HALAWA HOUSE
AGAMY, EGYPT
COMPLETED APRIL, 1975

Massing of living room, bedroom,
belvedere, and sitting room.

Courtyard. Architectural elements, traditional
in Egypt, incorporated into the courtyard
include: fountain, liwan, and mashrahiyya.

HALAWA HOUSE. Client: Esmat Ahmed Halawa;
Architect: Abdel-Wahed El-Wakil; Master Mason: Aladdin
Mustafa; Plasterer: Mu'allim Attiyah; Carpenter: Hassan ElNaggar. 1
The Halawa house is located in Agamy, a seaside town in
Egypt, near Alexandria. With miles of sandy beach and cool
ing sea breezes, Agamy offers a splendid natural setting for a
summer resort. 2 Its main coast road is the locus of commercial
activity, while the area between the main road and the beach
has been divided into plots set in a grid of sandy roads. The
town has developed gradually since the 1940s, and now few
unbuilt plots remain. The first homes built in Agamy were
bungalows of rough stone masonry with low pitched roofs.
Most homes now have flat roofs and reinforced concrete
frames, with concrete-block infill. The interiors of typical
homes are hot, and the exteriors, especially when damaged by
the climate, are generally unattractive. 3
The Halawa house sits on a narrow plot, bordered on three
sides by sandy roadways and on one side by two other plots,
one of which is being redeveloped. Between the site and the
beach is a single-storey house. Design of the Halawa house
began in 1972 with the client's desire for a secluded resort
environment. The project's architect, Abdel Wahed El-Wa
kil, added to that desire his concern for developing a contem
porary architecture based on traditional forms and indigenous
materials. The architect states that the house was "a long
awaited opportunity to realise the study and research I was
undertaking in vernacular architecture . . . showing the ex
ternal aspect and inner significance of traditional architectur
al heritage and its use in contemporary design." 4 The result is
an imaginative design, highly successful structurally, climati
cally, and functionally.
I. Agamy, Egypt. Agamy is a summer resort on the Mediterrane
an near the port of Alexandria. This coastal town has been a popu
lar summer retreat for many decades.

Spatial Design. The narrowness of the plot on which the
house is built could have been a major disadvantage, particu
larly when combined with the building code restrictions (onethird plot ratio, 5.5 metres maximum height, and 2.5 metres
setback from neighbouring houses). By skillful development
of a courtyard design, these constraints have been turned to
advantages. Neither the courtyard nor the vaulted loggia has
been included in the calculation of the plot ratio. Yet the
courtyard has become the focus of all activities within the
house, as well as having provided for their basic segregation
and guaranteeing privacy from the outside world.
The two-storey house is built around three sides (north,
east, south) of the open courtyard. On the ground floor on the
north side is a beach entrance leading to the living area,
which is paved in marble and includes an alcove (liwan) and a
fireplace. A vaulted loggia with wind catcher and a guest bed
room and bathroom are also on the ground floor's north side.
On the east side of the house are the work yard, kitchen, and
servant's quarters (bedroom with bath). The servant's quarters
open into the backyard and the kitchen is conveniently posi
tioned between the work yard and courtyard. To the south are
a double garage and a storage area. There is also a terrace with
a small garden within the boundary wall.
Open stairs lead up from the south side of the courtyard to
a loggia on the first level. This is the entrance to a pair of
2. View into the courtyard. The circulation zone around the court'
•yard connects bedrooms and services.
3. Vaulted sitting room with courtyard beyond.
4- Sitting area of master bedroom. Features of traditional crafts
manship include: a built-in cupboard, typical for Cairene homes;
mashrabiyya screens on windows; and a ceiling of wood beams
and battens, which is very effective insulation.

bedrooms with shared bathroom above the garage. A belve
dere (maq'ad) overlooking the beach leads to the master bed
room. Beyond the master bedroom is a private terrace. Beside
the master bedroom door and at the top of the stairs is a ladder
giving access to the flat roof above the master bedroom, with
a low parapet around it and a bench constructed against the
barrel vault for sunbathing and viewing.
The articulation of space throughout the building is han
dled with great sensitivity. There are no awkward transitions.
On the contrary, the eye (and foot) is led on by a series of
"invitations": a canted corner, where one turns from the en
trance lobby towards the courtyard, another where the stairs
turn towards the belvedere. Similarly the perspective of the

courtyard from the living area is framed by a pair of arches,
the further of which is displaced slightly to the right of the
nearer. The same attention to detail has also gone into the
handling of changes of level in the paving of the courtyard,
stairs, and belvedere. A flight of eight steps leads from the
courtyard to a half landing (still visually within the court
yard), then five more steps to the first floor. On the left is a
parapet (the first), on the right two bedrooms one step higher
and under the archway (symbolic threshold). Further steps
announced by a rising plane in the passageway beckon to the
left, into the belvedere. A final farewell to the courtyard,
5. Transverse and longitudinal sections, ground and first floor
plans. In the Halawa house, the timeless art of the mason and
carpenter articulates spaces designed with great sensitivity, endow
ing the architecture with a profound beauty.

three more steps and a half turn to the left lead at last to the
door of the master bedroom. All of this, done in such a natu
ral manner that its essential theatricality is hardly apparent.
The Use of Tradition. Agamy, formerly part of the local be
douin territory, did not have an indigenous architectural tra
dition on which El-Wakil could draw. Hence, the architect
sought another Egyptian tradition, not specifically identified
with this region, in which he could work and whose idioms he
could use in order to create a suitable style.
The technological basis of the design is the ancient Upper
Egyptian tradition of masonry construction. Made of un
dressed local limestone, burnt red brick, and mud mortar, the
closely set bearing walls are opened with arches and spanned
with barrel vaults and domes. Masonry renderings, inside and
out, consisted of three coats of traditional sand-lime plaster
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known as Alexandrine plaster.' Innovative to the tradition is
the use of reinforced concrete for footings. A concrete slab
was used over the kitchen and garage, where flat undecorated
ceilings were called for, but not over the master bedroom,
where it would have provided insufficient insulation. (This
insulation was provided by a ceiling of treated wooden beams
and battens with a special layered composition. )
The project's master mason, Aladdin Mustafa, who had
participated in building the village of New Gourna using mudbrick construction methods, taught local unskilled labourers
to construct vaults and arches using the inclined vault system,

6. Masonry construction. The technological basis of the Halawa
house is the ancient Upper Egyptian tradition of masonry construc
tion. Clockwise from right top: a) Walls were laid with rubble ma
sonry followed by the springing of the major arches, b) The walls of
the first level are capped with a variety of superstructures: concrete
slabs on the right, vaulting on the left, c) Master mason Aladdin
Mustafa constructing an inclined barrel vault, d) The house before
a rendering of Alexandrine plaster was applied.

which requires no shuttering. Together with the plasterer and
the carpenter, both skilled Egyptian craftsmen, the house took
form with many traditional features: an octagonal fountain in
the courtyard; the loggia (takhtabush) and wind catcher
(malqaf);the alcoves (liwan); masonry benches (mastaba); the
belvedere (maq'ad); the oblique entrances; and architectural
decoration (windows with patterned brick claustra, mashrabiyya, and stained glass; woodwork; tiles; and brass lamps and
door handles).
The architect's stated goal of using traditional forms and
indigenous materials cannot be seen as an imposition of out7. Mashrabiyya screen. The craft of wood turning and carpentry
is revealed in all the screens in the house.
8. South facade detail. The window is closed by a heavy wood
shutter with small openings for ventilation. The claustra in the
vault above assure a continuous flow of air.
9. Living room windows soften the light from the courtyard.

dated designs and means, but rather as a solution to some of
the problems imposed by climate, town plan, and typical
house structure in Agamy. The traditional Islamic feature of
the courtyard with a fountain in it, for example, serves practi
cal as well as aesthetic purposes. By orienting the house to
catch the sea breeze and by providing an open courtyard, the
architect has provided a physically comfortable and private
area that dispenses with the need for circulation corridors and
hence serves as the centre of activity for the whole house. The
courtyard is particularly comfortable because it lies in partial
shade and draws fresh air down through the wind catcher. It is
paved with Muqattam sandstone, noted for its thermal proper
ties, on which one can walk in bare feet even in the height of
summer.
The traditional forms and materials similarly answer the
demands for a sense of privacy, openness, and comfort. Mar
ble floors keep the living areas cool. The circulation of air,
enhanced by the wind catchers and the courtyard, obviates
the need for air conditioning. Because most seating and cup
boards are built in, the house seems to be larger than it actu
ally is. The wall and roof structures give good insulation, and
the rendering withstands the effects of the climate better than
standard gypsum cement plaster, which would have required
annual repainting. The play of light on the structures, created
by the filtering of light of varying intensities through mashrabiyya, eliminates the need for extensive decoration.
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