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Abstract

Architecture is a creative process that relies on representational tools (drawings, physical scale
models, digital models etc.), which describe what is being designed. Such tools are useful in
showing the position of the solid elements that make up a building, their shape and size, as well
as the physical boundaries of the space. Even though these tools are “immaterial” representations,
they are different to the immateriality that is associated with space when experienced by users.
This research is interested in theoretical debates relating to immateriality as part of the users’

spatial experience and how these can inform the design process.

Firstly, this study discusses the relationship between architecture as a creative process, and the
lived experience of people as a way of consuming space. Space is seen as a product of the design
process and the context in which architecture exists. The particular context that this research is
interested in is that of Bahrain, as a typical example of a geo-cultural part of the world, whose

economic conditions and cultural values are changing fast.

Given that Bahrain is part of the Islamic world, the discussion of the context is extended to Islamic
architecture. The thesis will delve into how Islamic architecture, which is informed by religious
and cultural values, combines both material functions and immaterial aspects. However, the
economic and social transformation that the Gulf region has seen over the last few decades has
impacted on people and their relationship with the everyday space, the city, its design and the

way it is experienced.

Using both the place of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city, this thesis looks
at the spatial experience of city dwellers to consider how that experience relates to the context in
which those spaces exist. This thesis is particularly interested in the immaterial aspects of the
users’ spatial experience, which is often overlooked or naively assumed to be part of the design
brief. This study uses qualitative research approaches, as it aims to explore people’s lives and to
identify and clarify its underlying meanings. Firstly, case studies from the literature were referred
to in order to gain a sufficient understanding of architecture, culture, context and their impact on
people’s lived experience. Subsequently, fieldwork-based primary research was undertaken using
a variety of methods including semi-structured interviews, focus group discussion, organised

walks with participants and observations.

It is anticipated that the discussion would lead to a better understanding of some of the issues
around immateriality in architecture that could inform architecture as a practice and a discipline.
Such a practice would reflect the social, cultural and environmental conditions of this particular
context. In this respect, the design process will be informed by both material and immaterial

consideration of the users and their context.
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Definition of terms

Immateriality The term ‘immateriality’ is used here to refer to all what a material
object, such as a building, comes to mean to its occupants or users. With
regard to its use in relation to people’ spatial experience, it focuses on
ideas and concepts that are related to the ways of experiencing space
which go beyond what the five senses can experience. The concept of
immateriality is interrelated with the users’ cultural, social and
ideological values. This includes underlying meanings that describe the
relationship and interaction between people and their spaces, which are
influenced by many aspects like function, needs, desires and aspiration.
It is also concerned with the way the user interacts with their
surroundings, and how people feel architecture through their senses.

The term also involves challenging the users’ spatial experience through
the intangible parameters that are considered from philosophical and
psychological standpoints when describing the experience of the space
including its physical attributes and any other meanings, symbols and
association that the users may have of the space. Such an experience of
inhabiting a space would be related to the social, cultural and economic
settings. The way an individual would perceive a space, how it would
look, feel and smell is not only influenced by specified rules set by the
architect or the builder, it is also affected by memories, emotions and
feelings that are set within the inhabitant’s background.

Culture Culture is a set of actions, beliefs and structure, that surrounds us all the
time, which constructs and produces our habits and values. It defines the
individual’s or the community’s basic attitudes, including how to dress
on a daily basis or on certain occasions, how we facilitate our sense of
humour, how we interact with others, males and females and many other
details of daily life. One should admit that culture is in a dynamic and
continuous process of change and amendment.

The culture of a community is not necessary exactly the same as how it
used to be many years ago, or how it will be some years ahead. These
shifts and changes in cultural values could be imposed or inherited,
controlled, verified and altered in a society.

Vernacular Vernacular architecture is a term that is used to refer to architectural
design which is in most cases designed, built and inhabited by the users
themselves, by using locally available resources and materials.
Vernacular architecture addresses local building and design needs and it
tends to evolve over time to reflect the environmental, cultural and
historical context in which it exists. In vernacular architecture, the
function of the building would be the dominant factor, while aesthetic
considerations would take a secondary role.

Modernism There is a difference between modernism as a movement and modern
architecture as a style.

Modernism is a movement in art, architecture, literature, etc., started at
the beginning of the 20" century and generally characterised by a
deliberate break with classical and traditional forms and methods of
expression.
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Modern architecture is the style that emerged along with modernism and
was associated with an analytical approach to the function of buildings,
a strictly rational use of (often new) materials, an openness to structural
innovation and the elimination of ornament.

Islamic
architecture

Islamic architecture includes sets of architectural and spatial features
that are inherently influenced by Islam as a religion, cultural phenomena
and way of addressing life. Islamic architecture today certainly differs
from how it used to be centuries ago. The old Islamic architecture during
the period of Islamic civilization could be defined as an architecture that
was founded by Muslims, most probably for Muslims and in an Islamic
country, or in places where Muslims have an opportunity to express their
cultural independence in architecture.

Nowadays, the term Islamic architecture refers to a contemporary
architecture that is inspired and influenced by full adherence to the
norms and values of Islam, and the features of the old Islamic
architecture, whether it is founded by Muslims or not, or built in an
Islamic country or not.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Research problem

This thesis attempts to re-examine the conventional way of looking at architectural practice
through the architect’s viewpoint, which describes the space through its physical and commercial
values and descriptors, and neglects a very important element that deals with the non-physical
aspects. Many influential architectural theorists and practitioners promote a vision of architecture
as an intellectualised, abstract form of exploration, claiming that it should be as free from any
traditional constraints as possible. Through this approach, architecture is thought to follow global
trends and market forces. In this respect, less attention is paid to the specificity of a given place

and the needs of a local community.

It is essential, in a world where architecture is something to be contemplated, appreciated and
experienced, to try to focus the attention on immaterial aspects of architecture, which can be as
important as the material ones, if not more so, and which have started to gain popularity. This
research proposes to examine users’ spatial experience through an exploration of the relationship
between space as an output of a creative process, based on an architect’s intentions, and as an
experience that the user will have. This study will be a way of reconsidering space through non-
physical aspects, which reflect the narrative of the users’ everyday life and therefore emphasise

the importance of the users’ experience of a built environment.

In recent years, the diversity of exterior forms and interior spaces can be witnessed in new,
dramatic, never-before-experienced buildings, such as the works of the late Zaha Hadid or Frank
Gehry. These buildings are made possible only through digital design techniques, computer
software and parametric applications, which are essential in the creation of a new kind of
architecture that is fluid and elegant, complex, and technologically innovative. Architecture is
being approached as a product of a creative process, artwork or even sculpture, with a scale that
could house human beings; it is as if the experience of the user is incidental and takes a secondary

role compared to the expressive forms.

On a more specific level, this study will be situated in the particular context of Bahrain, as an
example of a geo-cultural part of the world, where economic conditions and cultural values are

changing fast.

Bahrain, the chosen context, has been referred to because of the researcher’s personal relations
with this culture on the one hand, and the lack of such studies that are oriented towards the user
and his/her spatial experience on the other. The discussion will involve looking at the architectural
discourse from psychological and cultural studies perspective. Using interdisciplinary approaches

and methods to identify the non-physical and immaterial aspects will allow for different ways of



examining the built environment, based on the use of methodologies from other subject areas.
Within this context, the proposed research will be looking at architecture through the users’

perspective, which will help in establishing a more user-oriented architectural practice.

Cities in the Gulf region in general have been through a major transformation in the past four
decades. As a result, the urban space, which was mainly shaped by traditional social structures
and the local economy, which was based on fishing, pearl trading and farming, has been modified
beyond recognition. The transition of the Gulf states’ economy, due to the increase in oil revenues
and the accumulation of wealth, led to the development of a distributive and comprehensive

welfare policy, which then became a major and unique factor in shaping the country.

Babhrain, and the Gulf states in general, were hugely influenced by the contemporary architectural
style, which then precipitated a rapid urbanization resembling a checkerboard of architectural
styles and global signature designs, dominated by tall skyscrapers and western style shopping
malls. Some argue, like Hamouche (2013) and Mahgoub (2011), that this has led to a loss of

appreciation for local architectural heritage and social alienation of the citizens.

Many traditional houses were demolished and whole neighbourhoods were cleared to provide
space for the new architecture to grow. To enhance the image of Bahrain, and as a way of
marketing it to the world, tall buildings of various forms and heights stand to present the country
to the world. Skyscrapers seem to be the favoured style in Bahrain nowadays, and are intended to

be of mixed use, serving both housing, as well commercial activities and financial services.

Against this background, this research is going to look at ways of understanding the spatial

experience of people, whether be it in the private space (home) or the public space (city).

Consequently, this proposed study intends to discuss the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial
experience through both secondary research using a number of case studies from various contexts,

and primary field research conducted in the chosen context of Bahrain.

The thesis uses research questions in order to frame the discourse and help clarify the aim and set
some objectives to achieve it. At the initial stages of the research, the proposed research questions

were the following:

1. What are the immaterial and non-physical aspects of architecture that affect the users’ spatial
experience?

2. To what extent do architects use immaterial descriptors to set their design intentions and how
are these deployed to transform ideas into design?

3. To what extent is the participation of users taken into account as part of the design process?



4. Based on the findings of the above three questions, how does the debate inform the
understanding of the users’ spatial experience and the degree of participation in architecture

within the context of Bahrain?

These questions, however, have been through a process of refinement after the initial fieldwork
research. After getting in touch with users and discussing aspects related to the experience of their
spaces, both public and private, it seems that some aspects of the research needed to be recognised
more. The cultural impact on architecture appeared as one of the main recurring themes during
the pilot fieldwork. Therefore, the argument of participation in design has been replaced with the
discussion around the cultural impact on architecture, as it appeared to be more important and
relevant to the core of the study. This had led to the rewording of the original Question 3 to include
the impact of culture on architecture. Because of the extensive length of time needed to carry out
the research, this then limited the breadth of the research, and it was decided to leave out the
original Question 2 relating to the use of immaterial descriptors to set the design brief, which will
be considered in postdoctoral research. Based on these considerations, the revised research

questions that informed this thesis are as follows:

1. What are the immaterial and non-physical aspects of architecture that affect the users’
spatial experience?

2. To what extent does culture impact on architecture as a lived experience in the specific
context of Bahrain?

3. Based on the findings of the above, how can the culture-architecture debate enhance the

understanding of the users’ spatial experience in this context?

The research addresses these questions in a number of ways. First of all, through the review of
the literature, a holistic framework has been created to describe the overall areas related to the
research, including the historical, cultural, social, religious, theoretical and practical aspects of

the context.

The research intends to address some of the issues, challenges and opportunities that surround the
users’ experience within these specific social, cultural and economic settings. In order to
understand the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, the primary and secondary
research was conducted to try to identify the immaterial descriptors that can be associated with

users’ spatial experience.

The findings of this research show that the notion of immateriality is acknowledged within the
work of some theorists, while the contemporary practice is more overwhelmed with the
physicality of architecture and its appearance, as if immateriality either ignored or taking a
secondary role. Therefore, the research focuses on this gap between theory and practice in regards

to acknowledging immateriality as part of the users’ spatial experience. In Bahrain, the context
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of'this study, traditionally, architecture had strong connections with immateriality, culture and the
context in which it exists. Therefore, there is a need to understand the change that led to the lack
of such connections within the contemporary setting, which will be dealt with in details in the

coming chapters.

It is anticipated that this study will lead to a better understanding of the contemporary architectural
discourse with a focus on a user-centred practice. Such a discourse, it is hoped, would encourage
designers and decision makers to consider the users and their needs with a view to creating an
architecture that is meaningful for its users and responds to the contemporary social and cultural
conditions of the context for which they design. For such an outcome to be achieved, the design
process would need to be informed by both material and immaterial considerations of the users
and the context. Such a study will benefit architecture both as a practice and as an academic

discipline.

1.2 Research aim and objectives

This study aims to set a framework for acknowledging the importance of the immaterial aspects
of architecture, with a view to considering the culture-architecture debate as a way of enhancing
the understanding the of the users’ spatial experience within the context of Bahrain. Achieving

this aim will be through the objectives set out below:

To undertake a critical overview of contemporary architectural discourse with regard to
immateriality and users’ spatial experience and position them within the theory-practice
relationship.

To carry out primary and secondary research into immateriality with a view to identifying how it
affects users’ spatial experience in practice. Through this, the extent to which Bahraini users are
aware of immateriality would be tested.

To discuss the culture-architecture relationship in Bahrain with a view to exploring the extent to
which the former has an impact on the latter.

To investigate, through the primary research, how the understanding of the users’ spatial

experience could be enhanced as part of the culture-architecture debate.

Through the use of primary and secondary research, this study will look at architecture from the
users’ perspective, with a view to understanding what could shape up their spatial experience.
Such an understanding could lead to a greater awareness of the issue among the various

stakeholders, which in turn could lead to a better built environment.



1.3 The structure of the thesis

The thesis is organised into nine chapters. Chapter 2 gives an overview of the contextual
background and summarises the literature in areas relevant to the research context. It starts with
an introduction to the context of Bahrain, as a typical example of a geo-cultural region of the
world and where this study is contextualised, followed by a section that discusses the wider
context of Islamic architecture, given that Bahrain is part of the Islamic world. The discussion of
the context is extended to explain how Islamic architecture is informed by religious and cultural
values as well as having an impact on people’s way of life. The section will delve into how both
the material functions and immaterial aspects of everyday life are informed by the religious and
cultural values of the context. The socio-cultural values of people and the architecture they
produce and experience are shown to be interrelated. For instance, the mosque was not merely a
place for worship but rather a focal point in the city and a “social condenser”, which symbolised

and nurtured a sense of community spirit.

Furthermore, the latter section of the chapter discusses the economic and social transformation
that the Gulf region has seen over the last few decades. It explains the result of such a change and
how it impacted on people and their relationship with the everyday space, the city, its design and

the way it is experienced.

Chapter 3 discusses the relationship between architecture as a practice and a theory, as a way of
understanding the space from different perspectives including those of theoreticians, practitioners
and users. The chapter starts with a review of the main concepts that articulate space and
experience in order to outline the concept of spatial experience. Aesthetics and immateriality are
also articulated in a way that explains the theoretical framework for such concepts as part of the

contemporary architectural discourse.

Consequently, the chapter focuses on how the theoretical issues affect practice, beginning with a
discussion of the meaning of architecture as a practice. Then, the discussion moves on to explain
how cultural issues affect architecture as a practice. It also touches on elements related to ethics
and the rights of the users, and concludes with identifying a gap in the relationship between theory
and practice in a way that reflects immaterial and cultural considerations. It also expresses the
relationship between architecture and culture, trying to explain how architecture as spaces,
buildings, details and documents can be related to the cultural insights of the users and their

context.

Chapter 4 sets out the research methodology. It argues for the need to carry out this study using
qualitative research methods, because the aim and the objectives of the study are concerned with
exploring people’s lives and everyday behaviour, and seek to identify and clarify underlying

meanings. This chapter acts as an account of how the proposed work would be carried out,



identifying the type of data needed and methods used to collect it. The chapter starts with
identifying the qualitative approaches related to this investigation, followed by a detailed
explanation of the thesis methodological approach. Primary and secondary research methods are
explained including the use of case studies, interviews, questionnaire, observation and

participatory research in the form of focus group.

Chapter 5 looks at two different case studies from the literature where the design process seems
to have taken into account the users. Such case studies are being used as examples in order to
invest a sufficient understanding of architecture, culture, the context and its relationship with
people. The research refers to two case studies from different backgrounds and settings in order
to explore real-life interventions in which different spatial experiences were generated, and to
understand immateriality in architecture within different contexts. The chapter starts with a
western model giving an example of the work of the American architect Samuel Mockbee, who
is thought of as the father of socially responsible architecture. The second case study articulates
the work of the Egyptian architect Hasan Fathy, as an example of a work from the Middle East,
a context that has a lot in common with Bahrain. Fathy’s philosophy is based on critical attributes
such as community architecture, sustainability and self-build, and he was against the unchecked
influence of international architecture, which he saw as an imported product with no connections

to the local community, and in which its main focus was technology rather than humanism.

Chapter 6 presents the details of the data collection deployed in the fieldwork and the data
gathered. Using both the place of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city, this
study intends to look at the spatial experience in both types of spaces, with a view to considering
how that experience relates to the context in which those spaces exist. It is particularly interested
in the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, which is often either overlooked or
naively assumed to be part of the design brief. This chapter presents the collected data and

information from the fieldwork using the methods explained earlier in the methodology chapter.

Chapter 7 presents an analysis of the information gathered during the fieldwork by means of semi-
structured interviews conducted with 44 participants with a view to delving into their respective
spatial experiences and the aspects of immateriality that underpins the experience, as well as the
impact of culture on architecture. It is worth mentioning that these interviews helped in informing
the participants’ understanding of architecture and its relationship with the local cultural and
social conditions. It also acted as a way of generating greater awareness among the participants

of how to understand their spatial experience and appreciate its immateriality.

In this context, the chapter considers addressing some of the issues, challenges and opportunities

that surround the users’ experience within these specific social, cultural and economic settings. It



also aims to represent the stories and everyday narratives that the participants shared in the

discussion, as a way of exploring the immaterial aspects that contribute to their spatial experience.

Chapter 8 offers a discussion of the second fieldwork data, relating to the public urban space and
the theoretical concepts that relate to the city nowadays. This chapter combines a theoretical
framework from the literature with the research findings from the workshop and the focus group,
and those gathered using observation, in order to generate a wider meaning of the city experience

as part of the inhabitants’ daily life, with a view to addressing some of the research questions.

Finally, Chapter 9 summarises the research findings and presents some recommendations. The
interpretations of the findings help in demonstrating how the research questions were addressed
and pointing out the limitations that the methodology used may have. The chapter also discusses

the contribution of this thesis to knowledge, and identifies areas for future research.

It is hoped that this research could influence the way in which architectural practice works
nowadays, and could lead to creating built environments that help in sustaining culture. A user-
centred practice could be considered as an approach of understanding architecture in the light of
the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience. As a result of this approach, architecture
will be more integrated with people’s everyday lives, responding to their context with its social,
cultural, economical and environmental settings. Such an approach would lead to the
enhancement of people’s way of life through establishing a positive interactive atmosphere

between the people and their environments.
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Chapter 2: Contextual Background
2.1 Overview

This study will be a way of reconsidering space through the non-physical aspects that configure
the narrative of the users’ everyday life and therefore emphasising the importance of the users’
experience of a built environment. More specifically, this study will explore this issue through

the particular context of Bahrain.

Bahrain, the chosen context, has been referred to because of the researcher’s personal relations
with this culture on the one hand, and the lack of such studies that are oriented toward the users
and their spatial experience on the other. Initially, it is important here to give an overview of

Bahrain’s history, economy and culture.

This chapter starts with a historical review of the development of Bahrain, with a particular focus
on the city of Manama. This review divided into three main historical eras: early history, twentieth
century and post-independence. The argument then delves into a bigger discussion around the
historical background of Islamic architecture, given the fact that Bahrain is part of the Islamic
world. This discussion covers areas related to the historical background of Islamic architecture
and city, describing how the immaterial and social aspects played a vital role in shaping the

Muslims’ built environment.

2.2 Historical review of the context of Bahrain

The “Kingdom of Bahrain is the smallest of the States on the Arabian Peninsula” (Schoneberg,
2008: 8). It consists of 33 islands, with a total area of 767.26 square kilometres located in the

Arabian Gulf, between Saudi Arabia and Qatar (official web: www.bahrain.bh). Traditionally,

pearling and trading dominated the country’s economy, however, since the discovery of oil in the
early1930s, the islands have undergone a massive transformation in all aspects of life, not just
economic. Not only has the lifestyle of its inhabitants had a huge and fast transformation, even
the structure of the society, the cultural features and the people’s outlook on life have been

affected.

2.2.1 Early History

Human settlements have existed in Bahrain for a long time. The country has known many
civilizations since the Dilmun period (see Figures 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3), which was more than 3,000
years ago (1800 BC), when stone houses were in existence, and “the world’s largest
conglomeration of burial mounds, which is indicative of a historically significant civilization”

(Dayaratne, 2008a: 912). The Dilmun era was followed by Tylos, during the Greek and Roman



times, and afterwards Bahrain was known as Awal during the third century, named after the Arab
tribes Bani Wael and Abdu Al Qyis. Finally, at the time of the arrival of Islam in around 630AD,
“Bahrain referred to that vast area as mentioned by the Arabs that extended from Basra in the

north to the Omani coast in the south” (Al-Orrayed, 2009: 11).

In order to understand the traditional architecture in Bahrain, one has to understand the Islamic
architecture, which is more than 1,400 years old. As Islam is the most practised religion in the
region, Islamic architecture was the most dominant since the religion arrived on the islands.
Moreover, the capital of Bahrain, Manama, is a typical example of an Islamic city, which
represents how architecture and lifestyle within this context were integrated, both materially and

immaterially.

Figure 2.1: Dilmun period (3200-320 BC) burial chambers at Saar, Bahrain (Source:
https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/304204149805475630/)

Figure 2.2: Dilmun Burial Mounds dating to around 4100-3700 BC (Source:
http://bahrainside.com/index.php?topic=1209.0)

10



Figure 2.3: Dilmunian seals (Source: http://www.crystalinks.com/dilmun.html)

“Architecture has a language of its own. It is the visible expression of thoughts, beliefs,
and aspirations of man. In Islam we find ideas, emotions, and sense of poetry vividly

evoked by the beauty of its buildings.” (foreword Creswell and Allan, 1958: xiii)

Creswell, who studied Muslim architecture since 1910 argues in his book 4 Short Account of
Early Muslim Architecture, “Arabia, at the rise of Islam, does not appear to have possessed
anything worthy of the name of architecture” (Creswell and Allan, 1958: 1). He claims that during
that time the Arabs remained with no architectural ambitions, and a large portion of the population
were tribal and nomadic, living in temporary dwellings made of reed, cane and straw, which could

be pulled down easily to move to new areas.

Later, and chiefly for political reasons, according to Creswell, the Arabs decided to settle after
their exposure to the architectural developments of the talented peoples they conquered. It seems
that Creswell’s declaration is quite ingenuous, as many ancient settlements had already existed,
including the Dilmun civilization in Bahrain. Even at later stages during the tribal period, there
were local non-tribal communities that existed previously, which were supported by agricultural
land, according to Fuccaro (2000). Later on, Arab tribes gradually began to understand the use of
locally available building materials, which suited their climatic conditions, such as clay, lime and
gypsum, to build their permanent dwellings. The people were planning their dwellings and cities

according to their social and religious requirements, which administered and guided their designs.
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Economy, society and culture played a very important role in the Arabs’ settlement, not only

politics as Creswell claims.

2.2.2 Twentieth century

In her essay Understanding the Urban History of Bahrain, Fuccaro (2000) explains the link
between the creation and the transformation of urban spaces in Bahrain before the discovery of
petroleum. She refers to the urban studies as a method for understanding history and policy.
Fuccaro starts by articulating Ibn Khaldun’s literature, which employs badawa
(nomadism/ruralism) and kadara (urbanism) as a base for her discussion upon the urban history,
“particularly in the light of the demographic and socio-political structures of the islands”, which
was highly affected by the tribal migration (Fuccaro, 2000: 51). The author states, “By the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Bahrain’s tribal communities had become predominantly
merchant seafarers and were integrated into urban settlement that had emerged around the

quarters, sugs, and the houses of rich merchants” (Fuccaro, 2000: 53).

Thus, the most important reason for people’s settlement was economic, especially since pearl
trading brought wealth to the Bahraini towns. The majority of the population constructed their
buildings using masonry, with lavish architecture, while others built their humble dwellings using
mud and reeds. Fuccaro also mentions that there were local non-tribal communities that existed
previously, which were supported by agricultural land. Afterwards, urbanism expanded widely,
“By the beginning of the twentieth century only few families [...] were nomadic, and the great
majority of tribal groups settled in Bahrain were concentrated in coastal towns and large villages”

(Fuccaro, 2000: 55).

In 1919, the municipality of Manama, created upon the newly required role of capital city, was
the centre of British political influence during the colonial period. “1919 marked the beginning
of new administrative and political arrangements that had led to the formation of the modern state
of Bahrain” (Fuccaro, 2000: 57). As a part of the municipal responsibilities there was an
introduction of new regulations and forms that governed the city’s physical and socio-economic
spaces, which therefore led to “the provision of electricity and water, the cleaning and repair of

roads, and the security of markets, gardens, and cemeteries” (Fuccaro, 2000: 57).

The British citizen and advisor to the ruler of Bahrain (1926-1957), Belgrave (1894-1969) served
in Bahrain under two rulers as an experienced British colonial officer. Belgrave published his

personal diaries, where he described in details how Bahrain used to be in that period.

In his personal diary, Belgrave describes the life in Bahrain starting with his arrival to the island
during the late 1920s. He was the first to explain in detail the life in Manama at that time. He

started with talking about the sea view and the short line of mud-coloured houses along the
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shoreline. The height of the buildings was low, and there were no minarets and nothing green,
except some palm trees. Belgrave states that the building materials used in Manama and
Muhharaq (the second largest city in Bahrain) as any typical Arab coastal towns, were the coral

stone brought from the sea. Most of the houses had only two storeys, few exceeded.

Thirty years later, the author stated that Manama had changed a lot, as roads became wider along
the sea front and the housing features changed, particularly with the addition of deep-shadowed
verandas and white paint. The Manama skyline became pierced with tall minarets and groups of
trees among the buildings. At the time of Belgrave’s arrival, there were only a dozen cars in
Bahrain, however, thirty years later the total number of cars were over 7,000, which required new

wider roads and modern infrastructure.

Belgrave was fascinated with the bazaar at all times, since his arrival. In his diary, he clearly
described the people’s spatial experience and daily interactions with their surroundings. He stated
that the bazaar was clean and free from smells except the section where the dried fish was sold.
The streets were narrow, congested and roofed and shaded with palm branches/leaves, leading to
the heart of the bazaar where there were little shops, with wooden shutters selling a variety of
goods including some European merchandise. In fly-infested matting booths fish, meat and

vegetables were sold.

These shop interiors were like dim little caves as the narrow lanes between the shops were roofed

with matting, however, shafts of sunlight were used to provide the needed lighting.

Belgrave also described the Persian spices section, his favourite section of the bazaar, where the
distribution of wares was within the narrow passage, wide enough for him to ride through on his
pony. He describes the spice bazaar in details, arguing that the colours and tones between brown
and yellow acted as a symphony, as the wooden stands outside the shops displayed the yellow
saffron, dried rosebuds, orange-coloured peas, dark-red chillies, cloves, cinnamon and pepper,
mysterious coloured powders and roots, tamarinds, all kinds of spices and cones of loaf sugar
wrapped in butcher-blue paper. The atmosphere was pleasantly perfumed with the smell of spices
and rose water and the merchants were normally laying on old Persian rugs in the dim recesses
of their little shops, dozing or telling prayer beads. Belgrave expresses the people’s sense of
hospitality in his description, as he states that people would invite anyone who passes by their

shops to drink a cup of tea with them.

Belgrave also talks about the changes introduced to the architecture in Bahrain during the thirty
years he spent in the island. Stone houses had replaced the straw huts and a modern essence was
introduced into many old houses. The tall wind tower, which used to be the main feature of the
local architecture disappeared gradually, especially since its ventilation function had been

replaced by that of electric fans, and air conditioning later on.
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Figure 2.4: Bab Al Bahrain when it served as the government office building (Source:
http://intlhistory.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/bahrain-old-photographs.html)

Belgrave also talks about “Bab al Bahrain”, which was designed by him in 1945 to serve as the
government offices. The design included a customs square with a little garden in the middle,
leading to the pier and waterfront. The view was fascinating as he declares, especially with the

hundreds of dhows anchored alongside the pier (see Figure 2.4).

On an urban development level, Belgrave talks about Awali, the town that has been built to
accommodate over 1600 European families, who inhabited brightly painted bungalows of the
same size and shape. He stated that the houses in Awali were inspired by the American style, and
they were all identical, including the interiors and furniture. Big companies in Bahrain provided
them for their foreign employees. All houses and offices in Awali were modern and air-
conditioned with low ceilings and small rooms, compared to the stone houses in Manama. These
changes had been made to facilitate the efficiency of cooled air. This approach was taken as a

model for the state housing projects launched by Belgrave later on.

In 1956 two main ideas had been launched, initiated the beginning of housing schemes projects
in Bahrain. The first was to build a number of stone houses for working people, supplied with
water and electricity, and let at low rent. This idea succeeded, especially as it suited labourers
with a low income and large families, and who mainly lived in barastis (palm-branch huts, see
Figure 2.5). The second scheme was a loans system offered to the government employees to buy
land and build houses. However, this idea did not succeed well as the people preferred to use the

loans to build nice little modern houses and rent out them instead of living in them. In terms of
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profit, this idea worked well with the people, while they continued to inhabit their own houses,

which is what Belgrave described as “insanitary homes”.
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Figure 2.5: Barastis: palm-branch huts (Source: http://www.hiddcity.com/albums.php?action=show&id=123)

Belgrave also described the Shia Baharna, the original inhabitants of Bahrain as he describes
them. He stated that in their early days they inhabited palm-branch huts or stone and mud houses

alongside a date (garden). They mainly worked in agriculture or as fishermen, or as drivers and

tenants for the Arabs (inhabitants who are not Shia).

During the month of Muharram, Bahraini Shias used to assemble in ma tams in Manama and the
villages mainly after sunset, where they practised their religious rituals in the memory of Imam
Hussain. Belgrave described the ma’tams as resembling church halls in England; used for

religious and other meetings and supported by religious endowments. They also could be used,

for accommodating travellers and for the preliminaries of funerals.
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Figure 2.6: Collection of historical images presenting life in Manama during the 1940s (Source:
http://intlhistory.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/bahrain-old-photographs.html)

Until the 1960s, like many other Arab-Islamic settlements, the old city of Manama had a compact
architectural and socio-economic structure, with an urban texture marked by a harmonious
relationship between mass and space. Within the residential quarters, the narrow, irregular and
winding roads with closed views controlled peoples’ privacy and mitigated the high temperature
and humidity of Bahrain’s climate. These quarters also housed public buildings, especially
mosques and ma tam (funeral houses), and the neighbourhoods were well defined and usually
inhabited by extended families and their clients. Jami’ was the only large mosque that was located
within the residential quarter. “The fact that the mosque gave its name to the quarter indicates the

extent to which large places of worship in the city were unusual” (Fuccaro, 2000: 66).

Within the commercial quarters, the large public areas comprised the souq and the port, both of
which historically stimulated urban expansion. Manama’s urban identity was largely defined by

the souq, as it was the largest area of public space in the city.
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After the 1960s, the social unity of the residential quarters in Manama was disrupted, especially
with the development of modern residential areas at the outskirts of the city. In addition, in 1968,
a new port along the eastern coast of the city was opened and Manama port lost its importance as

a result.

The first nucleus of the modern administration, under British control, established new urban and
state institutions, and led to city expansion, especially through extensive land reclamation around
the port and along the north eastern coast of Manama. “In an important sense land reclamation
reflected the trajectories of the economic expansion of the city as a hub of local, regional, and

international trade throughout the history” (Fuccaro, 2000: 72).

This changed the physical forms of the city and presented new and different uses of urban space,
leading to modernisation. The traditional economy was destroyed by the development of the oil
industry. The percentage of the population living in urban areas increased from 56% to 87%
between 1940 and 1981, which caused big cities like Manama to expand, challenging the urban

growth through the creation of large housing projects like Isa Town and Hamad Town.

Figure 2.7: An aerial view showing the dense urban fabric of the old city of Manama, and the reclaimed land with
new globalised style architectural (Source: http://culture.gov.bh/en/babcompetition/resources/)
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2.2.3 Post independence

Throughout the last three decades, Manama and cities in the Gulf region in general have been
through a major transformation. The transition of the Bahraini economy, due to the increase in oil
income and the accumulation of wealth that led the state at that time to adopt a distributive and
comprehensive welfare policy, then became a major and unique factor in shaping the country. At
the same time, Bahrain was hugely influenced by modern architectural style, simply copying the
architecture of the western world, which then caused a great loss in culture and heritage. Many
houses were demolished and sectors were cleared to provide lands where the new architecture

could grow.

Recently, Bahrain seems to be influenced by globalisation, which has directed efforts toward the
development of communications, financial services, banking infrastructure, commerce and
tourism, in order to transform Bahrain into a financial centre (see Figures 2.7 and 2.8). To enhance
the image of Bahrain as a way of marketing it to the world, towers of various forms and heights
stand to present the country to the world. Skyscrapers symbolise the favourite style in Bahrain
nowadays, and are intended to be of multi-purpose use, serving both housing and commercial

activities.

In his essay Contemporary Architecture in Bahrain (1999), Bucheery, a famous Bahraini

architect, tackles the cultural, social and economic changes that accompanied the discovery of oil
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in Bahrain in 1932, followed by the period of independence in 1971, along with modernism. He
stated that in the 1980s, people started to consider the great loss of heritage and culture that
resulted from copying the western architecture, therefore, Bahraini architecture tended to try to
present a sense of meaning, in order to create genuine buildings that might revive the lost heritage.
Furthermore, Dayaratne in his essay and the Vernacular in Transition: The Traditional and the
Hybrid Architecture of Bahrain (2008b), argues that, “Despite the massive increase in urban
populations and modern settlements, a very significant proportion of vernacular and traditional
characteristics still exists, transformed in numerous ways and adapting to the change. Swinging
between tradition and modernity, their built forms can only be described as being ‘hybrid” which
possesses characteristics often of both the vernacular and modern or sometimes even belonging

to neither” (Dayaratne, 2008b: 1).

At a time when “global” architecture is reaching for the skies and racing to build even taller
skyscrapers every day, there is a need to re-appraise the human dimension in a cost-driven design
process. One way of doing this is through redefining the relationships between the design proposal
and the users. Better understanding of that relationship would help in achieving better outcomes,
which will impact on people’s lives, and provide built environments that could contribute to the

advancement of the social and cultural needs of the society (see Figure 2.9).
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2.3 The context of Islamic architecture: the immaterial and the social

This section discusses the wider context of the research in more detail. Given that Bahrain is part
of the Islamic world, the discussion of the context is extended to Islamic architecture and how it

is informed by religious and cultural values as well as having an impact on people’s way of life.
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The thesis will delve into how both the material functions and immaterial aspects of everyday life
are informed by the religious and cultural values of the context. The socio-cultural values of
people and the architecture they produce, consume and experience are interrelated. For instance,
the mosque was not merely a place for worship but rather a focal point in the city and a “social
condenser” that symbolised and nurtured a sense of community spirit. Similar comments can be
made about other buildings and urban spaces that can be found in the city, such as madrassas,

souks and cemeteries.

However, the economic and social transformation that the Gulf region has seen over the last few
decades has impacted on people and their relationship with the everyday space, the city, its design

and the way it is experienced.

2.3.1 Historical overview

Islam is the religion that is practised mostly within the middle regions of the earth, from the
African Atlantic shores to the South Pacific, including many races like Arabs, Berbers, Turks,
Persians, Afghans, Pakistanis, Indians, Chinese, Malaysians and many more. Around 1.5 billion
people adhere to Islam. This variation in culture, ethnic background, language, customs and even
forms of social and political organisations represent countless variations in human experiences,

however, Islam unifies all of them.

Islam in these societies plays an important role in shaping daily lives and existence, by way of
creating societal bonds, desires and spiritual values. To these Muslim societies, Islam is not only
a religion, it also contributes to their characters and way of living, ordering communities and

configuring aspirations and identities.

As Lapidus discuses in his book A4 History of Islamic Societies (2014), Islamic religious
conceptions and values, embedded as thoughts and feelings in the minds and hearts of Muslim
believers, especially in the early days of Islam. Such a connection had directly affected the
meaning of human experience and lifestyle, thus, the result is political and social experiences that
are expressions of Islamic values and symbols, as if the whole process acts as a dialogue between

religious symbols and everyday reality.

During the long period of existence of Islam, for more than 1,400 years, there were many
sequences and processes that affected the main themes of the concept and structure of Islamic
societies. The progression of states, communities and cultures, as well as the previous and
contemporary cultures of each region within the Islamic world, continually shaped the Islamic

societies, economies, technologies and political conditions.
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In the area of the Middle East, during the early days of Islam, the society was basically a
continuation of the preceding civilization, with new soul that gradually dominated and
restructured the community according to Islamic laws and values. The Bedouin elements that
govern the pre-Islamic era in the area of Arabian Middle East had shaped the politics and trade,
as well as cultural and religious principles, which then integrated and interconnected with the

overall pattern of the new Islamic lifestyle.

Alongside the Arab-Islamic conquests, the cultural interactions continued in creating the unique
collection of heritage, which later on was called the Islamic civilization — a matrix of cultures and
beliefs including Arabian tribal culture and religious practices, Jewish and Christian beliefs and
theologies, and Roman and Sasanian literacy and arts. All of these organisations, systems and
institutions reshaped the social and cultural values of Muslim people with different backgrounds,
with the emergence of new linguistic and religious cultures of the Middle East region, in what

Lapidus called “the Arab-Islamic renaissance” (2014: xxii).

The caliphates’ understanding of the imperial rule was influenced by the Roman-Byzantine and
Sasanian emperors, therefore, a similar legitimacy was identified and expressed through many

mediums such as architecture, art and literary.

Muslim theology (Kalam) was built upon the teaching of the holy Quran and influenced by the
translated Greek and Syriac philosophy, as well as Christian theology, which all created the
distinctive cultural achievement of the Islamic civilization. It was also well connected with the
Islamic law (figh), the teaching of the Quran and Hadith, as well as its integration with poetry
(gafia) and literature (adab).

All these major cultural assimilations had an influence on architecture, from the basic design and
decoration of mosques, to the elaborate palaces and urban environments, such as in the case of

Andalusia in Spain today (see Figure 2.10). In this case in particular, the Arab-Muslim presence
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created a distinctive visual vocabulary that configured the substantial character of the city and its

residents, Muslims, Jews, Christians or any others.
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Figure 2.10: Alhambra Palace in Granada, Spain today (Source: http://www.theconfuseddasher.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/03/DSC0471.jpg)

Over centuries, around the period from the eleventh to the fifteenth centuries, the Islamic
civilization continued to be creative and distinctive with its material and immaterial structures
and forms, expressing a phenomena of multiculturalism across the Middle Eastern and
Mediterranean regions, even reaching the Far East. This had led to the establishment of Islamic
civilization with its solid religious values, political forms, modes of economic productions and

social structure, along with fundamental ideologies, linguistic approaches and identities.

Later on, and because of conquests, colonization and many political conflicts, the Islamic empire
had been distributed into new smaller empires like the Ottoman, Safavid and Mongol empires.
Each empire had established different social and cultural organisations that reoriented the human
experience and provided a new context to develop new cultures, which probably had Islamic
culture as a base, but did not necessarily follow all its details and rules. For instance, the Islamic
culture in the Indian Ocean region does not exactly match the Islamic culture in the Middle East

Arabia or Persia, however, both are Islamic and Islam formulates its main roots. This had led to
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the establishment of several variants of Islamic cultures and societies, with differences that

expand to touch social organisations and even religious practices.

Along this global diffusion of Islam, which even reached the south eastern parts of Europe in the
east, and the north and middle regions of Africa in the west, the interconnections of the Muslim
societies had become weaker, especially around the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
while the European powers, politically and commercially, were getting stronger and more
influential. At that time, most of the empires, like the Ottoman and the Safavid, were facing a
decline in political power, decentralisation and reduction of territory. On the other hand, the
power of the European societies supported by their economic wealth, technological inventions
and military power, had deeply changed the life around the world. Muslim societies had been
profoundly affected by the new situation and the expansion of the European powers, especially

the British, and the established colonial regimes over most areas of the Islamic world.

By the nineteenth century, European society had a deep influence on Muslim states, styles,
concepts and even moral values, which formulated what later was called the “Modern Era” in the
history of the Muslim people. The new commercial, social and political activities and approaches
affected the everyday human experience in the East, and changed the way in which people
understood “modern” life. The main objective was not just trade gains, but it also extended to
reach the reformulation of cultural and social life in a way that served the European colonizers
and their political and commercial interests up until the present. The Muslim people’s response
to the new culture imposed differs not only from one region to another, but also on an individual
level. Most of the religious people were against the newly introduced customs and lifestyle and
were calling to revive the old days of Islamic societies, especially the days of the Prophet (Peace
and blessings of Allah be upon him), as a way of restoring the integrity, the viability and the

power of Islam and Islamic societies.

“There were two principal worldwide Muslim responses. Muslim religious leaders
attempted to revise and reform Islam itself. They wanted to return to the pristine Islam
bequeathed by the Prophet Muhammad. This was to be found in the Quran and in the
earliest and most valid sayings of the Prophet (hadith). The second response came from
the political or former political elites, and from a newly developing modern educated
intelligentsia of soldiers, administrators, professionals, and intellectuals. They believed
that their societies had to adapt to the power of Europe and the conditions of the
contemporary world, and that the basic principles of Islam could and should be the
foundation of rational, scientific, and patriotic modern societies.” (Lapidus, 2014: xxv-

XXVi)
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On the other hand, scholars and educated people thought that the society should integrate and
adapt to the new political, social and intellectual changes of the modern movement. They thought
that adapting to the contemporary world situation would be the best solution to build new
societies, while still preserving the basic principles of Islam, and introducing some reforms into

the interpretation of religious beliefs and practices at the same time.

In the twentieth century, particularly after World War II, most of the nations got their
independence from the British Commonwealth, especially throughout Africa and Asia, and “Most
of the new Muslim-majority states declared themselves secular national states” (Lapidus, 2014:

XXVi).

There are mainly two ideological approaches that the Muslim states in this period struggled
between; the Islamic and the secular national ideologies, which both played very important roles

in defining the independence and identity of the nation.

“Starting in the 1970s, in reaction to political oppression, economic exploitation, and

conflicting cultural values, Muslims everywhere began to reassert their Islamic identity.
The Islamic revival was in part personal and communal; in part it was a political effort to
transform nation-states into Islamic states. The struggle between secular, often military,

elites and Islamic parties goes on to the present.” (Lapidus, 2014: xxvi)

The study of Islamic architecture reveals the transformation of societies and cultures throughout
history, since the early days of Islam, where the religion originates and the authenticity of the
holy Quran could be easily read and observed through the use of spaces and the spatial practices
within the Muslim societies. Thus, Islamic architecture is a formal expression of Islam as Rabbat
(2012) states in his paper What is Islamic architecture anyway? However, the term, “Islamic
architecture”, itself is not homogeneously defined. Such a definition would require deep
consideration of both material and immaterial values that encompass all the vast territory and
geographical expanse of the Islamic civilization across different eras. Those considerations would
not perform the geographical and historical contours of Islamic architecture only; rather, it would
include sets of architectural and spatial features that are inherently influenced by Islam as a

religion, cultural phenomena and way of addressing life.

Analysing Islamic architecture would need a set of specific architectural criteria to be developed,
and to make this type of architecture recognisable not only through visual means. Islamic
architecture today certainly differs from how it used to be centuries ago, but what would make
both the old and the contemporary, Islamic? Firstly, both are built by Muslims, most probably for
Muslims, and in an Islamic country, “or in places where Muslims have an opportunity to express
their cultural independence in architecture” (Rabbat after Garbar). When such an approach is

adopted, it “allowed the study of Islamic architecture to claim vast terrains, artistic traditions,
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styles, and periods, including the modern and contemporary ones, and sometimes to transcend
religious and cultural divisions to acquire an ecumenical patina”. (Rabbat, 2012:4). After a
distinctive discussion on defining Islamic architecture in his article, Rabbat argues “To me then,
Islamic architecture is of course the architecture of those cultures, regions, or societies that have
directly or via some intermediary processes accepted Islam as an integral component of their

epistemological and socio-cultural makeup” (Rabbat, 2012: 15).

On the other hand, Islamic architecture could easily be distinguished through the ontological
classification and approach to aesthetics and spatial sensitivities that are based on Islam and
Islamic teachings. The architectural expressions in the Islamic world share a similar cultural
approach, as architecture is not merely an object, rather, it is built based on a living tradition with
culturally distinct roots. So Islamic architecture is not only associated with occasional formal or
decorative references, but it is a foundational body of knowledge with symbolic manifestation of

the religion and culture.

The architectural practice in the Islamic world nowadays is influenced by western architects and
architecture, in a way that is reminiscent of the imperial and economic interests that were
operating during the colonial period. In some cases, Islamic architecture is overlooked and
considered to be a traditional style from the past, which does not necessarily fit into contemporary
life conditions. Most of the architectural elements in the Islamic world became unnecessary, like
the courtyard, the wind-tower, and the pointer dome. These elements, which embodied cultural
and social, as well as environmental specificities, had been replaced with sealed, air-conditioned
spaces. The whole cultural identity of the Islamic vernacular architecture had been changed, and
could not resist the massive change in lifestyle that accompanied the extensive wealth, especially

in the Arabian part of the Islamic world.

It seems that the new socio-cultural needs created newly acquired tastes, even within very
conservative societies like those of the Gulf region. Thus, the result is an environment that is
surrounded by competing ideologies, between the preservation of the Islamic architectural
heritage, which only appears to take a visual recognition, on one hand, and the demand for a

contemporary global architecture on the other.

However, there is an important point that needs clarification here. In the Islamic world, unlike in
Europe, there was never a total break with religion, and the secular values imported from the West
lacked a local acceptance and intellectual roots, which then ensured that these ideologies had
never been fully adopted. According to Rabbat, “The majority of thinkers in the Islamic world
resisted secular modernism. Some rejected it outright, but many worked hard at adapting it
through the prism of religion. And that is how it was absorbed into the local cultures, a moderated

modernism stripped of many of its secular underpinnings and endowed with qualities that are
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acceptable to the religious inclinations of the majority of Muslims” (Rabbat, 2012:14).

The author goes on to argue that Islam’s encounter with modernism led to a changed religion but
not a defeated one. He points out that Islam remains a major force for ethics and beliefs for
Muslims today, as well as in shaping their social relations, individual behaviour and collective

policy while adopting modern means and methods.

“Islam came out of its encounter with modernism changed but not defeated. It has
remained a major force not only in dictating the ethics and beliefs of Muslims today, but
also in shaping their social relations, their individual behaviour, and their collective polity
and imaginary, even if its adherents had to adapt modern means and methods. Religious
motives, interpretations, and inhibitions still transpire in the Islamic world in many
aspects of modern life that have gone totally secular in the West, to the point where their
enactment often causes puzzlement and misunderstanding among Western observers and

commentators.” (Rabbat, 2012:14)

Islam, the religion, defines most, if not all, aspects of Muslims’ lives, either challenging or
harmonising with modernity and contemporary forces. According to the same author, the
architectural forms that those expressions take is distinguishing Islamic architecture, and they are
tangential in understanding it. Moreover, what gives the Islamic architecture its true distinction
is the impact of Islam, legally, spiritually, symbolically, socially, politically, functionally,
behaviourally and formally on architecture and people's lifestyle. Such an architecture “had to
coexist with other powerful and effective universal phenomena, such as competing world
religions and more advanced cultures in its formative stages, and modernity, secularism,
capitalism, and globally networked tastes and techniques of representation today” (Rabbat,

2012:15).

2.3.2 City and people in the Arab Islamic tradition

“Islam according to Fiscel (1956) and Hassan (1972), is an urban religion. Religious
practices, beliefs and values especially those relating to organisation and authority,
emphasised the social gathering and discouraged nomadism and dispersing.” (Saoud,

2002: 2)

According to Othman, in his book The Islamic City (1988)', as Islam is an urban religion, this
contributed to the creation of the great progress of the Islamic civilization. The main characteristic

of the Islamic city is considering the religion as the source of legislation, and a way of life. The

! The reference is published in Arabic.
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material appearance and layout of the Islamic city was created is to fulfil religious, social and

cultural requirements, and this is what gave the Islamic city its specificity.

The author goes on to argue that a study of the Islamic city needs to consider the religion’s system,
organisation, rules and all aspects related to the life in the city, given that Islam governs both the
organisation of the city and the lifestyle of its inhabitants. Furthermore, the absence of the
understanding of the Islamic vision in studying the material composition of the Islamic city has
led to misleading results, particularly when comparing the Islamic city with the European/western
city, which differs a lot in terms of the establishment and progress. According to Othman (1988),
such a comparison would diminish the importance of the Islamic city, and would eviscerate its

identity and originality.

Figure 2.11: The city of Muharraq, Bahrain. The map above is a part of the traditional fabric resulting from a
generative process (Source: MOMAA, Bahrain, 2005 [http://www.palgrave-
journals.com/udi/journal/v12/n2/fig_tab/9000194f1.html])
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Figure 2.12: Karbala/IRAQ one of the Islamic cities (Source:
http://cache.emirates247.com/polopoly fs/1.312884.1452325110!/image/image.jpg)

Figure 2.13: Aerial photograph of the old medina in Fez, Morocco (Source: http://www.payette.com/post/1879756-
profiles-in-planning-formal-structure-in)
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Nonetheless, in his journal article titled Architectural Characteristics of the Islamic City, Ibrahim
states that: “...there is no firm consensus on what the term ‘Islamic city’ means.” (Ibrahim,
1998:1). The author tries to suggest alternative descriptions; he states that the Islamic city could
mean a city that was founded by Muslims during a particular historical era. Or it can also mean a
city that was designed, constructed and expanded during the period of Islamic civilization. Or a
city that has specific features generally identified as Islamic, like mosques and minarets. Or a city,
old or new, that happens to be located within the Islamic world. And finally, “the term is
sometimes used as a theoretical or abstract concept, as kind of ideal city in which the architectural

styles are inspired by full adherence to the norms and values of Islam” (Ibrahim, 1998: 1).

Organisation of life in urban communities in the ancient Islamic city used to be governed by
Muslim attitudes. It was divided into quarters, connected with narrow streets, and there was an

open, multi-purpose central space.

“The narrowness of the streets with their mixed traffic creates a vibrant street life, full of
noise and bustle, with movement slow enough to facilitate social interaction and improve

shopping.” (Lewcock, 2002: 41)

The components of the Islamic city differ from one region to another, however, the main common
components, buildings and amenities are divided into two main quarters, the public commercial
quarter, and the private residential quarter. (See Figures 2.11,2.12 and 2.13 for different examples

of the urban fabric of various Islamic cities)
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Figure 2.15: Examples of two alleys: on the left from Tunis, on the right from Hafuf in eastern Saudi Arabia (Source:
Hakim 1994)

According to Saoud (2002), local topography and morphological features of pre-existing towns
played a decisive role in shaping and planning the Islamic city, while the socio-cultural, political
and economic settings structured the newly created society. The law of nature is the first principle
that shaped most of the Islamic city character. This factor led to the adoption of certain building
form and plan concepts, like the courtyard, terrace, narrow covered and shaded alleyways, in
response to the local environmental conditions. However, such techniques were adopted not only

to help with coping with the hot weather conditions, but also fulfilled the religious and cultural
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beliefs, which is one of the main values that shaped the Islamic city. Cultural life of the Muslim
population is informed by the religious teachings, thus, the city plan is organised in away that
helped satisfy these laws. According to Saoud (2002), the mosque was given the central position
in the spatial and institutional hierarchies, and was usually surrounded by the soug (market), and
attached to the madrassa (school) providing religious and scientific teaching. The congregational
mosque was built to express and focus the religious commitment of the Muslim community and
its solidarity. The soug (market), as a common architectural feature of the Islamic city, is designed
as a central public square surrounded by shops and usually overlooked by the main mosque.
Public and private lives were separated, in order to regulate the spatial order between the functions
and the areas. Such separation was intended to provide peace and quiet, intimacy and security to
the inhabitants. The central area of the Islamic city housed the public, commercial and
administrative activities, such as the social services, administration, trade, arts and crafts,
hammam (baths) and hotels. The governor’s palace was usually located in the high part of the
town, near the wall and surrounded by its own wall and had its own mosque, guards, offices and

residence (see Figure 2.16).

Streets and roads branched out from the commercial centre, usually becoming narrower and more
winding, more disposed to provide seclusion than general access into the residential quarters (See
Figures 2.14, 2.15 and 2.16). In the residential quarters, described as clusters of households of
particular quality of life, the division was based on families occupying the quarters. These
quarters, where the Arabs settled, were named after clans who first inhabited them. Quarters for

non-Arabs and non-Muslims were separated in different areas and were linked by roads and lanes.

In some Islamic cities, the residential quarters also had small mosques and prayer-halls.

In most cases, and for defence purposes, most of the Islamic cities were surrounded by a wall,
which also protected the city inhabitants against the sand-laden desert wind. In the city walls,
there were large gates, providing the starting point for the concentrated commercial activities

along the main spinal roads.

In the Islamic city, streets were recognised by being plain and simple, the majority of the exterior
facades and elevations were plain, contrasting with the rich interior architectural details and
ornamentations. To confirm the unity, solidarity and egalitarianism of the community, the outside
appearances were simple and look alike, while the variety of wealth was to be found in the

interiors.

That was a description of the Islamic city that survived for centuries since the thirteenth and

fourteenth centuries, the golden era of the Islamic civilization, and continued into the eighteenth
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century. However, from the late seventeenth century, and by the decline of the Ottoman empire,
Islamic cities fell into consistent architectural decline and chaos, especially since the trade and

commerce of the Islamic world was squeezed by the expansion of the western European powers.

Unfortunately, by the nineteenth century, most of the cities in the Islamic world were colonized,
and the European economic and military superiority curtailed the independence of Muslim

people.

As discussed earlier in the previous section, falling into the hands of colonial powers created a
new situation that slowly stripped the Muslim city of its originality. This colonization had great
impact on changing the social, cultural and economic life of the Islamic world and this in turn
was reflected in the architecture of the Islamic cities. Moreover, even after independence, in their
quest for development, Muslim countries adopted a strategy of modernisation, which led to
further alienation of the Islamic city. Those cites lost their identity and their distinct architectural

spirit.

However, “the term ‘Islamic’ architecture’ is still a valid designation for architecture being built
today because Islam has never ceased being that constitutive component, even though the ways
in which it expresses itself have drastically changed over time and space” (Rabbat, 2012: 15). The
new architecture is being used by Muslim people, who give this architecture its Islamic

designation, even though it has to coexist within the power of colonization or globalisation.
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(Source: Hakim, 1986)
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2.3.3 Immateriality in Islamic architecture

There is a huge debate around the definition of Islamic architecture as explained earlier, to the
extent that some researchers would define it as architecture that was constructed by Muslims,
while others may go to a more holistic approach by considering the architecture on Muslims’ land
as Islamic architecture (see Figure 2.11). According to Grube, “If Islamic architecture is distinctly
different from non-Islamic architecture, and must be interpreted as one of the many emanations
of the spirit of Islam, the adjective ‘Islamic’ is fully justified. The interpretation of it as a whole
as well as the understanding of its specific parts can only be successful and meaningful if seen
against the background of Islam as a cultural, religious and political phenomenon, and only in the
precise relation to the specific circumstances that led to its creation” (Grube, 1978: 14). In fact,
the author admits that it is far beyond the ability of a single scholar to exactly specify and explain

the phenomena of Islamic architecture, as it requires many years of research.

However, this architecture that was informed by the spiritual ideas of Islam highly appreciated
the immaterial aspects. The cultural and social values were interpreted to create environments
that reflected the people’s harmony with their religious principles. The building did not serve a
specific function like praying or living only, it was a place for participating in the process of living
as a whole, therefore leading to a certain ideology that refers to the idea of serving this life and

the afterlife; earth and heaven (aldeen wa aldonya).

Al-Khan (1987) described the old Arab Islamic house in specific using a very poetic way;
explaining that the early house had a revealed space with central greenery, sanctum, and sense of
autonomy. The eye and the soul were enjoying the sanctum that encouraged the unity with the
universe, and increase of the faith in the only God. The dwelling courtyard had a whole symphony

of nature, beauty, sound, sight and theology.

Al-Khan also stated that architecture was not only about walls, but what also really mattered was
the void between the walls. These voids immaterially and randomly formulated the house
courtyard, the mosque prayer hall and the main town’s central square; these three were the centre
of life, movement and activities. These three voids symbolised the oasis that always reminds the
individual of their relationship with God. It was the source of freedom, silence, tranquillity and
satisfaction. These values were also confirmed by adding water features to these voids, which

helped mitigate against the harshness of the climate, and as a reminder of heaven and the afterlife.

This description of the multiple uses of spatial voids (openings toward the sky), and the everyday
life of Muslims, explains the importance of the immaterial side of their architecture. The
description of the harmonic relationship between the people and their environment and
surroundings proves that Islamic architecture was not rigid; but it was a reflection of both their

natural settings and specific human religious’ beliefs.
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In fact, the house courtyard was used to fulfil one of the features of Islamic architecture that is
based on religion, which is privacy. It is an essential principle that played an important role in
planning and building dwellings in the Islamic world. Therefore, to achieve privacy Muslims tried
to adopt solutions, which then led to the use of enclosure design with an inward looking internal
courtyard (see Figures 2.17, 2.18, and 2.19). The courtyard played a vital role in house planning,

since it is the focal point of family life and interaction, while preserving total privacy.

The segregation between males and females is a principle that found its use as another immaterial
value that played vital role in planning the house. This value is obviously featured within the
house layout, like the guests’ room’s location for instance, which was meant to receive male
guests. This room was located close to the main entrance, away from the which prevented the
visitors from viewing the whole house. This principle encouraged the establishment of division,
not only in the dwelling, but also in the public spaces like in mosques for instance, where there
were two prayer halls separated by a barrier. These principles will be discussed further in Chapter

7.

Ll JI - _ ,: - :——l’,
- ! s | d

Figure 2.17: A sketch illustrating the courtyard within a traditional house in Bahrain, cover of Private Skies (Source:
Waly, 1992)
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On another level, early Islamic cities had the mosque in the central part of the city, with the
governor’s accommodation around it, and then the dwellings were built to surround both.
According to the Islamic principle, the mosque was not only a place for praying and worshiping;
rather, it was the city’s focal point that symbolised the brotherhood of Islam (Al-Khan, 1987: 75).
A similar picture is given by Erzen (2011) in his essay Reading Mosques: Meaning and
Architecture in Islam, where he states: “The mosque was not only a place for prayer, but in its
early phase, it also served as the communal meeting place and a place for judiciary court meeting
under the supervision of imam” (Erzen, 2011: 126). The author argues that the use of symbols
and metaphors was central and embodied in the design of the mosque, where the aesthetics of
mosques could be explained. In his analysis of mosques, the author discusses four types of
symbols: “paradise regained”, “heavenly theatre”, “urban sculptures” and “the cosmic spiral”
(ibid). Each of these symbols could be read differently, according to the cultural and experiential

differences of each observer.

This acts as an example of many other architectural features in Islamic architecture, which proves
that every single detail provided has a certain connection with the religion. The ornamentation
for instance, a huge, impressive type of art, could be seen as another example of this, as it was
largely used to represent scripts from the holy Quran. This artistic approach has a spiritual
meaning that acted as guidance for the inhabitants, and as evidence of their faith and beliefs.
According to Hillenbrand the author of Islamic Architecture: Form Function and Meaning
(1994), “It is entirely possible that Islam as a religion played a significant — perhaps even the
significant — role in inspiring Muslim architects, but in that case such inspiration was not explicitly

acknowledged” (Hillenbrand, 1994: 12).

In more detailed approach, Architecture of The Islamic World: Its History and Social Meaning
(1978) edited by Michell and Grube, is the first book that articulates the Islamic architecture in
relation to its cultural settings, where the influence of social, theological and immaterial factors

upon architecture is acknowledged, discussed and analysed.

“Islamic architecture is more than just a spectacle of domes and minarets, perfumed
pleasure palaces and exquisite turquoise tiles; it is a true expression of a rich culture that
has unified countries as far apart as Spain and Java, Central Asia and sub-Saharan Africa,
over some thousand years and more. Islamic buildings express the religious beliefs, social
and economic structure, political motivation and visual sensibility of a pervasive and

unified tradition.” (Michell and Grube, 1978: 7)

Nonetheless, Islamic architecture and building does not exist in isolation, rather, it plays a vital
role in the total spatial experience of places and cities, serving and reinforcing political and social

structure and religious belief. The relationship between Islamic architecture and its society is

39



based on regulations that are mainly associated with spirituality and humanity. For instance, the
city’s tripartite system of public, semi-public and private spaces clarifying the degree of
accessibility and enclosure explains the consciousness of social identity that is based on the

teaching of Islam.

Omer’s paper titled A Conceptual Framework for Sustainability in Islamic Architecture: The
Significance of the Islamic Concepts of Man and the Environment (2010), discusses the intangible
context of the Islamic architecture that gives it its uniqueness and differentiates it from other
architectural expressions. He argues that Muslim architects, builders, engineers and users should
be familiar with and follow the Islamic architecture conceptual framework, otherwise
replacements will be sought instead. Such replacements, to a certain extent, will be incompatible
with the Islamic philosophy and teachings, and will act to alienate rather than harmonise with
Islam and its ethos. It is the responsibility of Muslim architects to possess the Islamic worldview
and ideology, and support its own philosophy and value system. Such a system implements the
value of many constituents including “life and its purpose, death, natural environment, man and
his mission, time, space, history, and of course God and His relationship with man and the whole

of universe” (Omer, 2010: 3).

The author maintains that the result of not recognising Islamic ideology in Muslim architecture
nowadays “might lead to as far as confusion, lack of confidence, dangerous compromises, laxity
in religion, repulsion and even irreverence in Muslim architects’ mind which, in turn, will be
extended onto the realm of built environment and will thus perilously affect both the mind and

behavioral patterns of its users” (Omer, 2010: 3).

Omer argues that the worst scenario that could result from such a failure in adopting Islamic
values in architecture “will be that Islam is discarded completely in favor of, or that it is made
clearly inferior to, the adopted man-generated worldviews and ideologies. Unfortunately, many
of today’s Muslim professionals in built environment suffer from both maladies” (Omer, 2010:

3).

Islamic architecture is not only part of Islamic civilization, it is a container of it. In fact, as Omar
declares, “Islamic architecture is formed in order to answer the demands of the notion of ‘ibadah
(worship) which man, God’s vicegerent on earth, is required to actualize in all of his lifelong
actions so that his relationship with his Creator and Lord is maintained perpetually strong and

sound” (Omer, 2010: 13).

For Muslims, Islamic architecture provides a place for both direct and indirect worship activities.
The idea of universal worship in Islam is implemented in the field of architecture. The nobleness

of Islamic architecture comes from being charged with the highest level of spirituality.
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In a general context, design and architecture are multidimensional activities receiving lots of
philosophical attention and expression. It would be such a great limitation for architecture to be
assessed only on physical appearance without including deeper values. However, it would be
considered a greater loss in a culture such as the Islamic world in which all the previously
discussed values are facilitated in the society and architecture, to be easily demolished and

replaced with a globalised style of living.

In this domain, a slight comparison between western and Islamic architecture may clarify the
differences between the two, and justify the failure of the contemporary globalised architecture,
which makes the city of Manhattan in the West not that different from Shanghai or Dubai in the
East.

Ragette, the author of Traditional Domestic Architecture of the Arab Region (2003), in the latter
part of the book, discusses the impact of the West on Arab architecture, trying to present a
comparison between the roots of architecture in both societies. “When we talk in broad terms of
Western versus Eastern ways we mean essentially the difference between investigative and

contemplative attitudes” (Ragette, 2003: 239).

The author compares western and Islamic architecture, especially in regards with the effect of
massing. The arranging of buildings’ masses to achieve interesting external spaces reflects the
western architects’ focus on the quality of external spaces, because architecture was seen much
as public art. In contrast, Muslim architects rarely conceived of architecture as a public affair. All
types of buildings, including mosques, palaces and houses were seen to produce internal, sheltered
spaces, hidden behind walls. In this comparison, Ragette maintains that the West is more
interested in the meaning of structure, rationality and matter, while Muslims are more interested

in internal space quality and decorations.

Furthermore, the author explains the impact of western architectural style on Islamic architecture,
especially after the colonial period. The main characteristics of Arab Islamic cities, until the end
of the nineteenth century, was a maze of narrow, shaded, dead-end and crooked alleyways,
providing organic networks to connect the quarters with each other and with the main squares and
public facilities. The city traffic was mainly created for goods movements by donkeys and camels,

and roads used to be an exception.

However, after the colonial period, it seems that the Arab region was “westernised”. The
government buildings, as well as some commercial and even residential buildings, took the

colonial style.

It fact, the West, master and maker of the twentieth century, as Diba describes in his essay What

Islamic Architecture Is Not, “has imposed its values and forced its superior methods of science,
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technology, and production onto less-developed societies. Loss of independence and perhaps a
perceived humiliating subjugation to Western ideas and values has brought about an identity crisis

in Islamic societies” (Diba, 2002: 119).

Contrary to how the traditional layout of the Islamic city told stories and narrative about the
culture and people’s everyday life, the contemporary layout is lacking the sense of cultural respect
in its confusion and disorientation. The irrelevant western models, as Diba describes, destroyed
the Islamic architecture features, while, in the modern life, the practice could benefit and learn

from the old cities’ scale, environmental sensibility and communal life.

Diba recommends that people and practitioners establish their own priorities rather than copying
the western models, in particular, that they should think of creating socially coherent and
harmonious communities. He also declares that Muslim nations nowadays are generally isolated
societies, and they pay more attention to politics than culture, and are more interested in the

material world than the immaterial, intellectual and cultural discourse.

Islam as a religion, culture and civilization had built an environment that enabled Muslim
societies to grow, think, reflect and elaborate. The responsibility of architecture was to create
spaces in which people performed materially and immaterially. However, along with the
challenges of contemporary architecture, it is worth questioning how the Muslim world as a whole
is operating within the new alien framework that is imported from the West and how to consider
the tradition of the Islamic civilization in the light of the “shock of the future”. How are Muslim

societies going to express themselves through architecture over the coming decades?

In his essay Spirituality and Architecture, Arkoun argues that there is a “cultural gap and historical
differences that exist between Islamic and western contexts when they confront spirituality and
architecture” (Arkoun, 2002: 3). These are totally different ideologies in both contexts, and
architecture acts as a translator for the main trends of the social and cultural representations,
therefore, this should be read through the built environment. If contemporary architecture in the
Muslim world is to be recognised, it will reveal the demand of a clear, specific cultural meaning.
All contemporary Muslim societies suffer from the opposition between meaning and power, or,
more clearly, the material and the immaterial — spiritual, ethical and cultural values opposing

political and economic matters.

Articulating the spiritual significance and meaning in Islamic architecture cast special light upon
the intellectual and social setting of Muslims’ society, as the spiritual dimension is not only
confined to worship spaces, rather it includes touching all types of everyday use spaces. In his
book Islamic Art and Spirituality, Nasr declares, “There are very few works which look upon
Islamic art as the manifestation in the world of forms of the spiritual realities (al-haqgaiq) of the

Islamic revelation itself as coloured by its earthly embodiments” (Nasr, 1987: ix).
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The author refers to the spaces and forms in the old Muslim town and city and explains that they
act as extensions of the mosque, especially since these spaces are organically related to it. He also
asserts that the spaces participate in a sanctifying and unifying character, as the whole city or
town participates in the blessedness, which originates from religious spirit, including the chanting

of the Quran and the call to prayer (al-adhan), which centres on the mosque.

The gibla’ is the direction that Muslim’s should face while praying, towards the Ka ’ba in Mecca
(see Figure 2.20). It is chosen by God as the direction of prayers, which in a universal sense
creates an invisible set of “lines of force”, as Nasr declares, and acts as a global central attraction
point and determining the direction of the mosque, the whole city and the experience of space
itself. This theme will be discussed within the semi-structured interviews with participants,

explaining the way they experience their house.

A New World Map with Mecca
at the Center of the World

A conventional map contains
distortions  because the
world is round and a map is

flat. Such maps can give a
very inaccurate idea of the
direction and distance to
Mecca from other places
in the world. On this new

world map the direction

of Mecca and the shortest

distance between Mecca

and any other place in the
world is easily measured as
a straight line.

It is amazing that Mecca is
approximately the center of
the land mass of the world.

Figure 2.20: Mecca at the centre of the earth (Source:

https://i0.wp.com/i189.photobucket.com/albums/z286/mfmml/4 mecca_world.jpg)

> Qiblah, also spelled gibla or kiblah, the direction of the sacred shrine of the Ka’bah in Mecca,
Saudi Arabia, toward which Muslims turn five times each day when performing the salat (daily
ritual prayer). (http://www.britannica.com/topic/qiblah)
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The experience of domestic spaces in Islam draws attention to the invisible. When entering a
traditional mosque or home, the very emptiness and holiness of space dictates that one cannot
walk through it unless they remove their shoes. This reveals that every detail of the Muslims’
spatial experience is connected in one way or another to their beliefs, and here is where the
immateriality of Islamic architecture is valued and adds richness to the meaning of space and

place.

On another level, in contemporary cities, modern technologies are rapidly removing all old
restrictions, therefore, new concepts have emerged, with some of them contradicting traditional
values of the Islamic way of life. For instance, petroleum and natural gas are providing seemingly
limitless energy and wealth, which then encourages people to over-consume at the expense of the
environment and sustainability. Furthermore, the concept of the central courtyard, which served
material functions as well as immaterial qualities, just disappeared, with the strong promotion of
the contemporary western “villa” concept. Add to that the technology of air conditioning, which

led to a completely new layout of houses in Islamic societies, introducing a new way of life.

Some of the alterations that have been introduced in Muslim societies, especially in the Gulf
region, have caused major changes, and modern technology has rapidly removed many of the old
restrictions. Global trading and new concepts have introduced the climate-controlled environment
and the use of high tech materials, which has made all the contemporary construction materials
and techniques available and allowed for the possibility of having “huge steel-glass blocks” (high-
rise buildings) in the middle of the desert. This has also led to vast changes in the human
experience within spaces, such as with the increase in the number of motor vehicles, which in
turn required an expansion in infrastructure and road systems. Obviously one of the main related
phenomena, especially for coastal regions, is land reclamation, in order to satisfy the need to build

more and more high-rise skyscrapers and the accompanied infrastructure.

Furthermore, the international media has heavily promoted the western lifestyle, from the urban
planning of a city, to the concept of “villa”, even including details such as furniture styles. All
these players had a big influence on reshaping Muslim identity, for example by encouraging
individualism and decentralisation of activities. The newly acquired cultural values need to
reconnect with the heritage and socio-cultural values of the past, not just for the sake of reviving
old traditions, but rather, for the sake of finding a way of life and forging an identity that is in

harmony with contemporary needs and traditional values.

According to Ragette, the starting point in preserving Islamic identity in architecture is through
the educational system. In schools, universities and from books, people learn about famous, well-
known architects, their achievements in producing architecture, which in fact, could be recognised

as works of art. However, an honest assessment of the long-term usefulness of the immaterial and
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material qualities of architecture is rarely articulated. The only laudable exception is The Aga
Khan Foundation, which gives awards to buildings after they have been used for at least five
years, and “the users’ opinion is taken into account. Because architecture is not just an art, it also

has to serve a purpose” (Ragette, 2003: 246).

2.4 Conclusion

This chapter introduces Bahrain as part of the bigger context of the Islamic world, in which the
commercial, intellectual, social, cultural and religious frameworks operate within particular
settings. It starts with giving a historical review of the city of Manama, as the case study to be
examined later within the fieldwork. This overview is divided upon different historical eras and
it is followed by a contextual background discussing issues related to the bigger context of Islamic
architecture. The specificity of Islamic architecture and its characteristics reveal the originality of
appreciating the immaterial aspects in architecture, since it is charged with cultural meanings and

religious ideology.

This chapter also presents an outline of the gradual changes and evolution that Islamic city and
its architecture has experienced over time, including the introduction of certain aspects that have
led to a gradual decline of Islamic architecture, in favour of a more international style. This serves
as a theoretical background and basis for the fieldwork research carried out in Bahrain as part of
the investigation that tackles the understanding of the users’ spatial experience, in both private

and public sectors.

The findings of this chapter inform the rest of the research as it establishes the former phase of
identifying the contextual background of the research. This will be followed by a theoretical
discussion articulating the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, which will be
covered further within the coming chapters. It also shed light on the culture-architecture debate

as a means to enhancing the understanding of the users’ spatial experience.
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Chapter 3

Architecture
Between Theory and Practice




Chapter 3: Architecture: Between Theory and Practice

3.1 Overview

This chapter discusses some theoretical issues and how they affect architecture as a practice,
through the lens of current theoretical debates. The existing body of theoretical research offers
means of rethinking architectural theory and practice, in an age where the design and production
methods have seen major changes and transformations, which reflect on the changing nature of

the architectural profession nowadays.

Attempting to address the relationship between theory and practice within a twenty-first century
architectural discourse may help in identifying some important issues that not only engage
theoretical debates, but also extend to reach a broader cultural debate in which the users’ rights

are recognised.

This chapter starts with offering a theoretical framework that explains issues around the meaning
of spatial experience, aesthetics and immateriality. Consequently, it delves into a discussion of

architecture as a practice, with view to understanding its relationship with culture.

What needs to be revisited here is the idea of architecture as a practice and the nature of the
boundaries that define it. A better way to articulate this is to borrow Leach’s definition of

architecture:

“Architecture is not the autonomous art it is often held out to be. Buildings are designed
and constructed within a complex web of social and political concerns. To ignore the
conditions under which architecture is practised is to fail to understand the full social

impact of architecture.” (Leach, 1997: xiv)

The author, makes a call for what he named “an insightful observation on contemporary
architecture” whose purpose is to rethink, reconfigure and reflect on architectural theory (Leach,

1997).

Within the current situation it is even more important to rethink, reconfigure and reflect on many
aspects related to architecture, especially when defining the relationship between the different
participants involved in the design process (i.e. architect, client, user). Based on the crucial impact
of this relationship and process on people’s lives, the result of such identification will enhance
people’s understanding of architecture in the first place, and the way they create and consume it

in the second.

47



The way people perceive architecture may fall into two categories: it could be seen in terms of
imagery as a figurative manifestation (configuration), as most star-architects do, especially when
they think of their design as a “signature architecture”. On the other hand, there are those who see
architecture in a context that responds to peoples’ needs, desires and aspirations within the bigger
context of culture, society, economics, politics and religion (signification). In fact, this may
position culture in relation to architectural practice, which the second section of this chapter
articulates. Furthermore, the relationship between the architect and the user within the framework
of the design process, along with the recognition of the practice’s ethics and rights will also be
discussed within the light of the social and cultural context of design. The chapter will give an
overview of some theoretical issues in contemporary architectural discourse, with a view to
identifying how these can impact on contemporary practice, particularly with regards to users and

ethics related issues.

3.2 Spatial experience

As previously stated, this study is undertaken to examine the relationship between architecture as
a creative process, which conceives and creates spaces, and spatial experience as a way of
consuming architecture. As opposed to the conventional way of looking at architecture from the
architect’s viewpoint, this is an attempt to re-examine this notion and propose an alternative
approach by focusing on the users’ experience as a means to describe the architectural qualities
of the design. It is about the user in the space that is being created, rather than just the space as a

container of activity.

“Space as experience has to derive from an Ur-feeling, an ability to imagine a dimension
that projects above basic reality, an exposure to a reality greater than we are able to
conceptualize. Sense of space is a mental construct, a projection of the outside world as
we experience it according to the equipment at our disposal: an idea.” (Hertzberger, 2000:

17)

As a precursor to discussing spatial experience, there is a need to address the meaning of the
spatial experience, with regard to both the building and the users. Therefore, we need to define

both terms, “space” and “experience”.

Forty (2000) argues that, “Much of the ambiguity of the term ‘space’ in modern architectural use
comes from a willingness to confuse it with a general philosophical category of ‘space’. To put

this issue slightly differently, as well as being a physical property of dimension or extent, ‘space’
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is also a property of the mind, part of the apparatus through which we perceive the world” (Forty,
2000: 256).”

Lawson (2001) suggests that space, as a human language, lies within the architectural structure,
which then appears through inhabitation and activities. The author goes on to assert, “Because
this language is not heard or seen directly, and certainly not written down, it gets little attention
in a formal sense” (Lawson, 2001: 6). He further argues that the language of space is international,
its roots can be found in a vital human condition, since inhabitants tend to notice this language
only through living in a space and relating to it. It is global, yet it has “regional dialects” that
specify certain spaces within certain cultures or society. However, it is sometime neglected

(Lawson, 2001).

Lawson addresses the importance of this language as a mean of communication, which is
powerful, subtle and complex. It is an everyday concept that configures our lives without even
being noticed, and in order to understand it, one needs to dissect, observe, and analyse. One should
engage with the senses and fully interact with the surroundings in order to determine the role of
such language. In this regard Lawson states, “The fascination of non-verbal communication is
that much of it is involuntary and even may reveal feelings or attitudes we would rather conceal”

(Lawson, 2001: 129).

Lawson’s view about the meaning of space is acknowledging the role of architecture in organising
and structuring spaces, however, he also explains the importance of the inhabitant who facilitates
the everyday activities, by the way of using this language. The author also maintains that building
could be seen in different ways: as artwork, as technical achievement, as wallpaper of urban space
and as behavioural and cultural phenomena. This is illustrated in his argument when he “treats
architectural and urban spaces as containers to accommodate, separate, structure, and organize,

facilitate, heighten and even celebrate human spatial behavior” (Lawson, 2001: 4).

“One of the intriguing and endlessly fascinating things about the study of architecture is

that one may come at it from so many different angles.” (Lawson, 2001: 4)

Accordingly, Lawson pointed out a vital concern that is related to the main objective of this study
when he discussed the response of architects and architectural critics to this dilemma. He

considers that concentrating too much on the purpose and function of a space is a mistake, leading

? Forty states that the origin of the term “space” is German, and the translation into English was
problematic. He maintains, “In neither English nor French can a material enclosure so easy be
linked to a philosophical construct, and consequently “space”, as a translation from the German
Raum, lacks the suggestiveness of the original” (Forty, 2000: 257). The process of translating is
revealed with many issues, the main one is that the term loses some values articulated with
conveying its accurate meaning. This occurs in various languages, as we shall see later in
translation into Arabic.
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to ignoring the human dimension. He writes: “I find that much architectural criticism does this by
neglecting what we might call the human dimension of space” (Lawson, 2001: 13). He also
compares the awareness of this dimension between the past and now by stating, “Before
professionalism, the design and creation of space was a more social and vernacular process
seamlessly integrated with all other aspects of a culture” (Lawson, 2001: 3). Furthermore, he
writes, “Some commentators have argued that modernism inevitably led architects away from

their consumers” (Lawson, 2001: 4).

Nevertheless, Lawson recognises that some “great” architects seem to be able to understand the
language of space, like the Dutch architect, Herman Hertzberger, who shows high levels of

awareness of the language of space through his designs, as well as his writings.

In his book Space and the Architect: Lessons in Architecture 2 (2000), Hertzberger explains
“space” by referring to two notions: physical and non-physical. “Physical space is shaped by what
it is that surrounds it and otherwise by the objects within it and perceivable by us, at least when
there is light” (Hertzberger, 2000: 15). On the other hand, the non-physical definition is changed
with values and qualities that configure the experience of the space. Hertzberger introduces an
interesting and simple method of recognising space experience by inviting users to “walk through
it, film it, and the spatial image will unfold, yet the deepest impression is when even such acts
fail to reveal what is exactly that brought the feeling of space” (Hertzberger, 2000: 17). This
ambiguity relies on how one may individually experience a space and introduces an element of
uniqueness, which means that everyone will experience a space differently since “spatiality is a
feeling, a sensation we undergo, and particularly when the thing we see is impossible to take in

at a glance and thus unspecified” (Hertzberger, 2000: 17).

The discussion of “experience” in relation to space starts with Sirowy (2010), who argues that in

German there are two words for experience: Erlebnis and Erfahrung.

The former is translated as “lived experience” and relates to the idea of an individual, isolated
experience, “as we live through it and recognize it as a particular type of experience” (Van Manen,
1990: 177). The same author goes on to state that, “The notion of Erfahrung has different
connotations. It is used to indicate the experience as ongoing and cumulative. It may be translated
as “life experience” (Van Manen, 1990: 177). Arthos (2000) puts Erfahrung as “the experience
of social interaction”, which means that it has a social and historical dimension in it and it

connotes the experience of a community.

With regards to experience as related to space, Sirowy’s conclusion is “that in the case of
architecture, most beneficial would be to combine the two modes of experience — Erlebnis and
Erfahrung — in a vision reflecting a progression from an individual experience to a common world

of human significations” (Sirowy, 2010: 100).
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In the Arabic language, there is a distinction between experience as a test, trial and experiment,
as compared to experience as an ongoing process that enhances the understanding and builds up

solid thoughts, knowledge and relationships.

There can be no doubt that one may experience a set of thoughts, feelings and emotions that shape
the depth of the perspective and give it an extra dimension that is not even seen, but sensed.
Involving all factors influencing and affecting the way we perceive a space will give it meanings
that are more than just the physical rigid formation. An interesting interaction between space and
its users is introducing the spatial experience as an outcome, which the architect will not be able
to configure through scale models or three-dimensional visualisations as “space is more like
feeling stereoscopically than seeing stereoscopically: a fuller, more complete experience”

(Hertzberger, 2000: 17).

The distinction between space and place is a concept that Hertzberger introduces. While the two
overlap in meaning, they describe an interesting variance that relates to the core of the argument.

He expresses the comparison in a quite configured way, stating:

“Place is where you recognize yourself, something familiar and safe, specially for you
[...] place implies special value added to a space. It has a particular meaning for a number
of people who feel attached to one another or derive from it a feeling of solidarity [...]
Space, whatever its purpose, can come to mean place, whether for an individual or for
small or large groups [...] The thing that turns space into place is the infill given it by its
occupants/users [...] Space is longing, an expectation of possibilities, outside, on a
journey, dynamic and open, away. Place is pause, inside, redemption, home, at rest [...]
Space and place cannot exist without each other — each summons up the other. If place is

heat, fire, then space is fuel.” (Hertzberger, 2000: 25-25)

Hertzberger is not the only one who discussed the distinction between these two expressions, in
Spaces and Places: The Perspective of Experience (1977) the Chinese geographer Yi-Fu Tuan
argues, “Space is transformed into place as it acquires definition and meaning” (Tuan, 1977: 136).
He also states, “Abstract space, lacking significance other than strangeness, becomes concrete
place, filled with meaning. Much is learned but not through formal instruction” (Tuan, 1977: 199).
Here, the author is distinguishing between space that he describes as a form of openness, freedom
and threat, and place where security and stability is found. He asserts that the main contributors
lie in the meanings that emerge with the inhabitants experiencing the space and adding values to
it. The user is the one who will create these meanings and convert these spaces into places by
adding a sense of life to it. It is not necessary “concrete place” as Tuan says, because the users’
experience does not need boundaries to be housed, rather, experiencing is persuading sensation,

perception and conception. Tuan explains “experience” by saying that, “To experience is to learn;
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it means acting on the given and creating out of the given. The given cannot be known in itself.
What can be known is a reality that is a construct of experience, a creation of feeling and thought”

(Tuan, 1977: 9).

Explaining the process of experiencing a space may vary from one to another, because
“experience is a cover-all term for the various modes through which a person knows and
constructs a reality. These modes range from the more direct and passive senses of smell, taste,

and touch, to active visual perception and the indirect mode of symbolization” (Tuan, 1977: 8).

Space is articulated with psychological and philosophical encounters because it is engaged with
and configured by the users’ experience. Furthermore, “space” is considered as the architect’s
“production”, and it is the linkage between the creator (architect) and the consumer (inhabitant).

Therefore, it is vital to establish a way of understanding these three axes of the dilemma.

Challenging the spatial experience could be through different perimeters that specify certain
experience in certain space. These perimeters could be tangible or intangible. Although this study
is not ignoring the role of the tangible spatial sequence, texture, material and light that are
definitely involved in the architectural experience. It is more interested in intangible parameters.
These intangible factors are considered through the philosophical and psychological attributes
that would set an experience of inhabiting within specific social, cultural and economic settings.
The way an individual would perceive a space, how it would look, feel and smell is not only
influenced by specified rules set by the architect or the builder, it is also affected by memories,

emotions and feelings that are set within the inhabitant’s background.

Sirowy (2010) discusses the spatial experience from a phenomenological and philosophical
perspective. She points out the relational nature of understanding the phenomenological
interpretations that ask for a consideration and acknowledgement of the social, cultural and

historical context of architectural interventions.

She maintains that architects should consider the way people relate to space, and their specific
lived experience within, which then would lead to a better understanding of space and how it

should be created.

In order to examine the “spatial experience”, and present it with a clear definition, it has to be
positioned, in this study, within the context of Bahrain and its well-defined geographic, social and
cultural dimensions. In Arabic, the first formal language in Bahrain, there is no specific linguistic
terminology that addresses or recognises the “spatial experience”. This had to be taken into
account when collaborating with the participants who took part in a pilot questionnaire, which
was used as a precursor to the primary fieldwork research (to be discussed further in the

Methodology chapter). However, the people in Bahrain are aware of their experience and
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understand their spaces and places, as this has been a part of human nature since the existence of
architecture. Aspects of inhabitation and interaction with space are documented in the narratives
of people’s everyday lives, which help in establishing an understanding of the “spatial
experience” before even providing a linguistic terminology. For instance, the layout of the
traditional cities in Bahrain speaks of the traditional cultural values. The city used to consist of
four main elements: the mosque, the governor’s house, the inhabitants’ dwellings, the central
market (soug), and the café (quahwa). These main elements are connected through narrow
pathways, which were constructed as defence against enemies, and with climatic and cultural
considerations in mind. Experiencing the city through the wide and the narrow, the dark and the
light, the private and the public, the spiritual and the entertaining, would reveal a poetic image

that conceals the human mind and soul.

On the other hand, echoes of the original culture and facts of globalisation and the present
conditions, surround the spatial experience in the contemporary city; therefore, the resulting
experience is quite ambiguous and lacks focus. People are still aware of the sense of experiencing
a space, apart from the huge transformation that is currently taking place; people changed,

architecture changed, life changed and, of course, the experience changes accordingly.

According to Aljowder®, a Bahraini architect with 33 years of experience in practice, it is
problematic to translate “spatial experience” into Arabic, due to a lack of research in this field,
published in Arabic. Although the sensational experience exists, an accurate understanding is still
ambiguous in the Arab world. He argues that architecture requires a specific language in order to
transform it from a hidden and vague realm into a terminology of everyday life that people can
interact with, feel and improve. He suggests that social activities and networking play a vital role
in conveying the architectural sense, the space examination and determination for people, who

can participate in establishing a rich ground where these terminologies could grow.

It is important to reveal the unknown and forgotten aspects of the spatial experience, which help
in understanding the meaning of inhabiting. The sense, awareness, feeling and understanding of
this experience exist in the consciousness and it needs to be elaborated, expressed and
communicated in order to be obvious and clear. This will lead to a better understanding of
architecture through the aesthetics that configure the narrative of the individual’s life, within the
human domain. Zumthor describes this better when he stated: “We all experience architecture
before we have even heard the word. The roots of architectural understanding lie in our

architectural experience: our room, our house, our street, our village, our town, our landscape —

*In a trial interview conducted with him during the early stages of this research in summer
2013.
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we understand them all early on, unconsciously, and we experience later on” (Zumthor, 2010:

65).

3.3 Architecture, aesthetics and immateriality

While this research is articulating immateriality in architecture, and as Chapter 2 discussed,
immateriality within Islamic architecture, this section considers immateriality from the

contemporary architectural discourse point of view.

In attempting to approach the subject of aesthetics in architecture, we start from a position relating
architecture to space, as described by Schelling, after Winters (2011), who stated that:
“Architecture is music in space, as it were a frozen music” (Winters, 2011: 61). In his argument,
the author tried to explain the meaning of architecture by questioning, “If we are to think of
architecture as inhabitable space, then we must ask how we can look at drawings of unbuilt and
unbuildable works and judge them as pieces of architecture while adhering to the stricture that
architecture is to be lived in” (Winters, 2011: 61). He goes on to admit that architects produce
what he named “paper architecture” at some stages of work, especially during the design process
and the idea development phases, however, this does not mean that we appreciate architecture as
a visual artwork to be argued with certain kinds of thoughts. This direction is very important
especially these days when architects can be increasingly obsessed with image-making, at the
expense of producing designs that are user-oriented. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore that
communication technology has had a massive role in changing the form of architecture in the last

two decades, while architecture remains with its primary role of accommodating working lives.

Schumacher, in his essay titled Aspects of the Work of Zaha Hadid (2007) pointed at the
proliferation of representational media and design process as one of the most significant features
of architecture in the last two decades. In contrast to Winters’ vision, Schumacher is impressed
by Hadid’s speculative designs and drawings, and classifies them as “innovative architecture”.
He describes those dynamic and fluid designs as a world by themselves, with its own features of
forms, compositional laws and spatial effects. However, he admits, “The translation from drawing
to building might be problematic — at least under conditions of innovation” (Schumacher, 2007:
212). It seems that Schumacher believes that architecture, as a discipline should distinguish
between the act of drawing and designing, and the act of building, in other words, to differentiate
between drawing as a “tool” and the “material process of construction”. Schumacher considers
the “medium of drawing as a medium of innovation”, which emphasises graphics that would not
necessarily be translated into buildings at some stage. He also maintains that following this

strategy, Hadid had made many contributions to architectural history.
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From Schumacher’s analysis of Hadid’s designs and work strategies, it seems that the main
element to be achieved is the form, or the beauty of the form, but he did not consider or give
attention to the lives that are going to occupy these buildings. On the contrary, he goes even
further and proposes promoting the idea of speculative buildings, “paper architecture”, and claims

that this approach will make a major contribution to the architectural discourse.

When discussing architecture, people make buildings the focus of their attention, the buildings
that hold the narrative of their everyday lives, and the container of their memories, buildings that
are part of their system of habits and reflect their spirit and identity. But the question here is, is

Hadid’s architecture the architecture that people are seeking?

Zumthor, one of the well known contemporary architects, also presents an argument against
Schumacher’s in his book Thinking Architecture (2010), where he states: “Music needs to be
performed. Architecture needs to be executed. Then its body can come into being. And this body

is always sensuous” (Zumthor, 2010: 66).

Aesthetic might be the expression that needs to be clarified here, which will enable us to answer
such questions as the one stated above. According to Aesthetic Theory: Essential Texts for
Architecture and Design (2011) by Gage, the term is not as implicit as it used to be: “It includes
not only the assumed questions of beauty, value, form, taste, and appropriateness but also
collective ideas such as nationhood, political influence, and global economics” (Gage, 2011: 7).
If we are to classify according to this approach, Zaha Hadid’s designs would be described as the
former, since it emphasises the geometry and fluidity of architectural forms. Similarly, the latter
will evolve in engaging people, since it emphasises human aspects related to the users’ nature,

interests and lifestyle.

In the same book, Gage explains the notion behind the aesthetic theory as it had been historically
rooted. Throughout the book, the author presents the theoretical context of aesthetic as a branch
of philosophy. He starts with expressing the ancient philosophical thoughts of the great Greek
philosophers Plato, Aristotle and Vitruvius. Afterwards, he introduces the visions of many
philosophers who appeared during and after the Renaissance, like Alberti, Kant, Fiedler,
Nietzsche and others, until he reached the thinkers of the twentieth century like Geoffrey Scott,
Susan Sontag, Alexander Nehamas and many others until the most recent, David Freedberg and

Vittorio Gallese.

Although the subject has been well established since ancient times, and articulated by a large
number of well known philosophers, thinkers and humanists, Gage’s intention is to introduce
“new, and sometimes merely forgotten” ways of understanding aesthetic through clarifying the

“relationship between designed form and cultural value” (Gage, 2011: 20).
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Gage also argues that during the decades around the millennium, architectural theory made a
contribution that “revealed new social, intellectual and ethical territories for architectural
influence and responsibility” (Gage, 2011: 15). He articulates the aesthetic theory as it focuses on
the understanding of a building, space and object as it emerged from individual and societal
values. However, Gage speculates that architectural design seems to be losing value whether be
it cultural, economic, or political. He goes on to declare that, “Architecture and design can no
longer be culturally relevant in a world defined only by bottom-line efficiencies, simplistic natural
metaphors, or strict adherence to performance guidelines, sustainable or otherwise” (Gage, 2011:
18). He also asserts that the judgement of the success of a building should be through the qualities
it introduces, which gives architecture its value in a society. Therefore, architecture is judged by
the users, “who have accordingly and perhaps rightfully devalued our contribution to society”

(Gage, 2011: 19).

“Architecture must be more than what it does, how little it costs, how quickly it was built,
or how much energy it can save. Aesthetic theory offers us a way to the value of
architecture in reconsidered terms without opposing those worthy pursuits.” (Gage, 2011:

20)

In his essay titled On Aesthetics and Function in Architecture: The Case of the “Spectacle” Art
Museum (2011), Shiner maintains, “The aesthetic experience is not only about contemplation of
visual form, but also multisensory and immersive, involving the volumes, textures, and sounds
that determine how a building feels as we move through it”. Here, Shiner is supporting Gage’s
argument on the idea of not explicating aesthetic on the basis of beauty only, rather, it should
include values that elaborate and configure the spatial experience. He also expresses the notion
of what he called “sculptural design” like the work of Gehry and Hadid, which should be judged

upon aesthetic criteria.

Another view of aesthetic from The Aesthetics of Architecture (1979), by Scruton, who states, “In
proposing an aesthetics of architecture, the least one must be proposing is an aesthetics of
everyday life” (Scruton, 1979: 19). He also maintains, “the first task of aesthetics must lie in the
correct understanding of certain mental capacities — capacities for experience and judgment”
(Scruton, 1979: 1). His analysis makes it vital to refer to the experience of the users of building
when evaluating and judging its aesthetics. Moreover, the aesthetic judgement will not be
achieved unless the spatial experience is fully understood. “We understand a building only if our
experience is persuasive for us: only if it occupies a place in which we can feel its relation to the

working of the moral life” (Scruton, 1979: 205).

Reflecting on the above, the issue of aesthetics and immaterialities lies at the crossroads of a

number of disciplines including psychology and philosophy. Consequently, it is significant to
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point out that, “Psychology investigates facts, while philosophy studies concepts” (Scruton, 1979:
2). The use of such approaches in the exploration of this topic will enhance our understanding of

the relationship between aesthetic immaterialities and user experience.

When approaching the issue of immateriality in architecture and how it may relate to aesthetics,
it would be useful to consider one of the main architectural philosophy writings of the nineteenth
century, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1908) by the English art theorist and critic John Ruskin

who defines architecture as:

“The art which so disposes and adorns the edifices raised by man, for whatsoever uses, that the

sight of them may contribute to his mental health, power, and pleasure.” (Ruskin, 1908: 13)

Ruskin stated that it is important to distinguish between architecture and building. “To build —
literally, to confirm — is by common understanding to put together and adjust the several pieces

of any edifice or receptacle of a considerable size” (Ruskin, 1908: 13).

This clarifies that building and architecture is not synonymous, rather, they overlap in meaning.
The former is charged more with structural and material aspect that maintain the stability, while
the latter is charged with the values of life. Just like space and place, house and home, building
and architecture share the ability of transformation, in other words, building can be transformed

into architecture if it succeeds in achieving certain qualities with regards to the users’ experience.

According to Pallasmaa, in his book The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (2012),
the task of architecture is “to create embodied and lived existential metaphors that concretise and
structure our being in the world [...] buildings and towns enable us to structure, understand and
remember the shapeless flow of reality and, ultimately, to recognize and remember who we are.
Architecture enables us to perceive and understand the dialectics of performance and change, to
settle ourselves in the world, and to place ourselves in the continuum of culture and time”

(Pallasmaa, 2012: 76).

The task of architecture is to identify ourselves as users, through representing, structuring and
engaging “actions and power, societal and cultural order, interaction and separation, identity and

memory” (Pallasmaa, 2012: 76).

Ballantyne briefly discusses interesting aspects of architecture in his book Architecture: A Very

Short Introduction (2002). The book is described as an excellent introduction to architecture. It

° “If it were true that architecture was a language (or, perhaps, a series of languages), then we
should know how to understand every building, and the human significance of architecture
would no longer be in question.” (Scruton, 1979: 158)
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contains three concise chapters, starting with how buildings are involved with our sense of who
we are, moving to the way in which buildings are made to look like one another, so that they carry
the right sort of messages to those “in the know” in a particular culture, and ended up with
questioning what it is that makes some works of architecture come to be more culturally important

than others.

Throughout his writings, Ballantyne acknowledges that every spatial experience is characterised
by intangible aspects, either positive or negative, along with tangible ones. To take home as an
example, one must admit that some is charged with meanings, which moves beyond the
physicality of the building. Home may also take different definitions depending on how the term
is contextualised. For instance, geographically it may refer to a certain location that identifies the
individual’s place of birth. The term in here refers to the place the individual inhabits and pursues
in his/her everyday life. The individual carries the immaterial part of their home experience
around, while the building called ome remains in one place. This explains the sense of some for
the nomadic tribes, although they frequently change locations, they still experience these
immaterial aspects and feel at home in surroundings that they do not actually own. Ballantyne
also argues that few architects are sensitive to the audience response, and take risks, in order to
obtain a conservative view of cultural change. Such architects will accrue no artistic kudos;
however, they might be seen as reliable performers by the people who commission buildings

(Ballantyne, 2002).

A similar approach by Tervo in her article Is Anybody Home? (2007), where she argues, “Instead
of describing built environment with measurable dimensions, we could start to intentionally
enhance vocabulary of emotions [...] we want to approach the essence of place with devotion by
insisting on tangible sensation” (Tervo, 2007: 226). She refers to domestic buildings as an
example to illustrate the idea of immateriality as an important part of architecture, which, in fact,
is what transforms a building into architecture, through feelings, which she describes “as real and

definite as the fact of the sun coming over the horizon tomorrow morning” (Tervo, 2007: 226).

In his book Immaterial Architecture (2006), Hill takes up the argument from a different angle,
although his position acknowledges the importance of the user in creating the immateriality of
the space, which then leads to the same conclusion, architecture as an element of sense and feeling
as well as solidity and rigidity. He argues that, “Focusing on immaterial architecture as the
perceived absence of matter more than the actual absence of matter, I devise new means to explore
old concerns: the creativity of the architect and the user. The user decides whether architecture is
immaterial. But the architect and any other architectural producer, creates material conditions in
which that decision can be made” (Hill, 2006: 5). In a very comprehensive argument, Hill
acknowledges the immaterial part of architecture, and considers it as important as the material.

The book represents architectural practice as solid matter, however, it considers immaterial
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concepts as aligned to that solid architecture. “Architecture is expected to be solid, stable and
reassuring — physically, socially and psychologically” (Hill, 2006: 2). Hill also argues that
architecture related to the varied experience of the user, and the everyday experience of the
building is what configures the relationship between user, objects and spaces. He also describes
the immaterial from two points of view. Firstly, he related the immaterial to the event, perception,
memory and experience of the user, which are intangible aspects of the space that is designed by
the architect in a way that will let the user interact, explore and perceive. Secondly, the immaterial
is simply the drawings that carry the procedures of designing and the architect’s thoughts and
ideas. Finally, he presents a series of examples that refer to elements of architecture, and he
developed his argument about immateriality around them. The examples he selected are actually
referring to material aspects, however, he then explains the immaterial idea based on an event, a
sense, or some natural condition such as the weather. Hill then declares, “The user decides
whether architecture is immaterial. But the architect creates conditions in which that decision can

be made. Both are creative!” (Hill, 2006: 77).

Hill’s approach to immateriality leads to Karandinou’s, in whose book No Matter: Theories and
Practices of the Ephemeral in Architecture (2013) carries an investigation into the different
themes around the explanation of “immateriality”. She presents seven different approaches, which
despite their differences are all charged with immaterial aspects; these aspects totally differ from

one approach to another.

The first approach into the notion of immateriality refers to the way the material gets changed in
terms of shape and quality, such as fluidity, transformability and reactive material. This approach
explains some features, which are beyond the physicality of the matter itself, and explains how
the matter could be changed. However, this is not the immateriality that this research is interested

in.

The second approach is concerned with specific sensational elements like the sound and the smell,
which, in fact, add another dimension to the space, not because of their existence only, rather,
because of the way it affects the user and his/her spatial experience. Aspects such as sound and
smell are also motivating and affecting another important immaterial aspect, that of the

“memory”, which in fact plays a vital role in configuring the users’ spatial experience.

The third approach is very relevant to this study. It focuses on ideas and concepts that are related
to the way of perceiving the space. The way the user perceives the space does not depend only on
the space itself, nonetheless, the image will not be completed unless it would be automatically
interpreted with other vital elements like the users’ background. These concepts of immateriality

are shaped and influenced by the cultural, social and ideological schemes.
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The fourth approach concentrates on the opposition of form versus matter, which contains
underlying meanings that describe the relationship and interaction between form and material,

which are influenced by other aspects like the function, needs, desires and aspiration.

The fifth approach is again related to this study because it is concerned with the way the user
interacts with their surroundings. It emphasises the understanding of the activities that occur in
the space, and this touches the past, present and future activities and aspirations. Thus, there are
several immaterial aspects that could be defined here, such as happiness, anxiety, dreams,

memories, feelings, senses, etc.

The sixth approach also defines immaterial descriptors that are related to the process of making
the building, which, in fact, would be invisible after the completion. This is an interesting
interpretation because this process has revealed a number of experiences, thoughts, narratives and

achievements, which therefore configure part of the building history.

The seventh and last approach consists of stimulating the role of technologies that cannot be

denied, however it is not the core of this study.

There are several texts that look into the theme of immateriality written by practitioners, which
discuss the topic from a practical point of view. One of the key texts is Towards Humane
Architecture, by Bruce Allsopp, who in the 1970s addressed the issue of understanding

architecture, and emphasised the importance of the users’ participation in the design process:

“Architecture is not for architects, it is for people, and whatever architects may think and
whatever theories they may have, it is through the senses that people appreciate,

that people feel architecture.” (Allsopp, 1974: 3)

It is of great importance to society to understand how architecture, as a creative industry and
process, can be deployed to enhance our way of life, and have positive impacts on individuals. In
fact, it is the architects’ essential responsibility to negotiate among different perspectives and
realities and to create an environment that is meaningful for those who live in it, an environment
that is warm, comforting and pleasant to live in. This type of architecture will be achieved if it
caters for man as he is, brought up in a living society, not for man as an abstraction, processed in

a laboratory.

At the end of his book, Allsopp divides architecture into two kinds: one is aedicular, which is for
people to live and work in, and the other is symbolic that has no necessary function other than to
be symbolic. He concludes by suggesting that if the architect is truly to produce architecture for
people he must always put them first in his professional work, and really study people in order to

try to give them what they will enjoy.
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One of the objectives of this research is to generate a greater awareness among architects, of the
importance of considering the users’ spatial experience as part of their design process. In his book
The Architect’s Brain: Neuroscience, Creativity and Architecture (2011), Mallgrave explores the
role of the architect in the design process. He refers to some interesting concepts such as, “How
is it possible that architectural forms are able to express an emotion or a mood?”, which is a vitally
related question raised by the art historian Heinrich Wolfflin in 1886, when he wrote his doctoral
dissertation, titled Prolegomena to Psychology of Architecture (Mallgrave, 2011: 80). According
to Mallgrave, Wolfflin motivated designers and architects to analyse, examine and test the users’
behaviour and views before and after the space is created, in order to understand more about how
such spaces should be facilitating the experience and interacting with users. Mallgrave also argues
that exploring and understanding the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience such as
memory, consciousness, feeling, thinking and creativity is reshaping the image if who we are and
where we come from. On the other hand, he considers it a great limitation if architecture is largely
appreciated visually and measured by “photogenic” qualities of its sleek, rather than a variegated
experience particular to the senses. “Architecture not as phosphoric sheen but as flesh”

(Mallgrave, 2011: 114).

It seems that acknowledging that the immaterial in architecture as just as important as the material,
has now started to gain popularity. To understand the immaterial part, one needs to approach the
space users in order to configure their spatial experience. Consequently, one of the effective

means of this acknowledgment is through the users’ involvement and participation in architecture.

3.4 Architecture as a practice

This section starts by discussing architecture from a theoretical perspective with a view to

extending the discussion to the context of architecture as a practice.

In trying to understand architecture, one may need to understand the value of the material and the
immaterial considerations of the built environment. In his book What is Architecture?, Ballantyne
declares: “Architecture is part of the art of living, and is at its most successful when it seems to
give expression to the life that inhabits it” (Ballantyne, 2001: 2). Therefore, it is important to
maintain the balance of interacting and impacting between users and architecture. For instance,
the practice that is responsible for producing buildings is at the same time being asked to create

relationships between those buildings and people’s lives.

In her book Architecture and Narrative: The Formation of Space and Cultural Meaning, Psarra
suggests an interesting way to connect narrative with architecture, which in fact reveals the

meaning of architecture. She explains narratives as a form of representation, bonding sequence,
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space, time and structure. She argues, “A narrative requires a narrator and a reader in the same

way in which architecture requires an architect and a viewer” (Psarra, 2009: 2).

The author explains her approach by identifying similarities between narrative and architecture,
as narrative is the content of the story, the way in which readers interpret it, and also the way in
which it is structured and presented to the audience. Similarly, the perceived, conceived and lived
experience of the user in a space, as well as the structure and representation of the architecture is
what metaphorically makes architecture a narrative. In fact, different shapes and meanings in
different buildings, as in different narratives, are normally generated through users’ experiences
and the cultural mechanisms. The meanings that are generated by users are in dynamic networks
of spatial, cultural, social, intellectual and professional practices, which are proper ties of the work

and its formation and interpretation.

Correspondingly, in The Architecture of Happiness, De Botton asserts that architecture can make
its distinctive contribution and give evidence of happiness, however, “A concern for architecture

has never been free from a degree of suspicion” (De Botton, 2014: 11).

The author acknowledges that the significance of architecture is affected by the notion and fact
that people are different and places are also different. De Botton declares that “Architecture may
well possess moral messages; it simply has no power to enforce them. It offers suggestions instead
of making laws. It invites, rather than orders, us to emulate its spirit and cannot prevent its own
abuse” (De Botton, 2006: 20). Essentially, the role of the architect is to be responsible for creating
an architecture that enhances people’s lives in their surroundings, and adds significant meanings

to its original context. So what is architecture as a practice?

Understanding architecture as a practice starts by looking at the distinction between architecture
and building. While the former tends to convey both the edifice and its wider context both in
terms of material and immaterial qualities, the latter is usually confined to what is being
constructed, through its material descriptors. This leads to the question, “What is architecture?”

Is it an art? A product? A service? A subject or an object?

Many writers, theorists, thinkers and practitioners attempting to define architecture would start

LIS

by saying, “architecture is an art”, “a social art” or “the mother of arts”.

Samuel Mockbee, an American architect and educator, argues that “Architecture, more than any
other art form, is a social art and must rest on the social and cultural base of its time and place”

(Mockbee, 1998).

While Mockbee perceives architecture as a social art, which by its extension reaches elements of

humanity through the reflection of social and cultural norms, Peter Eisenman declares that his
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“architecture” does not necessarily aim to house humans. After the post occupancy evaluation of
his award winning design of the Wexner Centre for the Visual Arts at Ohio State University, and
addressing some failures, Eisenman confesses, “My work is not about convenience —it is about
art. [ am not suggesting that people should necessarily live in art —[ don’t live in art — and I’m not
suggesting that people should necessarily live in my architecture” (Eisenman after Cuff, 1989:

66).

Architecture is always complex, as it addresses the quality of our surroundings and our two-way
interaction with it. Thus, it is not only about a building’s appearance, as this aspect is only one
way of affection, and not always the most important. Accordingly, the definition of architecture
has many layers, especially if one wants to make a distinction between building and architecture,
as architecture would be buildings with an acknowledgment of the general context in which they

exist.

“In architectural practice it is often manifested as a poetic illusion of a dichotomy,
advancing either the humanist view of a universe order by abstract relations or the
romantic view of individual sensibility and freedom. It is argued that architecture orders
experience through space-time relationships that interface the realm of the conceptual
and the world of senses, away from the traditional binary model of abstract and physical.”

(Psarra, 2009: 3)

The practice of architecture could be conceived as the production of societies and civilizations,

which stands as historical physical expressions of existence like the case of great monuments.

“A building is not a work of art if it stands just anywhere, as a blot on the landscape, but
only if it represents the solution of an ‘architectural problem’. Aesthetics acknowledges
only those works of art that are in some way worth thinking about and call them
‘architectural monuments’. If a building is a work of art, then it is not only the artistic
solution to a building problem posed by the contexts of purpose and life to which it
originally belongs, but somehow preserves them, so that they are visibly present even
though the building’s present appearance is completely alienated from its original

purpose. Something in it points back to the original.” (Gadamer, 2004: 149)

In this framework, one could ask, what is the role of architecture in our modern era, where a huge
technological digital revolution is taking over, replacing everything including man himself
sometimes, and creating spaces that do not look any different eith