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impression of the space, most significantly  conveying 
the idea that s/he is moving from a less-bounded 
space to one that is more contained. Thus, a building’s 
entrance is one element that contributes to creating 
a building’s identity, making it distinct from other 
buildings. In some cases, doorways are the only way to 
comprehend a house’s architectural character, but, in 
other cases, the doorways can mask the original char-
acter of the building. It follows then that the doorway 
should be recognized as an aspect of a building’s collec-
tive features that make it identifiable and preserve its 
authenticity and original identity.

The doorway signifies not only a way to reach another 
space, but also a space in itself. This symbolic signifi-
cance is often conveyed by its mysterious dimensions 
(Coelho 2009). Being given the keys to a door, or in 
some other way being granted access to a building, can 
also have a certain meaning. Doorways are frequently 
alluded to through metaphors or allegories in litera-
ture and the arts, often to signify change or as a com-
municator of cultural codes. In China, for example, the 
state of the universe is represented by whether doors 
are open or closed (Needham 1965). In communicating 
cultural codes, doorways can be used to represent reli-
gious concepts. In Christianity, it is through compari-
sons to the door of salvation through which  mankind 
can pass to eternal life that Jesus declares  himself to be 
the path to salvation (John 10:9). For this  reason, the 

According to Martin Heidegger, the doorway is the 
 foremost aspect of a dwelling and, in the most basic 
sense, the doorway delineates a territory because it 
defines a location (Lenclos and Lenclos 2005). In almost 
any building, the doorway generates a visitor’s first 
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image of Christ is commonly found on the main gates 
of  cathedrals, often accompanied by celestial  protective 
forces.

In the Quran, entering heaven (paradise) is described 
as a process of going through eight different doors, 
depending upon actions performed during a person’s life 
on earth, while entering hell requires passage through 
seven doors. The doors of heaven are portrayed as open, 
which indicates the freedom of movement in heaven 
as  well as the continuous entrance of angels, bearing 
gifts from God, and, most importantly, safety because 
its residents do not need to close doors for protection 
as on earth. Conversely, the doors of hell are described as 
closed to its residents as a symbol of everlasting impris-
onment (Ibn-Alqayem 2000).

There is considerable popular interest in the 
 aesthetics of doorways as the ubiquitous “Doorways 
of [Jerusalem, Lisbon, or Santorini]” tourist posters 
attest. The  doorway as an architectural, aesthetic, and 
functional element has not really been studied and ana-
lyzed, particularly in Palestine, despite the fact that it 
is one of the most  significant factors indicating a build-
ing’s original  identity, style, and age. Bethlehem was 
chosen as a main case study for this article because it 
plays an important role in the history of Palestine and 
has the distinction of being the birthplace of Jesus. The 
recent inscription of the Church of the Nativity and 
its pilgrimage route in Bethlehem as a UNESCO World 
Heritage site lends even further interest to this analysis. 
The identification and protection of Bethlehem’s unique 
doorways are imperative to preserving its cultural iden-
tity and  historical authenticity. Consequently, the main 
objective of this study has been to study the Old City 
of Bethlehem; document and analyze the condition, 
form, various types, and characteristics of its doorways; 
and assess their value as a historic form that might be 
considered within an envisaged process of safeguarding 
and adapted use.

The definition of a “doorway” for the purposes of 
this study is as follows: an opening through which to 
enter a building or an enclosure consisting of a door 
formed of one or more movable parts, called leaves, two 
 vertical jambs one on each side, a lintel at the top, and 
usually a threshold at the bottom with its surrounding 

space (Fig. 1). In the course of the study, a large number 
of existing traditional doorways within the Old City of 
Bethlehem were visited, surveyed, documented, and 
analyzed. This facilitated a discourse regarding why 
doorways in this city have developed in the particular 
way they have, considering the impact of political, his-
torical, aesthetic, functional, and economic factors on 
doorway structures. The visits allowed for the definition 
of various phases of development and the formulation 
of a proper system for doorway analysis in Bethlehem, 
using a number of key values and characteristics.

Several constraints were encountered throughout the 
fieldwork, such as the absence of people who had direct 
experience with the building of these structures and the 
lack of documented evidence relevant to the subject. In 
addition, the team was hindered by the high level of dis-
trust that the occupants of the buildings had regarding 
interviews or investigations for social and/or political rea-
sons. In many cases, the residents were not the original 
occupants of these houses, and they did not have suffi-
cient information about them. Finally, the level of authen-
ticity of a number of existing doorways was difficult to 
determine due to successive processes of maintenance.

The History of Doorways in Bethlehem

Bethlehem was destroyed and rebuilt several times 
during its history, and there are neither documents nor 
literature that portrays how the city was configured 
before these events. During times of both prosperity and 
penury, various factors have influenced development in 
the city, including historical and political episodes during 
which people were continually under threat of attack 
and were forced to change the urban fabric as well as the 
buildings for protection. Bethlehem’s residents are close-
knit members of a religious minority who often lived 
near each other to struggle through an unstable political 
and economic climate together. Lastly, the homogeneous 
architecture of traditional houses in Bethlehem using 
the same layout,  construction  techniques, and materials 
has all contributed to its current vistas. The traditional 
one-story simple single rooms, the two-story single-unit 
houses, and the large-scale buildings formed through 
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F i G .  1
the basic components of the doorways defined during the fieldwork in Bethlehem. (Photos and drawings 
by S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)
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F i G .  2
the old city of Bethlehem: (a) in the nineteenth century and (B) around the middle of the twentieth century. (courtesy of library 
of congress Prints and Photographs collection [a], and Jillian c. York, creative commons [B].)

the growth of composite units have all been functionally 
adapted to their inhabitants’ needs over time.

The present Old City of Bethlehem was built in the 
late Ottoman period (mostly during the eighteenth and 
 nineteenth centuries), and it developed organically (Fig. 2a), 
producing an irregular, non-geometric form (Dieck and 
Ghadban 1997: 49–62). Today, nothing remains of the door-
ways of earlier periods, and there are no data regarding their 
architectural development. Visitors’ descriptions from that 
time and the historical and political evidence from remain-
ing buildings in the suburbs near Bethlehem, such as the 
small village of Beit Ta’mar (Khirbet Bethlehem), show 
that earlier doorways reflected the simplicity of life and 
a house’s structure. They were also no more than simple 
rectangular openings, connecting the indoor and out-
door spaces and providing the main source of light and air. 
They were on average only about 90–176 cm in width and  
180–220 cm in height (Hirschfeld 1995: 249–59). The doors 
were usually made of wood and installed on hinges con-
nected to stone frames (Fig. 3a–b). The current entrance to 
the Church of Nativity, called the Door of Humility, is an 
example of these unpretentious doorways (Fig. 3c). This 
entrance to the church is very small—only 78 cm in width 
and 130 cm in height—and was installed during the Ottoman 
era reportedly to prevent mounted horsemen from entering 
the basilica (Shomali 2000: 2–7).

Thereafter, Bethlehem, like many other Palestinian 
provinces, underwent a slow process of modernization, 
due in great part to Ottoman land reforms (tanzimat) 
introduced in 1839–1840. At the beginning of this period, 
houses were smaller and simpler. Doorways were also 
constrained in shape, size, and decorative features and 
derived from local influence (Fig. 2b). Later, they were 
increasingly exposed to Western culture and technology 
as the nature of society and its traditional culture expe-
rienced fundamental changes reflecting a new matrix 
of needs, desires, and modes of living (Ghadban 2008:  
225–38). One result of this process was that a new 
 economic and political elite was established—a class 
seeking its aesthetic archetype in the art of so-called 
noble society. Thus, by the end of the nineteenth century, 
an innovative architecture of various new and mixed 
styles was being imported and implemented within the 
quarters of the Old City and on its fringes. New archi-
tectural forms; use of new materials, features, details, 
and methods of construction; and imported elements 
were integrated as building in the city increased. This 
new architecture, beyond satisfying the owners’ basic 
human requirements, became a tangible symbol that 
expressed the personalities of owners and reflected their 
aspirations toward greater social and cultural prestige 
(Ghadban 2000: 71).
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F i G .  3
doorways made of stone materials from the roman-Byzantine 
period and the early ottoman era in the area of Bethlehem: (a) an 
early ottoman doorway outside the boundaries of the old city of 
Bethlehem; (B) a doorway in the village of Beit-ta’mar; and (c) the 
doorway in the church of the nativity. (Photos by S. S. Ghadban and 
S. F. Sahouri.)
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The city’s architecture became more formalized, inspired 
by the development of the building arts in Jerusalem 
during the nineteenth century. Bethlehem has been both 
historically and traditionally considered a satellite village 
of Jerusalem because of their close proximity, and strong 
relationships have always existed between them (Centre 
for Cultural Heritage Preservation 2005: 37). In 1895, when 
Bethlehem’s status was upgraded to that of a municipality 
with an elected mayor, the number of pilgrims rose, many 
families established trade connections with the Christian 
West (Teeffelen 1999: 47), and new roads were constructed 
to support the expansion of the city (Centre for Cultural 
Heritage Preservation 2005: 41).

Consequently, the wealthy families in the old core of 
the city began to refurbish their houses by decorating the 
façades, adding floors, and repairing the shops on the ground 

level (Weill-Rochant 1997: 22). Doorways became highly 
 decorative, formed and designed in various ways affected by 
the  architectural style of the building,  particularly in terms of 
location, details, and character. They began attracting more 
attention, becoming one of their most ornamental features, 
and builders started mounting doorways with a stone lintel 
topped with a semi-circular arch (Fig. 4a). From the end of the 
nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century, 
the affluence of people living in the city as well as the coun-
try’s general political stability created the first qualitative shift 
in the character of the doorways in Bethlehem, and the resi-
dents of the city began to develop their own style of doorway 
and doorway  decoration to reflect that prosperity (Fig. 4b).

The establishment of Israel in 1948, Jordanian rule 
between 1948 and 1967, and the Israeli occupation of the 
West Bank in 1967 all had their impact on Bethlehem. 

F i G .  4
doorways from the late ottoman era in Bethlehem: (a) the entrance to Freij house, al-a’natreh Street in the early twentieth 
century and (B) the main entrance to the French hospital in 1889. (Photos by S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)

A B

JEMAHS 2.3_01_Ghadban_Sahouri.indd   170 16/09/14   2:28 PM



Journal oF EaStErn mEditErranEan archaEoloGy and hEritaGE StudiES | 171 

Nevertheless, the city has retained its picturesque character 
since 1967 although tourism suffered because of continued 
obstacles to its large-scale development. After the estab-
lishment of the Palestinian National Authority in 1994, a 
rapid and largely unorganized urban expansion either on 
land under Palestinian control or Israeli-controlled land on 
the peripheries of Bethlehem took place. This development 
affected the traditional  structures of this area, including 
doorways. After 1998, when the  preparations for the celebra-
tion of the second millennium started, some doorways were 
repaired or replaced  without being documented or studied. 
The new doorways were  limited to simple basic forms that 
have  similar  dimensions to the older ones, but are markedly 
 different in style.

Research Methodology and Data Collection

Bethlehem comprises a total of seven quarters (sing. hara, 
pl. harat), six of them are Christian and one Muslim. Hara 
al-Najajreh was the city’s first residential neighborhood. 
Its residents are descendants of the Ghassanids, one of the 
oldest Christian cultures in the Middle East who emigrated 
in the early third century CE from an area known as Najran 
in northern Yemen. The second Christian neighborhood 
was Hara al-Farahyeh, which was established by Christians 
from Wadi Mousa in Jordan who came to Bethlehem to 
escape an Ottoman incursion. The third neighborhood 
to be established was Hara al-Tarajmeh, named after its  
founders, who came from Italy and worked for the 
Franciscans as dragomans. Subsequently, three tribes 
from neighboring villages established Hara al-Anatrah, 
Hara al-Qawawseh, and Hara al-Hrezat. The last, Hara 
al-Fawghreh, was  established in 1775 and was the city’s 
only Muslim  neighborhood. It was named after its found-
ers, who came from Faghur village near Solomon’s pools 
located to the south of Bethlehem and were pottery makers 
(Weill-Rochant 1997: 14–17).

This study of Bethlehem doorways is based on 
 historical architectural research methods and covers all 
seven quarters. The successive stages of the study were:

•	 In September 2008, a master plan for the study area 
was obtained from the Centre of Cultural Heritage 
Preservation in Bethlehem. The authors conducted 

a five-day preliminary survey to delineate the 
boundaries of the study area, which according to its 
basic structure, was divided into seven sub-areas 
whose boundaries coincided with the boundaries 
of the existing quarters. Mapping was conducted 
to facilitate the coordination and management of 
fieldwork.

•	 From October 2008 to June 2010, two researchers 
walked the entire area, observing the existing 
doorway features. Each identified external doorway 
was assigned a number, marked on a site map, and 
photographed from several angles. All relevant 
data were recorded on a separate inventory sheet 
according to the following parameters: the exact 
location in relation to the aerial photo; the number 
of stories of the building; the shape, type, and size 
of the doorway; the doorway’s relationship with the 
interior and exterior of the building; the dimensions 
of the doorway; the construction materials and 
details; the surface treatments of the doorway; the 
overall physical condition of the doorway; the name 
of the owner and the year in which the building was 
built; and any other notable features.

•	 In the same period, several visits were paid to other 
sites in Palestine to research the doorways there 
and to check various aspects of their development 
and architecture (see below).

•	 From September 2010 to February 2012, researchers 
worked on studying and analyzing the gathered 
information. In the process, 61 examples 
representing the majority of the documented 
buildings’ doorways in the study area were carefully 
selected and analyzed. A set of architectural 
drawings was prepared for each.

This study followed a fieldwork strategy to explore a 
single case using a cumulative approach, which involved 
compiling a wide scope of information by researching the 
case study area in general, and then moving on to more 
specific cases and drawing conclusions. This  produced a 
study that consisted of two main components: description 
and analysis. In the descriptive component, selected case 
studies of doorways in Bethlehem, representing a spec-
trum of styles found in the city, were surveyed and docu-
mented. In the analytical component, the information 
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gathered in the descriptive work was  examined to obtain 
a fuller understanding of these features.

Data Collection and Fieldwork Results

The conducted fieldwork found that, due to  continuous 
destruction, all existing doorways in the study area 
were built after 1739 with the exception of the Door of 
Humility at the Church of the Nativity. In the major-
ity of cases, construction dates were documented in 
the lintels of the doorways. In others, the construction 
date was obtained either from Bethlehem municipality 
archives or through comparison and analysis of similar 
structures of known date.

The gathered information was used to select the 
most distinguished examples strongly related to the 
development of the cultural heritage of the region. As 
a result, a total of 53 houses were selected and sited 
on the master plan (Fig. 5). The 61 doorways of these 
houses were photographed and their elevations and 
other details were documented precisely. The major-
ity of these doorways were built during the nineteenth 
century (Table 1). The principal construction material 
of the fixed part of the doorway was stone, while tim-
ber and cast iron usually were used for the movable 
parts (Table 2). The use of these materials depended on 
the intended style, the shape of the doorway, and the 
financial means of the owner.

Applying the methods of the study, it was inferred that 
in the older quarters (Al-Qawawseh and Al-Anatrah), inhab-
itants led simpler lives and houses were more traditional, 
had fewer decorative features, and had more functional 
doorways, reflecting their owners’ manner of living. These 
doorways were less likely to have inscriptions and their 
carvings tended to be only in the form of a cross on the lintel 
with a simple transom light. The doorways that face directly 
onto the main streets, especially the traditional patriarchate 
route (today called Al-Nejmeh Street), where pilgrims and 
visitors customarily passed, are the most ornate and well 
carved to reflect the socio-economic status of their own-
ers, the majority of whom worked in the diaspora, returned 
to Bethlehem wealthier, and built new houses within the 
boundaries of the Old City core. However, this particular 
Western influence was never mirrored identically in the 

houses, but was instead developed and merged with the 
traditional styles. As such, the doorways in Bethlehem have 
maintained their traditional style and spirit.

Comparative visits were made to other cities that 
either share or differ in their character and history. These 
were to Jerusalem because of its religious relationship to 
Bethlehem; to Nablus, Acre, and Jaffa because of their dif-
fering historical, cultural, and economic structure from 
Bethlehem; and to Ramallah because its structure and agri-
culture-based economy are similar to that of Bethlehem 
and both share some very important characteristics. 
Buildings in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Nazareth, Nablus, Ramla, 
Acre, and other cities were heavily influenced by the design 
of the grand buildings within their urban fabrics such as 
the Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
in Jerusalem, and significant buildings of the Mamluk era 
and early Ottoman buildings such as the Al-Jazzar Mosque 
and Khan al-Umdan in Acre. In all of these cities, the door-
ways have common construction materials and techniques. 
These cities can be described, with their substantial array 
of doorway styles, proportions, and shapes, as products of 
many different cultures and religions—Christian, Islamic, 
Mediterranean, and/or European. All contributed to the 
doorway styles, which seem to be more like those of the 
cosmopolitan old cities of Cairo or Damascus.

This was not the case with doorways found in 
Bethlehem and Ramallah, both Christian cities in the 
Ottoman period, which lack these types of grandiose 
elements. Their doorways are more similar to the sim-
plest form found in other cities with stone door jambs 
and a horizontal monolith stone lintel (Fig. 1b–c), and 
they show a number of similarities to each other. Their 
Christian inhabitants migrated from surrounding villages 
and countries, using religious symbols more than the 
inhabitants of other Palestinian cities because they seem 
further inclined to display their religion. The main source 
of livelihood in both Bethlehem and Ramallah was agri-
culture, and this common economic background affected 
lifestyles and family relationships; this, in turn, impacted 
the architecture. The recent old cores in both cities were 
built during almost the same period. The stone-cutters 
for the new buildings  emerging in Ramallah came from 
Bethlehem, bringing with them Bethlehem’s architec-
tural style, particularly in terms of decorative elements 
(Al-Ju’beh and Bshara 2002: 228–29).
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F i G .  5
a master plan of Bethlehem showing the 53 houses where the  
61 accurately documented doorways are located. the quarters are: 
(1) al-anatrah; (2) al-Qawawseh; (3) al-najajreh; (4) al-Farahyeh; 
(5) al-Fawagreh; (6) al-hrezat; and (7) al-tarajmeh. (map by S. S. 
Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)

No. Period Quantity Original Material
Cast Iron Timber

1 Before 1900 cE 43 20 23
2 after 1900 cE 18 18 –

Total 61 38 23

ta B l E  1   d i S t r i B u t i o n  o F  t h E  d o c u m E n t E d  d o o r Way S  a c c o r d i n G  to  t h E  P E r i o d  o F  c o n S t r u c t i o n  a n d  t h E  
o r i G i n a l  c o n S t r u c t i o n  m at E r i a l

No. Period Quantity
Authenticity Present-Day Material

Original Modern Original Modern
Cast Iron Timber Cast Iron Timber

1 Before 1900 cE 43 32 11 10 22 6 5
2 after 1900 cE 18 12 6 12 – 6 –

Total 61 44 17 22 22 12 5

ta B l E  2  d i S t r i B u t i o n  o F  t h E  d o c u m E n t E d  d o o r Way S  a c c o r d i n G  to  t h E i r  a u t h E n t i c i t y  a n d  P r E S E n t  
c o n S t r u c t i o n  m at E r i a l
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F i G .  6
doorways sharing principal structures and opening 
proportions with doorways from Bethlehem and European 
countries: (a) a doorway from Fontainebleau, France;  
(B) a doorway from orvieto, italy; and (c–d) doorways 
from Bethlehem built before 1900. (Photos by:  
[a] d. Baron,courtesy of creative commons;  
[B] E. Parker, courtesy of creative commons;  
and [c–d] S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri).

In addition, fieldwork revealed that Bethlehem’s 
doorways had much in common with many countries in 
Europe because of trade, migration, and religious connec-
tions (Fig. 6a–b). The materials and size of the area behind 
the door might differ somewhat because of cultural and 
climatic differences, but the doorways share a principal 
structure and, thus, the proportions of the opening are 
often the same. In Europe, the lintel in some cases was 
made of wood or the doorway’s arch was made of red 
blocks, whereas in Bethlehem the fixed part is always 
made of stone. Many of Bethlehem’s doorways were 
 constructed using the same structural and decorative 

components, which were adopted, integrated, and recre-
ated using traditional and local touches (Fig. 6c–d).

Traditional timber and iron doors were valuable 
period features that contributed to the historic appear-
ance of buildings and streets in Bethlehem, making the 
city distinct. Authentic doors that have been preserved 
are becoming less commonplace in Bethlehem, however, 
because many of the residents prefer to replace them 
with more functional modern versions which are cheaper 
and easier to maintain. Some of the wooden doors 
documented at the beginning of the study have since 
been replaced with modern steel ones. Carpentry never 

A

C

B

D

JEMAHS 2.3_01_Ghadban_Sahouri.indd   174 16/09/14   2:29 PM



Journal oF EaStErn mEditErranEan archaEoloGy and hEritaGE StudiES | 175 

flourished in Bethlehem in the way that stone and iron-
work did. Therefore, the wooden doors that remain are 
mostly simple in style, apart from some interior wooden 
doors found in twentieth-century “palaces” (Al-Ju’beh 
and Bshara 2002: 272). In general, few authentic wooden 
doors can be found in Bethlehem today (see Table 2).

Doorway Architecture and Analysis

The collected fieldwork data confirmed that the door-
ways in Bethlehem are more than a feature to attract the 
observer inside the building. The analysis of doorway 
architecture discussed below focuses on function, config-
uration, shape, proportions, location, and the projection 
of the doorway within the main façade.

Function

Six basic functions of the doorways were found in the 
study area, and they differed from each other according 

to the interior space located behind them (Table 3). This 
unseen space reflects many properties, conveyed by the 
width, height, shape, style, and extent of decoration and 
ornament on the doorway. The identified doorway func-
tions are: (1) an entrance to the main room of the house, 
which is assumed to be the oldest version of these struc-
tures (Fig. 7a); (2) an entrance to a main lobby of the 
house (Fig. 7b); (3) an entrance to the staircase of the 
house (Fig. 7c); (4) an entrance to the courtyard of the 
home complex (Fig. 7d); (5) an entrance to the gallery 
(riwaq) of the building, that is, an entrance to a central, 
organized open space (Fig. 7e); and (6) an entrance to 
the central hall (liwan) of the house (Fig. 7f).

Configuration

The configuration is defined by the fixed and movable 
components used to construct the doorway and how they 
are adapted, prepared, and arranged.

The fixed component comprises mainly arches, cor-
nices, lintels, pediments, columns, and other parts and 

Category Function Dimensions Design and Decoration Figure of Reference

1 doorway as an entrance to 
the main room

dimensions are restricted 
mainly because of the limited 
space of the main room.

Simple design with minimal 
decorative elements Fig. 7a

2 doorway as an entrance to 
the main lobby

the dimensions tend to range 
from the minimum area 
required to a larger, wider, 
and higher area, depending 
on the size of the lobby 
space.

Sophisticated and more 
decorated design and usually 
located in the center of the 
main façade

Fig. 7b

3 doorway as an entrance to 
the staircase

dimensions are higher than 
in other categories because 
of the open space created by 
the staircase dimensions.

rich design and decoration 
and, where possible, high 
transom light windows on 
the top to ensure ventilation 
of the upper parts of the 
staircase

Fig. 7c

4
doorway as an entrance to 
the courtyard of the home 
complex

dimensions are larger 
because of the space behind 
them, which usually is not 
limited by walls and roofs.

Simple design with minimal 
decorative elements because 
of structural considerations

Fig. 7d

5 doorway as an entrance to 
the gallery (riwaq)

dimensions are grander, 
reflecting a certain 
significance and in terms of 
decoration.

most likely located in the 
center of the main elevation 
and richly decorated

Fig. 7e

6 doorway as an entrance to 
the central hall (liwan)

dimensions depend on the 
size of the central hall behind 
the doorway.

more formal and decorative 
character because of its 
role as a connection to the 
central room of the house

Fig. 7f
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F i G .  7
the six basic functions of the doorways found in the study area, 
which are differentiated according to the interior space located 
behind the doorway itself. (drawings by S. S. Ghadban and 
S. F. Sahouri.)

F

ED

JEMAHS 2.3_01_Ghadban_Sahouri.indd   176 16/09/14   2:29 PM



Journal oF EaStErn mEditErranEan archaEoloGy and hEritaGE StudiES | 177 

is considered as the permanent and substantive part of 
the doorway. The main material used for constructing 
these components is the local natural limestone, which 
is generally better cut than the stone used for other 
parts of the façade. The stone parts often vary in color 
and texture. Beige and pink limestones are available in 
the area, and both are frequently used. The texture of 
the stone surface varies between rusticated dressing 
(tobzeh), coarse dressing (mlatash), pointed dressing 
(musamsam), fine bush hammer dressing (matabeh), and 
sawn-polished (amlas). Furthermore, stone is a surface 
on which inscriptions, decorations, and ornaments can 
be added to the façade.

The movable component is the door that covers the 
opening that is usually made of more flexible  materials. 
This part consists of one or more leaves, depending on 
its size and function. In Bethlehem, doors are mainly 
made from two materials: wood or metal. Wood is 
the traditional construction material manufactured 
by assembling oak planks up to 25 cm wide in various 
ways, from basic compositions to complex ones. The 
planks are usually fastened either by horizontal  battens 
on their reverse side or by a second set of planks fixed 
at right angles to the first (a double-boarded or cross-
boarded door). The doors, and their frames when they 
exist, are often protected by varnish or paint, ranging 
from wood-colored tones to green, gray, white, and 
blue. The nail heads are sometimes left exposed to give 
a decorative finish. The exterior surface of the door is 
often covered with metallic sheets, framed with wood, 
and fastened with one or more horizontal and vertical 
wooden planks, to add extra strength to the door. Metal 
doors usually are constructed of two leaves of thick 
cast iron sheets surrounded by heavy iron plates on 
both sides to strengthen the door. Leaves are decorated 
with cast iron floral motifs in various forms such as a 
circular-base rose with six or eight petals, sometimes 
surrounded with various geometrical forms. Rosettes 
are also used to decorate and refine points where the 
vertical and horizontal plates intersect. In many cases, 
floral motifs are surrounded with iron plates in various 
shapes such as a rectangular lozenge, circular forms, or 
merging more than one form to craft the final shape of 
the leaf.

Shape

Doorways in Bethlehem are often thought to be the most 
ornate part of the house and a mirror of the owner’s 
personality and economic status. The doorway shapes 
found in Bethlehem can be summarized as follows:
Rectangular Shape: The rectangle is the simplest shape 
found in Bethlehem’s dwellings and is composed of stone 
door jambs and a horizontal lintel made by a  monolith 
stone of high quality and carefully shaped material 
(Fig.  8a). Door jambs and lintels are usually laid more 
carefully than the other parts of the wall. Supportive 
(and decorative) brackets that vary in shape and size 
are used to reduce the door’s span between door jambs 
(Fig.  9). Another way to decorate the doorway’s stone 
frame is by transforming the door jambs into columns by 
enlarging and projecting the highest and lowest parts of 
the columns (Fig. 10).
Rectangular Shape with a Rectangular Transom Light 
(Fig. 8b): This shape is one of the most traditional and 
thus most widespread shapes of doorways in the city, 
dating back to the early eighteenth century. In addition 
to the main door opening, there is a rectangular transom 
window above it that allows for daylight and ventilation. 
Initially, the transom light was open and protected with 
simple ironwork mesh, but later transom lights became 
more complex and evolved into different shapes such as 
lozenges in some cases.
Rectangular Shape with an Arched Transom Light (Fig. 
8c): This shape, either semi-circular or segmented, became 
increasingly common and fashionable in Bethlehem. By 
the beginning of the twentieth century, these openings 
were usually wrought in metal, and cast metal tracery 
was extensively applied. They were constructed from 
well-cut stone, and the transom lights, together with the 
surrounding elements, were the most ornamental and 
decorated components of the doorways making them 
seem more sophisticated and diverse. Pointed, trefoiled, 
three-centred, or ogee arches are also found. The keystone 
is the most significant piece of the arch in the majority 
of the doorways and is distinguished in certain ways—
either projected, carved and decorated, or constructed 
using different types of stone (Table  4).  Decorative 
 lintels (Table 5), brackets (Fig. 9), false parapets, cornices, 
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the doorway shapes that were found in Bethlehem: (a) a simple rectangular shape; (B) a rectangular shape with a simple 
rectangular transom light; (c) a rectangular shape with an arched transom light; and (d) a simple arched doorway. 
(Photos by S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)
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F i G .  9
Samples of the different brackets used in the doorways of Bethlehem, all made of natural stone. 
(Photos by S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)
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F i G .  10
a selection of the different columns used in the doorways of Bethlehem, all made of natural stone. (Photos by S. S. Ghadban 
and S. F. Sahouri.)
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Decoration Description

heavily carved wedge stone, decorated with a 
tree leaf shape with a cross in the middle. the 
arch margins are supported by a Greek key 
capital inlay.

different designs of a carved keystone with 
tree leaf shapes.

different designs of a carved keystone with 
several types of crosses.

a richly carved keystone depicting the heart of 
Jesus. the roots of this idea are inherent in the 
mystery of the incarnation. the heart of Jesus 
represents God’s love for mankind.

Wedge-shaped keystone ornament in the top 
center of an arch with a rectangular capital at 
the top.

ta B l E  4 S E l E c t E d  k E y S to n E  d E c o r at i o n S  i n  B E t h l E h E m  d o o r Way S
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Decoration Description

a lintel carved with the date of the construction (1914), framed in an 
ornamented ovoid shape with geometrical motifs.

a lintel with a poem carved on either side of the cross circle.

a lintel with two carved angels on the right and left of the cross, flanked 
by eight-pointed stars characterizing the ottoman period when the 
building was constructed.

a lintel rich with many floral motifs around the cross. the most 
remarkable part is the grapes, which indicate the wealth of the owner.

ta B l E  5 S E l E c t E d  l i n t E l  d E c o r at i o n S  i n  B E t h l E h E m  d o o r Way S

molding pediments, and other elements are often used 
on the main opening to enhance the ornamental quality. 
The more sophisticated doorways are often enriched with 
several architectural elements, located within the limits 
of the door void or sometimes surrounding the opening. 
Half columns and full columns are integrated within the 
opening and can be plain to create a forbidding impres-
sion or ornamental to create an expensive appearance 
(Fig. 10).
Arched Shape: Semi-Circular or Segmental Doorways 
(Fig. 8d): The decorative elements surrounding the 
opening are similar to those found in the other shapes 

of the doorway’s structures. Some doorways are framed 
by a simple, flat stone arch, which continues down to 
the ground, whereas in other cases, this type of arch 
projects a few centimetres from the façade. Other arch 
shapes are topped by a flat-roof hood, which supports 
columns surrounding the main opening, or are shaped 
like a pediment, surrounding the arched opening. 
The latter shape, with its triangular pediment, clearly 
reflects a Roman influence. The scale of elements and 
the variety of forms such as curves, uprights, flats, and 
rounded surfaces all call attention to the elegance of the 
doorway.
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Proportions

Vitruvius defines proportion as a correspondence of 
the whole to a certain part or among the measures of 
the  members of an entire work (3,1 in Morgan 1914). 
If there is no precise relationship among its members, 
there can be no principles in the design of any building. 
The proportion of an opening, the choice of materials, 
architectural details and ornaments, light and shade, all 
make a doorway what it is. The proportions of a doorway 
are determined by architectural choices, the dimensions 
of the façade or other openings along the façade, and 
most significantly by its function. Although the dimen-
sions of doorways depend on many factors, for example, 
function, location, period, and style, the width-to-height 
ratio is consistent because it is critical to harmonizing 
the overall appearance of the doorway. Analysis of the 
proportions of all the doorways that were documented 
in the fieldwork resulted in three options for proportions 
(Table 6):
Option 1: Width-to-Height Ratio between 1:1.2 and 1:1.5. 
Doorways with these proportions are found on large 
gates, connecting the main road with the internal open 
space such as the courtyard (hosh) or shops’ entrances 
(Fig. 11a). For this category, the dimensions can reach 3 
by 3 m in some cases; therefore, the difference between 
the width and height is often very little.
Option 2: Width-to-Height Ratio between 1:1.5 and 
1:2.0. The majority of Bethlehem’s doorways belong 
in this category, in which the dimensions are not 
exaggerated because the openings are constructed 
according to human needs and architectural propor-
tions (Fig. 11b).
Option 3: Width-to-Height Ratio between 1:2.0 and 1:2.6. 
A few of Bethlehem’s doorways have these proportions 

and usually exist where free space behind the doorways 
is limited and the width of the opening is very restricted 
(Fig. 11c).

Location

The fieldwork found that the location of the doorway 
depends on many factors, including the topography of 
the area, the function of the doorway, how the building 
and neighboring houses are arranged, and the prefer-
ences of the inhabitants. Doorway location contributes 
to the impression of the entrance’s significance and 
affects the harmony of the elevation contributing to 
the doorway’s uniqueness. Two types of doorway loca-
tion were found: (1) in the middle of the façade, as in the 
majority of the houses in Bethlehem, with a symmetri-
cal elevation—especially in the case of mansions and 
villas in the city—providing an impression of harmony, 
balance, beauty, and perfection; and (2) the doorway to 
one side of the façade where structures have been added 
on, multiple activities take place on the ground floor, 
and/or the symmetry of the elevation is not prioritized 
in the building’s construction.

Projection of the Doorway within the Main Façade

There were three main cases characterizing the relation-
ship between the main façade and the doorway. First are 
doorways that are placed on the surface of the façade 
without being projected or recessed and, as a method 
of compensation, these types of doorways can be elabo-
rately detailed. A large number of Bethlehem’s doorways 
are situated in this manner, but the majority are differ-
entiated and highlighted by the use of different colors, 

No. Period Quantity Dimensions Proportions
Height (cm) Width (cm) Width-to-Height

Ratio
1 Before 1900 cE 43 189–301 90–195 1:1.32–2.26
2 after 1900 cE 18 195–315 81–212 1:1.13–2.65

Total 61
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shapes, the design of the pieces of stone, and/or the addi-
tion of ornamental architectural elements (Fig. 12a). The 
second approach is a doorway that is projected en masse 
from the plane of the façade. Although projecting porches 
imply greater wealth than non-projecting porches, they 
were not used in Bethlehem for several reasons,  primarily 
because most of the city’s buildings are built along the 
edge of the main streets, and there is not enough space 

to accommodate such a feature. This projection takes 
many shapes, which can be complicated or sophisticated, 
depending on the architectural style of the building and 
the economic status of the owner (Fig. 12b). Third is the 
recessed porch, which is widely used in Bethlehem, espe-
cially in mansions and complexes. Porches are designed 
not only to protect visitors from the weather, but also 
to convey the special status of the occupants. Recessed 

F i G .  11
the various ratios between the width and height of 
doorways: (a) from 1:1.2–1.5 on large gates, connecting 
the main roads with courtyard (hosh) or the shops’ 
entrances; (B) from 1:1.5–2.0, as found in the majority 
of Bethlehem’s doorways; and (c) from 1:2.0–2.7, few 
of Bethlehem’s doorways have these proportions and 
are only found when the space behind the doorway is 
limited and the width of the opening is very restricted. 
(Photos by S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)
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F i G .  12
Photographs showing doorway’s projection within the main façade: (a) the doorway within the surface of the façade  
without being projected or recessed; (B) the doorway mass projected from the line of the façade; and (c) the doorway  
as a recessed porch. (Photos and drawings by S. S. Ghadban and S. F. Sahouri.)
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porches are arch-shaped and often built in line with 
the doorway. In some cases, the porch is wider than the 
boundary of the doorway and extends to include part of 
the main elevation, such as two windows surrounding 
the main doorway (Fig. 12c).

Synthesis

In this study, Bethlehem’s doorways proved to be an excel-
lent example of traditional local architecture, reflecting a 
still largely intact way of life and conveying a sense of the 
day-to-day activities associated with the Old City. These 
doorways were—and still are—a unique representation 
of a particular cultural heritage and effectively symbol-
ize the distinctive flavor of a lively urban society; indeed, 
they embody a whole host of political, social, economic, 
religious, architectural, aesthetic, and symbolic mean-
ings and values.

The results show that the construction of these struc-
tures has developed to accommodate the diverse needs of 
their inhabitants. The continual threat of attack, the sim-
ple way of life, the fact that most of the inhabitants were 
Christian, the social makeup of families in Bethlehem, 
and Ottoman construction laws all directly affected the 
development of the doorway’s function as a practical 
and functional passageway, restricted in shape, size, and 
decorative features, leading to the interior of the house. 
The existing doorways were built over the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries for the most part under conditions of 
political and economic stability, and they took on a more 
significant role and often became the mark of the own-
ers’ economic status. Thus, the building of villas, palaces, 
and large mansions after 1840 introduced another scale 
and function to the main entrance. Doorways became 

more decorated, larger, and more varied in terms of their 
function, shape, and form and were influenced by new 
European styles, arriving in the city.

The distinctiveness of the building technology, the 
remarkable understanding of the doorway’s function, the 
manner in which the shape and proportion were selected, 
the placement and the projection of the building’s door-
way within the façade, the keenness for maintaining 
proper interaction with the street through continuous 
visual contact and easy physical access, the simplicity of 
form, and the open system of spatial integration are all 
qualities that speak to the authenticity of this architec-
tural feature.

Finally, the subject of this article has been studied 
deeply for the first time. Although the overall proce-
dure of this study has been illustrated, keeping in mind 
the specific case of Bethlehem, the general approach is 
not problem dependent and can thus be extended to a 
broader geographic distribution within the Palestinian 
territories. Thus, it is essential in the present day not 
only to study and document these structures throughout 
the country, but also to raise public awareness of their 
existence and cultural importance so that they can be 
protected, maintained, and restored.
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