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ABSTRACT 

This thesis aims to examine the link between the traditional and contemporary architectural 

designs in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). It specifically investigates the uses of traditional 

architectural elements in the contemporary architecture. The thesis starts with a literature 

reviewing, which has concentrated on approaches towards the utilization of historic and 

traditional elements in architectural design since the 19th century revivalism. This is followed 

by a surveying of the main elements of the historic and traditional architecture in the Gulf 

Region, explaining two of the most prominent architectural elements: the Barajeel and the 

Mashrabiya, which are considered as the environmental and aesthetic elements all in one. In 

terms of the original functions of the elements, they were built to control humidity and air 

circulation in buildings, as well as aesthetic features on building facades. This is followed 

by information on historical and geographical aspects of the UAE. Based on this background 

information, case study buildings of contemporary architecture, which utilized Barajeel and 

Mashrabiya, are analyzed. Analyses includes brief information about the concerned 

buildings, followed by descriptions regarding the use of traditional elements.  

This thesis reveals how the past constantly inspires the present and the future in terms of 

architectural elements, even if remains mostly confined to aesthetic related decisions. This 

indicates that no matter how developed the contemporary building technologies are, there is 

always a taste and demand in the communities that requires and motivates the use of 

traditional and historic elements, especially when there is a demand for the creation of 

architectural identity reflecting the history and culture of people. 

 

Keywords: UAE; Barajeel; Mashrabiya; traditional architecture; contemporary architecture 



 

 v 

Özet 

 

Bu tezin amacē Birleĸik Arab Emirlikleri (BAE)ôndeki aĵdaĸ mimarlēk ºrnekleri ile 

geleneksel mimari arasēndaki iliĸkiyi incelemektir. Tez ºzellikle geleneksel mimari 

elemanlarēn aĵdaĸ binalarda nasēl kullanēldēĵēnē araĸtērmaktadēr. Tez literat¿r taramasē 

¿zerinden baĸlamakta ve ºnce 19. y¿zyēldan g¿n¿m¿ze kadar olan süreçte tarihi ve 

geleneksel elemanlarēn mimariyi nasēl etkilediĵini ve ortaya ēkan mimari stilleri kēsaca 

gºzden geirmektedir. Bunun ardēndan Kºrfez Bºlgesindeki tarihi ve geleneksel mimaride 

on plana ēkan elemanlarē ele almakdatēr. Bu elemanlar, yani Barajeel ve Mashrabiya, hem 

iĸlevsel hem de estetik elemanlar olarak ortaya ēkmaktadēr. Yani, bir taraftan binalarda 

doĵal iklimlendirme saĵlarken¿ diĵer taraftan da cephelere estetik gºr¿n¿m 

kazandērmaktadērlar. BAEônin tarihi ve coĵrafik ºzelliklerinden kēsaca bahsettikten sonra, 

bu ¿lkedeki geleneksel ve aĵdaĸ mimari ºrnekleri ¿zerinde yapēlan inceleme ile devam 

etmektedir. ¦lkedeki farklē kentlerde seilen ºrnekler ¿zerinden yola ēkarak özellikle 

Barajeel ve Mashrabiyaônēn g¿n¿m¿zde hangi ĸekillerde kullanēldēĵē analiz edilmektedir. Bu 

tez, aĵērlēklē olarak estetik erevede olsa da, tarihi ve geleneksel mimarinin günümüz 

mimarisinin oluĸumunu etkilemeye devam ettiĵinini ortaya koymaktadēr. Bu ayrēca, inĸaat 

teknolojisindeki geliĸmelere raĵmen, toplumlarēn mimari k¿lt¿r ve kimlik olusturma 

kaygēlarēnēn her zaman tarihi ve geleneksel elemanlarēn kullanēmē iin bir motivasyon 

olduĵunu ortaya koymaktadēr. 

 

Anahtar kelimeler:  BAE, Barajeel, Mashrabiya, geleneksel mimari, aĵdaĸ mimari 
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION  

Sociopolitical and technological transformations that has dominated since the Enlightenment 

and Industrial Revolution in the 18th and 19th centuries have introduced industry and 

machinery as an essential part of everyday human life. The emergence of new technologies 

has strengthened economies. Whilst new job opportunities attracted rural-urban migrations, 

since the beginning of the 20th century there has been unprecedented developments in the 

field of architecture and urbanism. The stages experienced by mankind in modern times can 

be summed up as: industrialization, urbanization, modernity, post-modernity and 

information. People accepted urban life and urban areas quickly replaced rural and nomadic 

areas where central administrative, educational and healthcare systems became easily 

available. This has also instigated modern life, relying on mechanization in production and 

daily life. The means of communication and media have changed the way of life even in 

around the world. Modern people started to live and produced in a different level compared 

to ancestors, which has also been evidenced in architectural production. Modern lines devoid 

of architectural expressions of the past has dominated the first half of the 20th century. 

However, starting from 1970s onwards, a longing for the past has emerged, which has 

influenced the direction the modern architecture has been moving. The postmodern era is 

characterized by the availability of means of communication, computer and information 

exchange. The whole world has become a "small village" whose members share information 

without being influenced by geographical and physical distance. Similarly, post-modern 

architecture aims for sharing information with the past cultures and traditions. In other 

words, it is the employment of the information of the past as a constituent for the creation of 

the present. 

Humanity during the 20th century has witnessed many devastating wars that showed the 

vulnerability of the urban and human heritage in general to the destructive power of weapons 

and wars. With the disappearance of many archaeological buildings during the Second 

World War, people began to realize the importance of working to preserve the architectural 

heritage. Despite the impact of time, natural erosion and the impact of natural disasters such 

as earthquakes and floods, on urban heritage, the human impact on urban heritage was 
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greater. Technology has also contributed to facilitating the rapid urban development and the 

disappearance of many buildings and archaeological sites to make way for roads and large 

public and industrial projects. Ever since man's historical awareness of the past, the present 

and the future, he tried to record his present and preserve his past for the future. The urban 

heritage reflects the cultural identity of man: his past, his present and his future. With the 

continued cultural invasion of Western civilizations in the Third World, the preservation of 

cultural identity through the preservation of urban heritage has become a fundamental 

objective. Hence, post-modern era opened a new horizon, not only for the preservation of 

the architectural heritage, but also its employment in new architectural works as a symbol of 

cultural identity. 

The urban heritage of the United Arab Emirates (hereafter UAE) has been greatly affected 

by the economic, cultural and social developments since the independence in 1971. For 

decades, before the discovery of oil, the local communities in the country has lived in a quiet 

and traditional life. This is well reflected in the characteristics of local architecture in the 

region and the contributions to provide a suitable environment for the local people to protect 

them from the extreme heat conditions of the hot climatic region where the country is 

located. Sustainable solutions, which is visible in taking advantage of the available 

construction materials, and innovative solutions for acclimatizing the buildings such as the 

use of Barajeel and Mashrabiya, is well reflected in traditional architecture of the UAE.  

The economic boom generated by the discovery of oil in the 1960s has fueled sociocultural 

and economic transformation. This has been followed with a massive construction boom in 

the UAE cities as old cities have been modernized and dramatically expanded. Urbanization 

plans emerged aiming for the provision of comprehensive structures and infrastructure. 

Investments in construction have accelerated and especially Abu Dhabi and Dubai have 

become model cities and global players in the marketplace with their rapid urbanization 

(Dayeoub, 2015). The region has become a theater and experiment laboratory for 

architecture in which everyone tries to show his art and abilities. The buildings and facilities 

that are in line with the distinctive modern architecture of this era have been used.  

Reinforced concrete, iron and glass have been used air conditioning systems have been 

adopted as a basic element of building acclimatization. The different architectural styles and 
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shapes imported from different parts of the world have been influenced by the nature of 

modern architecture and reliance on imported construction materials and systems. Thereby, 

as a natural consequence of the UAEôs openness to the West without any reservations, 

Western values have come to change the architectural and planning style of cities across the 

country. As it has been elsewhere in the world where fast urbanizations took place, the rapid 

development of the cities of the UAE has led to the disappearance of traditional architectural 

heritage. Architectural styles that do not have the character and identity of the region have 

spread and found popularity in the growing cities. This phenomenon arose out of lack of 

awareness of the importance of a distinctive architectural character of the region as well as 

the prevailing instructions of the modern architecture. The latter has disregarded the inherent 

cultural features of the traditional architecture and placed all the emphasis in technological 

development in order to achieve an architecture commensurate with the requirements of the 

age and technological progress. 

Although there has been a visible increase in the architectural projects since the 

independence of the UAE, 1972, the beginning of the millennium has been a milestone. 

Cities in the UAE especially Dubai and Abu Dhabi have become home of big architectural 

projects. Well-known architect group offices from around the world and local design studios 

have produced hundreds of various projects, therefore the growing cities in the UAE has 

provided space for the implementation of newly developing architectural ideas, construction, 

technologies and materials. Since the beginning of the new millennium and in line with post-

modern ideas, there has also been variations in external architectural expressions, re-

introducing elements of traditional architecture into new buildings. 

1.1 Research Problem  

The contemporary UAE architecture demonstrates varieties of architectural styles, visible 

on the volumetric expressions of the buildings. As a result of fast urbanization that followed 

the discovery of oil, and development of tourism which put cities like Dubai and Abu Dhabi 

in world map of architectural developments, various architectural styles found acceptance. 

Alongside global styles such as modernism, high-tech and de-constructivism, which found 

popularity around the world and do not reflect any cultural links, recently there have also 

been interest in creating external expressions using the countryôs traditional architectural 

features. Two traditional elements that gained popularity in contemporary buildings is the 
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Barajeel and Mashrabiya. This thesis documents and examines the ways traditional elements 

are employed in contemporary buildings in the UAE. 

1.2 Research Objective  

This thesis aims to investigate how the traditional architectural features have inspired the 

contemporary projects in the UAE. It specifically looks into the use of Barajeel and 

Mashrabiya though a selected set of case study buildings, built in various cities. 

1.3 Research Questions  

This thesis is developed along two key questions: 

i. How traditional architectural elements gained significant role in architectural 

design in the UAE for promoting local and regional identity? 

ii. How the traditional elements and motifs are utilized the architectural expressions 

of contemporary buildings in the UAE? 

1.4 Research Methodology  

This study aims to investigate how the traditional architectural features have inspired the 

contemporary projects in the UAE. In order to achieve the objectives of this research, this 

study deploys the qualitative research methodology. The research method used for the thesis 

is a combination of physical observations and documentation on case study buildings and 

secondary literatures. Case study method is particularly useful in situations where the target 

is to shed light on the óhowô and ówhyô of phenomena, especially in situations where 

researchers have little control over the events studied, and in situations where the attention 

is directed to contemporary phenomena in a real-life context. The case study is appropriate 

when one is more interested in the links in time that unite elements, than in frequencies or 

incidences, especially when links are too complex for survey strategies or experimental 

strategies (Zainal, 2007). 

The case study is also useful for learning from events that occur infrequently, such as 

investigating the effectiveness or usefulness of using traditional elements in contemporary 

architecture. This very rare situation would lend itself poorly to a sample treatment. On the 

other hand, a careful study of a precise reconstruction would make it possible to learn very 
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useful things, thereby; the case study method will be particularly relevant for the aim of the 

present thesis. According to Zainal, (2007), this inductive approach makes it possible to 

proceed with several case studies and compare them to detect recurrences and establish if 

modeling is possible. 

1.5 The Sequence of Research 

CHAPTER 1: This chapter introduces the research questions, aim and objective of the thesis. 

CHAPTER 2: Since the beginnings of architecture in the ancient times, architects have 

explored ideas that led the development of volumetric expressions. In the preceding periods 

of history of architecture, architects joined forces to bring ideas from different sources such 

as nature, mathematics, arts, and human behavior in order to create models and spaces with 

complex and precise meanings. Different range of ideologies, cultures and tastes became 

influential in the evolution of architectural styles throughout history and during the modern 

era. In aiming for preparing the theoretical framework for situating the use of traditional 

elements in contemporary architecture, this chapter reviews the main architectural styles 

which draws ideas and features from historical and/or traditional architecture and became 

influential since 19th century to present. 

CHAPTER 3: This chapter presents a literature review on the most characteristic elements 

of the traditional architecture in the Gulf region, in which UAE is a part. Two characteristic 

elements, Barajeel and Mashrabiya are reviewed extensively in order to understand their 

formations and uses in traditional architecture. This will aid in the subsequent discussion 

regarding their use in contemporary architecture, which is presented in case study chapter of 

the thesis. 

CHAPTER 4: This chapter presents information regarding the historical and socio-

geographical context of the UAE. It starts with a review on the socio-geographical aspects 

and continues with a brief review on the characteristics of traditional architecture in the 

country. Selected examples from traditional architecture are described. In aiming to prepare 

a background for the case study chapter that follows, the last part of this chapter presents 

visuals from contemporary use of Barajeel and Mashrabiya in contemporary architecture in 

the UAE. 
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CHAPTER 5: This chapter addresses in depth use of traditional elements in contemporary 

architecture of the UAE. It classifies both the Barajeel and Mashrabiya into two groups 

according to their typologies: 

1) Functional 

2) Aesthetical 

As it will be seen in the case study analyses, because of the mechanical ventilation and 

cooling systems, pure functional use of these two traditional elements are not seen in 

contemporary architecture any more. On the other hand, aesthetic use for symbolic reasons 

is seen as the main reason behind their continuing use in new constructions around the 

country. Another feature that is used in the classification is whether they are used in new 

buildings in a revivalist manner, which results an architectural expression similar to the 

traditional use, or whether they are abstracted.  

CHAPTER 6: This chapter presents the discussions and conclusion based on the findings of 

the research (Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1: Schematic chart of the research (Koujan, 2018) 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE RE VIEW  

Since the beginnings of architecture in the ancient times, architects have explored ideas that 

led the development of volumetric expressions. In the preceding periods of history of 

architecture, architects joined forces to bring ideas from different sources such as nature, 

mathematics, arts, and human behavior in order to create models and spaces with complex 

and precise meanings. Different range of ideologies, cultures and tastes became influential 

in the evolution of architectural styles throughout history and during the modern era. In 

aiming for preparing the theoretical framework for situating the use of traditional elements 

in contemporary architecture, this chapter reviews the main architectural styles which draws 

ideas and features from historical and/or traditional architecture and became influential since 

19th century to present.  

2.1 Revivalism and Eclecticism  

Revivalist and eclectic architectural styles gained common ground in the West from the 

beginning of the 19th century until the first decade of the twentieth century. Revivalism 

aimed for the use of architectural features of a single historical period, whereas eclecticism 

echoes a combination of various styles.  

The revivalist style of architecture has emerged as a response to proceeding architectural 

periods through which different elements of architectural styles such as Greek, Roman were 

used for the creation of architectural expressions that reflecting the chosen historical style. 

Revivalism emerged and gained popularity in late 19th century and early 20th century under 

the so called Eclectic Movement.  

The revivalist approach to architectural design can be configured in several ways. One of 

them is to solve current issues using solutions from the past with modern materials. Another 

way is to build in the present using the techniques of the past. Trends and sub-tendencies, 

within this order, have no relevance. The revival concept itself absorbs the tendency or style 

to which it is ascribed, emerging even the mini-revivals, as is the case of the revivalist 

English architect Edwin Lutyens (1869-1944), that transcribes to the present moment. 
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Lutyensô architectural endeavors, as it is seen in some of his works, has led to the creation 

of a Neo-Georgian style (Adam, 2016). Hence, it is possible to find the emergence of a new 

style following a revivalist beginning. Direct Revivalism, as this term indicates, includes a 

series of design attempts that are often created in a certain fidelity to the parts of traditional 

styles. In other words, the copy cannot be easily differentiated from the original source 

(Jencks, 1991). Amongst the well-known buildings of revivalist architecture are the Palace 

of Westminster. And Tower Bridge in London. Both structures are examples of Gothic 

revivalism. Sir Charles Barry (1795-1860) designed the Palace of Westminster, which 

houses the British parliament, in 1834 (Figure 2.1). Tower Bridge, On the other hand is one 

of the later examples and it was designed and constructed in the 1890s (Figure 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.1: Palace of Westminster (©Peregoy, 2016) 
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Figure 2.2: Tower Bridge, London (©Peregoy, 2016) 

 

Eclectic architecture, on the other hand, although contemporary with revivalist architecture 

of the 19th century, aimed at electing, compiling or fabricating elements of previous 

architectural styles in a deliberate way to create a new work (Carroll & Meeks, 1953). 

Eclectic architects resorted to the preaching of global selectivity, praising selectivity as a 

synthesis of the ideas of earlier civilizations. Eclectic architects sought to blend old 

aesthetics in the crucible of contemporary scientific sources and industrial achievements. 

Amongst the most famous architects of eclecticism is Louis Charles Boileau (Paris 1837-

1910), who designed the Bon Marche building in Paris, (Figure 2.3). and was one of the first 

to use reinforced concrete; and Charles Garnier (Paris 1825 - 1895), the designer of the Opera 

House in Paris (Gyetvai-Balogh, 2007). 
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Figure 2.3: View of Bon Marche building in Paris, designed by Louis Charles Boileau 

(Bolileau, 1920) 

 

As regards the aesthetic consequences, the eclecticism sustained in the defense of 

spiritualism, encouraged an exaltation psychology and morality of the individual conscience, 

and thereby enhanced the poetic of feeling and imagination. Idealism, subjectivity, spiritual 

freedom and humanitarian ethics are concepts that introduced by eclecticism, which survived 

during the 19th century and which gained wide expansion across the world (Gyetvai-Balogh, 

2007). 

As it has been noted earlier, eclecticism comes to be developed as a cultural style by virtue 

of the exercise of intellectual freedom of creative artists and the triumph of the poetic 

imagination. Eclecticism could not create new and original architectural designs as it is a 

transitory endeavor. One of the most suggestive and at the same time most controversial 

aspects of nineteenth-century architecture is that of eclecticism. It is a subject of its own 

controversies, because controversy is the very essence of the meaning of eclecticism (Carroll 

& Meeks, 1953). At the same time, the frequent error of naming the whole architecture of 

the nineteenth century eclectic, just as Romanticism called all medieval architecture Gothic, 

only further confuses the terms of the problem. On the other hand, the use of the term 

eclecticism with pejorative meaning, as synonymous with bad taste, has made this subject 
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something closed and lacking interest, without realizing that it is a historical-aesthetic 

phenomenon of critical importance that affected whole Europe during the last century 

(Carroll & Meeks, 1953).  

2.2 Post Modernism 

It should be noted that a major trend in architecture and urban planning of the late 20th and 

early 21st century clearly differs from the modernist trend which has had a profound impact 

on the period immediately preceding and which had voluntarily broken with previous 

traditions. Post-modern term is started to be used in 1945 in architecture. American 

architect Robert Venturiôs house project, designed for his mother in the late 1950s, is 

considered the first post-modern building (Frearson, 2011). In this project, Venturi has 

reintroduced the elements traditionally used in house architecture, such as the gable roof and 

the arch framed entrance in a new way by stripping them of their original functions. 

According to (Frearson, 2011), the Vanna Venturi House has prepared the foundations for 

the entire Postmodern movement (Figure 2.4). Another key example from postmodern 

architecture is Portland Building, which was designed by architect Michael Graves. When 

the Portland Building was completed in 1982, it became an icon of postmodern architecture. 

It is as 15-story structure, which is embellished with stylized classical elements, including 

an oversize keystone and pilasters (Figure 2.5). These bold buildings ushered in a new, 

colorful era of design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: The facade of the Vanna Venturi House (©Smallbones, 2011) 

http://www.architecturaldigest.com/gallery/michael-graves-architecture
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Figure 2.5: Portland Building, Portland, Oregon (©Stamp, 2016) 

 

Post Modernism came to respond satisfactorily to the problems posed by the reorganization 

of cities and dwellings (Jencks, 1991). The term was widely marked by the work of Charles 

Jencks "The Language of Post-Modern Architecture" (1979), in which the author claims that 

modern architecture made of boxes of glass and steel, and was symbolically dead. Jencks 

opposes an architecture that, without excluding modernism, is open to the pluralism of styles, 

forms and references, in relation to the diversity of cultures. He also notes that, unlike the 

modernism that was formed in school and developed its charter (The Charter of Athens), the 

post-modernism has no school but expresses itself through a series of diverse tendencies 

such as the vernacular, the metaphorical, and the historicist. Jencksô way of thinking and his 

ideas have later been echoed by other architects.  

According to the evolutionary tree prepared by Charles Jencks, óHistoricismô and óDirect 

Revivalismô which gained new popularity in architecture starting in the 1970s, as part of the 

postmodern movement, shares in part the ideas of Revivalist and Eclectic architects of the 

19th century. This overlap or fusion takes place in the tendencies that dominated ornament 

and postmodern classicism (Jencks, 1991). Jencks (1991) argues that direct revivalism is 

equivalent to the translations of traditional architecture to the current moment. As Jencks 

points out, there has been a paradigm shift in contemporary architecture. The new styles that 
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use the historical forms can generate attractive solutions, which can manage to be sensitive 

to the previous cultures and traditions.  

One of the handicaps of modern architecture has been its alienation from anything 

traditional, historical and symbolic. Modern architecture gained familiarity around the globe, 

and turned into the so called óinternational styleô. However, modern buildings of made of 

steel, concrete and glass, has offered identical forms whatever their uses: housing, offices, 

services, businesses, even prisons occupy indiscriminate towers and bars which stress the 

notion of semantic reduction, the forms becoming autonomous of the meaning and losing 

their status of symbols to become abstract signs which can be understood only through the 

addition of a lexicon or abstract which breaks itself even with the concrete character of 

earlier designations (Steen, 2015).  

This mode of modern architecture and urbanism is, first and foremost, conceived with the 

aim of endowing the economy with operating spaces that are functionally specialized and 

designed in a bureaucratic fashion, in the sense of the term. It is indeed this type of rationality 

that dominates: it explains the preference for the orthogonal syntax, the right angle and the 

straight line, for the naked raw material that do not hide any decoration or any added color, 

possibly except the white. The important use of glass must, for its part, respond to a desire 

for clarity, which is to be understood not only in its concrete physical dimension but also as 

a means of expressing and promoting the transparency of activities. The interior design of 

these buildings is also fully rational: each function has its own space and vice versa and 

everything that appears as not directly and pragmatically useful is excluded. All interior 

spaces are thus designated a particular function which it is desired that it is exercised with 

reference to the rules of ergonomics (Jencks, 1991). 

In addition, the internal functionality of buildings refers to their layout: separate spaces are 

reserved for the four activities considered to sum up the whole human existence - to live, 

work, recreate and circulate - which leads to the creation of spaces mono-functional, 

separated from each other like scattered islands and connected by traffic axes, themselves 

ranked according to the types of uses and users. The composition is intended to be clear and 

unambiguous; often prohibiting any subsequent development and special appropriation, it is 
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designed to remain as it is and to remain unmodified - the rationality that controls it being 

conceived as certain and definitive (Jencks, 1991). 

The postmodern architecture and urbanism that appeared more or less in the last quarter of 

the twentieth century is quite another figure, even if there are various illustrations of it 

before. Differentiation in terms of styles, references, eras and all local specificities is the 

major characteristic of post-modernism. Postmodernism thus rediscovers many architectural 

archetypes: the column and the pediment, the hipped roof and offset walls. It borrows as 

much from the architecture of Palladio as the strip of Las Vegas and does not distinguish 

between scholarly compositions and popular forms, sacred references and commercial 

inspiration (Jencks, 1991) 

2.3 Critical regionalism  

The architectural regionalism dates back to the first half of the 20th century. 

Critical regionalism is an architectural approach that aims to reverse International Styleôs 

lack of identity, while at the same time it rejects the ornamental approach of 

postmodern architecture. 

This architecture draws its inspiration from the popular architecture of the place. It uses the 

identity of this architecture, anchored in a territory, to give it a cultural dimension it is this 

aspect that is particularly sought after in regionalism, sometimes to the detriment of the 

relationship with the environment. Regionalist architecture can be considered as close to the 

vernacular because it is one of the few that promotes the cultural dimension of a building 

(Wu, 2006). One of the drawbacks of this architectural trend is perhaps the fact that it has 

given rise to a stereotyped architecture focusing on form and appearance rather than the 

essence of architecture (Figure 2.6). 
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Figure 2.6: Bait Ur Rouf Mosque, Dhaka, Bangladesh (2016), designed by architect 

Marina Tabassum (Tabassum, 2016)  

According to (Frampton, 1983), reactions towards the óregionalism of restrictionô has given 

birth to "regionalism of liberation". It is the manifestation of a region which is particularly 

suited to the nascent thought of the time. (Frampton, 1983) argues that an event or creation 

is called "regional" only because it has not emerged elsewhere. The genius of this region 

comes from being more conscious and freer than usual. Critical regionalism is less a 

particular style or ideological tendency than an effort to resist. 

The term "critical regionalism" does not represent the vernacular, formerly produced 

spontaneously by the combined interaction of the climate, the culture of the myth and the 

craft industry. According to Paul Ricoeur (quoted by Frampton, 1983. one can speak about 

a paradox concerning the idea of local regionalism: óindeed, there is regional culture and 

universal civilization; but we cannot speak of pure regional culture, because it is an integral 

part of world civilization.ô Critical regionalism seeks to be the synthesis between regional 

culture and universal civilization. According to (Frampton, 1983), it translates into a form 

of dialectical expression, a reflection. Critical regionalism is thoughtfully seeking to destroy 

universal modernism in terms of locally cultivated values and images while altering local 

elements with models from foreign sources.  
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At the end of the 19th century, a civilization on a universal scale is emerging but is far from 

blossoming everywhere in a uniform way. But what is common to all countries is the same 

conception of space, corresponding to the sensitivity of the period as well as to its turn of 

mind (Jencks, 1991). The common characteristics of a "universal" architecture are reflected 

in the design of space, the interaction of volumes in space and the interpenetration of outer 

and inner spaces. Another major factor that can be found in any contemporary "quality" 

architecture is the concern to respect the climatic and geographical conditions of a given 

region by not considering them as obstacles, but as stepping stones for the artistic 

imagination (Frampton, 1983). 

For architectural historian and critic Siefried Giedon, critical regionalism translates into 

architecture by adapting to climatic and social data, not by an imitation of the forms of the 

past, but by a deep kinship (Kousidi, 2016). The reference to the past becomes creative only 

to the extent that the architect is able to grasp the deep and exact meaning of this past. 

Kenneth Frampton in his reasoning strives to identify the different schools of regional 

thought in their process of re-interpretation. It highlights their ability to recreate a new 

regional tradition while absorbing foreign influences at the level of culture and civilization. 

This can be achieved by, among other things, the appropriate exploitation of our current 

technical capacity related to various parameters specific to the local architecture. According 

to Frampton, "topography, context, climate, light, tectonics, touch can be interposed between 

the impact of universal civilization and the elements that directly describe the particularities 

of a given place. Here are some thoughts and works of architects from all over the world, 

sensitive to the problem of architectural identity that illustrates this idea (Kousidi, 2016). 

states that projects must be able to evoke the dreamlike essence of the site and thus awaken 

unconscious images of thought. The process of "creation of the place" refers to the existing 

one including the geographical and social parameters. An architectural proposal whose 

objective is to go deep, seeks to be more than a passive materialization. 

Vernacular houses have been built around the world and have a wide variety of forms from 

one geo-climatic zone to another. There are steep roofs in areas of heavy rainfall, flat roofs 

in dry climate areas, overhanging roofs in wet areas and roofs without overflow in dry areas, 

small holes in walls in cold areas and hot and almost nonexistent walls in moist heat zones. 

Houses driven into the earth in extreme temperature zones and others raised above ground 
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level in hot, humid areas. If determinants such as roof slope, roof overhang, the proportion 

of penetrations and the level of the pedestal relative to the ground level are taken into 

consideration, it is seen that the visible envelopes of the houses are very different from each 

other in different geo-climatic regions. It is possible to observe in different climates how the 

strength and frequency of precipitation strongly influences the slope of the roof. As a result, 

in climatic zones with heavy rains or snow, there are steep roofs and in those with weak or 

very light rains flat roofs can be found. Departing from the geo-climatic conditions and 

locally available materials, critical regionalism has generated works of architecture which 

are in harmony with regional characteristics. Amongst the most popularly known regionalist 

architects is Hassan Fathy, an Egyptian architect who strongly favored use of locally 

available materials and construction techniques as opposed to imported Western 

architectural styles and technologies (Figure 2.7- 2.8). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.7: Hassan Fathyôs New Gourna Village in Upper Egypt, c.1945 

(Fathy, 1945) 
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Figure 2.8: Mosque at Hassan Fathyôs New Gourna Village in Upper Egypt, c.1945 

(Fathy, 1945) 

2.4 Symbolism  

The changes and transformations that occur in the language of architecture can obscure, 

reinforce or confuse meanings in the physical environment, but the basic symbols that can 

be read through time and history are fixed and stable (Jencks, 1991). As a result of the 

continuous attempts and competition between architects to distinguish from each other and 

from the others and because of the absence of the impact of architectural committees in the 

provision of a unified character of the city or even at the level of residential neighborhoods, 

the residential and commercial neighborhoods have become a large mixture of symbols and 

messages that impose itself on the citizen daily through their presence In the field of visual 

vision of the day to deal with the neighborhoods and streets of the city. It is therefore 

necessary to know how to read the surrounding physical environment in the right way so 

that it can be assessed and judged. 

The Grays is a designated group of architects, federated around the refusal of modernist 

functionalism of the years 1920-1930. The group consisted of Robert Venturi, Charles 

Moore, Robert Stem, Aldo Rossi, Oswald Mathias Ungers, Ricardo Bofill and Hans Hollein, 

all rejecting the ówhite styleô in favor of historicist styles. They have promoted an evocative, 

meaningful architecture, employing symbolic ornamentation and explicit "denotative" 

symbolism (Jencks, 1991). The elements of this symbolic language consist of architectural 

motifs belonging to vernacular and historical traditions.  
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Historicism and symbolic eclectism has introduced into the field of references of the building 

a variety and pluralism, which characterizes the postmodern spirit. This language integrates 

the whole of the aesthetic-architectural repertory with the metaphor, ornament or 

polychrome to make them the vectors of meaning. Symbolism draws its motives from the 

historical past, but also from local traditions, notably constructive, and vernacular styles. An 

example is the Children's Museum of Houston, (Figure 2.9). Designed in 1992 by architects 

Robert Venturi and Brown Scott. The project combines a characteristic variety of means of 

expression. The architects are inspired by the materials, shapes and images.  

That have marked the traditional folk imagination. It incorporates into its language a 

vernacular symbolism, which allows it to inscribe its building in the urban environment 

(Jencks, 1991). 

Figure 2.9: Childrenôs Museum of Houston (ÉMark Scheyer, 2014) 
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CHAPTER 3 

CHARACTERISTIC ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS IN TRADITIONAL 

BUILDINGS IN THE GULF REGION: BARAJEEL AND MASHRABIYA 

 

This chapter presents a literature review on the most characteristic elements of the traditional 

architecture in the Gulf region, in which UAE is a part. Two characteristic elements, Barajeel 

and Mashrabiya is reviewed extensively in order to understand their formation and use in 

traditional architecture. This will aid in the subsequent discussion regarding their use in 

contemporary architecture, which is presented in case study chapter of the thesis. 

 

3.1 Barajeel: A Functional and Aesthetic Element in the Traditional Architecture in 

the Gulf Region  

Architecture is usually an outcome of culture, climate and tradition put together. The needs 

of people and communities are what shapes traditional architecture and helps it take the path 

to satisfy these needs. Traditional architecture was environmentally suitable and provided 

what is called realistic solutions for social and environmental issues. Due to the prominent 

need for natural ventilation at a time where no advanced technology was available, Barajeels 

were invented for regulating air circulation and humidity, hence improving indoor thermal 

comfort (El- Shorbagy, 2010).  
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Figure 3.1: Sketch and photo of Barajeel in traditional houses in the UAE (Koujan, 2018) 

Although there are various descriptions for the Barajeel, it is widely accepted that it is a 

structure the catches wind and pulls it down the shaft into the space which is required to 

ventilate (Shalbaya, 2011). Barajeels, which are in the form of rectangular architectural 

structures placed on top of buildings, range from a height of 2-20m (Figure 3.1). They are 

óplaced on top of buildings according to location, that specifies the height since the higher 

the tower the faster the wind and the less dust is collectedô (Ghadir, M et al., 2011). 

                   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Storages with wind catchers in the city of Naeen (Yazd, Iran) (A. A'zami, 

2005) 
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Barajeel is believed to have originated in Iran and date back to 1500 years ago (Figure 3.2). 

Afterwards, it made it all the way to Egypt and the Arabian Gulf (Table 3.1). The Barajeel 

have been common in Egypt since before the 11th century, where they were called Malqaf. 

Theyare still being used in Iraq and in many other Arab countries. After the 11th century and 

in the 12th and 13th centuries hardly any house was seen without Barajeel in the construction. 

Some of them were simple, while others were large and extensive. Sometimes they were 

decorated elaborately for the mere purpose creating an impressive structure. óThey have been 

a vital element of traditional architecture in Gulf regionô (Dehjani-Sanij, 2015).  

 

 

Figure3.3: Barajeel in the United Arab Emirates (Gari, 2008) 

 

The main purpose of integrating the Barajeel system is to improve indoor ventilation and 

keep air circulated inside houses. óIn order to achieve the proper function of the Barajeel, 

the height, proportion and wind direction have to be taken into consideration in order to 

avoid the warm air and dust entering through the cooling deviceô (Dehjani-Sanij, 2015). 

Hence, the Barajeel can be considered a sophisticated device, designed to cope with 

direction changes of prevailing winds (Figure 3.3). It is known that winds coming from the 

direction of land are dry and hot whilst the winds from sea are cool, strong and humid 

(Damluji, 2006). Countries in which Barajeel have originated and gained popularity are 

http://www.muslimheritage.com/uploads/1000YearsAmnesiaEnvironmentFig10c.jpg

