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Islamic period: 

The period which started when the city and the society were 

organized by Islamic law. 

Islamic calendar (al-tarikh al-hijri): 

Islamic lunar calendar started from the date when the Prophet 

Mohammed and his followers immigrated from Mecca to Medina in 1 

AH (After Hijrah) or 13 September 622 AD refered to as 1/622 in 

this study. 

Local common tradition (urf): 

A vast domain which involves actions, creations, social norms, 

human behavior, interpretations, meanings and values which have 

been developed by each particular society through cumulative and 

progressive processes. 

Modern Period: 

The contemporary period which started by replacing the 

established traditional organization system and production modes 

such as Islamic law and traditional urban design patterns with 

new medels aften imported from the developed industrial countries 

in Europe. 

Irregular street network:

A street network which has no common and regular dimensions or 

courses. 

Organic street environment: 

A street environment which has not been achieved by a central 

preconceived plan but evolves through progressive 

interpretations, actions and creations of the involved groups 

over time. 

Planned cities: 

Cities which are built according to preconceived planning and 

rules. Their street systems are straight and regular. 
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Summary 

In this dissertation I have sought to study a form of outdoor 

space in Islamic built environments. The term of al-fina' is used 

to identify this outdoor space as it was and is applied in Arabic 

societies, although the phenomenon existed and exists in other 

Islamic societies wi th different terms and applications. Al-fina' 

has strong influence on the urban fabric, particularly the street 

environments. 

This study is concerned with the relationship between the 

applications of al-fina' and the character of the street 

environments of Islamic cities in the Middle East. I attempted 

to find out if and how these applications played a role in 

constituting the organic character of the old Islamic ei ties, and 

whether they are continuing to influence the street environments 

of the present Islamic cities. 

The study is also concerned with the role of Islam and the 

local traditions in constituting the cultural schemata of the 

users and how it influenced their decisions for their actions and 

creations to meet their needs and desires in the fina' space, and 

wi thin the local con text. I also tri ed to find out if this 

cultural schemata has a developmental process, such that it 

influences the present environment as it did in the past. 

The study is done in two major stages. The first was to 

identify which urban concept and processes should be studied in 

order to explain the outdoor space character of street 

environments of Islamic cities, through literature study and 

field work in Cairo to find this focus. The second stage started 

when the phenomenon of al-fina' was identified. Then the major 

research questions were developed and a detailed study designed 

to gather data and answer the questions. I again used a 

literature study and field work in four cities Arbil in Iraqi 

Kurdistan, Cairo in Egypt, Istanbul in Turkey, and Mecca in Saudi 

Arabia. I focussed in more detail on Cairo to benefit from the 
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data from the previous field work and literature study. 

The literature study covers three topics: 

1. Modern studies on street life and its relation to the physical

design. 

2. Old Islamic li terature on al-fina' in Islamic ei ties in

general. 

3. Old literature on al-fina' of Cairo before the modernization

period. 

The outdoor space and street life have been studied by a 

large number of researchers in non-Islamic ei ties, yet any 

generalization of their findings cannot be accepted without 

further research in other local contexts. Thus, the role of the 

local culture should be taken into account. 

Even though the transformation process of regular streets 

to irregular in old Islamic cities is explained in many present 

studies, little attention has been paid to aspects of al-fina'

in relation to these processes in the past and present. 

Li terature study of older Islamic jurisprudence sources 

shows an influence of Islam on the different applications of al

fina' in the street environments of all Islamic cities, starting 

with the emergence of Islam and continuing over the whole Islamic 

period. The major force behind this was was that Islam influenced 

the local cultural schemata of the Muslims by involving Islamic 

principles in their everyday life. This meant that the resulting 

schemata of each particular society was different, varying with 

the local traditions and the local contexts. 

Further, the literature study of Cairo provided more 

detailed data on how Islam influenced the local cultural schemata 

there and how it was applied in creating a large number of 

settings in the space of al-fina' of the residential and 

commercial streets. The data from these settings and the process 

of their development provide important explanations for the 
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of al-fina' which contribute to the organic character of street 

environments. During this process, people use al-fina' space in 

order to create both traditional and modern settings. 

4. The dynamic processes of al-fina' which are studied in Cairo

and cover several centuries can be used as a predictive tool for 

future environmental development. This is not, of course, an 

argument to predict all details of the development. It provides 

guidelines about how al-fina' phenomena will take place in the 

street environment of Islamic cities. 

These are answers to the basic question of this research. 

They can be used for two purposes, first as hypotheses to 

stimulate further research in other cities and societies, and 

second to develop hetter modern design strategies of urban street 

environments in Egypt and other Islamic countries. 

As is common in most such inductive research, this study 

started with a basic question and ended with many answers as well 

as many more questions. These questions are still open issues and 

thus point to new areas of research. 









INTRODUCTION 1 

1. outdoor space design of Islamic cities

There is little concern with local tradition to derive principles 

for designing modern street environments of Islamic cities. Even 

the research concerned with tradition concentrates on the study 

and design of buildings and elevations, while the outdoor space 

between buildings is seen as a by-product1 • As a consequence, 

many aspects of the street environments of Islamic cities, such 

as the role of al-fina'2 as a unique outdoor space concept of 

street environments, is not thoroughly investigated. 

This study aims to demonstrate that the local street design 

tradition of the pre-modernization period along with the present 

created streets' settings of the different Islamic cultures could 

be important sources of local knowledge on Islamic urbanism. The 

use and benefits of the different applications of al-fina' could 

then be an important basis for modern planning policies and 

detailed street design principles. 

In this regard, the concept of al-fina' plays a major role 

for conceptualizing the main settings of street environments. The 

importance of al-fina' arises also from its role as a third sort 

of space, connecting private indoor space and public apen space. 

In this space, different settings are created and developed by 

people continuously to meet different functions. Because of its 

location between the two spaces, the functions of al-fina' are 

related and organized according to different private and public 

demands. The applications of the fina' concept can be studied in 

detail to explore its form-giving role, and how it can contribute 

1See for example: 
Chadirji, Rifat, 1986, Concepts and Influences: Towards a Regionalized 

International Architecture, KPI Ltd., London. 
-Sha'ri' Ta'ha' wa Hammer Smith, 1985, Muassasat al-Abhath al

'Arabiyyah, Beirut. 
Sirageldin, Ismail (editor), 1989, al-Tajdid wal Tasil ti 'Ima'rat al

Mujtama•t al-Isla'miyyah, The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, Geneva. 
Steele, James (editor), 1992, Architecture for a Changing World, 

Academy Editions, London. 

2In Arabic "al" means "the". Therefore, tina' is the basic form. 
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to the knowledge of local architecture and planning in Islamic 

cities. 

The term al-fina' is an Arabic word, borrowed from the old 

Islamic literature, while it has existed in different Islamic 

cultures as other terms according to their different languages. 

In Arabic, the word fina' means spaciousness and roominess. It 

is used in Islamic cities to define two spaces, first the inner 

courtyard, and second the yard in front of or around buildings. 

Both had numerous applications in expressing threshold, staying, 

transition, and reflection. 

The interface area of al-fina' is considered an area 

bordered by the passage and the buildings. But in design and use, 

its influences extend from the inner space of buildings adjacent 

wi th the street to the border of the pas sage in the street. 

Therefore, the al-fina' territory has various functions, private, 

public, or both. 

The different applications are a consequence of the users' 

decisions and engagement in organizing the physical elements of 

al-fina', and the peoples' activities and behavior in this 

territory. The decisions were made by either users or Muslim 

jurisprudents during old Islamic period3. The application of 

these decisions in the various environmental issues resulted in 

built environment judgements, which were not merely building 

codes as referred to in the modern literature of Islamic cities4
• 

The irregular street layout influenced largely by the 

frequent modification of al-fina'. Note that the irregular 

character occurred from either the early stages of building a 

spontaneous city or from the later period as a consequence of the 

3
See part 2, the chapter: Al-tina' in the old Islamic literature 

4Hakim, Besim, 1986, Arabic-Islamic Cities, KPI, London. 
Akbar, Jamil, 1992, 'Ima'rat al-Ard ti al-Isla'm, Da'r al-Qiblah, Jiddah. 

















INTRODUCTION 10 

that human behavior based designs encourage a better quality of 

human activities in the space of the street, and create 

interaction between indoor and outdoor spaces. To do this he 

suggested the concept of pattern language composed of basic 

patterns which should work as guidelines for the individual 

projects. His goal is to consider more variables than are 

commonly used in the conventional urban design. I cri ticize 

Alexander because these patterns are abstracted in order to make 

them general and not time or place related. These patterns are 

only new forms of general standards to be used by designers in 

any local context. I agree with Alexandern that the number of 

the elements and their relationships in patterns created by 

people are larger and have more overlapping order than in formal 

designed patterns, but creating a set of general abstracted 

patterns of urban design makes it too simple again and does not 

support creating a natural built environment. 

More recently, street environment studiesu have maintained 

that public life can be created by design solutions which 

stimulate the type, nature, duration, and number of activities 

in the street. Examples of such solutions are front gardens, low 

buildings, limiting the number of public open spaces, providing 

street furniture, and light traffic. Varming� studied front 

yards of buildings in some small towns in Denmark and found that 

Thames and Hudson, London. 
See also: 

Alexander, Christopher & Chermayeff, Serge, 1965, Community and Privacy, 
Anchor Books, New York. 

�Alexander, C., A City is not a Tree. In Design, No. 6. 1966. 

�Gehl, Jan, Life between Buildings, First published in Danish in 1980 
and translated to English by: Koch, Jo, 1987, Van Nostrand Reinhold, New 
York. 

Appleyard, Donald, 1981, Livable Streets, University of California 
Press, Berkeley. 

Moudon, Anne Vernez (editor), 1987, Public Streets for Public Use, Van 
Nostrand Reinhold Company, New York. 

Kent, Suzan (editor), 1990, Domestic Architecture and The Use of Space, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

�arming, Michael, De danske forarealer. A paper in Arkitekten No. 22, 
1972, Statens Byggeforskningsinstititut, København. pp. 1-3. 
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such spaces supported social and private activities in outdoor 

space. Other studies done by Gehl maintained that physical design 

can be used to create social life in the streets. He developed 

his ideas from studies in some Western cities. He maintained that 

Western societies have several problems which reduced the social 

life in their city streets such as decline the number of persons 

per household, and decline the proportion of children in the 

population. He maintained that•: 

"If quality is too low, no one will use the public spaces unless 
they have to." 

Gehl suggested several ideas to solve these problems such 

as creating physical elements for supporting life in the streets, 

for example, front gardens and sitting facilitiesv. 

Further, the traffic-pedestrian relationship has also been 

studied to explain its influence on social and economic 

activities of the street•. A study done by Appleyard maintained 

that the social activities of the street and social interaction 

can be increased by reducing the speed and amount of motor 

traffic. His case study showed also that people changed the 

function of the indoor spaces adjacent to the street to avoid 

noise from heavy traffic. Another study done by Hass-Klau shows 

that traffic claiming, which is a policy used by planning and 

transport authorities in many Western European countries, can 

support creating street-safety by reducing motor vehicle speeds 

in urban areas�. He maintained further that such reduction can 

26Gehl, Jan, Soft Edges in Residential Streets. Arkitekten No. 21 (1982).
See also: Hertzberger, Herman, 1991, Lessons for Students in Architecture, 
Uitgeverij 010 Publishers, Roterdam. pp.48-50. 

�see also: Balgård, Sture, 1994, Den Goda Stadsgaten, Carlssons 
Bokforlag, Stockholm. pp. 29-37, 103-110. 

uBrambilla, Roberto & Longo, Gianni, 1977, For Pedestrians Only, Whitney 
Library of Design, New York. 

29Hass-Klau, Carmen, 1990, The Pedestrian and City Traffic, Belhaven 
Press, London. pp. 3-6. 
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The dialectical nature of meanings requires a reform of both 

sorts of analyses and descriptions of meanings. The understanding 

of some sorts of meanings, particularly spiritual and social 

ones, by the researcher, could be oversimplified or distorted if 

one does not have a thoroughly local knowledge which can control 

the perceptual reactions53
• On the other hand, the research 

should not only explain what is already known but also the hidden 

meanings in the present settings and the old meanings which have 

disappeared or have been changed in the present and have not been 

known by the users. 

In some cases, the user may imitate design elements with 

particular meanings from other settings or places and during this 

process the user may transform the original meaning and create 

different sensory qualities. Chadirji maintained that when 

Europeans introduced particular furniture called "style" from 

Europe into Egypt, the Egyptian furniture workers reproduced 

copies and replaced their design with other symbols which hav� 

no relation with the original copies�. Therefore, the research 

should also explain how the cultural schemata influences users' 

decisions in imitation of meanings from other settings or other 

environments and their application in their particular 

environment settings. 

Another example is neglecting aspects of local tradition 

(urf) in judgements of Islamic law (shari 'ah) when the social 

norms conflicted wi th Islamic principles55
• In these cases, 

people 's meanings and researcher 's individual meanings cannot be 

used to judge such issues because they should be considered as 

holy principles and may have no explanations. 

53Geertz, Clifford, 1983, Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive
Anthropology, Basic Books. 

�Chadirji, Rif'at,1991, al-Ukhaider and Crystal Palace, Riad el-Rayyes Books 
Ltd., London. 

55These will be discussed in part 4: The case of al-tina' in Cairo.
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positivists demanded objective methods with preconceived 

standards and measurements free from social construction and 

human values. Therefore, it considered the deductive nomological 

explanation as a general method in any scientific research and 

judged other methods which involved human interpretation or 

subjective judgements as nonscientific. It was maintained that 

ane cannot do any scientific inquiry wi thout ha ving a hypothesis, 

or a problem, or a prejudice to guide the observationsA . 

However, ane of course uses subjective judgements in choosing the 

hypotheses and inquiry indicators in any researchæ. The role of 

judgement is in deciding what is important, but not in deciding 

what is true. 

Applying this positivist way of investigation in the field 

of human-built environment science showed its limits in 

explaining fact/value relationships. As a consequence the 

pos i ti vist def i ni tion of knowledge was changed in a dramatic 

shift in the conception of science, from searching for absolutely 

certain knowledge to finding the best explanation available�. 

This postpositivism was developed by different movements such as 

linguistic approachM, and Hermeneutic philosophy65 • It proposes 

also that knowledge is not cumulative but it is progressive. The 

truth in postpos i sti vism is not ane thing but an increasing 

Hills. 

143. 

61Popper, Karl, 1986, The Poverty of Historicism, ARK, London. pp. 130-

62Mo, Linn, Is Field Work Scientific. In The Journal of Mind and Behavior, 
Winter 1981, Vol. 2, No. 4. p. 407. 

�Lather, Patti, Research as Praxis. In Harvard Educational Review, Vol. 
56, No. 3 August 1986. p. 259. 

�Kuhn, T.S., 1962, The Structure of Scientific Revolution, University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago. 

Hesse, M., 1980, Revolution and Reconstruction in the Philosophy of 
Science, Indiana University Press, Bloomington. 

�Heidegger, Martin, 1968, Brev om Humanismen, J.W. Cappelens Forlag, 
Oslo. 

-1975, Poetry, Language, Thought, Harper & Row Publishers, New York.
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street space169
• 

At the same time some few young Iraqi architects who were 

educated in Europe, the USA, and Turkey returned to Iraq and 

began to practice architecture particularly in Baghdad. As a 

consequence, Baghdad became the first test area which thus 

witnessed the application of different design solutions copied 

directly or indirectly from these countries1�. This contributed 

also to make Baghdad the source which influenced all other cities 

in Iraq such as Arbil. 

2. The people who moved from the old settlement on the hill down

to the surrounding valley. My interviews with some old 

inhabitants shows that people's actions were stimulated by an 

increasing population density in the old area, an improving 

economy, changes in traditional social relationships and life 

style, and demands for healthy houses and settlementsn1
• 

The first car was introduced to the city in about 1935 by 

a rich landlord called Mulla Afandi. At that time there were no 

paved streets in the city except the main roads paved in 1930s 

and connected Arbil with other cities such as Kirkuk and Mosul. 

In the late 1940s there were only some 10 cars which belonged 

only to the rich families. 

Most of the people who moved to the new areas during this 

era built their houses by using new designs and new building 

materials, which were copied from other new houses in Baghdad. 

These new designs were in turn copies from European countries, 

16!>ttiwaish, Akeel N. Mulla, 1988, al-'Ima'rah al-Hadithah fi al-'Ira'q 
(Modern Architecture in Iraq), Dar al-Shun al-Thaqafiyyah al-'Ammah, Baghdad. 
pp. 47-72. 

1�Chadirji, Rifat, 1991, al-Ukhaider and the Crystal Palace, Riad El
Rayyes Books Ltd, London. pp. 26-115. 

171The interviews were done in 1995 and invol ved some 15 old people. 
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3. Cairo

Cairo is the capital of Egypt and is located in north east 

Egypt on the Nile River near the delta. It is a major 

administrative and economic center where same 18 million people 

live in its greater metropolitan region. 

The city was built by the Fatimids in the 10th century. Its 

site had been chosen near to the former capital cities built by 

the earlier Islamic powers who controlled Egypt since the 7th 

century. The fatimids were ane branch of the Shia' Muslims that 

succeeded in establishing their power in Tunis and throughout 

North Africa and the Middle East. 

When Egypt fell to the Fatimids, the Fatimids Caliph ordered 

a new capital built for the Empire. The city was built according 

to a preconceived plan and based on regular streets, monumental 

buildings, large apen places, and walls, while the settings of 

al-fina' were used to demonstrate the traditional everyday life 

and the new meanings of the Fatimids. The city was a Royal city, 

Common people could not live there or perform an activity in the 

city without permission. 

Most of the city's physical characteristics changed over 

time as a consequence of power struggles and population growth. 

The built up area expanded beyond the city walls and the size of 

the inner public apen spaces were reduced or they disappeared 

while street shapes and dimensions were altered. 

During the 18th century, the urban fabric of the city was 

composed of a citadel at the south east corner that housed the 

ruling class, several cemeteries outside of the main living built 

up area, and the major areas of the population, composed of 

houses and market areas (suq) organized along the main central 

street. Each particular trade and product was concentrated mainly 

in ane area of the market, and also named according to that 

trade. The shops were small and opened toward the street space. 
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The increasing economic and political power of the Ottomans 

contributed to increase this society' s cultural productivity 

reflected in the developing urban design of Istanbul, and an 

increase in construction generally. The new urban design and 

architecture which was applied by the Ottomans in Istanbul had 

two roles: first to Islamize the design patterns of the existing 

buildings and open spaces of the city, and second to use Islamic 

design elements for the construction of new buildings and spaces 

based on judgements as interpreted from Islamic law. 

This was natural since the ottomans generally used the 

Islamic law (shari'ah) as the basic canon to organize their 

society. In spite of this, the Ottoman administration was based 

on a decentralized system to run the city. Therefore, most of the 

buildings projects, were designed, built, and administrated by 

local administrators, community leaders, and common people. 

A large number of new buildings types such as mosques, 

fountains, baza' rs, and shrines were introduced by the new 

Islamic architecture, which had developed in the other Islamic 

countries since 7th century. 

An increase in the general level of construction activity 

by the rulers and the common people between the 15th-16th 

centuries had an important impact on the physical character of 

the city, reflected in an emerging Islamic-Turkish architectural 

style and urban design. In the central area the Hagia Sophia175 

was transformed from an orthodox church into the central mosque 

with a central market near to the mosque and connected to it by 

the main existing thoroughfare. 

Over time, streets generally became more irregular and most 

of the wide, straight, and regular avenues gradually disappeared. 

175About the his tory of the Hagia Sophia see: Mark, Robert & Cekmak, Ahmet 
S., 1992, Hagia Sophia from the age of Justinian to the present, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. 
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traditional streets the trees were not noticable since they were 

located in the courtyards behind high walls. 

The presence of hills and running water influenced the 

character of al-fina' by changing the course of streets, the 

relative levels in elevations, and by providing the seashore 

houses wi th a particular sort of fina' along the water for 

private uses and controlled by the owners1M . 

Color and sound are two other important characters of al

fina' in the traditional Istanbul, influenced basically by the 

presence of religious buildings, markets, local life style, and 

the natur al characteristics of the ei ty. All these factors 

contributed to diversify the character of al-fina' in each 

particular area of the city. 

These specific urban design characteristics continued until 

the 19th century. In 1839, the government started a new process 

to modernize the state according to the contemporary European 

models. This included all parts of the state and society, such 

as the law system, administration, military, education, economy, 

architecture and town planning. The reforms aimed also to replace 

the old decentralized system with a central one. 

The new architecture and town planning was borrowed from 

Western Europe. This involved changing all related codes such as 

regulations, street regulations, and construction regulations. 

The new streets were designed as straight, wide, regular, 

and classified according to width such as main avenues of 7.6 

meters wide, ordinary avenues of 6 meters wide, and other streets 

of 4. 5 meters wide177
• 

176See also chapter: al-Fina' in part 2. 

1nThe authority changed the dimensions of the different types over time 
according to new regulations. On these regulations see street regulations of 
1858, street and building regulations of 1863, street regulations of 1882. 
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2. Second order of streets, the connectors: They were aften local

thoroughfares of a particular quarter or divided between 

different quarters, had smaller dimension than the (sha 1ri '), and 

had apen ends. 

3. Third order of streets, the cul-de-sacs: Most of the streets

in Cairo were of this type. They had different dimensions, but 

but were in general narrow. They could be divided into two types: 

First, a single dead-end street, and second, multi dead-end 

streets composed of several dead-end streets branched from the 

first or the second order of streets. 

It is common among scholars to call the streets of each 

particular order by a name such as zuka 'k, darb, and shari ' 218• 

But these terms were used in mixed order219 and there was not a 

common or an agreed term for each particular type of a street. 

The exception was the sha'ri' or qasabah which was aften used to 

denote the main artery. Other terms such as tariq, sikkah, 

zanqah, darb, and •atfah were aften used to name both the 

thoroughfares and dead end streets220
• On the other hand, the 

type, the name and the function could change over time.

The public apen spaces could be di vided into five major 

types221: 

1. Rahbah, (pl. riha'b) were the apen squares and had different

sizes, were located along the streets, and surrounded by 

buildings. They were among the basic design elements of the apen 

218Raymond, Andre, Le Caire. Translated to Arabic by Faraj, Latif, 1993, 
Al-Qahirah, Dar al-Fikr lil-Dirasa't, Cairo. p. 236. 

Jomard, E. F. Description of Cairo. pp. 161-163. See also its footnote 
by Sayyid. 

219Mubara'k, 'Ali, al-Khitat al-Tawfiqiyyah. Vol. 2. 

220.r'his is an old phenomenon which occurred since building Fustat. See Al
Maqrizi, al-Khitta't al-Maqriziyyah. Vol. 2. pp. 37-47. 

�
1Jomard, E, F, Description of Cairo. pp. 161-163. 
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1.3.3. The physical layout of the streets and the public open 

spaces. 

The streets of Cairo had two basic characteristics, narrow, 

and a winding, or irregular layout. These two characteristics had 

developed in different ways. Occupying al-fina' and the 

development of different settings in its spaces by the people 

were among the more important factors to shape the organic 

patterns of the streets (figure 4.7). 

However, scholars have described and judged these two 

characteristics in different ways. For example, Jomard noted that 
222. 

"The interior arrangement of the ei ty has hardly any resemblance to 

European cities; not only are its streets and public squares extremely 

irregular, but the city is almost entirely composed, with the exception 

of a few very long avenues, of extremely short, broken, zig-zag streets 

with innumerable dead ends. Each of these off-shoots is closed by a door 

that the inhabitants open when they wish; the result is that the 

interior of Cairo is very difficult to know as a whole." 

Most travel-writings have documented the narrow streets of 

Cairo and the variation of their widths. For example, St. John�3

maintained that: 

" .. all of (the quarters are) traversed by innumerable streets, or 

rather, lanes courts, or alleys, so narrow for the most part (some not 

exceeding two feet and a half in width), that they exclude at all hours 

the rays of the sun; to effect which more completely, a succession of 

palm-mats is thrown across on poles, with narrow apertures here and 

there, to admit a certain supply of light." 

222Jomard, E. F., Description of Cairo. pp. 580-581 . This section is 
translated from French by Abu-Lughud, J., 1971, Cairo-1001 Years of The City 
Victorious, Princeton University Press, New Jersey. p. 65. 

223St. John, James Augustus, 1845, Egypt and Nubia, Chapman and Hall, 
London. p. 105. 
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winds during the summer228
• St. John229 maintained that: 

" .. when, after a long ride in the suburbs or surrounding country, I 

have returned to Cairo about the middle of the day nothing used to 

appear to me more delightful than to plunge out of the scorching 

sunshine into the cool and dusky passages, where a brisk current of air 

is generally felt. 

Although the narrow and winding streets contributed to 

reduce the hot temperature, this was not the main reason to 

occupy al-fina' and form the irregular streets. 

An explanation of occupying al-fina' can be related to the 

strong social structure which encouraged the people to live in 

the same quarter (ha'rah). Building new areas out of the built 

up area was restricted also because of the existing protected 

areas (harim) of the farms and buildings located on the edges of 

the city2�. These factors increased the demand for new building 

sites in the quarters. As a consequence, people built on any 

available vacant land in the quarter (ha'rah), subdivided the 

existing houses (vertically and horizontally), subdivided the 

plots of the exising properties, and occupied the fina' of the 

houses to house the new people and functions. It is also evident 

that the physical expansion out of the city aften occurred when 

the existing built up area reached a high density and most of the 

available apen lands were built up. At this stage, the new 

building development took place on the land adjacent to the 

existing built up area. This was the protected land (harim) of 

the city and its farms. Therefore, in the Ottoman's period, the 

living built up area of Cairo was formed as a continuous compact 

and clustered structure. 

228Fathy, Hassan, Constancy, Transposition and Change in the Arab City. 
Edited by Brown, L. Carl, 1973, From Medina to Metropolis, The Darwin Press, 
Inc., Princeton, New Jersey. p. 322. 

229St. John, James Augustus, 1845, Egypt and Nubia. p. 105. 

230See the chapters, the land use, and al-harim, in part 2. 
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the animals and pedestrians (figure 4.8) 2". 

0 
0 

� 

Fig. 4.8 

4P 40 

Dimensions of a fully loaded donkey. 
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An important characteristic of most types of streets in 

Islamic Cairo was that they aften had no green areas. This was 

a result of: 

�
3Jornard, E. F., Description of Cairo. p.219
de Chabrol, G., 1829, Description of Egypt. Translated to Arabic By al

Shayib, Zuhir, 1992, A'rnon, Cairo. pp.131-134. 
Lane, Edward William, Modern Egyptians. pp. 146-148. 
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1.3.3.1.1. Settings of al-fina' 

Each particular part of the commercial area was specialized 

in one type of goods or business branch such as tents, jewels, 

cloth, fish, wood, and weapons. They were further divided into 

seasonal and permanent suq, and same of them were named according 

to the nationality of the merchants who used the suq. 

The different types of structures, spaces, and use which 

existed along the commercial streets (table 4.3), contributed to 

develop different types of settings in al-fina'. It is essential 

to explore the role of these settings to understand the 

characteristics of al-fina' in the commercial street and how did 

they influence the user with their meanings. 

Each setting contributed to the total character of al-fina' 

by its design, use, and judgements which created the setting's 

identity and its relationships with the other settings of the 

commercial streets. These settings were created, modified and 

developed over time by the common people and the ruling class: 

The shop (hanut, pl. hawanit or dukkan, pl. dakakin) was the 

basic element of the commercial area2n. The shops were 

assemblea in the streets of the market (suq), and the wholesale 

(waka'lah or khan). 

The markets (suq) could be classified into three major 

types. 

1. Covered suqs. The space of the street between the shops was

covered by a wooden roof or mat to shadow the street and reduce 

temperature. The roof could be constructed at the same time as 

building the shops or added later by the shop owners. 

2. Open suqs. The street was not covered.

3. The suq without constructed shops and the goods simply

placed on the ground. 

�
7Lane, Edward William, Modern Egyptians. p. 326-328.
Lane-Pool, Stanley, 1973, Cairo, Arno Press, New York. p. 12. 









THE CASE OF AL-FINA' IN CAIRO 177 

The common image of the traditional Islamic cities is that 

its urban design was inward oriented. This was true only in the 

residential area, but the commercial areas had a different 

character. The space of shops and other structures was apen to 

the public and to the space of al-fina' of the street. The open 

architectural solution of the shops with the street space made 

the street a continuous and integrated part of the commercial 

area (figure 4.9, 4.10). This is the opposite of the residential 

streets (ha'rah), where the walls divided between the inner space 

of the houses and the street space. Each shop had a small area 

about 6x6 feet. It was composed of one room or two rooms behind 

each other. 

The coffeehouse was an important focal point where the 

people could spend their time for different purposesn9
• Chabrol 

and Lane 240
, estimated the number of the coffee shops in Cairo 

to be about 1,000-1,200 at the end of the 18th century. This 

large number of coffee shops reflects their important role in the 

city as attractive public centers for the urban society. The 

coffee shop had a small area. Wooden benches and mats were put 

inside the shop and its fina' was used as sitting places for the 

people. 

Mobile Vendors: The space of al-fina' could also be occupied 

by different types of sellers (i.e. cloth, food, bread, and 

vegetables) who had no shops but used the open street space 

between the shops. They were among the important settings which 

�9Minutoli maintained that: The number of coffee houses, public baths, 
and bazars is immense; the crowd which fills the latter, at all hours of the 
day, would not permit a woman to pass through them on foot, unless she would 
run the risk of losing a limb. 

Minutoli, Wolfradin (von der Schulenburg) von Watzdorf. 1827, 
Recollections of Egypt. Translated by s. H. L., Carey, and Lea, Cary, 
Philadelphia. p. 44. 

See also: Jomard, E. F., Description of Cairo. pp. 310-312. 
de Chabrol, G., 1829, Description of Egypt. Translated into Arabic by 

Al-Shayib Zuhir, 1993, A'mon, Cairo. pp. 152-155. 
Lane Edward William, Modern Egyptians. pp. 341-346. 

240de Chabrol, Description of Egypt. 
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The entrances (ba'b): Most of the houses had only one 

entrance from the street. It was often small, except in large 

houses. Its upper part could have decorations, and the wooden 

door may have been decorated. The decoration of ten contained 

religious writings such as Alla'h, or Alla'h is the greater. 

They were used to keep demons away from the houses and bring luck 

to the houses. The door led to a narrow passage which turned and 

formed an L shape to bar any view from the street into the house 

and its private courtyard. The large houses often had doorkeepers 

who sat in al-fina' in front of the door, or in the passage of 

the entrance (figure 4.13). 

A bench made of stone might be built in al-fina' beside the 

entrance and used for sitting. An iron ring might be moulded 

beside the door to tie the donkey in al-fina' 2�. 

The windows: The windows were of two types: At the ground 

floor, they were of ten covered by wooden screen and located 

higher than the pedestrian eye level level. On the upper floors, 

the windows formed projections and were called Mashrabiyyah or 

Roshan, covered by a wooden screen. The screen allowed the 

dwellers to see the street from the room while the people in the 

street could not see people behind the window. The screen was 

used to hang jars to cool water. It helped also to reduce the 

direct sun and glare penetration 259 (figure 4.19). The projection 

should lea ve enough space ( vert i cal and horizontal) for the 

pedestrian and the loaded animals. These windows (mashrabiyyah) 

provided dwellers with the possibility to watch the residential 

street life and keep it safe. 

Existence of the Canal and ponds in the city provided the 

houses along them with two different types of al-fina. The first 

258Lane, Edward William, Modern Egyptians. pp. 17-18. 

�9Lane, Edward William, Modern Egyptians. pp. 18-20. 
Lane-Pool, Stanley, Cairo. p. 8. 
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elevations of the clustered houses). As a consequence, al-fina' 

space had to function as a mediator space between the private 

indoor space and the pubic space of the street. Al-fina' had also 

to protect the sacred indoor family life. These two requirements 

supported the dwellers' right to benefi t from their fina' as 

private domain beside its public function as part of the street 

space. 

The entrances and the windows were the basic design elements 

which connected the indoor with the outdoor space. These 

architectural elements preserved the private life of the family 

while allowing access and ventilation. 

The women had also the possibility to sit unveiled at the 

upper floor in their room also called (harim), behind the 

screened windows (mashrabyyiah) and watch the street life as the 

narrow streets had reduced the distance between the mashrabiyyahs 

along the two sides of the street. This increased the possibility 

for social contact from the mashrabiyyah of the houses along the 

two sides of the street (figure 4.13). 
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from the plants in the street when all the rooms were turned 

inward toward the courtyard. In addition, the location of windows 

in the ground floor had to be higher than a persons height, while 

the gate was used in the entrance of the quarter to create a safe 

community and define the edges of their domain. 

2. By the common social norms (•urf). These were used by people

to regulate the different behaviours in the street through 

decisions that defined the boundaries and domains of the quarter. 

When the architectural solution failed to meet the needs of the 

individuals and the community, the social norms helped to fill 

this gap. The term shame ( 'ib) was applied to any way of 

thinking or acting that violated privacy of people and was 

condemned by the community. 

Because the local tradition ('urf) was known and respected 

by the community in general, each member was able to participate 

in the decision making process on issues of his/her street 

environment and its meanings. Hence, the common tradition ( 'urf) 

could easily be used to determine how the streets should be 

des i gned, and used. In this way, the harm could be easily 

identified. The use of the 'urf by the the local community 

encouraged participation of people in the decision-making. 

The participation in the decision making had a hierarchical 

order: 

(a) The neighbors who were directly involved in a case.

(b) The local community of the market or the neighborhood.

In the residential areas, organizing the relationships and 

regulating the space of al-fina' were done by the users 

themselves by using the social organization of the quarter 

(ha' rah) 263
• In cases which required negotia tion between the 

neighbors, the shaikh al-ha'rah who represented the head of the 

263 Staffa, Suzan Jane, Conquest and Fusion. pp. 264-271. 
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2.The modern period 1789-the present.

2.1. Introduction. 

213 

As we have seen in the preceeding chapters, the different 

settings of al-fina' had gradually established a particular order 

in the streets of Islamic Cairo. But, from the beginning of the 

19th Century, the street environments of Cairo wi tnessed a 

different sort of changing in their environmental character, 

started gradually by Mohammed Ali and accelerated by Ismail, a 

process continuing through the present (appendix 6) v3
• 

During this process, different models of street design have 

been applied. The straight, wide, and regular streets are the 

common character of all these models. These were associated with 

the introduction of new designed patterns in al-fina' which 

contributed to constitute a new character of street environment 

totally different from the traditional character. 

The new design patterns also required a new system of rules 

to organize the use and relationships in the different settings 

according to design and planning principles. 

273There are many important studies on the transformation period such as: 
Muba'rak, 'Ali, 1982, Al-Khitat al-Tawfiqiyyah, Al-Haiah al-Misriyyah 

al-'Amma lil-Kitab, Cairo. 
Sharikat Masr al-Jadidah, no date, Dahiyyat Masr al-Jadidah, Cairo. 

(documents). 
Shafiq, Ahmed, no date, Muthakkarati fi Nisf Qarn, Matba't Masr, Cairo. 
Abu lughud, Janet L., Cairo, Princeton, New Jersey. 
Staffa, Susan Jane, Conquest and Fusion, E.J. Brill, Leiden. 
Lane, Edward William, Modern Egyptians, Maktabat Madbuli, Cairo. 
Richmond, J.C., 1977, Egypt 1798-1952, Methuen & Co Ltd., London. 
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The elevations of the buildings along the streets of the 

traditional area were also affected by these changes. For 

example, the awnings which were used to shade the shops were 

ordered to be removed and replaced by wooden planks. The 

traditional mashrabiyyah (wooden screended windows) were 

abandoned from all new buildings and replaced by European window 

patterns covered with glass, while the elevations of buildings 

along the main streets were whitewashed. 

Up until this time there was not a simple system to name the 

streets•1• Therefore in 1847 AD, the authorities introduced a

new and modern system to name the streets and number the 

buildings•2
• 

�
1See the chapter The order of the streets and the open spaces, in part 

4. 

232See introduction of Sayyid, Fua'd Aiman in Jomard, E. F., Description 
of Cairo. pp. 49-60. 



Fig. 4. 15 The major development projects in Cairo between 
1800-1860. 
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Fig. 4 .16 Examples of the projects. modernization 
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