
Interiors: 19th Century Houses 
of Mahdia, Tunisia 

The 19th Century houses in the medina of 
Mahdia in Tunisia reveal a rich mixture of 
heritages in the interior decoration of their rooms. 
Santelli, a French architect who also works in 
Tunisia, has in the past three years been resear
ching the traditional architecture of the country. 

Traditional houses in the medina of 
Mahdia are similar in plan to other 

_ houses in the Maghreb: habitable 
rooms are situated around a courtyard, 
which one enters by either a single or a 
double skifa. The service rooms (such as 
toilets and kitchens) are next to the entry, 
and the main living space (beit) is at the back 
of the house, opposite the entrance. In the 
second half of the 19th Century, a number 
of houses were built by members of a sing!... 
family (of Turkish origin) and bunched 
together in the medina along the same 
private street. All of them have the main 
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living room (beit al majlis) in the form of a 
"T". These resemble similar T-shaped 
rooms described by Professor Jacques Re
vault for bourgeois dwellings in Tunis': 
oblong and relatively narrow (2.5 to 3.5 
metres wide and 6 to 10 metres long). Such 
rooms are entered from the courtyard 
through a doorway located in the middle of 
the longest side and they are lit by two 
windows symmetrically flanking the door. 
On the courtyard side, the door and the 
two windows are frequently framed by 
bands of stone which demarcate wall sur
faces with ceramic tiles. A niche, called the 
majlis, opens onto the room just opposite 
the doorway and is framed by an arch; 
symmetrically placed at each end of the 

'Revault, Jacques, Palais et demeures de Tunis 
(XVIIIe et XVXe siecles). Ed. du CNRS, Paris 
1971. 
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room is an alcove which contains a bed, 
protected by a sculptured wooden screen, 
or tijane . The decoration in these beit and the 
fumiture dating from the late 19th Century 
are especially noteworthy and well pre
served in most of these houses. 

The head of the household receives his 
guests in the majlis, where they sit on low 
benches placed against the walls. The lower 
two-thirds of the wall are covered with 
ceramic tiles, more often than not originat
ing in Spain. (Sometimes the ceramic tiles 
are protected by embroidered white cloth.) 
Painted wooden shelves, on the wall above 
the tiles, are for incense-burners and other 
objects, or even mirrors ofItalian origin can 
be found in the wealthier families. 

Photograph above: A typical painted wood ceiling of a 
house. The archway divides the room into living and 
sleeping areas. 



The upper part of the majlis is decorated 
with paintings on the walls, representing 
images derived from post-cards (such as 
Italian landscapes, European chateaus, etc.) 
or else emblems of the Bey of Tunis. In 
some houses the paintings are replaced by 
decorative ceramic tiles. 

Comices and polygonal ceilings with 
projecting elements are of painted wood, 
employing Italian floral motifs. Venetian 
chandeliers are hung from these ceilings. 

The sleeping alcove itself is to be found 
always at the end of the long room, 

_ beyond the occasional doorway giv
ing onto a small closet (maksoura) or even a 
child's bedroom. A raised bed, sedda, is 
placed in the alcove (about 80 centimetres 
above the floor) with a narrow bench placed 
against it. Th~ space for the bed is protected 
by a glod-painted screen, or tijane. The 
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arched central portion often has a curtain, 
while the lateral parts are immovable ele
ments of gold-painted wood with mirror 
inlay. A tijane is not closed all the way to the 
ceiling, but has an ornamental pediment, 
the tej, with a mirror. 

A low window onto the courtyard 
brings light into the alcove from the side. 
Typically, in Tunisia, the window frame is 
flush with the exterior facade, where there is 
a wrought-iron grill; wooden shutters, 
painted and decorated, are placed flush with 
the interior wall of the alcove. Bedroom 
walls are tiled, although the upper regions 
are often covered with paintings identical to 
those of the majlis. Ceilings are constructed 
with transverse beams, painted blue, red 
and yellow. The door and the two win
dows that open onto the courtyard are 
covered with white, embroidered double 
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curtains which subdue the light. 
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The lively colours of paint on wood, the 
brilliance of the ceramic tiles, the gold of the 
mirrors and the tijane, and the decorative 
scenes give the beit-al-majlis of Mahdia a 
surprising and luxurious aspect while main
taining an intimate and comfortable atmos
phere. 

Above: The interior courtyard of a house. The doDl's 
and windows are traditionally outlined by bands oj 
ceramic tile. 
Below: The old town of Mahdia is sunourlded by the 
sea 011 three sides. The houses in black are the ones 
shown in the photographs. 
Right: The majlis off the courtyard, with its seating 
along the walls, has shelves holding minors on three 
sides. 
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Above: The sleeping alcove with a decorated wood 
screm or rijane. 
Right, above: Interior showing the majlis and bed 
alcove. Two chests of drawers with mirrors have bem 
placed on either side of the arch. 
Right: The upper section of a rijane, the taj, is 
elaborately carved. The alcove itself is demarcated by 
a/"I anh of pair/ted stone. 
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Above: The upper part of the majlis is covered with 
painted panels. A shelf holding mirrors runs along 
three sides, and a venetian glass chandelier hangs from 
the ceiling. 
Left: The sleeping alcove and bench of painted wood 
next to it. A raised bed, sedda, is placed in the alcove 
and is curtained off from the rest of the space. 

Serge Santelli, born in Paris, was educated in France 
and the United States, where he received a Master of 
Architecture and City Planning from the University of 
Pennsylvania. 
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