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Abstract:

The architecture of Ottoman-era houses in Syria, as a symbol of cultural heritage, reflects the social and cultural values that played a
fundamental role in organizing residential spaces. This study aims to examine and analyze the influence of cultural values on the architecture
of Ottoman houses in the cities of Aleppo and Damascus and to identify patterns related to privacy and social interactions. The research
adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical approach, grounded in both documentary and field investigations. The statistical population
includes historical Ottoman houses in Aleppo and Damascus, with purposive sampling conducted on five case studies. Data were collected
through field visits, photography, mapping, and the review of library sources, and were processed using comparative and content analysis
methods. The findings indicate that cultural values—such as privacy and hospitality—were prominent in the spatial design of these houses.
The key identified patterns include public—semi-public—private spatial layering, curved entrance corridors, and central courtyards. The
observed differences between Aleppo and Damascus in courtyard dimensions, materials, and decorations were influenced by local climatic
and cultural factors. The results suggest sustainable design models that can be utilized in the reconstruction of war-damaged areas in Syria
and in preserving cultural identity within contemporary architecture.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ottoman-era houses in Syria represent more than physical remnants of the past; they embody a living dialogue between
culture, climate, and social life. The architecture of these homes—characterized by central courtyards, shaded iwans, and local
materials—achieves a balance between functional necessity and cultural symbolism. Two cultural values, privacy and
hospitality, are particularly prominent in shaping spatial organization (1).

In Aleppo and Damascus, these values were translated into tangible architectural expressions such as bent entrance corridors,
hierarchical spatial layering, and inward-looking courtyards (2). However, the civil war in Syria has severely damaged many
of these historic houses, creating an urgent need for reconstruction strategies that respect local identity and cultural continuity
(3). Rebuilding efforts must therefore integrate modern functionality with traditional spatial ethics to preserve the social fabric
embedded in architecture.

Traditional Syrian—Ottoman architecture embodies sustainable environmental design aligned with cultural values (4-6). Yet,
comprehensive analyses of how these values are reflected architecturally—especially regarding privacy and social
interaction—remain scarce. Previous studies largely emphasized physical aspects such as materials and ornamentation, while
overlooking the sociocultural logic that shaped them (7-9).

Given the widespread destruction of heritage sites, identifying design principles that integrate cultural values into
contemporary reconstruction is a pressing research gap (10-12). This study addresses that gap by analyzing how cultural values
are embodied in the architecture of Ottoman houses in Aleppo and Damascus, and by proposing culturally informed spatial
models for modern reconstruction.

The theoretical foundation builds upon two interrelated frameworks. First, pattern language theory explains recurring spatial
solutions as timeless design archetypes (20, 21). Second, Salingaros’s theory of living structure identifies “strong centers” and
multiscale spatial coherence as the underlying generators of human-oriented environments (1).

Cultural values in Islamic and Ottoman architecture—derived from Qur’anic and local social norms—manifest in the dual
organization of public and private realms (7, 13). Privacy (hurma) appears as both material and moral separation between
domains, while hospitality (diyafa) emerges through semi-public reception spaces and courtyards (16, 17). Curved entrances,
high boundary walls, and shaded iwans are spatial translations of these ethical values (14).

This study therefore aims to answer two questions: (1) How are privacy and hospitality embodied in Ottoman domestic
architecture in Syria? and (2) What cultural and climatic factors explain the variations between Aleppo and Damascus?

Methods and Materials

The research followed a qualitative descriptive—analytical design, combining documentary and field methods to explore
how cultural values shaped Ottoman domestic architecture.

The statistical population included all historic Ottoman houses in Aleppo and Damascus, with purposive sampling of five
cases: Bayt Ghazaleh, Bayt Jabri, and Bayt Junblat in Aleppo, and Bayt Nizam and Bayt Wakil in Damascus.

Data were collected through field observations, photography, mapping, and archival studies. The study employed
comparative analysis to identify similarities and differences between cities, and content analysis to interpret the spatial and

symbolic functions of elements such as courtyards, iwans, and entrance corridors.
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Quantitative spatial data (e.g., courtyard size, wall thickness, and corridor length) were analyzed statistically using SPSS,
while qualitative interpretation focused on patterns of cultural expression and environmental adaptation. Expert validation was
conducted through consultation with architectural historians and local specialists.

Findings

The comparative analysis of the five case studies revealed consistent integration of cultural values into spatial
configurations.

Privacy was primarily achieved through spatial layering—a gradient from public to semi-private to private areas. Curved
entrance corridors prevented direct visual access from the street, while high boundary walls and upper-floor private rooms
ensured seclusion for family life.

In Bayt Ghazaleh (Aleppo), the central courtyard functioned as the “strong center,” mediating between public reception
spaces and private family areas. The thick basalt walls provided both thermal insulation and visual protection. Bayt Jabri, also
in Aleppo, emphasized seclusion through longer bent corridors and simpler basalt facades. In Bayt Junblat, privacy and
aesthetic sophistication coexisted in its 17th-century geometry, where geometric stone decorations and domed iwans unified
visual beauty with moral restraint.

In Damascus, Bayt Nizam and Bayt Wakil displayed larger courtyards (145-155 m2) and richer decorative programs using
brick coated with colorful tiles. Courtyards served as focal nodes for social interaction—hosting guests, family ceremonies,
and communal gatherings—while maintaining inward orientation. Reception halls (iwans) opened toward these courtyards,
embodying the cultural virtue of hospitality.

Table analyses showed that average entrance corridor length was 3.5 m in Aleppo and 4.2 m in Damascus, confirming a
stronger emphasis on privacy in the latter. The mean courtyard size was 120 m? in Aleppo versus 150 m2 in Damascus, where
social gatherings played a greater role.

Environmental sustainability also reflected cultural adaptation. In Aleppo, basalt’s low thermal conductivity (0.4 W/m-K)
reduced heat gain by about 15%, while in Damascus, brick-and-tile walls (0.6 W/m-K) enhanced natural ventilation. Courtyards
with pools and vegetation moderated microclimates, illustrating a cultural ideal of harmony between human life and nature.

Symbolic ornamentation reinforced these values: geometric stone motifs such as eight-pointed stars appeared on 80% of
Aleppine facades, signifying unity and order, whereas Damascus houses displayed floral tilework on 90% of surfaces,
representing beauty and generosity.

Overall, the synthesis of quantitative and qualitative findings demonstrated that both privacy and hospitality were expressed
through three interdependent design mechanisms—spatial hierarchy, material adaptation, and symbolic decoration—each
culturally and climatically tuned to local conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the architecture of Ottoman houses in Syria was a direct materialization of cultural ethics. The
spatial hierarchy from public to private, bent entrances, and central courtyards reflected an embedded moral order of privacy
and social reciprocity. The findings align with previous architectural analyses of early modern Istanbul that highlighted
transitional spaces as mediators between social domains (14). Similarly, the identification of courtyards as loci of interaction
corresponds with studies on domestic architecture in Homs, emphasizing their role in reinforcing urban identity (2, 18, 22).

Regional variations between Aleppo and Damascus were mainly climate-driven. Aleppo’s smaller courtyards and thicker

basalt walls optimized insulation, while Damascus favored decorative expression and larger gathering areas to accommodate
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its more temperate climate and sociable traditions (29). The use of basalt and brick-tile combinations confirms prior findings
that Ottoman architecture adapted to local resources and environmental constraints (6, 10, 24).

From a sustainability perspective, the study confirms that vernacular design achieved measurable environmental efficiency.
The thermal performance of local materials reduced energy consumption and improved indoor comfort, consistent with
contemporary research on traditional passive cooling systems (5). Courtyards, pools, and vegetation not only served ecological
functions but also reinforced cultural continuity by linking human activity to nature’s rhythm (23, 27).

Decorative symbolism—calligraphy, geometric repetition, and chromatic harmony—functioned as carriers of cultural
meaning, transforming architecture into an aesthetic expression of unity, balance, and spirituality (19). Studies on emotional
expression in Ottoman urban spaces further confirm that architectural environments conveyed social values and emotional
order (10, 20, 28).

Despite its insights, the research faced limitations. The small sample size (five houses) restricts generalization across all
Syrian regions. Ongoing conflict limited field access, compelling reliance on secondary documentation for some cases (3, 12).
Furthermore, evolving social norms may have altered perceptions of privacy and hospitality compared to the Ottoman period
(9, 26).

Nevertheless, the extracted patterns hold practical implications for postwar reconstruction. Reintegrating elements such as
central courtyards, bent entrances, and semi-open iwans into new housing can preserve continuity of cultural identity while
improving environmental resilience (11, 16).

Future studies should expand the geographic scope to include Homs, Hama, and rural contexts, applying interdisciplinary
approaches that combine environmental psychology, urban sociology, and digital reconstruction technologies such as virtual
reality for heritage preservation (15, 31).

In conclusion, the research affirms that Ottoman domestic architecture in Syria embodies an inseparable synthesis of culture,
ethics, and environment. The interweaving of privacy and hospitality—realized through layered spaces, local materials, and
symbolic ornamentation—created a resilient architectural language adaptable to both climatic and social needs. Differences
between Aleppo and Damascus reveal how shared cultural principles manifest diversely under varying environmental
pressures, yet the underlying pattern of moral spatiality remains constant.

These findings underscore that sustainable reconstruction in Syria must move beyond technical efficiency to encompass the
cultural intelligence of historical design. By learning from Ottoman models that united privacy, community, and ecological

harmony, contemporary architecture can restore not only buildings but the living spirit of Syrian urban culture.
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