
Profile 

A conversation on the current state of 
architecture in Tunisia with the 
architect of this issue's building study. 
Serge Santelli, born in 1944 in Paris, was 
educated in France and the United States, where 
he received a Master of Architecture and City 
Planningfrom the University of Pennsylvania in 
1970. After his studies in the atelier of Louis 

MlMAR: Can you comment on the influ
ence of foreign architecture on local habi
tats? 
Santelli: Architectural production in 
the Maghreb has been dominated for de
cades by European influences. This has 
included the direct importation of 
architectural models and foreign techniques 
into these countries, particularly Tunisia. 
This has had the effect of stifling original 
development of a popular architecture 
rooted in the urban and architectural tradi
tions of Arab Muslim society. 

Many recently-built edifices, such as 
apartment houses, towers and industrial and 
domestic constructions, have disfigured 
Tunisian sites and cities just as they have 
done in Europe. 

This cultural and technological domina
tion has resulted in the abandoning of tradi
tional dwellings in favour of more modem 
structures, better suited to European life
styles. 
MlMAR: Surely the Tunisians are aware of 
this. Aren't they doing anything to keep 
some of their traditional architecture? For 
instance, are the medinas (or old city centres) 
being preserved? 
Santelli: Not much is being done, 
although in all fairness there is some aware
ness of the problem now. But the extraor
dinary rich architectural heritage has been 
forsaken. The physical structures of medinas, 
inhabited since Independence principally by 
rural immigrants, continue to deteriorate, 
causing grave problems for preservation. 
Occupied by the poorest social classes, the 
architecture of the medina is slowly dis
appearing because of lack of maintenance 
and of an overall government policy of 
rehabilitation, which means razing and re
building. Only a few historic monuments 
of exceptional quality, such as palaces or 
mosques, escape this fate and are restored, 
as benefitting from another govemment 
policy for "museographic" rehabilitation to 
enhance tourism. 

New zones of modem dwellings (high
rise and individual houses) have developed 
very rapidly on the periphery oflarge cities. 
Tunisians very often prefer functional and 
technical aspects of modem spaces in con
temporary urban settings to the traditional 
forms of the medina, whose structures seem 
archaic and outdated. Unfortunately, the 
language of Modemity and Progress is too 
often destructive. 

Serge Santelli 

Kahn, he was an assistant pnftssor at the Institut 
Technologique d'Art in Tunis, Tunisia. His 
works include a private dwelling in Tunis, a 
tourist complex in Tabarka (1972) and several 
renovations in France. He is presently involved 
in a housing projed of 130 units in Reims. 

Organiser of a seminar in Mahdia, Tunisia 
in 1979, on "Arab Architedure and the Structure 

" new Tunisian 
architecture perpetuates 
attitudes from the colonial 
era, when Moorish facades 
were put on buildings for 
imported typologies to be 
more easily integrated with 
the indigenous culture of 
the conquered country. " 

MlMAR: Are many Tunisian architects 
trained abroad? If this is so this must have a 
bearing on the use of alien architectural 
vocabularies. Of course, you are an exam
ple of this - the Western-trained architect 
designing for a "developing" country. 
Santelli: Most Tunisian architects were 
trained in Europe, or in schools whose 
teaching is based upon European schools. 
Once they are in practice they find them
selves having to conform to administrative 
regulations of colonial origin. In addition, as 
they are fascinated by imported techniques 
and new forms, these architects produce 
architecture that is totally foreign to tradi
tional typologies and unsuitable to the par
ticular life-style of most of the local popula
tion. 

I think that I am also subject to this. But 
I study carefully local conditions and I 
believe that I have an inbuilt empathy with 
the country, its people and its architecture. I 
hope that I am sensitive to both needs and 
environments when I design. 
MlMAR: Judging from your work we 
would certainly say that you are. In our 
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of Medinas in the Maghreb", he continues his 
research into popular housing typologies. 

MIMAR's editors conversed with Santelli 
several times in June 1981 at his fourth floor 
studio in Paris, amidst his fine colledion of old 
North African mirror paintings, piles of books 
and half-finished architectural drawings. J.Vhat 
follows is a small part of the discussions. 

view you are one of the few architects who 
have been successful in interpreting a local 
architectural idiom and creatively trans
forming it in an interesting manner. To 
return to our conversation; aren't people 
trying to create a new design vocabulary in 
Tunisia? 
Santelli: Within a political framework 
which has lately encouraged a search for 
national identity, architects in the Maghreb 
have felt inclined to adapt their production 
to an Arab Muslim esthetic in order to 
satisfy a perceived need on the part of the 
population to return to their sources. In 
Tunisia their language has become "Tunisi
fied": arcades, cupolaS, columns and capials 
of carved stone, coloured tiles and multiple 
irregularities of form for purely picturesque 
effects now cover the facades of new con
structions. 

This language operates as a cosmetic 
decoration within spatial configurations that 
remain essentially European. 

Such "new" Tunisian architecture in fact 
perpetuates architectural attitudes from the 
colonial era, when Moorish facades were 
put on buildings in order for imported 
typologies to be more easily integrated with 
the indigenous culture of the conquered 
country. 

Modem Tunisian architecture remains 
essentially Western in conception, with 
Moorish decoration on facades serving only 
to give an "Islamic" touch to what is 
nevertheless still a shallow, ridiculous repro
duction of the Internationa Style. Moreov
er, this new type of habitat raises all sorts of 
. contradictions in the way people actually 
live, often continuing traditional modes. It 
inevitably reveals a conflict between the 
way the architect conceives spaces, and the 
way they are actually inhabited by the users. ~ 
Even though the medinas have been aban
doned as "modem" their decorative voca
bulary nonetheless serves as a reservoir of 
forms for architects who come back in 
search of ornamental elements for their 
Moorish styles ... 

MlMAR: You are in fact saying that there 
is no real move towards establishing a 
contemporary indigenous architecture. 
Santelli: That is true. In actuality, the 
Islamic architecture of Tunisia is being re
duced . to a limited number of signs of 
"Arabness", closer to tourist folklore than 
to the fundamental principles that permeate 
Arab Muslim architectural space. 



Building Study 

ti1 
Text, photographs and 
drawings were produced 
exclusively Jor MIMAR by 
the building's architect, 
Serge Santelli. 

Apartment-Hotel, Sousse, Tunisia 

Architect: Serge Santelli 
Client: Tuniso-Kuwaitian Development Con
sortium 
Completed: June 1981 
Description: The complex contains 110 apart
ments am! some communal services (restaurant, 
bar, reception). This relatively inexpensive de-

T he hotel is arranged around 
courtyards and patios 
(wast-al-dar), basic elements 
of any Arabo-Islamic archi
tectural typology. Intro
verted in their organisa
tion around interior spaces, 

apartments are situated overlooking 13 
courtyards and 3 small plazas, one of which 
is devoted to the reception areas for clients, 
and access to the restaurant and salons. 

Courtyards are simple, clear and regular 
in form (square or rectangular), and are 
either paved or planted. They are organised 
along a main longitudinal axis, attached to 
which is a secondary network that creates 
passages and sequences of spaces recalling 
courtyards and gardens of Arab palaces. 
Their architecture is rational and straightfor
warc\: pillars and rectangular porticos, small 
windows closed with mushrabiyas (wooden 
screens), but avoiding any picturesque or 
folkloric forms which smack off a false 
vernacular. 

Facades are decorated with bands of 
traditional ceramic tiles from Nabuel (Tuni
sia), framing windows that open onto the 
courtyards, thereby creating a decor re
miniscent of older houses. Certain cour
tyards are surrounded by arcades on all four 
sides, . similar to the architecture of local 
fondouks. 

The courtyards are either paved with 
marble or Haffouz stone or planted with 
orange trees and jasmin, thereby recreating 
an atmosphere of traditional Arab gardens. 
A small channel for water links a square 
basin in one courtyard with a long basin of 
water in one of the plazas along the major 
axis. The latter basin has a fountain, covered 
by a pergola, at either end. 

The whole forms a series of courtyards 
and cool, shadowed gardens whose atmos
phere makes specific reference to interior 
spaces of traditional Tunisian houses. The 
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velopment was built as part of the tourist develop
ment plan of the city. The conception of these 
units was essentially inspired by traditional T uni
sian spatial typology and avoids references to a 
((Moorish style" which is popular among those 
architects in search of ((architectural authenticity". 

Above: The complex exterior reveals an intricate 
massing of buildings which tum their backs to the 
outside. The scale is almost domestic. 
Below: Location map of Tunisia. 
Right: Courtyard (labelled 'B' in the plan) 
surrounded by double-storeyed buildings. The 
built-in niches Jor seating and the changing 
shadows give the space animation, yet a Jeeling of 
tranquility, which will be further enhanced when 
the trees grow taller. 

A LG E R I A 

LIBYA 

formal simplicity of this interior architecture 
and its cool, colourful ambience contrasts 
sharply with higher picturesque aspects of 
exterior volumes, where complex silhouet
tes recall the well-known images of unspeci
fied Mediterranean villages. 

The apartments are entered by the cour
tyards. A single T-shaped room, tradi
tionally found in large Tunisian houses, is 
the main living space of the apartment, 
which at ground level opens onto a private 
enclosed garden. On the upper floor, apart
ments (except for the studios) have private 
exterior terraces protected by walls from 
sun, and cannot be viewed from the out
side. 

Floors are covered with white and blue 
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ceramic tiles manufactured in Tunis. Walls 
of the bathrooms and toilets have tiles from 
Nabeul, the patterns of which are empha
sised with black strips forming a 
framework. Doors and windows are of 
wood, painted in green. Windows are pro
tected by mushrabiyas outside, while inside 
they have solid shutters, identical to local 
usage. T he fascination with modem 

techniques is so strong in 
Tunisia that the building 
contractor was able to per
suade the client to select a 
system of poured-in-place 
concrete construction. This 

was justified by the builder on economic 
grounds. However, the work was so poor
ly executed that the concrete had to be 

Top: Site Plan. The hotel is planned around a 
series if courtyards and a lengthy longitudinal 
spine. The main entrance is in the centre if the 
complex. This MIMAR presentation covers the 
right half if the development to illustrate the 
typical elements and variations found in the plan. 
Left: Successive courtyards viewed ~ along the 
main longitudinal axis - rather like mirror 
riflections, but varied from image to image. 



systematically broken, re-aligned, and re
paired with a coating in order to mask 
numerous imperfections after the form
work was dismanded. 

This technique, unfortunately, did not 
allow any reduction of construction time or 
cost - quite the contrary. It did however, 
allow the client to realise his error and the 
architect to confirm his belief that traditional 
construction techniques, utilising the capaci
ties of qualified local labour is better by far 
than all the technological progress made to 
date. Application of traditional means IS 

cheaper in the long run, and faster. 

Top: The central court. 
Right, top: View oj the two-storey apartments . 
Far right, top: Silhouette details oj the courtyard 
perimeter against the sky accentuate the vertical 
geometry oj the spaces. 
Right: A large courtyard with a kubus or iwan 
(niche) forming a small open seating area. The 
high wall forms a barrier and gives the internal 
open space both privacy and visual continuity . 
Far right: The entrance to the reception court is 
difrned by a contemporary archway. The walls at 
the entrance are splayed at the corners at ground 
level to accentuate the entrance and avoid sharp 
corners in an area oj heavy pedestrian use. 
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The dramatic white exterior, typically Tunisian, 
serves to set the structure off aga inst the harsh 
landscape. 
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Plan 
1. Reception 
2. Restaurant 
3. Kitchen 
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Lift, top: Section through the courtyards shows 
the interiors and design of the facade tiling. 
Lift: Plan showing the entrance (lift) off the 
entry court into the reception and dining areas 
through to the longitudinal spine with its long 
pool and the more private courtyards around 
which are grouped the apartments . (Note: The 
apartment plans on the opposite page are of the 
cross-hatched units.) 
Top: The central longitudinal court with its pool 
and pergolas at either end. 
Above: Access gallery to the apartments. 
Right, top: The interior of an apartment showing 
the living room with its sleeping alcove. (Note: 
the interior decor was not done by the architect.) 
Right: Typical apartments. The ground floor 
apartment has an additional bedroom; the smaller 
studios are on the first floor. Both apartments 
have private open courtyards. 
1. Living area 4. Bedroom (ground 
2. Sleeping Alcove floor only) 
3. Kitchen 5. Private courtyard 

-

I 

------~--~~--~----------~----~~ 

h-1-Yl5 'fr-LT 

~~ 
~ U 11 

1 1 
11T 

11 " 
1M , 1 

r , 

Ir 3 rrJ ' r--

2 
, 

2 
~ '-

"' ~ Bl::fi 
- -

L-___ --' Ground Floor Plan = First Floor Plan 

17 



On the Apartment-Hotel 
••... confused and picturesque." 

The summer residences (apartment
hotel) constructed in the new tourist 
complex at Port el-Kantaoui, Sousse, 
Tunisia, have been rejected here. This 
hotel is different from other hotels 
along the coast up to now insofar as 
the "international style" and pictures
que style, appreciated so much by 
developers and their architects. 

Similar to traditional Arab Muslim 
typology, this hotel IS carefully 
ordered and composed around interior 
spaces, such as courts and gardens, 
onto which the apartments open. This 
arrangement is obtained perhaps to the 
detriment of exterior facades, where 
the aspect is rather confused and 'pic
turesque'. 

The spatial models of Arab Muslim 
architecture were the explicit reference 
for the architect, who was able to 
integrate diverse elements from the 
history of Turusian architecture, S1:!ch 
as those of Andalusian origm or from 

Cairo. Allusions to classical archi
tecture are also present, with certain 
spaces or details recalling Piranesi' s 
architecture, or that of Louis Kalm or 
Carlo Scarpa. 

The architect's view of history is 
new and eclectic, disrespectful and cri
tical, which lets him introduce innova
tive, resolutely modem elements freely 
into older typologies. 

The user who is accustomed to 
consuming quaint, local sorts of folk
lore while on vacation here finds him
self confronted by a different and un
habitual situation which both barnes 
and seduces him. At a time when 
communication between Arab coun
tries and the West is developing enor
mously, this project anticipates a 
genume architecture of the Arab 
world. 

Tarek Ben Miled 
Tunis 
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