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Abstract 
In the twentieth century, majority of the countries were tempted to adopt up-to-date building 
designs.  The fashionable designs neglected the context of its environment, cultural values, social 
performance and even economic perspective and sustainability. The year 1970 represented the 
starting point of shifting Sultanate of Oman from being a closed, listless society to a modern state.  
The aim to build a modern society did not compel this historic country to neglect its heritage or 
cultural principles. The main hypothesis of this research is that Oman has wonderful experience in 
cultural sustainability between traditional and contemporary residences. This research aims to derive 
lessons and principles from such  successful models of Oman. This work is dependent on a 
theoretical foundation of previous related references, analysis, interpretation and a comparative case 
study.  Some tools used were interviews, analytical site visits and questionnaire. The research 
succeeded in revealing the procedure used by Oman to keep the identity and continuity of its 
buildings. The wonderful response of both traditional and contemporary Omani residence to the 
surrounding, cultural aspects, and human needs is shown. This research provides a current example 
to researchers, students, designers and decision makers of a humanely oriented house design. 

 
Keywords: Traditional Omani  architecture; Contemporary Omani residences, , cultural sustainability,  
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1. Introduction 
 

The Sultanate of Oman is a country in South West Asia on the Arabian Sea with a 
current population of 2.774 million according to 2010 census. (www.muscatdaily.com). In spite of 
Oman’s dramatic developments over the last four decades following an oil-producing reaction, 
Oman is one of the few countries in the Arab world that has kept its traditional culture in spite of 
globalization and modernization. Recently, many calls were raised to re-evaluate  
 the relationship between  modern architecture and its surroundings, inhabitants and its                    
equilibrium with the universe and the earth. 
The traditional architecture of Oman was shaped by the forces of natural environment and 
culture that affected lifestyle, mood, faith and identity-(Al Zubair, 2013). This paper will focus on 
the cultural aspects which influenced Omani architecture and still is one of the vital parameters of 
sustainability. According to Sir Geoffrey Jellicos; “Architecture is to make us know and remember who we 
are” (Al Zubair, 2013) One life fact is that there can be as many different cultures as there are 
different communities, and each community has its own beliefs, values, and traditions. 
Accordingly, enabling each community to find methodologies that preserve each ones cultural 
sustainability. This a cumulative effect when the world is viewed as one global community 
consisting of many local ones. Moreover, special efforts to preserve traditionally built landmarks 
that promot a sense of place, are crucial aspects of cultural sustainability. Accordingly, maintaining 
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the historic monuments offer environmental advantages too because not demolishing the 
structures means building materials are not disposed as waste in landfill (Scammon, 
www.academia.edu ) 
This paper aims to recognize the successful Omani model for keeping cultural sustainability 
between traditional and contemporary Omani architecture as a paradigm to other states, 
researches, students, and design makers. It must be considered that the paper will limit the 
research to Omani residences. “The most interactive type of Omani buildings with the cultural and 
environmental constraints” (Abdul Majid, 2013) The paper also examines the sustainable design 
parameters of traditional and contemporary residences and current behavior and attitude of 
occupants to illuminate future studies.  
This work is dependent on a theoretical foundation of previous related references, analysis, 
interpretation and cross comparative case studies. Some tools were used like interviews, analytical 
site analysis, and a questionnaire. The research succeeded in revealing the procedure used by 
Oman to keep sustainability between its historic and contemporary structures. The wonderful 
response of both traditional and contemporary Omani architecture to the environmental and 
cultural needs is deduced. Nevertheless, the Omani people’s attitude concerning the cultural 
sustainability is also revealed.  
The first point clarifies the response of traditional Omani residence to both cultural and 
environmental constraints. Then, the state policy in adopting contemporary and traditional 
Omani architecture through many decisive regulations and legislations is discussed. The current 
Omani people’s attitude to house design is illuminated through a questionnaire distributed by 
architecture consultants. Results subsequently, Cultural continuity is revealed through cross case 
study analysis of three residence examples that were erected in a time frame of three centuries. 
Finally, the conclusion and recommendations are deduced. 
   
2. Literature Review 
 

A brief literature review about the main issue of this work; traditional Arabic house, 
Omani architecture and cultural sustainability are laid out in this section. 
Hassan Fathy discussed the importance of keeping balance between any structure and the 
environment considering the climate, the material and the surroundings (Fathy, 1969) Basim 
Hakim discussed the traditional Islamic architecture to drive principles and lessons from the past 
to be used today in many publications (Hakim, 1986) (Hakim, 2008) (Hakim, 2009) Abdel-
Moniem El Shorbagy classified the vocabulary of traditional Islamic Arab house in detail (El 
Shorbagy, 2010) Khaled Azzam discussed how the religion of Islam affected the daily life of  
Muslim and its effects on art and architecture. He clarified that using the traditional forms has an 
inherent symbolic language that stay alive (seen in Adam, 2008) The Omani architecture was 
discussed in many publications; some books went through ancient Oman till the present 
discussing all the types of architecture in all districts and the government’s effort in keeping the 
continuity between the traditional and contemporary architecture and conservation (Damluji, 
1999) (Bamdyopadhyay, 2001) (Biancifiori, 1994) (Kit, 2002) (Al Zubair, 2013) Most of the 
publications that discussed the Omani house clarified the effect of the climate with reference to 
the cultural effect (Al Lawati, 2005) (Abdul Majid Etal, 2003) The applications of traditional ideas 
in contemporary buildings was also discussed (Al-Hinai etal, 1993) (Taylor etal, 2009) Social and 
cultural sustainability was discussed at the level of urban planning in many editions (Axelsson etal, 
2013) (Elnokaly etal, 2013) Other publications clarified the evolution of the term of cultural 
sustainability and its importance and applications (ICCPR, 2012) The cultural sustainability was 
discussed in many editions with applications in many countries via case studies (Chiu, 2004) 
(Hamansari, 2012) (Virtanen etal, 2012) (Zinas etal, 2010) (Turcotte etal, 2010). 
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Oman is a land of scarce resources and conservative values till the 1970s, the aesthetic value of 
using the craftwork of arabesque was restricted to the main entrance doors using ogival arch 
characterized  by a beauty of proportion and elegance in interiors is shown in(figures 6)  
 

 
Figure 6.  Public, semi-public and private zones and other architectural features 
 
6.2 Baital Dalalil 

Bait al Dalalil has a historic and cultural value, as it was erected at the early 1900s (one 
century ago). It was the first old Muscat house to be opened to the public it is original 
manifestation (Al Zubair, 2013).  At the level of morphology, the plan has also three zones; public 
zone, semi-public zone and private zone Including three entrances one per each zone provided 
the required level of  Privacy the tow entrances to private and semi-private zones are bent once 
facing a wall not a space. In addition, there is an open to ask interior courtyard at the semi-private 
zone with wind catches to achieve thermal comfort without depending on exterior openings 
which affected the family privacy. Later, the open courtyard was transformed into a covered 
gallery space with horizontal stained glass windows the construction of one story light color 
building, mud brick walls that are more than two-thirds of a meter thick and wooden roof is 
achieving sustainability with surrounding environment the aesthetic value of using the carved 
wooden doors and white-on white plaster arabesque motif works are more represented than the 
first case study moreover, using the same ogival arch besides the scalloped arch indicates 
continuity with first example three centuries ago (figure 7) 
 

 
Figure 7.  Public, semi-public and private zones and other architectural features 
 
6.3 House Omar Al Shanfri 

This house is erected in 2011 in Salalah, In spite of  spending five years in United States 
to study computers science, Omar chose his house design completely in line with the traditional 
Omani architecture. The owner of this house has no economic limitations. All the inherent 
cultural values and beauty freely in the design with no constraints. The morphology of the plan is 
also divided into three obvious zones, the public, semipublic on the ground floor with separate 
entry for each zone(figure 14-a) the private zone of bedroom vertically on first floor. 
                The construction of two floor height and light colors to incorporate sensitively with the 
surrounding the arabesque work is excessively used in different materials (wood, gypsum and 
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plastic) the continuity of using ogival and scalloped arches in the front elevation and interiors 
(figure 8).Going through the three case studies the cultural sustainability of Omani residences is 
highly represented. 
 

 
Figure 8.  Public, semi-public and private zones and other architectural features 
 
7. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

The traditional architecture in Oman came about through accumulated experience over 
a time frame which started from 4000 B.C. The development of such traditional architecture 
integrated climate, local materials and socio-culture.  
Oman was one of the first countries to answer the call of Islam in the seventh century. The 
religion of Islam penetrates through every aspect of man’s life, creating inherent symbolic 
language. There are certain limits and guidelines that regulate the daily life of the Muslim, which 
are reflected on his ideas, values and attitudes. The state policy in adopting contemporary 
traditional Omani architecture through many decisive legislations and regulations is further 
discussed. The current Omani people’s attitudes to house design is clarified through the results of 
a questionnaire distributed to architect consultants. Subsequently, cultural continuity is revealed 
through the analysis of cross case studies of three residence examples that have been erected 
within a time frame of three centuries.  
The recommendation of this work is as follows: the applications of the traditional Omani ideas in 
contemporary buildings are suggested as a means to reduce energy consumption. This issue 
however needs further research. The awareness of the importance of traditional Omani 
architecture is promoted by education, communication, and public policies. The new generation 
of Omani people showed less interest in the continuity issue, as they value buildings that define 
elements of their cultural identity. Each community has to seek improving people’s quality of life 
through promoting and protecting the cultural sustainability of the society. Deriving lessons from 
the Omani experience in keeping the continuity between its heritage and contemporary 
architecture is advisable. Local policies have a crucial role in the protection of the community’s 
culture. Finally, cultural sustainability which affect people’s satisfaction and the state’s identity 
should be included in any state policy and also be a part of all decisions and actions on the local 
and national levels. 
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