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Foreign Documentation of Archeological Changes in the Cities of Tarim,
Seiyun, and Shibam in the 1930s

Massoud Saeed Amshoush

Abstract

This study highlights the significant scientific and documentary value of the accounts provided by three
Western travelers regarding the changes that occurred in the traditional architectural style of the most
important cities of Wadi Hadhramout: Sayoun, Tarim, and Shibam, during the 1930s. It demonstrates that
these travelers, through their writings and captivating photographs, were able to document most of the
features of the traditional architectural style of a large number of houses and palaces in the cities of Wadi
Hadhramout, much of which has since disappeared. The study also reveals the modifications introduced
to the traditional construction in these cities. The Western travelers attributed these changes to the
influence of building styles from India, Java, and the West on the Hadhrami people. However, they
neglected the role of the Hadhrami people's desire to develop their housing construction methods to
ensure durability and resistance to erosion. The study indicates also that the Western travelers'
reservations about some of these changes are linked to their interests and ideological biases, as they
preferred that the cities of Hadhramout remain archaeological reserves, regardless of the drawbacks
associated with the fragility of traditional mud-brick construction. Furthermore, the study addressed some
aspects overlooked by Western travelers when describing mud-brick architecture in the Hadhramout
Valley. These included the failure to mention the social significance of the paint used on the facades of
houses and palaces, their colors, inscriptions, motifs, and the decorative elements (such as cones and
capitals) that adorned these structures. These elements were the focus of their visual accounts of
Hadhrami cities. We believe that this visual representation significantly contributed to reshaping the
Western perception of eastern Hadhrami society and to changing some of the misconceptions,
inaccuracies, and preconceived notions that had become entrenched in the minds of Western readers .

Keywords: Architecture — Changes — Travelers — Hadhramout — Cities
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