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Introduction

INTRODUCTION
The production of this book marks the beginning of an important cooperative endeavor between Riwaq and the Institute of Jerusalem Studies.
Both joined efforts for the production of a Monograph Series entitled The
History of Architecture in Palestine.
In an attempt to fill a gap in research and publications on Palestinian
architectural heritage, in 1999 Riwaq took the decision to start a Research
and Documentation Unit. The need for such publication is demonstrated
in the very few books that exist on the subject. With the exception of
Michael Burgoyne’s Mamluk Jerusalem (1987), Tawfiq Cannan’s articles
The Palestinian Arab House; its Architecture and Folklore published in the
Journal of Palestine Oriental Society (1932-1933), Palestinian Village Home
(Amiry and Tamari 1989) and the book entitled, Maisons de Bethleem
(Revault, Serge Santelli Weill-Rochant,1997), there is very little on the subject.
This book, Memoires Engraved in Stone: Palestinian Urban Mansions, is
the second architectural book in Riwaq’s Monograph Series. The first, entitled Traditional Floor Tiles in Palestine, was published in October 2000;
and a third monograph, entitled Palestinian Rural Mansions, will soon follow. While the current book deals with urban architecture and urban life,
the third one will deal with a form of rural architecture often referred to as
Throne Village Architecture.

Architecture in Palestine
When speaking about the region’s architecture, it is less problematic to
talk about architecture in Palestine than about “Palestinian architecture.”
The first refers to all architectural styles found in Palestine from the differ-

10

Fina 11-12l.p65

10

26/09/21, 11:06 Õ

ent historic periods - whether Hellenic, Roman, Byzantine,
Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, Crusader, Ayoubid, Mamluk, Ottoman, or British Mandate- until today.
Moreover, it should be remembered that these architectural
styles are often found in cities rather than in villages. In the case
of Palestine - which played a relatively marginal political and economic role in comparison to Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad architectural styles are found mostly in Jerusalem (Mamluk and
Ottoman), Acre, and to a lesser extent in the town of Nablus.
Architectural styles are often also related to “noble architecture”,
that is, to architecture of the political elite and the urban notables.
In rural areas, one can perhaps feel more at ease talking about
Palestinian vernacular architecture or what is known as “architecture with no architects.” In this case vernacular architecture
seems to have prevailed for many centuries. Until the mid twentieth century, the typical Palestinian peasant house maintained
its architectural characteristics and features. Both spatial organization as well as functional divisions (reflecting gender and kinship separation), went through critical physical transformations
as the village was economically transformed from an inwardly
looking agrarian community into and outward-looking wage labor community.
Memoirs Engraved in Stone: Palestinian Urban Mansions focuses on an important era in the history of Palestinian towns
and architecture. The first two decades of the British Mandate
(1920s and 1930s) were characterized by rapid urban growth and
the first urban sprawl as important residential areas formed away
from historic urban centers. The lavishly built, individualized
urban villas were highly decorated and elegantly designed by local architects. These villa-like mansions reflected the new life
style of an affluent social class that was in formation in most
Palestinian towns around this time.

The British Mandate invested a great deal in Palestine due to
its geographic location as well as its important political role. The
Mandate Government provided many jobs for civil servants,
police and school teachers. The improved security conditions,
the infrastructure, such as roads and the railway, connecting Jaffa
to Jerusalem (1893) increased tourism and encouraged investments in Palestine. The citrus plantations and the ports of Haifa
and Jaffa also provided new job opportunities. It was also around
this time that Palestinian immigrants to both Americas started
sending back money to their families in Palestine so as to build
the rich immigrant mansions. The eclectic architectural styles of
many of these mansions (the Jasir Palace in Bethlehem and the
Shahwan Palace in Beit Jala) are a witness to the European influence that came through the two Americas. For example, the use
of sculpture in the two mansions is certainly a western influence
as we rarely find sculpture in other Palestinian mansions. However, the sculptures were carved by local stone carvers.
As the title indicates, this book deals with urban mansions as
opposed to rural mansions. Historically and architecturally, urban houses differed in form and function from the typical peasant village architecture (see the Palestinian Village Home 1989).
While the spatial organization of the village and the house reflected the social and economic life of peasants and the agrarian
community, urban architecture reflected the life of traders and
the commercial community. Up until the beginnings of the British Mandate (1923), these differences were quite distinct. However, by the 1930s a new architectural “hybrid” which belonged
to both towns and villages started emerging. For example, the
“villa” type was a new architectural style which existed in villages going through a process of urbanization as well as in towns.
The distinction between “town” and “village” is quite problematic. Many of today’s towns were villages in transformation
during the 1930s. For example, the villages of Beit Sahur,

11

Fina 11-12l.p65

11

26/09/21, 11:06 Õ

Introduction

Ramallah, and el-Bireh were good examples of villages on their
way to becoming towns. The examples taken from such “villages” for this book were “urban”-like villas that resembled mansions built in urban centers like Jerusalem and Haifa. In other
words, the 1930s marked the emergence of new residential areas
built away from the tightly nit fabric typical of the traditional
village.
In this book the author takes us through seventeen houses in
different Palestinian towns. The criteria for choosing these houses
was mostly their architectural qualities. Even through most of
the examples were from the British Mandate period (1920s and
1930s), a few were from much earlier periods. For example, the
Tuqan mansion in Nablus, the Imam house in Hebron, the
Hawwa house in Acre, and the Abdulhadi house in Jenin belong
to late Ottoman periods. Hence the difference in architectural
spatial organization, scale and functions. Except for the Jasir
Palace in Bethlehem, which is a courtyard house, the rest of the
examples, including the Shahwan house in Beit Jala, could easily
be described as three-aisle villas.
The major challenge this book faced was tracing the history of
people, houses and owners in pre-1948 Palestine, as the book
tried to include every town in “historic Palestine.” This was problematic as many towns and mansions have witnessed dramatic
transformations since they were built.
In coastal Palestine (Israel today), many of these mansions lost
their owners as they were evicted by Israel and hence today have
“new owners.” The house of the Qaraman family in Haifa is now
a supermarket. When the author visited the house with the
Qaraman family, the new Jewish owner aggressively prevented
the author from taking photographs.

In the case of Jaffa, Zahi Khouri, the son of Wadi' Khouri, is
relentlessly trying to buy his father’s house from the Jewish family
that resides in the house today. Though the new occupants were
willing to allow us in, they were nervous about the whole episode.
In the case of Safad, where about 13,000 Palestinian lived before 1948, the house of the rich Arab family Shamma stood there
as a witness to the city’s history. Using the internet, e-mails and
phonebooks the author managed to trace the granddaughter of
the owner, who lives in Amman now. It was difficult to enter the
house; hence the plans of the Safad house were not included here.
Certain obstacles prevented the inclusion of some towns such
as Ramla, Lod, and Tiberias. The political difficulty of getting a
permit to Gaza made it impossible for the author to travel there.
Hence the data had to be collected and sent to the author to
finalize it. The fact of not having one single Arab living in the
towns of Safad and Tiberias made tracing their owners, who now
live in the diaspora, extremely difficult.
Tracing the families of these houses evoked bitter memories of
Palestinian history, in which about 850, 000 Palestinians were
expelled from their homes in 1948.
The author of this book reveals the social and political history
of Palestine in the most touching and human way. Architecture
becomes, as it should be, a mirror reflecting human life. As the
reader will soon realize, this book tells the history of Palestine
and its people as engraved in the silent stones.

Suad Amiry
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