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BUILDING WITH EARTH 
IN SOUTH ARABIA 

Jolyon Leslie describes the tradition and techniques of earth construction 
in north and south Yemen. 

M OSt communities who are 
able to rely on traditional 
techniques for providing 
themselves with shelter, 

use low-technology methods based upon 
locally-available materials and skills. Such 
methods are often termed 'prescientific'. 
Techniques are assumed not to evolve or 
develop, but to be handed down 
unchanged from generation to generation. 
The reality is often quite the reverse. 
Tradition in building can be a dynamic 
process within which builders may 
consciously, albeit slowly, strive to 
improve their methods and the form of 
their shelter. Changes in vernacular 
building methods may not necessarily 
mean the 'loss' of the traditional. 

Rarely does a rigid canon of traditional 
materials or techniques limit the work of 
contemporary house-builders. Change is 
more likely to be constrained by the 
resources at hand, and the criteria that 
govern suitability for a particular 
economy. Innovations generally need to 
be useful (practically), desirable (socially) 
and affordable, before they are applied. 

The vernacular has usually developed 
from adapting materials, methods and 
skills as the physical or social 
circumstances of successive generations 
change. New materials or tools may 
become available, and suit the particular 
requirements of a group. The need to be 
innovative may also be forced upon 
builders and house-owners through 
shortages of materials or skills. 

Two examples illustrate different 
aspects of change in vernacular building 
methods in remote parts of the Arabian 
peninsula. They show the development of 
the form that shelter takes, and 
transformations in the way in which it is 
built. In both cases, the tradition has 
become a mix of old and new. 

In Jebel Barat in the Yemen Arab 
Republic, builders continue to use well
tried techniques of earth construction, 
while adapting the form of the modern 
home to suit the changing needs of the 
family. In the Wadi Hadramaut of the 
People's Democratic Republic of Yemen, 
new techniques of earth construction have 
been developed in response to shortages 

of materials, while the traditional forms 
of housing have been largely preserved. 
In both cases, methods have been 
transformed by the social and economic 
changes that have affected urban and rural 
communities in the peninsula. 

In neither Barat nor the Hadramaut has 
the tradition been lost in this process: the 
techniques that builders inherited from 
previous generations have been adapted 
in ways that are unique to each setting. 

JEBEL BARAT 
The population of the Yemen Arab 
Republic is concentrated in rural parts of 
the midland and highland zones of the 
country. Stone is the most common 
material used for homes in the densely
populated western highlands . To the east 
is an area of sub-tropical lowlands that 
borders on the vast desert of the Empty 
Quarter. Settlement here is concentrated 
in areas where seasonal rains or ground 
water may sustain cultivation beside 
stream beds draining eastwards to the 
desert. The alluvial soils of these valleys 
also provide material for the construction 
of local homes. 

The Barat plateau lies in the northern 
part of these lowlands. The area is sparsely 
populated and isolated from other parts 
of highland Yemen. Farmers and semi
settled cattle breeders live in scattered 
villages and homesteads near their fields, 
between massive outcrops of basaltic rock 
dominating the landscape. Seasonal rains 
fill the shallow river beds for a few weeks 
of the year. Fields are protected from the 
floodwaters by earthen dikes, and the 
water is diverted through channels to 
irrigate plots planted with grain and fruit. 

In an area with little cultivable land, 
ownership is important, and is often a 
requirement for admission to a tribal 

group. Throughout the highlands, such 
groups have control over well-defined 
territories between which land rarely 
changes fields . As well as providing 
shelter and storage, the house assumes a 
defensive function, and acts as a vantage 
point from which to guard crops in the 
fields where necessary. 

Small towns have grown up around the 
markets that serve the scattered 
population. Suq al Inan is the largest such 
village of the Barat plateau. Homes in the 
oldest part of the settlement rise to six 
storeys. They are separated by narrow 
alleys just wide enough to permit the 
passage ofladen donkeys or camels. The 
few open spaces in the dense fabric of the 
village are cultivated as market gardens 
during the rains. These are often the sites 
of the borrow pits from which earth has 
been dug for use in building the 
surrounding homes. The decaying shells 
of abandoned homes in the village and 
elsewhere are a reminder of the exodus 
of the sizeable Jewish community from 
the area during the 1950s. 

THE TRADITIONAL HOME 

Rural homesteads are traditionally less tall 
than village houses, and are built on three 
or four storeys. Most homes have their 
entrances off enclosed courts, whose earth 
walls are topped with thorn scrub to deter 
intruders. External doors are flanked by 
tapering buttresses for protection and to 
give structural stability to the door jambs. 

The entrance to the house is through 
a single door leading to the staircase, 
which is always situated against an 
external wall. The stairs lead up around 
a massive pier (amoud) built of mud, 
which runs throughout the height of the 
house. For reasons of security, openings 
in the walls on the lower floors are limited 
to narrow ventilation slots . Ground and 
first floor are usually set aside for storage 
or for stabling of animals. 

Rooms open off a central landing on 
each floor. The use of family rooms is 
rarely specific, and the same space can 
serve for eating, sleeping, or conducting 
business at different times. On the upper 
floor there is a much larger room (diwan 
or mafra)) which may not be much used 
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1. Jebel BaratlSuq al Inan small town 
have grown up around the markets in the 
area. 

2. Jebel BaratlSuq al Inan. Houses in the 
old town rise up to six storeys. 

3. Jebel BaratlSuq al Inan seasonal rains 
fill the riverbeds for a few weeks each 
year. 
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by the family, as it is set aside for 
entertaining guests or for special 
occasions. In many homes this room has 
a small washing area in one corner, 
separated from the rest of the space by a 
low wall. This facility is used before 
praying or eating. 

As well as the diwan washroom, part of 
the flat roof forms a walled enclosure for 
ablutions . The toilet is built over an 
enclosed waste shaft which projects from 
the external wall of the house, and may 
be emptied at street level. Waste water, 
with rainwater, is channelled off the roof 
in a long pipe or channel to minimize 
splashing against the lower walls. 

Cooking is carried out on the upper 
floor of the house. Wood-burning ovens 
(tannur) used mainly for bread, are built 
against an external wall, with a series of 
openings above for ventilation. An 
adjacent area of flat roof is used for the 
preparation of food, drying crops or 
storing firewood. The privacy provided 
by high parapet walls around this space 
is important for the women of the 
household. 

BUILDING A HOUSE 

The organization of traditional building 
in Barat follows the pattern common to 
all parts of highland Yemen. Overall 
responsibility for the construction work 
is taken by a recognized builder (usta). He 
is a man who has served an apprenticeship 
on traditional sites for up to ten years, 
working his way up from labourer 
(shaggi), to serve under a master builder 
(mu'allam) and learn his craft. The builder 
is responsible for hiring and supervising 
the labour, while the owner will 
commonly arrange for supply and 
transport of materials. 

The usta acts as site foreman for the 
owner, and in many cases is also 
responsible for the layout of the home. 
The basis for the plan is usually the size 
of the family which will occupy the new 
home. In some cases the client may 
specifically state the number of rooms he 
requires. Some masons in Barat are said 
to follow a particular pattern in the 
configuration of the plans they use, such 
that the layout is considered their 
hallmark. This can be a source of pride 
amongst builders and owners alike, who 
will point out houses 'by the hand of 
Abdullah', for example. 

The skill of the builder is felt to lie in 
his ability to plan the required spaces 
around the central stair, with economy. 
The builder will also be responsible for 
estimating and controlling the costs of the 
construction. In reality, few owners have 
an accurate idea of how much they spend 
on a new home. It is uncommon to build 
a complete house in one phase, and 
construction tends to proceed as money 
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becomes available. The work might be 
undertaken on a contract basis, with the 
builder giving a price for the various 
stages, from foundations to roof. 

There are no strict rules about the 
orientation of homes, but they often face 
towards the fields so that crops can be 
easily surveyed and protected in season. 
The diwan on an upper floor will usually 
enjoy the best view from the site. A word 
sometimes used for the topmost room in 
a house (mandhar), also translates as 'view'. 
Builders acknowledge the advantage of 
west-facing rooms in winter, or a 
northern aspect for the summer. 

The mason has about six men working 
under him during the construction of a 
typical house in Barat. Members of the 
owner's family will often participate in 
the work to reduce costs. There is little 
evidence of labour-sharing between 
families in construction. 

The process of house-building begins 
with the setting-out of the ground plan 
with string or lines of gypsum. The 
proposed plan might be discussed with 
the owner, but nothing is drawn on 
paper. A wooden right-angle (zawiyah) is 
often used in the setting-out. Shallow 
trenches (about 25 centimetres deep and 
50 centimetres wide) are dug for the 
foundations. Footings (assas) of rubble 
stone in mud mortar are built up to 
several centimetres above ground level. 

A compound of earth and water 
(ghulab), sometimes with a quantity of 
straw, is prepared near the site by 
unskilled labourers. The mud is treaded 
for several hours until judged to be of the 
correct consistency. On the following day 
the mix is laid by hand on the 
foundations. Some builders prefer to 
complete the entire midmak on all walls 
in one day, this determines the size of their 
labour force on site. 

During construction, the earth mix is 
continually treaded to maintain the right 
consistency. The mud is formed into balls 
by tossing it from hand to hand. The balls 
are thrown to an assistant to the usta, who 
stands on the wall. Mixing and laying is 
often done to the accompaniment of a 
rhythmic chant, set up by one worker 
inviting a chorus of responses from the 
others, in time to their repetitive tasks. 

The wet mix is laid by hand and 
kneaded down with fingers. The sides of 
the midmak are shaped by hand or with 
a flat stick, to form a slightly bulging 
profile. The first midmak is laid on level 
foundations, with distinctive raised 
corners, whose form is followed up 
through succeeding levels. The motive for 
this practice is not clear and, when asked, 
builders simply explain that "our fathers 
built like this". Each midmak is left to dry 
for about two days before another is laid 
on top of it. The process of preparing the 

mix for the next phase takes place during 
the drying time. 

Floors are built by laying stripped poles 
or sawn timber joists directly on the wall
head. Smaller branches are laid between 
joists as purlins, and wet earth is pressed 
down onto these to form the level for the 
floor above. Floors and roofs are normally 
about 10 to 15 centimetres thick. Regular 
addition of fresh earth on roofs before the 
seasonal rains means that they are built up 
to a greater depth over time. 

The parapets and upper floors on many 
homes have distinctive projecting 
crenellations on the outside face. These 
are, in effect, small buttresses, supported 
by short lengths of timber that protrude 
about 15 centimetres from the face of the 
wall. They serve to strengthen the 
parapet, and also provide some protection 
from rain to the mud walls below. 

Openings in the earth walls are formed 
simply by interrupting the midmak and 
smoothing the reveals by hand. A variety 
of small openings are used in Barat, each 
serving a distinct purpose. Shuttered 
windows near the floor level of the 
inhabited rooms provide a view outside 

from a seated position. Above these, 
arched openings with fixed glazing 
provide background illumination to the 
space where the shutters are closed. Thin 
sheets of alabaster for glazing are still seen 
in older homes, while glass is common for 
new homes. Between the upper arches, 
small openings (shawwaqis), often with 
hinged casements, provide ventilation. 

Surrounds of windows and doors of 
homes in the area are often decorated with 
broad bands of ochre and white applied 
to the outside walls . Entrance doors may 
be framed w ith a rectangular pattern of 
similar brands, often extending to cover 
the entire lower walls of the building. 
Inside, gaudy red and green stripes in 
oil paint surround the windows in family 
rooms. Further north, some homes have 
elaborate coloured patterns painted as a 
form of wainscoting inside the principal 
rooms. Larger rooms often have plastered 
shelves on to the end walls to display 
enamelled pots, plates and baskets. 

4. Jebel BaratlSuq al [nan. New homes are 
now built on two storeys, with provision 
made for extension upwards if necessary. 
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CHANGING TRADITIONS 

The vernacular building of rural Yemen 
has been widely affected by new social 
and economic pressures facing all but the 
most remote communities of the 
peninsula. On the Barat plateau, this 
transformation is seen most clearly in the 
form that builders use for new houses. 

It is now common for a returning 
migrant, especially if married, to build a 
new home for his family, leaving the 
house to his father. New houses are now 
more likely to be built on two storeys, 
compared to typical older homes, 
commonly on four storeys or more. As 
before, allowance may be made for floors 
to be added as the need arises. 

A larger floor plan is now used, with 
bigger rooms made possible by the longer 
spans of imported timber that can be 
bought in the towns. Sawn hardwood 
joists have largely replaced indigenous 
timber in new construction. Both scarcity 
and the cost of working locally-grown 
hardwoods has meant that imports are a 
cheaper option and have been assimilated 
into the tradition. The demand for timber 
for firewood in ovens has made it a 
valuable commodity , worth transporting 
to towns for sale. 

The changing role of the house is 
reflected in new uses of domestic space. 
The need for defence is felt to be less 
important in the newer homes, allowing 
part of the ground floor of the home to 
be used for family rooms. Unlike the 
more secure traditional pattern, windows 
on the ground floor of newly-built homes 
may open on to a walled enclosure, which 
serves as a farmyard and store. This is 
close to the form chosen by privacy
conscious urban families elsewhere in the 
highlands. 

While the form of newly-built 
traditional homes in the area might have 
changed, construction methods remain 
largely unaltered . The assimilation of 
non-indigenous materials, such as 
imported timber, has occurred where 
their use is felt to improve the per
formance of a traditional home. 

Cement, although expensive and 
difficult to transport, has begun to be used 
for the waterproofing of roofs on earth
built homes. Cement is particularly 
difficult to transport to remote parts like 
Barat. Yet its advantages (in reducing 
maintenance) have been recognized and 
exploited for limited applications. The 
few cases of house-builders using cement 
blocks in Barat are regarded by many 
local builders as inappropriate. Their 
potential value as a 'modern' way to 
build, is outweighed by high transport 
costs and the fact that builders are un
familiar with them and are aware of their 
poor thermal performance in comparison 
to earth walling. The inaccessibility of the 

area might slow the pace at which 
builders transform their tradition to suit 
new needs, in response to the changed 
circumstances in which they now work . 

WADIHADRAMAUT 
The Wadi Hadramaut in the People's 
Democratic Republic of Yemen is a 
protected valley lying between the barren 
Jol mountains to the south and the desert 
of the Empty Quarter to the north. The 
fertile wadi has long been of agricultural 
and commercial importance to the region. 
The patterns of trade have affected 
settlement on a route that was an 
important staging post for caravans 
heading north. Impressive homes bear 
witness to the wealth that this trade 
generated for some of the inhabitants. 

There are several large towns in the 
Wadi, where styles of building owe little 
to the vernacular. In Tarim, local families 
who had migrated and made good in the 
Far East, invested in property at home. 
With this came the influence of colonial 
styles of building from Singapore and 
Indonesia, and the development of a kind 
of Had rami pastiche. These bizarre palaces 
were built of earth, in much the same way 
as the homes that dot the valley. 

THE TRADITIONAL HOME 

It is in the town of Shibam that traditional 
building methods have their finest 
expression. As the centre for the caravan 
trade until this century, this walled town 
was a base for wealthy merchant families . 
The importance of defence in settlement 
is obvious. A massive earth wall 
surrounds the town, and also protects it 
from seasonal floodwaters. Homes of six 
or seven storeys, built of earth, tower 
over a network of narrow alleys. The 
town is surrounded by date groves, and 
fields of sorghum and barley irrigated 
from shallow wells dug in the stream bed. 

The entrance door to the Shibami home 
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is often of elaborately carved hardwood, 
and gives onto store rooms and stairs to 
the floors above. The central pier of the 
stairs (arous), built of mud, is structurally 
important to these tall houses. Some 
larger homes are built around a narrow 
shaft (shamasa) which allows light and air 
to the inside. While some homes may 
have small shops occupying part of the 
ground level there are few other openings 
on the lower floors. 

The use of space in the home is quite 
specific, and reflects the traditional 
separation of the sexes. The second and 
third floors are usually set aside for the 
use of men. There is a variety of room 
sizes, with the smaller spaces used for 
living quarters in the colder months. The 
two floors above the men's quarters are 
used by women, with a space for the 
preparation and cooking of meals. There 
are usually fewer rooms on the top floors. 
Some of these may open on to the flat 
roofs of rooms below, forming a series of 
walled courts which may be used for 
sleeping outside in the summer. 

Privacy is important in the arrangement 
of the home, as only a few feet separate 
the houses across the alleyways of 
Shibam. Larger openings in the inhabited 
rooms are covered by screens carved from 
the local hardwood (sidr). These lattice 
screens give privacy for those seated on 
the floor of the room. Rooms also have 
small ventilation openings at a higher 
level. A timber lattice screen is often built 
projecting over the front door of the 
house, to allow occupants to see the street 
below without themselves being seen. 

Four new homes have been built in the 
dense fabric of the walled part of old 
Shibam. The settlement is expanding on 
a site across the river bed to the south, 
known as Saheel Shibam, said to have 
been settled in the past only by the 
poorest of the community, who were not 
afforded the protection of the town walls. 

• -- -
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5. Jebel BaratISa'ada. The use of non
indigenous materials embodies an image of 
modernity and change for many, especially 
in towns. 

6. Wadi HadramautlShibam. It is in the 
town of Shibam that traditional building 
methods had their finest expression. 

7. Wadi HadramautlShibam. Openings in 
the inhabited rooms are covered by 
hardwood screens. 

8. Wadi HadramautlSaheel Shibam. New 
homes for Shibami families are being built 
on sites across the river bed from the old 
town. 
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BUILDING A HOUSE 

Modem building techniques are similar to 
those used by generations of Hadrami 
builders. Earth has proved itself as a 
resource for housing, being both cheap, 
available, and an effective insulant against 
the extremes of hot and cold in a desert
like environment. 

Earth for a new home is dug from near 
the site and sieved to remove stones. It 
is mixed with straw and water on site and 
kneaded by treading to the correct 
consistency, as in Barat. More straw is 
used with soils having a high clay content. 

The mix is left to stand for a day, before 
being pressed into wooden moulds to 
form bricks. A variety of sizes of brick is 
used, from the large flat (abasi) shape for 
lower walls, to the more common 
rectangular shape (madar, measuring 40 
centimetres x 25 centimetres x 7 
centimetres). Bricks are made on the 
ground near the site, and left in the sun 
for two or three days before being stacked 
on edge to await use. It is common to 
manufacture bricks for a specific job, but 
by careful stacking and covering they may 
be preserved for some time before use. 

Rough stones may be collected from 
the river bed for foundations. A trench up 
to one metre deep is dug for all load
bearing walls of the house, and stone 
footings laid with lime or mud mortar to 
a level just above ground level. New two 
or three-storey homes have walls up to 
80 centimetres thick at the base. Walls are 
built with a slight taper within their 
height and may be constructed in stages, 
with the outer bricks built up several 
courses before the inner face. 

Floors were previously made from 
locally-cut joists laid over the earth wall
head. Smaller b'ranches would have been 
used to span between the joists, with a 
layer of mud laid over them to form the 
surface of the floor above. In some cases, 
split branches have been used to form 
patterns on the soffit of a floor. 

With the main structural elements of a 
house complete, walls are plastered 
smooth with a mud/straw mix. Some 
builders will finish the exterior with lime. 
Water is added to sieved hydrated lime in 
a shallow trough, and mixed to a smooth 
paste by repeated beating with long sticks. 
The paste may be mixed with more water 
and applied to walls with a brush or used 
as a thin water-resistant plaster. In some 
cases, a more durable plaster finish (malsa), 
made from lime with small aggregate, is 
used internally on floors, walls and stairs. 
That is finished by rubbing with a hard 
rounded stone to form a glossy surface. 
Similar waterproof lime plasters (qadad), 
with volcanic ash as an aggregate, are 
traditionally used in mosque roofs and 
public baths. 

ADAPTING TO SHORTAGES 

Change in the techniques used by 
Hadrami builders has been forced by a 
shortage of suitable timber for use in 
floors and roofing. The supply of slow
growing local hardwoods has not been 
able to keep pace with demand in the 
valley. In some cases immature trees have 
been cut for use as firewood. Without the 
possibility of imports, builders have had 
to devise alternative techniques for 
covering space. Builders in Saheel Shibam 
have developed a system of shallow 
vaults, which can span between the load
bearing walls. 

The system requires the minimum of 
timber, which, together with steel pipe, 
is used only for propping. On the ground 
floor walls of the new house, a series of 
parallel beams is built across the shorter 
dimension of a rectangular room. This 
divides the space into bays about a metre 
wide. Crude shutters of mud brick are 
built, propped from the floor on steel pipe 
supports. The shuttering bricks are built 
up into a channel shape, with the ends of 
the beam extended along the wall-head, 
to form an 'I' on plan. These shutters are 

9 filled with mass concrete to a depth of 
about 20 centimetres, with some steel 
reinforcement laid in the base. The pipe 
supports are reused further along the 
structure once the beam is cast. The bricks 
are left around the beam as permanent 
shuttering. 

Between these parallel beams, a series 
of shallow centering arches of bricks in 
mud mortar is built on the diagonal. The 
centering is supported by props laid on 
an angle between the beams. These arches 
act as removable formwork for shallow 
brick vaults. Rectangular bricks are laid 
on edge in mud mortar to form shallow 
vaults spanning between the beams. A 
level floor is built up with mud and 
broken bricks over the vaults, before the 
walls for the next storey are built up . 

By using available sources, Hadrami 
builders have developed the vernacular in 
response to changing local conditions. 
Many new houses in the area make use 
of this new vernacular, now that it has 
proved its effectiveness. This process of 
transformation is likely to continue along 
with the changes in needs of the 
community in the Hadramaut. 

THE CONTEXT OF CHANGE 
The developing traditions of building in 
Barat and Hadramaut are not typical of 
the rest of south Arabia. The vernacular 
building of both Yemens has been 
drastically affected by non-indigenous 
materials. This reflects the considerable 
economic changes that have taken place 
amongst communities in the region. 

New sources of livelihood (often from 
migrant labour), the increasing role played 
by central government in local affairs, and 
a growing exposure to the world outside 
the traditional realm, have all contributed 
to the changes. Many of the men who 
have travelled abroad from rural areas in 
search of work, have been exposed to 
different methods of building and house 
types. They have earned the cash to be 
able to attempt to assimilate or copy them 
back at home. Mobility has helped to 
accelerate a process that may have 
otherwise happened over generations. 

In the central highlands of the Yemen 
Arab Republic, an earthquake in 1982 
demonstrated the vulnerability of 
vernacular building, and accelerated the 
adoption of non-indigenous techniques in 
many remote areas. The official 
reconstruction programme has paid little 
heed to existing building skills in the 
affected communities by relying on 
reinforced concrete technology. 

It is inevitable that the perceived 
advantages of some modern materials or 
methods should be exploited by those 
who may still be regarded as 'traditional' 
builders . Demand for a number of non
indigenous materials, together with the 
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9. Wadi HadramautlShibam. Bricks for 
homes are made on the ground near the 
site, and left in the sun to dry before 
stacking. 

10. Wadi HadramautlSaheel Shibam. 
Lower walls of a new home under 
construction. 

11. Wadi HadramautlSaheel Shibam. 
Crude shuttering of mud bricks is used to 
form parallel concrete beams across rooms 
of newer homes. 

12. Wadi HadramautlSaheel Shibam. 
Shallow vaults of mud bricks are built 
between beams. 

13. Wadi HadramautlSaheel Shibam. A 
level floor is built up over the completed 
vaults. 

cash earned abroad to build them, means 
that commonly-used items are now 
available in all but the remotest areas. 

For many house owners in both 
countries, the labour-intensive techniques 
of the tradition are no longer affordable. 
Migration from rural areas has caused 
labour shortages, and the high costs of 
manpower are now a major consideration 
in the construction of a new home. Less
costly materials and methods are being 

assimilated into vernacular techniques that 
previously had no need for them. In some 
cases, the process has resulted in a total 
transformation (and a near-replacement) 
of the way houses are built and the form 
they take. The use of reinforced concrete 
frames and cement blocks for housing is 
standard in Aden and other ports on the 
Red Sea coast, as well as in many highland 
towns. A house of concrete or cement 
blocks is simply quicker and cheaper to 
build that one of earth or stone. 

Many of the new methods (such as 
reinforced concrete) are not felt to require 
the specialist knowledge that owners 
would expect from the traditional usta. 
The result is often a low standard of 
construction, whose main advantage is its 
apparent cheapness. Relatively low labour 
costs make up for the high material costs 
of cement, of which there is limited 
quantity locally manufactured, and steel, 
all of which is imported. Builders 
generally acknowledge the poor thermal 
performance of 'modern' buildings, both 
in the desert-like climate of the highlands 
and humidity of the coast, compared to 
buildings of indigenous materials. 

In these circumstances, it might be easy 
to foresee the future of building tradition 
as a battle against the modern, the non
indigenous. The reality is perhaps more 
complex. The tradition may appear 

inappropriate to those who choose to 
fulfil their new aspirations in the modern. 
A technique that to outside eyes may seem 
appropriate and beautiful, might be of 
little current value to the users. In many 
parts of the country, the use of non
indigenous materials now conveys an 
image of modernity and change. This is 
not yet the case in more remote parts, but 
may be an inevitable result of the 
transformation of traditional life. 

It is in this rapidly changing context 
that communities in Barat and the 
Hadramaut are adapting their techniques 
of building. It is significant that builders 
in both cases see the innovations that they 
make as part of a developing tradition, 
which attempts to keep pace with their 
circumstances. As has been the case 
elsewhere in the peninsula, it is the 
attitudes of builders and their clients that 
will dictate the direction and pace of 
change in building traditions. The new 
vernacular will continue to be a mix of 
the old and the new, a dynamic rather 
than a static tradition. 
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