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The El-Miniawy Architects 
The brothers Hany and Abdel Rahman El
Miniawy, are two Egyptian architects who are 
part oj a larger team which has been living and 
working in Algeria since 1969. Members oj the 
group, including the founder, Hamdi Diab, who 
died in an automobile accident in 1976 are as 
follows: 
Hmndi Diab, born in Cairo in 1945, studied 
in Egypt and obtained his architectural degree 
from the Fine Arts faculty in 1968. He went to 
Algeria shortly thereafter and began work in the 
qfJices oj the Wilaya oj Setif; his private practice 
began in 1969 when he opened his own qfJice in 
Algiers. Now deceased. 
Hany EI-Miniawy, born in Cairo in 1947, 
and started his architectural studies in the same 
Fine Arts faculty as Hamdi Diab in 1967. He 
interrupted his education in Cairo with work and 
study in Algeria from 1970-74 and a training 
programme in West Gemiany in 1975, the year 
he graduated in architecture. He returned to 
Algeria to work with Diab in 1975. 

Statement by the El-Miniawy Office 
The work which has been done in our 
office over the last 8 years could be de
scribed as falling into four distinct phases: 

An initial phase began with our close 
collaboration with the late Hamdi Diab, 
who arrived in Algeria in 1968 and sought 
to create the nucleus of a team which would 
work together. The types of programmes 
at the time and our approach to them were 
rather artisanal: small scale on private com
missions, for movie theatres and a few 
private residences. A project for a cultural 
centre in Setif should be considered as an 
important turning point in this phase be
cause it allowed us to substantiate a number 
of ideas which had been developed in prior 
buildings. It provided the impetus for ela
borating an architectural language of our 
own. The result was that this architect's real 
language which emerged - more than all 
the other discoveries due to these first 
achievements - was incorporated into 
our projects submitted in two low-cost 
housing competitions for Cairo. Also, it 
. was during the conception of these two 
competition projects, each of which was for 
1,000 dwellings, that we became aware or" 
the problems facing the architect, as some
one who must intervene directly in produc
tion process of housing large masses of 
people. 

The second phase can be characterised as 
the period of consolidation of our team 
around the architectural problems involving 
the mass production of housing. This was 
due to the fact that we had several commis
sions at the time for large quantities of 
dwellings. Unfortunately it was precisely at 
that moment'that Hamdi Diab was killed 
accidently and we were forced to continue 
our experience and to finish the projects 
without him, but along the same lines 
which we had evolved. 

7 

Abdel Rahman El-Miniawy, born in 1950 
in Cairo . Although he too began his studies in 
Egypt, Abdel Rahman moved to Algiers and 
received his diploma in architecture at the 
E.P.A. U. there in 1975, the same year he 
joined the qfJice. 
Hammmn El-Mistikawi, born in Cairo in 
1949. Having studied in Cairo and the 
E.P.A. U. in Algiers, he graduated in 
architecture from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, u.P. 
nO 3 in Paris in 1976. Having begun work with 
Hamdi Diab already in 1975, El-Mistikawi 
prepared his diploma project and thesis on "An 
Agrarian Village in Algeria" and the problems oj 
agrarian riform. In 1979-80 he had to return to 
Egypt for military service, where he worked in 
the capacity oj consultant on a team for settlement 
planning in the Red Sea Governorate and on an 
urban design project for the wholesale market oj 
Greater Cairo. 

For example, the two competitions for a 
thousand dwellings each in Cairo (in the 
Hilwan and · Maryland neighbourhoods) 
were an opportunity for us to analyse the 
,principles relating to the organisation of 
traditional , Arab houses with their interior 
courtyard. An attempt was made on our 
part to design vertical arrangements of units 
with interior courts. The two housing pro
jects in M'Sila, one for 300 units and one for 
50 units, are applications of this research 
into modem, vertical adaptations of tradi
tional compositions; so, too, are the 124 
housing units in Biskra. 

Also, the village of Mahder (1976-77) 
enters into this category of housing experi
ments. It is part of the programme in 
Algeria to construct a thousand agrarian 
villages. Moreover, Mahder is probably the 
first attempt at using only local materials for 
construction, namely earth stabilised with 
cement, for housing and public facilities. 

Finally, during this second phase of our 
activities, we built a number of community 
structures for public collective use: a cultural 



centre, with administrative and commercial 
functions, for the city of Boussaada, as well 
as a programme for ten preparatory schools 
in Biskra and El Oued. 

A third phase in our development might 
be described as that of putting into practice 
and refining a number of ideas which had 
crystallised during the preceding phase. 
With regard to the dwelling, for example, 
certain key elements such as the court 
(wurstaldar) and the reception room were 
systematically incorporated into our pro
jects in spite of the difficulties in convincing 
the authorities of their fundamental import
ance. In the end, such elements were 
accepted and even integrated into the new 
norms created for official housing program
mes. As for the utilisation oflocal materials, 
we expanded the range from stabilised earth 
to stone, gypsum, or whatever was avail
able and suitable not only for the structural 
system but also for infill and finishing of 
building surfaces. 

During this same period, other kinds of 
programmes occupied us as well: the local 
bus station, a craft centre and shopping mall 
in Biskra, a cultural centre in El Oued and 
other housing projects, like that of500 units 
in Biskra and several motels in the same 
city. 

The most recent phase of reflection and 
criticism of the work we are presently 
doing focusses upon the dwelling as only 
one of many elements in the realm of 
habitat. Currently, we have projects of the 
scale of 400 new units in El Qued, 200 in 
Oulad Djellal, 250 (twice) in Djelfa and 100 
villas in Ouargla. Perhaps the essential con
siderations in our method approach should 
be listed as follows: 
• Committment to criticising and to going 

beyond the so-called 'classic' maImer of 
solving the problems of mass housing; 

• Attempt to integrate new elements into 
the housing process in order to attain 
more all-encompassing solutions; 

• Pursuit of differing modes of production 
of liveable spaces, in housing and in 
architecture more generally; 

• Confront and compare these experiments 
in Algeria with what is now happening in 
the field of mass housing in other Arab 
countries. 

Mimar: Why did Hamdi Diab choose to 
come to Algeria in 1968? Also yourselves 
later? Did the fact that you are Egyptian 
play a role in your decision? 
El-Miniawys: You must realise that Egypt 
went through a very difficult period im
mediately following the 1967 war, and 
there was practically no hope for young 
architects to practice their profession and to 
develop their ideas. This is one of the factors 
that brought us to Algeria. 

However, equally important was the 
fact that there was a tremendous amount of 
building going on; the whole country was 

one big construction site. This obviously 
provide young architects too test their ideas 
through experience. Since the commissions 
for buildings were all public, a large variety 
and quantity of new programmes could be 
formulated. 
Mimar: You spoke of discovering an 
architectural language and of its application 
in the new cultural centre in Setif What is 
this language and how has it evolved? 

Top: Hany EI-Miniawy ill the Biskra office. 
Above: Abdel Rahman EI-Milliaw), 0/1 the building 
site. 

El-Miniawys: When Hamdi Diab came to 
Algeria, and then ourselves shortly thereaf
ter, we had just finished our studies. Natur
ally we had been influenced by certain kinds 
of architecture, and architects, in Egypt. 
Actual practice in Algeria provided the 
opportunity for confronting our theoretical 
ideas with existing reality. The logical pro
cesses of development brought out a num
ber of different principles which conse
quently conditioned our research in design
ing projects for Algeria. The language is 
discemible in the various projects which 
were built. 
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Mimar: In a number of Arab countries 
today, the probletn often emerges of the 
unadaptiveness of certain kinds of 
architecture, and of imported, non
traditional kinds of spaces. Can you explain 
more in detail what you meant earlier, in 
your remark about integrating traditional 
norms into housing programmes? 
El-Miniawys: The first obstacle is the way 
in which these architectural programmes 
are formulated. When the commission is a 
public one (as most are in Algeria) , the 
programme is in the form of certain norms 
that are required, either for individual ele
ments or for surface areas. In the beginning, 
there were. great contradictions between our. 
own way of conceiving a dwelling and the 
model that was imposed. The model was 
based upon elements that differed greatly 
from the reality; for example, categorising 
housing as urban, semi-urban, rural. Or, 
elements of houses were presented simply 
as bedroom, dining room, salon, bath
room, kitchen. Such standardised terminol
ogy or conceptions did not relate satisfac
torily to people's needs. We tried to fmd a 
vocabulary which was based on uses and 
divisions of spaces in daily life. Elements 
such as a courtyard madiaja or centre 
of the dwelling were never presented in the 
programmes. After we had finished build
ing several projects the authorities in Algeria 
came to realise how essential some of these 
elements were in fact, and they were 
accepted. A norm is only the first step in the 
production of useable space but should not 
remain an end in itself 
Mimar: Finally, there is a lot of talk about 
the utilisation of local materials. What is 
your own point of view? 
El-Miniawys: We believe that local mate
rials are relevant to the formulation of a 
specific mode of production for 
architecture. They should not be considered 
as a substitute for some other, more expen
sive construction material simply because 
they are cheaper and easily available. Never
theless, we should not lose sight of the 
historical importance of this trend in our 
region of the world. There are acknow
ledged advantages, economic and climatic, 
in using locally produced materials. Our 
own position might be summarised as fol
lows: in terms of technical know-how, the 
very simplicity for local labour in using 
certain materials can be adapted to numer
ous different projects; these can also aid 
people who wish to rely on traditional 
modes of construction that are rapidly dis
appearing. In certain cases, such materials 
can encourage people to participate in build
ing their own dwellings. However, in order 
to be more beneficial the experimental na
ture of most attempts to use local materials 
must be overcome and replaced by a wide
spread employment without, of course, 
increasing Utmecessarily the complexity of 
the technology being developed. 



El-Miniawys 

Project Data 

Ruml housing and communal facilities, including 
mosque, public baths, craji centre and com
mene in M'sila, Algaia. 

Client: Wi/aya of M'Sila (Local administra
tion) . 

. Architects: Groupe d'Etude de I 'Habitat 
(G.E.H.), Biskm, Algeria (Housing Study 
Group). 

Principals: H. and A. EI-Miniawy, H. Mis
tikawi and H. Diab. 

Cost: 15 million Algerian Dinars. 
Materials: Earthem Bricks stabilised with ce

ment (7 percent); 
Date: 1975-80. 

T he village of Maader was 
the first such settlement 

. built ill Southern Algena 
as part of an Agarian re
form programme. Among 
by the architects was the 
necessity for including 

community facilities as an integral part of 
the programme: Buildings such as a school, 
a mosque and public bath were situated in a 
complex at the centre of the village, dis
persed throughout the settlement are spaces 
appropriate in scale for gathering in groups, 
for animal husbandry, etc. Such amenities 
were intended to deter rural inhabitants 
from migrating to urban area. The density 
of the built-up area (120 dwellings per 
hectare), nevertheless corresponds to the 
architectural tradition of villages in this 
southern climate. 

Equally significant in the Algerian con
text is the architects' insistence upon em
ploying local materials and local contrac
tors, including the personal participation of 
future inhabitants whenever possible. A 
temporary annex of the National Labora
tory for testing of building materials was 
set up on the sittl"in order to determine the 
precise mixture of earth and cement for the 

Above: Typical classroom wing. 
Right, above: The village mosque. 
Right: A typical village square. 
Photographs: Vewnique Dol!fuss/Petitdemange. 

Maader Village, M'sila 
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Layout plan of the Maader Village, M'sila 
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Above: General view of the village (with the mosque at 
the back) in the barren landscape. 
Above, right: General view of the village with its 
vaulted roofs. 
Below: Kitchen interior. 

bricks, which were initially manufactured 
by hand by unskilled labour and later with 
presses. The use of bricks to construct 
vaulting for roofs was the most economical 
solution found for this region. Interior and 
exterior surfaces were then plastered. 

The plans of individual houses were 
developed in such a way that the kitchens 
of four units are arranged around a space 
for women to meet one another. This does 
not, however, replace the traditional hoche 
(underlined), or courtyard, for each 
dwelling. 
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El-Miniawys 

Project Data 

College d'enseignement moyen (C.E.M.), 
Middle-level preparatory school for 800 students, 
of which 300 can be live-in students. 
16 classrooms, 5 science labs, library, auditor
ium, and refectory for 500. 
Location: El Oued, Algeria. 
Architects: Groupe d'Etude de I'Habitat 

(G.E.H.), Biskra, Algeria (Housing Study 
Group). 

Principals: H. and A. El-Miniawy, H. Mis-
tikawi and H. Diab. 

Budget: 1.4 million Algerian Dinars. 
Actual cost: 1.6 million Algerian Dinars 
Date: 1976-79. 

The architectural conception of this school 
is the result of an in-depth analysis of the 
specific architectural qualities found in EI 
Oued. The functional spaces are defined to 
create a micro-climate for various student 
activities, given the harsh climate out-of
doors in the region. Partially covered cour
tyards and shaded passageways are essential 
to the comfortable functioning of different 
spaces. The arrangement of these around a 
central court in the middle of the building 
provides a natural cooling effect and a 
homogenous indirect lighting. 

Utilisation of local materials for infill 
walls was the choice of local construction 
workers. One of the effects of this choice 
was a noticeable improvement of the ther
mal insulation of classrooms in a hot cli
mate. The workers were responsible for 
the choice of colours selected for their 
capacity to reflect the sun's heat. 

Top: View of east focade with main entrance courtyard. 
Far right, top: Interior of a courtyard. 
Far right: Open-lo-sky passageway with classrooms on 
either side .. 

School, El Oued 
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Above: Upper .floor gallery serving classrooms. 
Right, top: Galleries with open courts between class
rooms. 
Right: Interior courtyards and galleries seen from above. 





El-Miniawys 

Project Data 

50 urban units at M'sila, Algeria 
Architects: Groupe d'Etude de I'Habitat 

(G.E.H.), Biskra, Algeria (Housing Study 
Group). 

Principals: H. and A. El-Miniawy, H. Mis
tikawi and H. Diab. 

The Urban Units at M'sila are based on a 
detailed ,analysis of the spatial needs of the 
Arab family and demonstrates the merits of 
our alternative architecture. The solution 
provides urban housing that is perfecdy 
adapted to local life. 

Each unit is built on three levels. The 
entrance is on the intermediate level and the 
reception area is located there. The lower 
level is the family area and the area for 
domestic activities. The upper level contains 
the sleeping quarters. These three levels are 
organised around a large semicovered patio 
which favours the ' creation of a micro
climate. The patio also forms an org~c 
extension of the family quarters. Together 
the components compnse a well
proportioned ensemble. 

Ground floor plan 

First floor plan 

Fifty Urban Units, M'sila 

Second level plan 

Top level plan 

'--'-____ ---'5111 

16 



17 

Lift: General view of the urban 
units built in M'sila. 
Lift, below: View of a typical 
3:family urban unit. 

Sawsan Noweir is an 
Egyptian architect living in 
Paris. She studied architecture 
in Cairo with Hamdi Diab, 
taught at the University of 
Constantine, and periodically is 
a consultant to UNESCO. 
She has followed the work of 
the Miniawy brothers closely 
and is perhaps, in the best 
position of anyone to present 
their projetts. 


