
CONSERVATION OF OLD SANA'A 

YEMEN 



• Old Sana'a is a unique jewel of Arab Muslim architecture and urbanism. 

Closed to foreign influence for more than 200 years, the city entered the twen

tieth century in the late 1960s at the end of a civil war. The opening of the 

country to the outside world in the 1970s, and the growth accompanying the 

huge influx of dollars from the oil boom in neighbouring Saudi Arabia, com

bined with a rapidly growing population, placed considerable stress on the old 

city and its inadequate infrastructure and historic buildings. 

The conservation project successfully addresses most of these problems, set

ting in motion a positive dynamic to counter them through some outstanding 

restorations of individual buildings, street repaving, the reclamation of gardens 

and the involvement of the local population. The project has also demonstrated 

an excellent capacity to co-ordinate the efforts of many parties, public and private, 

national and international, to implement the parts of a common plan, guided 

by a common vision. While some issues remain unresolved, the effort has already 

achieved the critical mass necessary to maintain its momentum to success. 

Old Sana'a illustrates that a positive response to the challenges of old cities is 

possible, even under difficult conditions. That it both protects the urban con

text - or sense of place - and revitalises the old city is indicative that an historic 

district can be kept alive, its economic base rejuvenated, and its links to the 

surrounding modern city reinforced. Much more than a restoration project, 

Old Sana'a is a worthy attempt at urban revitalisation. 



• For nearly two millennia the city of 

Sana'a has been an important political, 

economic and trading centre for 

southwestern Arabia. Its architectural 

heritage of multi-storey buildings 

decorated with geometric shapes and 

horizontal bands rendered in gypsum, 

of narrow streets, urban gardens, 

elegant minarets and imposing monu

ments has left an unforgettable impres

sion on every visitor. For more than 

200 years Sana'a was closed to foreign 

visitors, isolated and protected behind 

its mud walls, but with the end of the 

civil war in 1969, Yemen entered the 

modern world. The urban expansion 

of the 1970s and 1980s, a direct result 

of making Sana'a the capital of this 

new republic, began to threaten the 

fabric of the old city, and measures had 

to be taken during the oil-driven 

economic boom that affected the entire 

Arabian peninsula to protect it. 

In 1984, the General Organisation 

for the Preservation of Old Sana'a was 

created. By 1987, the scope of its 

responsibilities was enlarged to include 

all of Yemen and its title changed to 

the General Organisation for the 

Preservation of the Historic Cities of 

Yemen (GOPHCY). Plans for conserv

ing Sana'a were made with the 

assistance of UNESCO and UNDP, 

and technical assistance and funding 

provided by the Yemeni government 

and by Italy, The Netherlands, North 

Korea, Norway, South Korea, Switzer

land and the United States. Technical 

BELOW: Aerial view of the central 
souk; plan of the old city area 
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ABOVE: Panorama of Old Sana'a; 
LEFT: Bab al-Yemen is the main 
entrance to the busy souks of the old 
city 



studies of the infrastructure of the old 

city led to the water supply and 

drainage systems being upgraded by 

the Yemeni government, and the 

streets being paved in pleasing, 

patterned bands of black basalt and 

white limestone. About fifty per cent of 

the old city's streets and alleys has now 

been paved, and the work continues. 

These basic and essential improvements 

have already transformed the lives of 

the inhabitants of the old city. 

Numerous buildings have also 

undergone restoration. The first to be 

completed, the seventeenth-century 

Dar al-Jadid, became the headquarters 

of GOPHCY, and others were restored 

and given new functions: Bayt 

Mutahhar (cl600, with later additions) 

was turned into a women's technical 

school; Samsarat al-Mansurriyah 

(cl 850) was opened as an art gallery; 

Samsarat al-Nuhas (cl 800) became a 

craft centre; and Bayt al-'Umari 

(cl600) now serves as a guest house. 

Bayt Sari' (cl300, with later additions) 

reverted to its original owners after 

restoration by the Italians. Throughout 

the city, local owners were encouraged 

to renovate their houses under the 

guidance of GOPHCY 

The work continues: the Swiss 

government is in the process of 

restoring Bayt al-'Anbasah, and Bayt 

'Attiyah has just been completed by 

GOPHCY. Renovations undertaken by 

the private sector include four hotels 

and numerous private residences. 

FROM ABOVE: Elevation; restoration 
work is carried out by the craftsmen 
using traditional techniques 



LEFT: Section and plans of Bayt 
'Attiyah, showing representative 
building typology of the Sana 'a 
houses; BELOW: Restoration work 



Preservation work on the mud walls of 

the old city commenced in 1987 and is 

continuing, as is the reconstruction of 

the flood walls of VVadi Sailah, which 

will protect the old town from heavy 

monsoons. Outside the walls of the old 

city, in the nineteenth-century exten

sions of Sana'a and in Rawdah, 

another group of buildings has been 

restored by the private sector for use as 

private houses or hotels. 

Both the public and private restora

tions have shown considerable sensitivity 

to the architectural features of Sana'a, 

incorporating traditional materials and 

construction techniques in the restora

tion process. Foreign architects and 

conservators, working closely with local 

craftsmen and unskilled workers, have 

created a pool of competent local 

restorers who can continue the work. 

This project has saved Old Sana'a, 

which in the late 1970s was in the 

process of being deserted by its 

inhabitants and falling into decay. 

Paving the streets has revitalised the 

walled town, and improvements to the 

infrastructure have made the residential 

areas more desirable. Markets, of 

which there are several, are now more 

accessible to vehicular trafile, thus 

boosting business and revitalising the 

area's once sagging economy. Cultural 

life in the old city is also improved with 

the addition of galleries and craft 

centres, which have encouraged the 

arts and provided employment for 

craftsmen. 

GOPHCY still has many problems 

to solve. Chief among them are traffic 

congestion, pollution and the removal 

and effective disposal of garbage; these 

need careful thought and planning. 

Nevertheless, GOPHCY's success in 

directing the efforts of governmental, 

bilateral and multilateral projects has 

improved the quality of life in Old 

Sana'a, thus earning the good will of 

the inhabitants, which has begun to 

mobilise them in the process of 

continuing rehabilitation. SA-R 

Completed 1987 and ongoing 

Conservation: General Organisation for the 

Preservation of the Historic Cities of Yemen 

FROM ABOVE, L TO R: Restoration 
of the mud walls surrounding the city 
is only partially complete; repaying 
approximately half of the old city 
streets has dramatically improved 
the area; Dar al-Hammam in Rawdah 
is an example of private sector 
conservation work 



BELOW: Courtyard; RIGHT, FROM 
ABOVE: Bayt Sari' Ibuilt 1300-1950) 
was restored in 1992, sponsored by 
the Italian government: the old streets 
have difficulty in accommodating 
traffic: numerous vegetable gardens 
and orchards punctuate the dense 
urban fabric 


