chains in front of that shop to 
embarrass the shopkeeper. 

The Great Mosque was built after the suq 
was already in place, during the lifetime of 
Muhammed, according to early historians. 
According to them, Muhammed's instruc
tions were that the mosque should be built 
in the garden of the Persian governors, 
with the position of its west side deter
mined by a large stone in the governor's 
garden. The stone is still there, although 
by now it is more than a metre below 

ground level. Part of the original garden 
also remains. The Great Mosque is built in 
a very ancient style of stepped stonework, 
which is linked to Abyssinian Axumite 
stonework. It has a treasury in the central 
courtyard, as most early mosques did, 
which may originally have had a fountain 
or ablution pool underneath it. There are 
over a hundred other, smaller mosques in 
the town. 

The streets tend to be cavernous and to be 
urbanised in appearance, though that does 
not accurately reflect the kind of life the 
people lead there when one thinks of all 
the market gardens inside, behind the 
houses. The wadi bed through the middle 
of the town marks the limit of the town in 
the fourth/tenth century, as we learn from 
al-Razi's description. We also know from 
historians that the Ayyubids built their 
great palace across the wadi to the west; as 
conquerors, they would not risk living in 
the old town. There was also an Ayyubid 
camp to the north of the palace for the 
soldiers brought by Saladin's brothers; it 

became an urbanised area in the ninth/ 
fifteenth and tenth/sixteenth centuries, 
when it was included within the walls. 

From the study of Sana'a a great deal has 
been learnt about the function of the quar
ter system in Islamic towns. The boun
daries of the quarters seem to change with 
great ease. The locations of the quarters in 
the town over the last thousand years were 
identified, as far as possible, and it was 
found that the number changed every cen
tury or so, as did their boundaries. Appa
rently the quarter originally was an idea for 
a particular tribe or group of friendly tribes 
that had a wall around it with gates, as 
al-Razi describes in Sana'a. The walls pro
tected the tribesmen from their traditional 
enemies in other quarters in the city. But 
Sana'a, quite early on, probably at the 
Ayyubid period or even earlier, became 
what they called hejira, a place which was 
outside tribal law . It was completely pro
tected by mutual agreement, and no fight
ing was ever allowed inside the city wall. 
From that time on, walls around thee quar
ters were no longer needed, nor was it 
necessary to obey the traditional laws of 
the quarters - for instance, that no one 
was allowed, during any public gathering, 
wedding or funeral, to cross from his own 
quarter into another. All that seems to 
have been abandoned in Sana'a about a 
thousand years ago, and since then the 
number of quarters has varied between 
fourteen and four. 

There are a large number of mosques and 
fourteen public baths in the old city, and it . 
has been very difficult to prove that their 
location related to the quarter system. In 
fact, there seems to be no connexion 
between the number of mosques, the 
number of baths, and any quarter struc
ture. For one thing, use of the baths alter
nates between the sexes - men on some 
days and women on others - and it does 
not seem that people in particular areas 
always bathed on certain days. The data, 
as far back as can be taken, suggest that 
people simply bathed in the bath nearest to 
them that was available for their sex on the 
day they chose to bathe. There was no 
obligatory connexion between the local 
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Courtyard of the Great Mosque. The striped building in the centre was reconstructed at the beginning 
of the 17th century, presumably on the site of an Omayyid treasury. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

The changing room of a large bath, Hammam 
ai-May dan, built at the end of the sixteenth 
century. 

Photo: R.B. Lewcock. 

bath and the people who lived in the 
houses near it. 
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The baths are a very fine element in the old 
city. The hot rooms are underground, 
because it is rather cold at night and for 
short periods in winter. This avoids the 
need for insulation and makes water circu
lation easier. The baths generally have 
fountains and are quite fantastic in atmos
phere. In some the fountain is not work
ing, but generally the baths are well pre
served. In fact, the government ministers 
with whom I have spoken recently are 
talking about building more baths. Un
happy about the poor condition of some of 
the older baths, they are thinking of simply 
replacing them with new onces. This is a 
defeat~st attitude, so far as conservation of 
the old baths is concerned; but clearly no 
one is giving up the idea of public bathing 



79 

in Sana'a, even among the sophisticated 
people. This may be because the chilly 
climate makes it a great luxury to be able 
to have a hot bath. The public bath is also a 
pleasant place for talking to friends and 
relaxing. 

In the early sixteenth century the Ottoman 
Turks conquered Yemen, and it may well 
have been the Turks who established the 
area outside the western gate as a kind of 
garden suburb. There is, however, some 
evidence that it is earlier. At any rate, 
certainly since at least the tenth/sixteenth 
century, the area outside the western gates 
was lived in by townspeople, although it 
had no walls around it until the twelfth/ 
eighteenth century. 

It was an area with a rather different style 
of house, each one of which had a large 
open air pool and sometimes a courtyard, 
with one or more reception rooms at 
ground level rather than on the roof. These 
houses are much closer to what one might 
think of as a typical Islamic house else
where. 

This "suburban" area became fashionable 
for the rich and remained a favourite resi
dential area until 1947 , when the civil war 
broke out and the Egyptians came in force 
to help the Republicans. They advised the 
setting up of a new town along the western 
wall. Its main street, which runs parallel to 
the western wall, now has the cinemas and 
banks and modern hotels. From there the 
Egyptians encouraged the laying out of 
new roads in a radiating pattern from the 
original western gates of the city through 
the old vineyards and the gardens of the 
old villas and tower houses. Along these 
streets there are now embassies, modern 
office buildings, banks and so on. In short, 
it is in this old garden suburb that moderni
sation of most of the city centre is taking 
place. 

Finally, beyond this modern area, is that 
was the Jewish quarter until the 1950s. But 
that is not the original area of Jewish 
houses. A series of unfortunate racial inci
dents in the middle of the eleventh/seven
teenth century led to the explusion of the 
Jews from the old city of Sana'a for about 
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two years. Because the city's economy 
could not survive their departure, they 
were brought back; but, rather than re
turning them to their original quarters 
within the walls, they were settled in an 
area well to the west of the old city that 
became known as the Qa'-al-Yahud. When 
the Jews left Yemen as a result of the 
Zionist exodus between 1949 and 1959, the 
quarter they left behind was regarded a a 
very desirable place to buy a house by 
many of the people who already owned 
houses in the old city, even thought the 
Jewish houses had different plans from the 
tower houses in the old city. Many people 
still prefer these Jewish-type houses today. 

The Egyptians put in the first ring road 
around the city, outside the walls. As the 
city has been spreading west, north and 
south very rapidly, especially in the last six 
years, more and more low modern build
ings are being built. The changes in the 
kinds of houses are interesting. A favourite 
type is from the Turkish occupation, when 
a Turkish-style two-storey house became 
fashionable. There is now a modern ver
sion in which the living quarters are on the 
upper level and the car park and services 
are underneath. 

The old style of tower house is very narrow 
in relation to its height. Originally, these 
Were houses for large nuclear families. The 
average number of people living in such a 
house is now seven, and some of those 
houses are huge - up to nine storeys high. 
Any houses that have many more than 
seven people living in them are apt not to 
be occupied by Sana'nis but to have been 
subdivided into smaller living units and 
rented to people newly moved into the 
walled city from the countryside. 

How many of the inhabitants living in the 
old city are immigrnats, and how many of 
the original inhabitants have moved out? 
These are questions to which we have, as 
yet, no clear answers. Opinions range from 
there being half the original population 
and half new arrivals in the old city to a 
very small percentage of new arrivals and 
the majority still the original Sana'ni popu
lation. In the absence of detailed sociolo-

gical and and demographic studies, it is 
very difficult to prove either view. How
ever, the Central Planning Organisation 
has embarked on such a study, which is to 
be completed in mid-1983.1t is hoped that 
the next step will be the preparation of, 
detailed strategic studies that will enable 
the pattern of relationship between the 
original walled city and the much larger 
offspsring that now surrounds it to be esta
blished. This would pave th~ way for a plan 
of action that will ensure its continuing life 
and prosperity. j 

At the request of the government of the 
Yemen Arab Republic, UNESCO is pre
paring an international campaign to con
serve the old walled city. While it is in
tended that this will be launched by the 
UNESCO Director-General later this 
year, certain problems of the old walled 
city are already receiving attention: 

1) The most severe and urgent problem is 
water in the ground, causing cracking and 
rapid collapse. The primary cause has 
proved to be leaking water pipes. This fact 
has necessitated a review of the whole 
system of water distribution, with the aim 
of thorough testing of every part of the 
system immediately and replacing defec
tive pipes wherever necessary. 

2) The living conditions on the streets are 
generally felt to be appalling. Garbage and 
rotting litter, sometimes mixed with animal 
and human excrement, combined to pro
duce the most unhygienic and unpleasant 
atmosphere imaginable. Not merely is this 
a potential hazard for the sudden spread of 
epidemics, but it has a major effect on the 
inhabitants, persuading many to abandon 
the old city completely for the sake of their 
children's health, while many of those 
remaining are discouraged by the environ
ment from repainting and doing repair 
work to maintain the appearance of their 
houses. The government is urgently imple
menting a new system of garbage collec
tion and street cleaning. 

3) In wet weather the streets are often 
impassable because of mud and flowing 
water, conditions that are exacerbated by 
vehicular traffic. Paving of the streets with 
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Plans and section of a typical cluster of houses in Old Sana' a. 

Drawings: R.B. Lewcock. 

small stone paving blocks is being investi
gated as a matter of high piority, together 
with storm water drainage. 

4) Congestion of parked vehicles makes 
passage by pedestrians and motorcars 
nearly impossible in many areas. This is 
cited as one of the main reasons for the 
abandonment of the old city by the old 
families. Vehicular circulation and pack
ing, and their effect on the old city, are 
being carefully studied in the context of the 
expanded city of Sana'a as a whole. 

The preservation of as much of the physi
cal context and the monuments of the old 

medieval city as possible is being planned. 
The goals are to convey its unique charac
ter along with its sense of age and history 
and to ensuring the preservation and 
rehabilitation of the traditional way of life 
of the medieval city as much as possible for 
those who desire it. Underlying, however, 
is a recognition of the importance of carry
ing the burden of history without stifling 
urban life - so that the population is 
encouraged to change and upgrade its way 
of life as it wishes. All conservation and 
rehabilitation planned is to be conditioned 
by these aims. 

80 


