
PERSISTENCES AND CHANGES IN THE 
URBAN FABRIC OF THE OLD CITY OF 

ALEPPO 

This paper attempts to explore and document 
the persistence of a classical urban fabric in the 
city of Aleppo in Syria. I'm presenting a resear
ch in progress on the urban fabric of a city, 
which I consider a good example of Mediter
ranean city. The results of this research are still 
partials, but they could represent, however, a 
starting point for a wider investigation 1. 

Persistence of classical urban fabrics in the 
Mediterranean basin 

The theoretical basis of this research is the 
widespread presence of urban fabrics deriving 
from domus agglomerations throughout the 
Mediterranean basin. The persistence of their 
basic characteristics, however, may be verified 
in only a few of the areas to which they were 
imported. 
As is well known , the Mediterranean basin is the 
original territorial organism of western culture. 
Even though there has been a constant diffu
sion and exchange of civil, social and architec
tural models throughout the Mediterranean, we 
usually associate the first great moment of pro
grammed 'cultural' unification with the advent of 
the Roman Empire. 

The reorganisation of the Empire was the first 
and, perhaps, only operation on a vast territori 
al scale which used exact methods in planning 
road networks, territorial division and urban 
organisation. 
This programme had two different outcomes. 
On the one hand, the appearance of the con
quered territories was altered by their division 
into centuries and by the foundation of new 
cities; on the other, their appearance was ren
dered homogeneous and in the colonised areas 
new, common cultural models were imposed. 
Thus, throughout the Mediterranean basin, the 
same typology of city and dwelling came to be 
widespread and was adapted to a variety of pre
existing conditions. 
In some areas of the Mediterranean, the earlier 
conditions (building type and urban structure) 
were similar to Roman types and the cities 
which arose there have better conserved their 
original urban and housing structures. 
In the south-eastern regions of the 
Mediterranean, for example, the domus has 
kept its main characteristics even up to the 
present day. This is an important point, since in 
many Roman cities one may easily verify the 
persistence of a original town plan, whereas the 
domus type dwelling has often lost the main 
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features of its original structure and has under
gone a process of transformation (fragmenta
tion, encroachment, etc.) which varies greatly 
from region to region. 
In the south-eastern regions of the 
Mediterranean, the hypothesis of the persist
ence of the classical town plan is confirmed by 
the fact that the advent of Islam did not repre
sent a rupture with the past, as one might at first 
suppose. When they didn't founded new cities, 
the Islamic people used pre-existing urban pat
terns without major alterations, thereby adap
ting the Roman-Hellenistic building type and 
urban layout. In contrast with many cities in 
Italy, France or Spain, which faced a long period 
of stagnation in the Middle Age, in the south -
eastern regions of the Mediterranean many 
cities have been continuously growing from 
their foundation until present time. 

Persistence of classical urban fabric in the old 
city of Aleppo 

The city of Aleppo, as with other cities in Syria 
(for example, Damascus and Laodicea), is a 
Seleucid foundation, built according to rather 
strict planning regulations and with a layout
common to many other Greek cities in the 
Mediterranean. 
After its foundation, it remained under the con
trol of classical civilisations (Hellenistic and 
Roman) for about six hundred years. 
It is hardly surprising, therefore, that traces of 
the original plan of the Greek and Roman town 
are legible and that the old town within the ori
ginal quadrilateral configuration has kept its 
basic structure, even though, on a smaller 
scale, the urban fabric has been transformed in 
a way which is typical of the Islamic city. 
Ever since the first maps were compiled by the 
French land registry in the early thirties of the 
last century the persistence of the Greek town 
plan has been evident to all; yet, even though 
Aleppo has often been the object of scholar
ship, no one has ever been particularly intere
sted in the Roman town plan, which has perha
ps been considered merely a brief episode, a 
simple adaptation of the Greek city layout2. 
The persistence of the Roman urban fabric, 
however, goes much deeper and is more wide
spread than may at first seem. 
Yet this fabric is not easily legible, since it was 
derived from territorial planning which took 
place in different stages and which was strictly 
dependent on orographic conditions . 
Thus, as in many other cases3, it was not cha
racterised by a single, rigid plan as in Greek 
cities, but by a process of addition and super- . 
imposition. 
Urban studies are part of historical studies but . 
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deal with the town itself that is real and still stan
ding and holds traces of its past. Only through a 
careful reading of the urban fabric ,therefore, is 
it possible to reconstruct step by step all the 
phases of the city's urban history. 

The reading 

From a reading of the alignments of building 
layout and an examination of the historical data 
provided by scholarship we may conclude that 
the Greek city (called Beroea) was characteri
sed by a structure common to all other Seleucid 
colonies, as Jean Sauvaget has first shown in 
his article "Le plan de Laodicee -sur- mer" and 
in his book "Alep. Essai sur le developpement 
d'une grande ville svrienne des origines au 
milieu du XIXe siecle4. 
The antique fortified city lay to the east of the 
acropolis. The via recta connected the acropolis 
to the retaining wall and passed nearby the tell 
(primitive settlement). The agora and courtyard 
houses in 46 x 124 metre blocks were situated 
along this road. 
Despite a wide process of transformation of 
courtyard houses in specialized buildings still 
now one can detect the customary regularity of 
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the original Hellenistic planning along this road. 
This initial plan was followed by a spontaneous 
growth of the urban fabric up to the retaining 
wall which probably encircled the city. The exis
tence and position of this wall are not docu 
mented, but its traces are indicated by the pre
sence of impromptu paths near the ancient city 
gates and by anomalies in the urban fabric. 
The first Roman town plan of Aleppo was a con
tinuation of the Greek and probably consisted 
simply of an adaptation of the earlier urban 
layout to meet the needs of the new inhabitants. 
Traces of this plan are legible in the widening of 
one or perhaps two blocks to the east of the 
agora (from 46 to 71 metres that correspond to 
the widening of a heredium - dimension of the 
agrarian roman planning system) and in the 
presence of domus agglomerations laid out in a 
north-south direction scattered around the 
periphery of the Greek city. 
The eastern boundary, beyond which the city 
did not expand in this initial phase, was proba
bly created naturally by a branch of the river 
Kouek which now encircles it , as shown by con
tour lines between the agora and the citadel. 
This initial Roman town plan was followed by 
two more. 
The first notable hiatus in urban growth took 
place in the second Roman planning phase 
which , like the third , was based on territorial 
rather than urban concepts of planning and the
refore followed a different course from the first: 
these later phases show a lack of continuity with 
the pre-existing urban fabric, rotating by 18° 
(probably corresponding to an ancient pre-clas
sical settlement5) and 10°(corresponding to the 
axis of the valley along the river Kouek) respec
tively with regard to the initial north-south orien
tation6. 
In our attempt to reconstruct the Roman street 
pattern we can trace on cadastral map a sche
me of correspondences between Roman insu
lae and the urban tissue. In this way it is also 
possible to find , to the east of the agora, the 
starting point for Roman agrarian planning of 
the area. In the framework of the pacified 
Roman Empire, indeed, the pattern of Roman 
centuries spreads out from the city to the terri
tory and lays onto the landscape its regular and 
rational structure?. 
A reading on a scale of 1 to 50,000 and 1 to 
25,000 shows the presence of centuries at a 
territorial level. 
Similar Roman centuries have been found also 
in the areas around both Damascus and Homs 
as shown by M. Dodinet, J. Leblanc, J.-P. Vallat, 
F. Vil leneuve in their article on the ancient 
Syrian landscapes. 
After Roman time the Byzantine and Mamluk 
cities were overlaid onto the classical city, 
disrupting the Roman urban fabric and encroa-
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ching on the remaining free space within the 
new smaller retaining wall built after the end of 
the pax romana and leaving out from the walled 
city a big part of the too wide and discontinuous 
urban area. 

Co-presence of the classical/occidental with 
Islamic/oriental city 

On the basis of this first reading on an urban 
scale of the building agglomerations, Aleppo 
cannot properly be defined as Islamic in its ori
ginal quadrilateral configuration; rather it repre
sents the co-presence of the classical/occiden
tal with Islamic/oriental city. In fact, through the 
reconstruction of the alignments of the walls of 
the buildings, the reading of the urban fabric 
reveals that Aleppo in its original quadrilateral 
configuration was entirely planned in the classi
cal period. 
In the course of time, an Islamic scheme was 
superimposed on the classical one, and the city 
today is the result of this superimposition. Thus 
a cul-de-sac system disrupted the ancient geo
metrical street pattern in order to allow access 
to the courtyard houses, which were created 
through a division of and encroachment on the 
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older domus and courtyard houses lots. 
The cul-de-sac system is not, however, peculiar 
to Islamic urban fabric ; rather it is typical of the 
encroachment of courtyard houses into pre
existing buildings and is found , for example, in 
many cities based on a domus agglomeration9. 
This system derives from the division of the sin
gle lots of the ancient houses into several 
courtyard houses and allows us to invert the 
common European notion of the 'extrovert' or 
outward-facing block. 
Through an analysis of the blocks of the original 
quadrilateral configuration of the city, especially 
those belonging to the Roman planned urban 
fabrics , which are larger than the Greek, while 
the number of specialised buildings is smaller, 
we may see that this type of system was very 
frequent. In those blocks the majority of the 
houses are only accessible from the cul-de
sacs. Consequently the entire urban fabric is 
self-enclosed and is based on a relation of 
solid/void in which the void is 1/3 of the solid. In 
the original quadrilateral part of the city, indeed, 
fragments of the open space are just like sha
pes on the built background of the city, and the 
void itself is actually not the background on 
which the urban agglomeration lays. 
The resulting notion of an urban fabric and buil
ding agglomeration seems to be that of the clas
sical city taken to the extreme, characterised by 
only a few specialised buildings, against which 
is set the uniform mass of undifferentiated 
courtyard houses. 

The research 

Through this reading of the building agglomera
tions it has been possible to reconstruct the 
phases of the original layout of the urban fabric 
of courtyard houses in Aleppo. Here I have dealt 
only with results based on the reading of the 
urban fabric and I have tried to underline the 
aspects relevant to a continuity between the 
classical and Islamic city. I worked on French 
cadastral maps of the early thirties because in 
only these maps is it possible to find the evi
dence of the evolution of the city before modern 
times when the urban fabric in the old city was 
completely disrupting. But the aim of my resear
ch is not an historical one of presenting a model 
which has remained unchanged, but of fol
lowing the various stages or phases of a pro
cess which has led to the present layout of 
courtyard houses and which has brought about 
those modifications that have adapted them to 
the needs of contemporary life. In other words, 
the aim of the research I'm carrying on is based 
on the search for characteristics typical of the 
Mediterranean city. In the light of this research , 
it would be interesting in next steps to try and 
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reconstruct the typological process of domus 
agglomerations in Aleppo in that the process 
here is similar to, though more extreme than , 
that which has taken place in other Italian and 
Mediterranean cities with the same basic 
domus layout . Moreover, in Aleppo the 
courtyard typology persisted up to the fifties of 
last centuries, reaching high density levels and 
representing a valid alternative model to 
modern housing. Thus, the hypothesis of a cul
tural continuity between different geographical 
areas throughout the Mediterranean basin 
allows us to understand the structure of our 
cities and our houses, through an analysis of 
examples which , only apparently, seem far 
removed from our own culture . According with 
the idea that typological studies are a prelimi
nary instrument to the activity of design my 
research on the characters of the 
Mediterranean city is an attempt to find in these 
building types and urban fabrics competitive 
elements with the ever strongest request of high 
den sity levels and housing standards for the 
nowadays city. 

Giulia Annalinda Neglia 
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