
SUDANESE ARCHITECTURE:  
 
A FOCUS ON THE SOCIAL AGENDAS OF AFRICAN 
MODERNISM (1900-1970)  
 



The social and political context during the formation of the Modern Movement  
 
The manifestations in built form and spatial expression during the period 1900-1970 
 
It is argued that the Sudanese response to the International Style was in fact early 
experimentation in critical regionalism. 







THE STYLISTIC AND TECHNICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF FOREIGN POLITICAL INFLUENCE 



PERIODS IN HISTORY THAT ARE 
PERCEIVED TO HAVE INFLUENCED THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF A SUDANESE 
MODERNISM DURING 1900-1970 



Significant focus on 
construction during 
the Turkish/Egyptian 
era of 1820–1882.  
 
This gave the central 
region its spatial and 
physical identity 
 
Khartoum is 
representative of that 
era in layout and by 
virtue of certain iconic 
buildings 
 
Suakin on the Red 
Sea + the Gordon 
Palace in Khartoum.  



General Gordon killed by Mahdiya troops in 1882 
Mahdiya state established in Omdurman in 1885 
Development of Omdurman: unique manifestation of a typical pattern of Sudanese 
Urbanisation 
 

Settlement patterns revealed a dynamic relationship between the Mahdist government 
policy, traditional practices and social interaction 
 
Omdurman is considered the national capital 
A symbol of the values of the people, while Khartoum is the administrative capital  



Condominium forces, led by General Kitchener, defeated the Mahdist army in 1898 
 
The country was in ruins due to fighting off foreign invaders, lack of sustained 
economic activity and political instability 
 
Local construction expertise and building practice had suffered  
 
§ On the other hand, industry was flourishing in Europe, from which the dominant 
invading forces originated 
§ The architectural arena was bustling with new ideas 
§ A new Middle Class was campaigning for better housing and more humane 
working conditions  
 
For the early modernists, stylistic approaches, were seen as inadequate and not 
capable of meeting the demands of the new era 



Kitchener felt that local construction know-how could not provide for the civic and 
housing facilities for the new rulers to the standards that they desired 
 
 
The British supplied the engineers, but builders were mostly recruited from Egypt 
 
This process led to a transformation of the construction industry in the 20th C 
 
A significant, yet slow transformation due to the recession caused by WW I 



Several architectural movements in England in the late 19th C were oriented 
towards the abandonment of classical stylistic approaches.  
 
Most conspicuous characteristic of Victorian and Edwardian architecture is diverse use 
of historic styles…  
 
Inspiration drawn from ‘picturesque’ values 
 
Often reflected in the multi-coloured, strongly textured buildings 
 
“Revivalism and eclecticism were by no means always wilful. They were often 
rationally flexible to contemporary needs, expressive of imagination and attitudes 
of their day and in this sense were entirely modern." (Fletcher) 



Ebenezer Howard published his book “Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real 
Reform” in the same year of the invasion of Khartoum 1898 
 
Howard advocated the creation of garden cities of limited size, combining the virtues of 
the urban and rural life – as reflected in a utopian Master Plan for Letchworth southwest 
of London (1903) 
 
Features of the plan are a rectangular grid and diagonal arteries 
 
Howard's approach had immense influence on his contemporaries 
 
Kitchener's plan for Khartoum was influenced by the trends in England at that 
time – working on layers of the city established by the Turkish administration 
before him… 



Kitchener was a civil engineer with experience in surveying and land use projects  
 
Professional background “coupled with a reputation of being stubborn and of commanding 
character” allowed him to implement his Howard inspired Master Plan of Khartoum. 





The rehabilitation of the Governor-General Palace in Khartoum  
 
"It was Kitchener himself… who appointed the young lieutenant Gorringe as architect of 
the palace. The fact that Gorringe had not passed any architectural examinations was a 
small problem. Ever resourceful, Kitchener handed him a selection of past papers, 
suggesting that when he had a look at them he might care to set one for himself. This 
met with an immediate and discerning response. Not only did [Gorringe] set the 
examination, he passed with flying colours. 
 
Thereupon he rose to the rank of captain and sent for architectural books from England. 
As he himself was to put it, with all modesty, 'With the help of these plans, elevations 
and other architectural details which they contained, I designed… the new palace.” 
 
He went on to design a variety of large public buildings fronting on to the Blue 
Nile 
 
Calling himself 'Eureka', Gorringe described his work in Building News 1902 under 
the heading 'A New Style'..."  



The architectural character predominantly eclectic 
Romanesque elements: arches of the verandas 
Behind the northern veranda, the original main entrance of the Gordon palace are 
still kept in good condition 



The master plan of Khartoum and the Palace design wrote the introductory 
chapter of colonial architecture in the Sudan dominated the practice of 
architecture for many years  
 
Inexperienced as he was, Gorringe, with his 'New Style' approach, set the ground 
for the subsequent introduction of the Modern Movement to the Sudan 



The Ministry of Finance (west of the palace), and the Central Khartoum Post Office  are 
perhaps the most prominent examples of architecture attributed to Gorringe 

§ An Islamic feature of Byzantine legacy: sandstone courses sandwiched between load-bearing brick 
§ Pilasters integrated into the external walls with small balconies in between 
§ Plaster mouldings: a mix of sand and slurry of Gum Arabic 
§ Binding mortar of fermented lime mixed with sand 



Building techniques were commonly used in the buildings in Khartoum and other 
provincial capitals during condominium rule  
 
§ Reinforced concrete slabs, supported on mild steel I-sections spaced at one-
meter distances are used on the roofs – parts have jack-arch roofs 
 
§ Verandah roof of non-plastered brick infill supported by large-span elliptical brick 
arches 
 
§ Good-quality bricks and roof tiles were produced at Soba 
 
§ Beyond the reach of railway lines, bricks of inferior quality were locally made 
 
§ In remote areas stone was used for walls with corrugated iron and asbestos 
sheets being the most common roofing materials 
 
§ In further places, the only option was mud for walls and thatch for the roofs of 
residential as well as public buildings, schools, offices and health care facilities. 



Kitchener called for funds to build an educational institute in commemoration of 
his predecessor, the late General Gordon 
 
Call advertised in the British Press on 30 November 1898: in less than two months, the 
amount totaled 135, 000 pounds – exceeding the 10, 000 pounds initially estimated as 
the cost of the project 
 
Design of the main building assigned to Fabricious Pasha (architect for the Khedive of 
Egypt) 1899 
 
Lieutenant Gorringe assigned the job of producing architectural details and supervising 
construction 
 
Lord Cromer laid the foundation stone of the college in the name of Queen Victoria who 
accepted to be the patron of the college in 1900 
 
Lord Kitchener inaugurated the college in 1902 



Main library of the University of Khartoum (re-named following independence in 
1956) 
 

§ Symmetrical plan – similar elements to British colleges and public buildings at 
the time 
§ Eclectic with Gothic inclination 
§ Gorringe added “…splendid Islamic arcades and vaulted ceilings…" and created 
deep verandahs to the south elevation 
§ Locally manufactured bricks 
§ Three-brick, load-bearing walls 
§ Nubian sandstone for corners  
§ Lime-sand mortar practice inherited from the Turkish era 



The British wanted to revive Christianity – the collapse of the three Christian 
kingdoms in the 6th C was accompanied by a loss of architectural heritage  

All Saints Cathedral (1909-1912) is 
located within the Palace 
premises – the tower was 
demolished by the current 
Islamist regime 



The main characteristics that Schultz Weir introduced: 
 
§ simplicity of form and detailing 
§ use of local materials 
§ abandonment of lavish ornamentation 
§ attainment of a highly appreciated building form with an apparently limited 
budget as suggested by past records 
§ local artisans with little experience and a few skilled workers were brought from 
Egypt to carry out the decorative work 



Governor-General’s 
House 
 
 
 

(Fabricious Pasha) 
 

An eclectic blend of 
elements of that period 
 

Responds positively to 
requisites of the hot 
climate 



§ composite structural 
frame: bolted mild steel I-
sections support a 
reinforced concrete slab 
§  6 m wide verandahs on 
the north and south with 
a concrete slab roof 
§ curved steel pipes over 
the terrace – canvas is 
stretched on the frame 
when needed  
§ quality of bricks is 
inferior  

The Medical Complex: South Block of the Khartoum hospital is one of the few buildings that 
the colonial authorities built during the recession years 1929, differs from other buildings 



The colonialists tried to obliged the aspirations of the predominantly Muslim population 
The Khartoum Central Mosque is situated in a central point in Kitchener’s Plan of the town 

The mosque is still 
maintained in its original 
character – representative of 
Egyptian Architecture of that 
era:  
Several features are identical 
to the Mosque of Sultan 
Hassan of Cairo (14th C) 



For 2 decades, the condominium authorities set several directives for many 
aspects of life including architectural practice 
 
§ The inherited vernacular building culture was not suited for the needs of the invaders 
§ The invaders had strong objectives to impose their superiority and to impress the 
conquered people 
§ The presence of the French forces at Fashoda on the White Nile 700 km south of 
Khartoum: the French forces presented themselves as an alternative colonizing power, 
thus the British needed to do more to gain people's confidence and support.  



Early domestic colonial architecture 
 
§ orientation that allows maximum natural ventilation and day light 
§ innovative functional space organization 
 
Comparisons are made with a house of Suakin (16th C) and of the Khalifa house 
(end 19th C) are shown in comparison to Gorringe’s plan 
 
No evidence of comparable domestic space organization in vernacular heritage for 
residential buildings for the public 
 
The plan of Gorringe’s house have had substantial effects on the Domestic 
Sudanese Architecture from there on 





The closing years of condominium 
rule are represented by two 

buildings that depict very different 
architectural approaches 

Forouq Mosque (1951) Elaborate decoration 

Omdurman Municipality (1954) 
Almost completely free of 
embellishment 



 

The first reinforced concrete frame building in the country, and the 
first building with a basement – blocks arranged around an open 

court – horizontal concrete shading elements were a novelty 
 

Stefanidis, the contractor was a Greek fortune seeker, who came to 
Sudan in 1948 as a contractor for Khartoum Airport 

Aboulela Commercial building  



The year 1950 marked an important turning point in the economy of the country: 
 
Unprecedented high yield of the Gezira cotton harvest for the season – cotton prices 
were also record high 
 
Other cash crops like sesame, gum Arabic, hides and several local agricultural and 
animal products gave an extra boost 
 
The construction industry also benefited from Atbara Cement Factory (400km north of 
Khartoum) which started its production of Portland cement of a high quality in 1948 



That affluence came as saviour for the colonial regime 
 
During the preceding recession years, the government came under strong pressure as the college 
graduates managed to organize themselves under the banner of the Graduates Congress – a 
pressure group that followed the footsteps of The Indian Congress 
 
Those demands for education, health care etc were a cover for the real agenda – independence 
and self-rule 
 
Education as top priority in order to attain sustainable independence 

Khor Taggat Secondary school (1951)  







Despite the severity of 6 years of the military rule, the construction industry as well as 
architectural practice was better off during those years 
 
The military regime managed to waive the strong public opposition and to adopt the 
American Aid Programme 
 
The Aid programmes included several outstanding architectural projects mainly in the 
field of technical education 
 
At that time Khartoum’s first architectural consultancy was established, headed by Peter 
Muller, an Austrian architect  
 
By 1961, the Khartoum School of Architecture graduated its first batch 
 
Muller attracted the top two graduates Agraa and El Amin Mudathir 
 
The office proceeded to design and execute the most outstanding architectural projects 
of the early post-independence era.  



Senior Trade School (1962-1964) 
 
Teaching blocks, seven training workshops, library, administration block, a stadium, 
student hostels 23 staff houses 
 
The architectural authenticity of the design 
 
Reinforced concrete frame structures with free plans, free facades and wide windows 
 
Roof shading adds to the dynamic impact  





Simple plan well adapted to 
prevalent climate  
 
Built by local builders using 
mostly local building materials 
 
The plan has much in common 
with Gorringe’s plans 



Bata Shoes Factory in Khartoum North Industrial Area 
 
The production hall: 55 m wide and 128 m long 
 
Transparency and lightness 
 
Dynamic roof form  
 
Natural daylight maximized  
 
Prominent example of the architecture of the 60s  
 



Functional, dynamic, transparent and un-embellished free forms of MULLER were a 
source of inspiration for the generations of young architects and architecture students of 
that time 
 
Many had the opportunity to get training in Muller's office or on his building sites 
 
The heritage remaining from that practice still stands as a benchmark of an honest 
derivative from the vocabulary of modernism  



"…the search for a new residential architecture… never had as its objective a traditional 
revival or local continuity. The current impact of the international style and its tropical 
adaptation by European architects in Africa, Asia and Latin America has been so 
pervasive that for all intents and purposes it has set both the vocabulary and the 
structure of residential architecture of Khartoum. The most obvious manifestations of the 
international style in the residential architecture of Khartoum can be summarized in five 
points: 
 
§ Disappearance of the veranda and the porch  
§ The emergence of the enclosed central living hall  
§ The tendency towards a more compact building form  
§ The inclusion of the kitchen and the bathroom as integral elements in the building block 
§ The excessive use of concrete, glass, and hence, air cooling and air conditioning."  

Karmel, 1995,: 40/41 



Abdel Monim Mustafa  
 
Adaptation of the ideas of the 
Modern Movement into a tropical 
environment 
 
Purity of form and the honesty of 
expression 
 
RC frame structures and red- brick 
infill walls 
 
Clad the external walls in coloured 
cement/ sand bricks to produce 
decorative relieves 
 
Interplay of voids and solids and by 
projections in the cladding surfaces 



Integrating building and plot by 
reducing the visual dominance of 
the boundary wall  
 
The use of indigenous materials 
and forms of construction 
attainable by Sudanese 
contractors 
 
The built form reflecting the 
structural system and optimum 
orientation to achieve maximum 
shading and good natural 
ventilation  





House of Gaffer Karar  
 
Khawad showed even more care for simplicity of construction and maximum efficiency 
In contrast to Monim's approach he tended to plaster the infill walls and eliminate all 
sorts of decorations 



In 1965 Potter left the country 
 
The Architecture department was then headed by Miles Danby, who gained a wide 
experience in West Africa 
 
Danby recruited replacement staff manly from East European Countries 
 
Kuba was a talented designer and researcher 
 
He obtained the first PhD granted by the Department of Architecture, University of 
Khartoum on 'The solar heat control of buildings‘ 
 
Kuba prepared complete thermal solar charts for Khartoum  



Prof. Elturabi House  designed by Kuba,1967-1968 
 
Outside space juxtaposed with inside space “to an extent that moving from a roofed 
area into an unroofed area does not impose any feeling of a change” 
 
Much in common with the work of Khawad 
 
Approaches that mirror many of the directives of the Modern Movement. 
 

(Fig (32-b) Kuba’s designed for Prof. Elturabi House, 1967-1968. 


