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Introduction™

The town of as-Salt is situated 20km
north-west of Jordan’s capital ‘Amman in
the hilly area of the al-Balqa’ at the edge of
the al-Ghawr. (Fig.1) Today’s visitors of as-
Salttmay get the impression of a small Mid-
dle Eastern town, marred by a large amount
of newly built concrete buildings, its his-

torical meaning accessible only through
written sources and few public buildings.
But while walking in the narrow alleys and
steep stairways on the slope of the hills it is
remarkable that the townscape is more in-
tact than it seems at first glance. Especially
the private quarters have preserved their tra-
ditional character. This observation has led

1. View of as-Salt from Jabal al-Qal‘a.

* The following study is a condensed summary of an
empirical survey done in 1993, which was ac-
cepted in 1995 as a Master’s Thesis (Ma-
gisterarbeit) in History of Art, approved by Prof.
Dr G. Kiesow at the Johann Wolfgang Goethe
University in Frankfurt. I would like to thank him
very much for his support. In Jordan, my gratitude
goes first of all to the Department of Antiquities in
as-Salt, Sa‘ad al-Hadidi and his colleagues, who
helped me at any time as much as they could. Fur-
ther, my thanks go to several people in Jordan, es-
pecially Ms Leen Fakhoury at the Jordan Uni-
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versity in ‘Amman and Mr Ammar Khammash,
who discussed several times my questions with
me and gave me much assistance. In Germany, I
would like to thank deeply Dr Ing. D. Sack, who
read and discussed my manuscript. Further I want
to thank T. von der Osten-Sacken, S.Wendel and
M.Shafiei for their help. And of course, last but
not least, I am grateful to all people of as-Salt, es-
pecially the women, who always gave we a warm
welcome and answered patiently all the questions.
I wish to thank all too numerous {0 name in Jor-
dan and Germany,for their help.
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to an empirical study on the vernacular pri-
vate architecture, its plans and uses. During
two field seasons, in spring and autumn of
1993 a large number of houses were sur-
veyed, examined and the inhabitants were
interviewed to get varied information about
the historical organization and division of a
house and its rooms. In some cases the own-
ers who inhabited the houses in earlier times
were found and questioned about their
youth and life in the buildings.

In 1990 the Royal Scientific Society pub-
lished a documentation on as-Salt’s archi-
tectural heritage, which contains plans of
the most important public buildings, private
residences and exemplary sketches of small-
er houses. Hence the following study has to
be understood as a supplement to the work
done previously.

First traces of a human settlement at as-
Salt can be dated back to the Iron Age, but
not much is known about its physical ap-
pearance. In Roman times, the town was
known by the name of “Saltus”, meaning
“wooded valley”. But even the few traces of
the Roman town which were found, for ex-
ample the remains of a public bath in the
city centre (today an Anglican church), have
not been properly examined until now. Ac-
cording to Byzantine sources the city was
the seat of a bishop. In 1321, the first de-
tailed written account was published, which
describes as-Salt as“... a town in the Jordan
province. It is a small town with a castle, ly-
ing among the hills east of the Ghaur, a days
march of Ajlun. It lies opposite of Jericho,
and the castle holds the Ghaur under domin-
ion. From under the castle of Salt there
gushes out a copious spring, whose waters
flow through the town. The place possesses
many gardens, and the pomegranates ex-
ported from thence are celebrated in all
countries. The city is prosperous and very
populous” (LeStrange 1890: 228).

Not much has come down to us about the
events before the Ottoman conquest of the
Bilad ash-Sham and the following centuries.
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The city developed slowly on the eastern
slopes of the Jabal al-Qal‘a. In 1596 ap-
proximatly 200 Muslims and 125 Christians
inhabited the town. During the seventeenth
and eighteenth century the Ottoman ad-
ministration lost more and more influence in
the southern parts of their empire, which
were now mostly controlled by local beduin
tribes. In 1848, after the Ottomans had re-
gained control of the Bilad ash-Sham from
the Egyptians, who had ruled the area for
eight years, their efforts to stabilize the re-
gion were renewed; in 1867 the al-Balqa’
was announced as a gada’, and in as-Salt a
post of ga’immaqgam (governor of a qada’)
was established.

The impact of these changes have been
described by Lawrence Oliphant, who visit-
ed the area around 1880: “In the days of
Burckhardt (1812, A.M.) it only contained
about 3000 inhabitants, but it has increased
principally during the last ten years, owing
to the establishment here of a seat of a gov-
ernment. Prior to that time Salt, though
nominally governed by the Porte, was prin-
cipally independant; its lawless population
knew no other restraints but that which a
sense of self-preservation imposed upon
them, for they were constantly quarreling
with each other or fighting the Ar-
abs....Since, however, the Turkish govern-
ment has managed to substain authority, the
inhabitants find that the security which has
resulted therefrom has attracted strangers
with capital, and that they have materially
benefited by this sacrifice of their liberties.”
(Oliphant 1880: 228) .

Houses and Rooms: Their Shape and
Function

In general house forms can be explained
according to climatic, material or social fac-
tors. The climate and local available build-
ing material are often forming the shape of a
building while the social structure of the so-
ciety is influencing the inner organization.
Until the mid-19th century as-Salt was pre-
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dominantly characterized by rural tradi-
tions, but economical wealth changed step
by step the lifestyle of the inhabitants, so
that an urban way of life developed in the
late 19th century, which found its most
marked expression in a change of the archi-
tecture of the private houses. But at first this
change, as characteristic as it has been for
the town itself, did not reach the sur-
roundings. Accordingly, Oliphant remarks:
“throughout the Belka there is no settled
population, excepting the town of Salt.”
(Oliphant 1880: 196)

Hospitality in the Traditional Society -
Public Guest-houses

Searching for the architectural traces of
these transformations, the alteration of the
reception rooms hits the eye, they got a spe-
cific importance, being a visible feature of
the changes in the society.

In a traditional Middle Eastern village,
family life and public life of the male vil-
lagers are strictly separated. For this reason
detached buildings are reserved for as-
semblies, large family festivities and for the
reception and entertainment of guests visi-
ting the village. The buildings are located
along the mainroads, off the living quarters.
The halls are characterized by a longi-
tudinal plan, which allows a large number
of men to sit side by side on mattresses,
spread on the ground. Even in as-Salt fami-
ly and public life were separated in the de-
scribed way. The Swiss Johann Ludwig
Burckhard visited as-Salt in 1812 and des-
cribed the importance and organization of
public guest-houses (al-Madafaf) in detail.
He mentioned four halls, three belonging to
the Turks, one to the Christians. The term
“Turks” has to be interpretated as “Mus-
lims” because it is improbable that the Otto-
man administration maintained three guest-
houses in a town of minor importance. The
maintenance of the al-Madafat financed

jointly by the community, every guest-
house got a kind of manager, who signed as
the responsible. All expenses were divided
between the families according to their
wealth. Burckhardt emphasizes that the sum
to be paid was small in comparison with the
one demanded by the government for their
official guest-houses. The stress Burckhardt
lays on the city’s independence shows the
weak influence the Ottoman Empire has had
in 1812 on the region. Evidence has sur-
vived of only one traditional guest-house; it
dates back to the first quarter of the 20th
century. It may be considered as a proof that
with the development of urban lifestyle tra-
ditional rural customs did not vanish.

Madafat al-Khreisat (Figs. 2-4%%*)
Although the guest-house of the al-
Khreisat family has lost its original func-
tion, the traditional use of the building can
be recovered with the help of its groundplan
(Fig.2). The guest-house is a building of
two floors in the upper part of Wadi al-
Akrad Road, the main road of the town. An
inscription on the portal dates the building
to the year 1334/1915-16. The facade facing
the street is similar to the ones of private

GROUND FLOOR ®
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2. The guest-house (al-Madafah) of the family of al-
Khreisat.

** All figures are partly revised sketches taken from:
Royal Scientific Society, Handbook of Archi-

tectural Heritage in Jordan/Salt-Amman 1990;
Madafat al-Khreisat p.50; Bait Mismar, pp.37,43.
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4. Main portal to the ground floor of the Madafat al-
Khreisat.

3.Madafat al-Khreisat.

houses: It is built of well-cut yellow lime-
stone and it is dominated by a splendid deco-
rated entrance on the ground floor with a bal-
cony above. Behind the entrance a narrow,
barrelvaulted alley, with doors leading to
the left and right adjacent rooms, opens into
the barrelvaulted central hall, which extends
to the full length of the building. Further
crossvaulted rooms are adjoining to the
north and the south.

The central hall is the largest part of the
building. It is about 21m long and 5.5m
wide, an unusual dimension that is related to
the above-mentioned use of the guest-house
(al-Madafah) as meeting and sleeping place.
In the middle of the hall is a pit, which was
used as a fireplace to prepare the traditional
coffee. Today it is covered with cement. The
western part of the hall, covering one third of
the entire surface, is one step higher than the
eastern part. Here the place of honour was
situated, in the middle of the western wall sat
the ash-Shaykh and beside him, according to
their status, the other persons took their
place (see also Nippa 1989: 159f.).

A second entrance was on the eastern



