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The Great or al-Omari Mosque is located in the old city of 

Sidon which is situated about forty-five kilometres south of 

Beirut. This port city has a significant and ancient history 

which goes back to the second millennium BC. It suffered 

numerous destructions at the hands of the Assyrians, Per

sians, Greeks and Romans. Islam was introduced to Sidon in 

636-37. The Crusaders took the city in 1100, but the politics of 

the region see-sawed, and it continued to change hands 

between Crusaders and Muslims until 1260 when it was badly 

destroyed by the Mongols. In 1291 the Bahri Mamluks from 

Egypt, under the Sultan Nasir Mohammed bin Qala'un, invaded 

and took the city. It remained under Mamluk influence until 

the arrival of Ottomans, whose rule lasted until World War I. 

The mosque itself lies on a high mound to the west of the 

old city, overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. Results of the 

soil analysis on the part of the 'hill' which slopes towards the 

sea-front, and on which the western riwaq was built, showed 

that it was artificial. The most likely interpretation is that it 

once formed part of the ramparts of the Crusader fortress on 

which the mosque was later built. Only a few wall fragments 

remain of this Crusader fortress; these include parts of a 

buttress on the south facade, a few pointed arches, and the 

ribbed vault of the northern riwaq which still stand. 

In the original refectory of this fortress a mosque was built, 

and named after Omar ibn al-Khattab. It is the oldest standing 

mosque in Sidon, and it was severely damaged by bombing 

and gunfire during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Its 

restoration was conceived and executed under the Israeli 

occupation, thus symbolising the political will and resistance 

of the local community who commissioned the work under 

such trying circumstances. 

Natural and human catastrophes have caused many 

changes, and damaged the building. Sea storms in 1820, an 

earthquake in 1837, and the bombardment of the port by the 

British-Austrian fleet in 1840 have all taken their toll on the 

mosque. Modifications and repairs on the mosque in 1870 

and 1895 respectively caused the reorientation of the window 

openings as well as the demolition of an earlier ablution 

fountain. Reconstruction of the vaults of the prayer room, the 

three domes of the southern riwaq and the east doorway to 

the courtyard were all undertaken during the 1895 repairs. 

Judging by its style, the minaret must belong to the building 

phase of 1848-49. The last restorations on the mosque were 

One significant aspect of the restoration work was the repairing of 
cracks and repainting of the joints between the stones; OPPOSITE: 
The interior courtyard showing the high standard of workmanship 
evident in the masonry 



carried out in 1979 when reinforced concrete roofs were built 

over the prayer hall and the western riwaq. 
Many varied causes led to the deterioration of the Omari 

Mosque. Sea winds bearing salts and sand damaged the 

exterior face of the stones, especially those on the west 

facade. Changes in seasonal temperatures, especially diurnal 

extremes, resulted in the formation of fissures in the walls. A 

lack of funds meant that there was no proper maintenance of 

the building, cracks in the roof went unrepaired, and the 

ensuing seepage and leakage of water damaged the walls, 

masonry and plaster; furthermore fungi developed. The 

minaret suffered when its wrought-iron strengthening rings 

started to corrode. Leakages from the modern sewage system 

encouraged water infiltration. When the Awqaf finally got 

around to repairing the mosque in 1979 their use of rein

forced cement only accelerated the deterioration of the 

building. It increased the load on the original structure, and 

weakened the fabric. Wherever the two materials met, the 

original and the new cement, the differences between their 

porosity, hardness and expansion rates caused further cracks 

to appear in the mosque. 

The final straw was the 1982 bombing and shelling of the 

port of Sidon by the Israeli occupation forces. Since the Great 

Omari Mosque was the main centre of resistance against the 

Israelis, it became their focal shelling point from the sea. 

Extensive damage was caused, including the partial collapse 

of certain parts of the mosque, namely the vaulting of the 

prayer hall, its northern wall, and the southern riwaq with its 

three domes. The minaret became detached from the wall, 

longitudinal cracks appeared, and a number of stones were 

dislodged. The southern and western facades also developed 

numerous and deep cracks. Even the hill itself was scarred, 

pitted, and split by the impact of the shelling. 

Following the destruction of the al-Omari Mosque, Mr 

Rafiq al-Hariri, a native of Sidon living and working in Saudi 

Arabia, offered to build the town a new mosque. The town 

decided otherwise; they preferred to rebuild and restore their 

old mosque. The preparation of the restoration project was 

entrusted to Prof Lamei Mostafa, and work commenced 

immediately after approval was granted by the Department of 

Antiquities and the Ministry of Awqaf in Sidon. The construc

tion company, Oger Liban which was owned by Mr Hariri, 

provided the coordination. Photographs and measured 

drawings were made earlier by the architect and his students. 

The aim of the restoration project was to prevent the 

collapse of the remaining and still standing parts of the mosque, 

to reconstruct the sections that had been destroyed and to 

consolidate the damaged areas. The mosque was to be restor

ed to its former function as the Friday Mosque of Sidon where 

it could provide the local community with a gathering place 

for social, political and religious activities. Another objective 

was the revitalisation of the traditional building crafts of this 

economically depressed area of Southern Lebanon. 

The Omari Mosque is the dominant architectural feature of 

the city. Situated in a densely populated part of the old town 



with the sea-shore running along its west side, it has houses, 

a school and a bath-house bordering its north and east 

facades. The main access to the mosque is from the north 

through a lane which leads from the bath-house to the 

mosque. A second and more recent entrance can be found in 

the eastern riwaq which connects it with Zahr-al-Amir Street. 

The total ground floor area of the building comprises 1,500 

square metres while the total site area is 1,975 square metres. 

The plan of the mosque is a simple one; entrance is 

possible through the northern riwaq which in turn leads into 

an open courtyard that has riwaqs on all sides. Entry into the 

long, rectangular prayer hall is possible through the southern 

riwaq which has four cross vaults that spring from the walls, 

and which are supported by exterior buttresses. The other 

riwaqs have four cross-vaults over pointed arches that are 

supported by piers - only the central section of the southern 

riwaq is covered by three domes. The western riwaq is the 

deepest, and is covered by a pitched roof. The minaret is 

centrally positioned in the northern wall of the prayer hall. 

The mosque is almost entirely constructed of local sand

stone, quarried from Qasimiya near the southern border. The 

same mortar, a mix of lime and sand, was used throughout 

the original building. However, some of the later Ottoman 

work reveals the use of 'black pan mortar' made of lime, mud 

and ash, especially beneficial against humidity. Limestone is 

used only as an infill. 

The principal concerns of the restoration project were the 

consolidation and reinforcement of the mosque to prevent its 

collapse. Investigations were conducted on the structural 

conditions of the building to determine the interventions that 

would be necessary. Analyses of the soils, mortar and stones 

had to be completed prior to the commencement of work. 

Documentation, drawings and photographs of the building 

fabric prior to restoration also had to be made. This was an 

essential task, needed both for the official records of the 

project as well as for distinguishing and differentiating the 

reconstructed and restored parts from that of the original. 

All the elements that had been destroyed were rebuilt. 

These included walls, piers, arches, vaults, domes and the 

roof of the mosque. The upper, cylindrical section of the 

minaret was dismantled, the stones were brought down, 

numbered and restored to their original places. All small 

cracks were filled in. Concrete was removed from the 

vaulting and was replaced with a damp-proofing mortar. Salt 

accretions, fungi and dust were cleaned off the building. 

Later additions such as the mosaic tiles were replaced by a 

marble pavement which recreated the simple geometric 

designs already found in the prayer hall. New wooden doors 

and shutters, gypsum lattice windows with inlaid coloured 

glass (a prototype was made in Egypt and a reproduction was 

made on site), and metal lattices for the lower parts of the 

windows were specially manufactured for the mosque, as 

were the chandeliers and the lanterns. All of these were 

designed to be specifically appropriate for this historic 

setting. The wooden shutters were made of 'katrani' pine 

The Mosque and minaret prior to restoration: OPPOSITE: A simple, 
rather than ornate minaret contrasts with a delicate wrought iron 
railing and wooden canopy to form a singular landmark in Sidon 
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collected from old buildings, and designed with motifs 

preserved on existing doors. 

Finally, the hill on which the mosque stands was consoli

dated, its cracks and fissures were filled in with a mixture of 

lime, gypsum, ash and sand, and the foundations adjacent to 

the southern facade were strengthened. A reinforced con

crete retaining wall was built to support and contain the soil. 

During the restoration work any stones found on the site 

were re-used. When stones had to be replaced, stones from 

adjacent old buildings were found to take their place. Only a 

few of the larger elements such as lintels and drain spouts 

were made from new stone. They were traditionally worked 

with a hammer and chisel. New mortar was prepared, based 

on the analysis and mix of the original, using a mixture of 

lime, clay and ash. Kaolin was added for flexibility in places 

where expansion and contraction could occur due to 

temperature changes. Gravel was placed over the vaulting, 

and over an infill of lime, gypsum, ash and coarse sand. 

Traditional techniques were employed wherever it was 

feasible to do so. This was especially true for the rebuilding 

of the collapsed domes, vaults and arches of the mosque. 

Traditional building crafts had to be relearned. As in other 

parts of the developing world, the introduction of cement 

and reinforced concrete had caused most of the old building 

techniques to be laid aside for the new. Even the craft for 

manufacturing the wooden shuttering for the domes and 

vaults had to be retaught; they were made and remade until 

the desired quality was attained. 

The stones were cleaned with brushes and potable water. 

No chemicals or mechanical devices were used. Detailed 

recommendations were specified for the upkeep and main

tenance of the building, including specific soaps for cleaning 

surfaces, and formalin which was to be used against fungi. 

Only a few new materials were introduced into the 

restoration process. An epoxy resin mixed with sand was 

used to fill in the cracks and thereby consolidate the walls. It 

was also used to provide a damp-proof course. Another 

intrusive modern material was bars of steel, utilised for 

reinforcing. An iron anchor, covered with lead to avoid 

corrosion, was also introduced into the minaret in order to 

strengthen it. 

An average of seventy-five workers constituted the work 

force. Druzes, Sunni Muslims and Christians, some brought 

from neighbouring mountain villages, worked together on 

this project. The Christians had to later leave Sidon. 

The architects, and civil engineers, the contractor and the 

consultant were all local professionals. The architects were 

former students of Prof Saleh La mei Mostafa (himself trained 

in architectural restoration at Aachen University in Germany), 

and the Great Mosque of Sidon was their first professional 

experience. 

Work commenced in February 1983, but the actual 

restoration work began in July of that year. The project was 

completed by January 1986, and the Great Mosque was 

officially inaugurated on February 21st 1986. 

FROM ABOVE: Bearing walls permit a regular pattern of stonework; 
rib vaults allow space for fenestration; OPPOSITE, FROM ABOVE: 
The restored prayer area, showing the intricate pattern of the 
wooden ceiling and brass lamps; the Mosque in context, on a high 
plateau overlooking the sea 





The total cost of the restoration was seven million Leba

nese Liras, or roughly about US $274,000. The cost proved to 

be higher than anticipated because of the high rate of 

inflation, and difficult working conditions under the Israeli 

occupation. Upon closer inspection (that is, once the 

scaffolding was erected), it was discovered that the building 

was in far worse structural condition than had been previ

ously thought. The entire budget was donated by Mr Rafiq 

al-Hariri. 

The Great Omari Mosque of Sidon was returned to its 

original function as the traditional symbol of the city. It now 

not only serves as a gathering place for all Muslims but it also 

houses all the political and social meetings of the town. 

Religious lectures and teachings are also part of its function. 

Students use it as a place to study their homework, benefiting 

from the free electricity and its quiet spaces. 

Due to the political situation in Lebanon it has not been 

possible to make an on site survey of the mosque since it has 

received the Aga Khan Award. It is to be hoped that now the 

political situation has improved in Lebanon it will be possible 

for the outside world to visit this impressive monument. A 

special tribute must be paid to the people of Sidon, their 

sheer audacity in not being willing to give up on their 

mosque, reconstructing and restoring it even in the teeth of 

an alien occupying force. Their sense of enterprise is to be 

commended. 

Floor plan; OPPOSITE: To overcome the difficulty of building on a 
steep slope, a massive stone terrace was built and this has been 
strengthened 


