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The Bab Al-Faraj Project, Aleppo 
Adapted Redevelopment in a Historic Urban Context 

Readers if MIMAR will be acquainted with 
proposals for the reconstnlction on an area in 
the northwestern comer of the old city if Alep
po in Syria. In MIMAR 12 (1984) Adli 
Qudsi described the early proposals, prepared 
on the initiative of UNESCO, by the Swiss 
architect and town planner, Stifano Bianca, 
while Sherban Cantacuzino and Kenneth 
Browne presented their own conservationist 
scheme for the area, the purpose of which was 
to demonstrate a set of principles applicable in 
such circumstances. The project, as developed 

Background and Historical Context 
The history of the Bab al-Faraj project 
from 1978 to 1987 reflects a significant 
change in attitude during a critical phase 
of the city's development. Located in a 
strategic comer of the old city, the project 
marks the end of crude redevelopment 
policies, which used to imply the total 
demolition of complete historic districts 
and their replacement by poor replica of 
"Modem Movement" architecture, or 
what was thought to be such. It exempli
fies the shift towards more adapted infill 
strategies, which combine with conserva
tion and adaptive re-use, fitting into an 
overall concept of the old city. 

Recent decisions in both Aleppo and 
Damascus to abandon old masterplans 
established during the sixties and seven
ties, with highways cutting through the 
old city and sacrificing large areas to 
wholesale redevelopment, confirm that 
the new policies correspond to a nation
wide consensus. This new outlook, based 
on increased awareness of local cultural 
values and on growing concern for con
tinuity in a rapidly changing environ
ment, will hopefully herald the start of 
serious efforts in conservation and 
adapted redevelopment. 

Aleppo, one of the oldest continuous
ly inhabited settlements anywhere, is also 
one of the most outstanding urban 
monuments of the Islamic world. Similar 
to Damascus, its special character is due 
to the fact that the Islamic city structure 
was built on a rectilinear Roman
Hellenistic framework which, since the 
Omayyad period, was gradually adapted 
and transformed to the needs of the new 
occupants, without completely losing the 
hidden evidence of its former pattern. 
The suburbs which developed from the 
13/14th centuries onwards show, by con
trast, the usual non-planned urban struc
ture, based on the direction of pedes train 
traffic flows, location of markets, etc. 

The heyday of Aleppo was during the 
early Middle Ages under Zengid and 
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by Stifano Bianca and presented by him in this 
article, is remarkable for the fact that it has 
been designed to integrate with the traditional 
urban fabric without denying its contemporary 
character. Most important of all is the fact that 
the project is now being built, that it stands a 
good chance of being completed in all its 
phases, and that it is likely to become an 
example which will be studied far and wide, 
not only in the Third World, but whenever 
there is the problem of reconstnlcting a section 
of a town to fit a strong historical context. 

Ayyubid rule, when the city came to play 
a decisive role in the defence against the 
crusaders, while also benefitting from its 
geographic location which made it a 
turntable of West-East trade. 

The north of Syria was always re
nowned for the art of its mason"s (partly 
of Armenian origin), which had a strong 
influence on the Islamic architecture in 
the Middle East and Egypt from the 10th 
to the 14th century and beyond, promot
ing the idea of stone architecture. The 
domestic architecture of Aleppo has repe
ated, up to the 18/19th centuries, lJlany 
features of Seljuk and A yyubid architec
ture, and even at present most buildings 
are being clad with local limestone. 

During the Ottoman period Aleppo 
was still a flourishing trade centre, the 
third in importance after Istanbul and 
Cairo, and larger than Damascus which 
lost its leading status after the fall of the 
Omayyads. At this later period the suq of 
Aleppo was a bustling centre of com
merce as reflected by the many khans 
added to the old linear suq structures. 
Many western trade companies had their 
permanent representatives in the city, 
which became a truly international com
munity, with a large portion of Christian 
residents. 

By 1900 the old city must have 
counted approximately 100,000 inhabi
tants, including the suburbs extra muros, 
which had developed since the 16th cen
tury outside the main gates. The most 
important of these was the historic dis
trict of Jdeideh, still inhabited by Arme
nians and Christians. 

Today Aleppo has lost ground to its 
rival sister of Damascus, now the capital, 
and the economic and political centre of 
Syria. Nevertheless the city at present 
counts over 1 million inhabitants, being 
the second city of Syria and the centre of 
the northern provinces. The urban 
growth of the past decades has reduced 
the relative importance of the old city, 
but its architectural and its social fabric 



are astonishingly well preserved if com
pared with the decline of other historic 
cities in the Middle East. It thus consti
tutes one of the best surviving examples 
of a traditional Islamic city. 

The Old and the New City: From 
Coexistence to Confrontation 
The beginning of the new city dates back 
to 1868, when the Ottomans established a 
Western-type city administration in the 
newly constructed "Serail" building be
neath the citadel. While the seat of power 
remained in the old city, the administra
tion started developing a number of re
sidential districts extra muros, such as 
Azizieh, to the northwest of the old city, 
which reflected European town plarming 
influences in its layout. 

Also important was the filling of the 
old moats and the creation of vehicular 
carriageways to the north and west of the 
walled city around the tum of the cen
tury. The northern road was framed by 
two lines of row houses in mixed Otto
man-European style, entailing the de
molition of the walls and of the southern 
edge of Jdeideh. This new spine, called 
Khandaq Street, became a major west
east connection between the periphery of 
the old city and the rapidly growing new 
town. In addition a north-south spine, 
tangential to the western walls, de
veloped from the new quarters of Azizieh 
towards Bab Antakia. 

The intersection of the two spines on 
the northwestern comer of the city, near 
Bab al-Faraj, became an important node 
in the urban system. No wonder that the 
area around it developed very quickly 
into a major service and interchange cen
tre, with a large number of hotels, res
taurants, shops, garages and bus stations 
attached to it. This node was also stressed 
by the introduction of two horse-driven 
tramway lines operating on the two main 
spines and crossing at Bab al-Faraj. The 
tramway was later electrified and oper
ated until 1959. 

Aleppo thus had become a twofold 
city: although the old and the new parts 
co-existed peacefully during the first de
cades of our century, it would be hard to 
ignore the fundamental differences in 
their structural order. The old city grew 
as an aggregation of thousands of enclosed 
and introverted cellular units, i. e. private 
houses, mosques and markets, all encom
passed within a coherent urban fabric . 
The alleyways were meant for pedestrian 
circulation only, and were totally inte
grated into the built form, making a clear 

City map showing westem haif and (er/tre of the 
Old City, as well as modem (entm/ dist1·icr ~f 

Aleppo (Bah al-Faraj area dotted). 

distinction between public and private 
areas of control. In contrast the new city 
was a priori defmed by the geometrical 
grid of vehicular traffic which dictated 
size and shape of land subdivision.>- and, 
to some extent, the character of urban 
form: buildings and blocks were isolated 
from each other and oriented towards the 
street rather than focused on interior 
courtyards. 

With the rapid growth of the new city 
during the French Protectorate (1919-1945) 
and even more after independence, the 
confrontation between the two urban 
systems became much more apparent. In 
the early fifties, when traffic flows were 
still modest, a somewhat Utopian mas
terplan was proposed by the French plan
ner Andre Gutton. It foresaw two high
ways cutting through the historic fabric, 
north and south of the citadel, to create a 
direct road link "from the sea to the de
sert". There is no rational explanation 
why this axis, hundreds of kilometres 
long, should have cut its way right 
through the heart of the old city (using 
two channels for the sake of symmetry), 
instead of simply bypassing it. However, 
the idea of celebrating vehicular traffic 
matches the then prevailing plarming phi
losophies. 

Gutton's proposals were only partly 
implemented, but revived in 1974 with 
the new masterplan by the Japanese plan
ner G. Banshoya. Yet lack of funds and 
administrative problems prevented full 
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implementation of the plans: the northern 
axis never went beyond the citadel, from 
where traffic was brought back into 
Khandaq Street. In addition, a perpen
dicular road was constructed, leading to 
the entrance of the Omayyad Mosque. 
The southern axis stopped in front ofBab 
Qinasreen, thus not really entering the 
old city. 

The Struggle around the Old Bab 
al-Faraj Project (1979-1983) 
In 1969, as a result of this new road con
struction, an area of 200 by 200 metres in 
the northwestern comer of the old city 
was surrounded by large avenues. Cor
respondingly, the pressure for demolition 
and total redevelopment increased, sup
ported by the fact that the district had 
acquired a dubious reputation as the most 
popular amusement centre of Aleppo. In 
1978179 an ambitious project was worked 
out by a group of university professors 
on behalf of the then governor of Aleppo: 
it foresaw a number of 15-storey office 
buildings and an opera house on a 2-
storey commercial concourse covering 
the whole area. The intention may have 
been to establish Aleppo as a modem 
metropolis which could rival with or 
even outdo the capital. However, the 
project's functional programme was far 
from realistic in economic terms, and its 
architecture was totally alien to the his
toric context. 

In 1979 the whole area was expropri
ated by the Municipality; most of the 
buildings were demolished, with the ex
ception of two commercial streets, two 
mosques, a fragmentary courtyard fron
tage of the historic Rajab Pasha house, 
and a group of buildings in the south
western comer of the site, which were 
scheduled for later clearance. The project 
had strong political backing, but there 
was also a certain resistance among the 
population. In 1980 a concerned group of 
conservationists under the leadership of 
Adli Qudsi, himself an architect, man
aged to persuade the Syrian Antiquities 
Department to ask UNESCO for advice. 
As a result, the author was requested by 
UNESCO in Spring 1980 to lead a mis
sion on conservation problems in Alep
po, carried out with the help of ].c. 
David, a geographer specialised in the 
history of Aleppo, and the architects B. 
Chauffert-Yvart, Y. Beton and G. 
Rizzardi. 1 

1 "The Conservation of the historic City ~f Alep
po", UNESCO 1980. 



Top: Masterplan diagram by Andre Gulton 
(1954) showing suggested new highways through 
the Old City, 
Above: Highway network proposed by the Master
plan of G, Banshoya in 1974 (top) and existing 
conditions in 1980, with only partly executed pro
ject (bottom), 

Given the then political circumst
ances, it was not possible to directly criti
cise the project and its architecture as 
such, Yet it was shown that its imple
mentation would induce further press
ures, with severe side effects in terms of 
traffic generation, This would result in a 
fatal trend to expand the modem central 
business district into the old city, The 
report also stressed that the main prob
lem was to fmd the right balance between 
two separate . but interrelated central 
areas, one being an integral part of the 
traditional urban fabric, and the other 
being structured as a modem western 

city. Neither should the new city centre 
destroy the old one, nor should the old 
city centre be dried out by cutting it off 
from the life stream of the overall urban 
system. The problem was to defme the 
right interface, to control expansion and 
shape the modem city centre, and to 
establish the right transportation modes 
in the intermediary zones, in order to 
achieve better traffic compatibility. 

Consequently the report pointed out 
alternate growth opportunities for the 
modem city centre in an area to the 
south, which offered an even better 
potential than Bab al-Faraj without 
jeopardising the survival of the historic 
fabric. The proposed southern expansion 
would place the new centre in sequence 
with the old Via Recta and the suqs. 
Basic principles were defined for achiev
ing a gradual transition between the two 
urban systems in terms of both built 
form and traffic modes. By differentiat
ing the new central strip into different 
types of land uses and accessibility, the 
impact of vehicular traffic could be re
duced step by step to meet the pedestrian 
system of the old city. 

The final UNESCO report of June 
1981 received a positive response. How
ever, due to political pressures, the old 
project was not abandoned and the build
ings were only reduced in height with
out changing the basic layout or giving
more consideration to the surroundings. 

Finally in 1983, excavation for the first 
phase of the project was started, with 
dramatic consequences: during the con
struction of the basement the foundations 
of the old city wall were exposed. Most 
of the stones had already been dismantled 
and taken away before the Department of 
Antiquities could intervene. The exist
ence of the wall certainly was no secret, 
and its upper parts, hidden by attached 
houses and khans, had already dis
appeared in 1979 with the wholesale de
molition of the district. However, now 
the loss became more evident, and the 
authorities managed to stop the project, 
proposing a large non aedificandi zone east 
of Bab al-Faraj. This caused yet another 
problem, for such a large unbuilt area, 
although preferable to the 16-storey tow
ers, would result in a strange "gap" at this 
strategic node of the central area. 

At that time the author was requested, 
again through UNESCO, to assess the 
range of possible alternatives in the light 
of the new situation. Three basic alterna
tives were investigated and discussed 
with the authorities: 

28 

a) To implement part of the old project, 
while imposing the non aedificandi zone 
near Bab al-Faraj. This was the sim
plest solution, but hardly satisfactory, 
because the old project, rigid as it was, 
could not really be adapted to the new 
situation. Furthermore the problems 
of scale and urban form would remain 
the same in the eastern half of the large 
plot. 

b) To leave the demolished district as a 
large landscaped open space and to 
create a park around the old city 
walls. This solution was supported by 
a number of officials, but we thought 
that it was not appropriate for the core 
of a central area, where an environ
ment with more urban qualities is re
quired. Landscaped elements should 
certainly be considered, but integrated 
into an overall concept of urban form 
which would enhance civic life in the 
central area. 

c) To start a completely new project that 
would take into account the special 
character of the adjacent areas and in
tegrate all of the existing historic fea
tures, as well as the already built 
underground structures of the old 
project. Compared with other historic 
districts in Aleppo, the surviving re
mains of the Bahsita district are by no 

Site plan of old Bab al-Faraj project (1980), 

Second version of the old Bah al-Faraj pro
ject, with reduced height of towers. 



means of exceptional quality, yet their 
conservation within the new project 
was a matter of principles and in
tended to mark a reversal of the pre
vious way of thinking. In addition, 
this proposal suggested looking at the 
new project as part of a more compre
hensive central area concept, in order 
to resolve the interrelation between 
the two central areas, especially in 
terms of traffic flows. 
As the Municipality agreed with the 

recommended third alternative, the au
thor started investigating the situation 
with the help of traffic planner Peter 
Davies (University of Nottingham). The 
surveys showed a considerable traffic 
congestion around Bab al-Faraj and in the 
adjacent areas of Bustan Kulab and Azi
zieh, where radials penetrating the city 
from the west intersect with circular 
routes around the old city. Azizieh and 
Bustan Kulab, both developed around 
the tum of the century, have , relatively 
narrow streets, bustling with commercial 
activities. The selected policy, therefore, 
was to relieve the node ofBab al-Faraj, to 
prevent or minimise west-east traffic 
through the old city and to retract north
south traffic further west, channelling it 
into more recent and less busy avenues 
which . become part of a circular system. 

This circular system would engulf the 
walled city, the historic districts of 
Jdeideh, Azizieh and Bustan Kulab, com
bining them into one large functional 
unit. This protected low-traffic district 
would then be subdivided into a number 
of "pockets", each one disposing of a 
separate loop or cul-de-sac traffic system 
accessible from the main outer roads. 
Public transport lines would be given the 
exclusive right of way to pass from one 
"pocket" to the other in order to establish 

-Remaining historic Jabric 
of Bab al Fara} quarter 

Monuments and buidlings 
of historical value 

Interesting historical 
streetjronts 

Valuable buildingsfrom 
transitional period (early 
20th ce"tury) 

direct and uncongested routes, while pri
vate vehicular traffic would be confined 
to the loop system, with compulsory en
tries and-exits into each pocket and no 
possible interconnections. 

The recommended transportation 
concept did not imply any physical 
changes in the existing road network. It 
suggested operational changes only, such 
as closed circuits and one-way streets, to 
decongest the area and improve local ac
cess on the fringe of the old city. The 
project area itself was conceived as a pre
dominantly pedestrian environment in 
continuity with the old city, and with 
service access only. 

Thus the stage was set for a new 
urban design approach to the Bab al-Faraj 
area, and better opportunities for organic 
linkages with the surrounding areas were 
provided. Accordingly a tentative new 
site plan for the future development was 
prepared, assuming building heights of 
2-3 upper floors and defining the main 
components of urban form, with related 
land-use suggestions. The idea was to 
take advantage of the location by provid
ing a new civic core on the threshold 
between the old and the new city. To 
support this intention it was suggested 
that Aleppo's new cultural centre - pre
viously planned on an isolated site in the 
new city - should find its place in the 
Bab al-Faraj complex and be combined 
with a pedestrian plaza, hotels, res
taurants, cafes, and commercial facilities. 

The suggestions in this second UN
ESCO report were fully supported by the 
Municipality, and in September 1983 an 
international symposium was organised 
to discuss the redevelopment of Bab al
Faraj in the context of general conserva
tion and townplanning policies in Islamic 
countries. As a result of this conference 
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Above, lift: Site plan showing existing conditions in 
1983, The site is surrounded by the old moat on 
the north, Abdel Moneim Riad Street on the east, 
and the Bab al-Faraj Square on the west. Historic 
monuments (13th-19th century) are marked in red, 
interesting buildings from the late Ottoman period 
(around 19(0) in blue. The diagonal dotted lines 
identify the position of the already built basement 
structures of the old Bab al-Faraj project. 
Above: View of the surviving old spine of the 
Bahsita district, towards Omari Mosque. 

the Municipality announced its decision 
to abandon for good the old Bab al-Faraj 
project and to start a new study along the 
guidelines of the second UNESCO re
port. In Spring 1984 a brief for an 
architectural competition was issued, 
much in line with the recommendations 
of the report, allowing for a maximum 
building height of two upper floors and a 
usable floor space ratio of1.0 (such a low 
density being perhaps an over-reaction to 
the excessive land-use factor of the pre
vious project and a concession to the idea 
of the park in the city centre) . 

For the competition the author was 
invited by the Syrian company Iskan al
Askari (Military Housing Establishment) 
to develop an architectural concept to a 
1:500 scale, which was then detailed to a 
1:200 scale under his supervision in the 
company's recently established conserva
tion unit in Aleppo (Director Nabil Kas
sabshi, collaborator Thierry Grandin). 
After extensive discussion of the six com
petition entries, it was this proposal 
which was selected by the Municipality 
inJanuary 1985. 

Description of the new Bap al-Faraj 
Project (1984/85) 
The new project, as first developed for 
the competition and now being im
plemented, was conceived to meet the 
following objectives: 
• To fill the large townscape gap of Bab 

al-Farajby integrating all existing 
"fragments", old and new, into a cohe
rent overall structure flexible enough to 



Above: General view C!f the sitefiwn west to east, 
showing excavated basement area C!f old pl'Oject in 
the fOl'eground and already built basement stl'UC
tures, To the left the ruins of the northwestem 
tower of the former city walls and the north side of 
Khandaq Street. 
Left: Present streetscape near the Bab al-Faraj 
Clocktower, from north to south. 
Left, below: The eastern part of the site, as seen 
from the west, with the ruins of the historic Rajab 
Pasha house, against the background of modem 
blocks on Abdel Moneim Riad Street. 
Right, above: Detail showing an interior elevation 
of the Rajab Pasha house. 
Right: View of the late Ottoman north side of 
Khandaq Street (around 1900). 
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Bird's eye view ~f the site and its urban context, as 
seen from northwest, summarising existing condi
tions in 1983, after the stop oj old project. In the 
foreground the already excavated basement area and 
the Joundations ~f the old city walls. On the right 
the clocktower and the surviving parts ~fthe Bahsi
fa district which had been scheduledfor lata demoli
tion. On the western edge ~f the site the isolated 
Oman' Mosque and the remains of the Rajah Pasha 
hOllse. In the hackgl'Ound the Omayyad Mosque, 
the Suqs and the Citadel. 
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cope with a variety of site constraints 
and historic references, and strong 
enough to produce an urban core with 
ail identity of its own. 

• To take up the threads of the disrupted 
urban fabric, interweave and complete it 
with new structures which would show 
an affinity to the historic city in terms of 
volumes, scale and typology, without 
attempting to produce an archaeological 
reconstruction of the status ante quo. 

• To redefine the edges of the old city along 
the major roads of the late 19th century 
and to establish a dialogue with the 
corresponding streetscape. 

• To provide an attractive centre of 
urban and civic life which could act as a 
node linking the old and the new parts 
of Aleppo. 

• To establish an architectural style and 
vocabulary which, although clearly 
contemporary, make reference to 

Above: Model oj ,ompetition pl'Oject (1984), seen 
from southwest. 
Right: Final model oj new Bab al-Faraj competi
tion project (1984), seen fi·om northwest. 
Fm· right: Model ~f competition project (1984), seen 
from n0l1heast. 

typical Aleppine elements which have 
survived throughout the centuries, 
being continuously adapted and re
used until the first half of this century. 
The dominant component of the 

overall composition is an enclosed public 
open space of irregular shape, defined by 
the theatre (1), the cultural centre (2) and 
commercial buildings (3) together with 
the adjacent hotel complex (4). These 
major volumes occupy most of the des
troyed northern part of the site, estab
lishing a contiguous urban form with 
clear edges which evoke the boundaries 
of the old city walls. To the west the 
streets cape of Bab al-Far~ is completed 
and re-defined by a low and partly 
"transplant" suq building (.5), giving ac
cess to the sunken archaeological area 
which will be described later in more 
detail. On the southern sector of the site 
the architectural treatment is somewhat 
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different in scale and grain, as the main 
task here was to rehabilitate and complete 
the surviving urban fabric on either side 
of Bahsita Street, the old spine which 
leads to the restored Omari Mosque (6). 
Small-scale infill has been used to repair 
the disrupted urban structure and re
establish the old pedestrian street net
work, while screening the street edge 
with new commercial buildings (7) . 
Under the open plaza and the adjacent 
public and commercial buildings an 
underground car park has been planned 
which makes use of the already excavated 
basement of the old project. 

The following more detailed presenta
tion of individual buildings and spaces 
will have to start with the central plaza. 
Its creation is due to two reasons: the 
first one is that a significant and undis
turbed central open space with a strong 
urban character was missing in modem 



Site plan of new Bah ai-Fa raj project: 1 Theatre, 2 Cultural Centre, 3 Plaza Building 
(shops + offices + penthouses), 4 Hotels, 5 New Bab al-Faraj suq, 6 Omari Mosque, 
7 Commercial buildings of the southern sector, 

Ground .11001' plan 
Blue: Commercial; Purple: Hotels; 
Yellow: Cultural Facilities; 
Orange: Offices; Red: Hmlsing 

First floor plan (legend see above) 
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Aleppo (in the old city such a meeting 
place is only offered by the courtyard of 
the Omayyad Mosque), and that the Bab 
al-Faraj area, as a pivot between the new 
and the old city, was the ideal place to 
provide it, The other reason is that the 
imposed .rather low floor ratio of 1.0 
called' for a large opening in the overall 
composition, in order to allow for suffi
cient density in the built-up areas around 
it and so match the tightly woven texture 
of the traditional urban fabric. Thus the 
contrast between the rather narrow 
pedestrian streets and the large open 
space, connected by covered passages 
through the surrounding buildings, was a 
deliberate choice which will hopefully en
hance the spatial experience of the new 
complex, The irregular geometry of the 
plaza absorbs and harmonises the various 
directional systems of the buildings 
around it, reflecting a number of partly 
chosen, partly imposed constraints which 
were tumed into active design factors: 
a) The northem edge towards Khandaq 

Street has been conceived in response 
to the long line oflate Ottoman row
houses on the northern side of the old 
moat. A new linear building substi
tutes for the missing southern coun
terpart (destroyed in 1979) and com
pletes the linear streets pace with 
arcades of similar scale without, 
however, copying the features of the 
destroyed rowhouses, Two covered 
passages give access from Khandaq 
Street into the northern comer of the 
plaza, forming "gates" into the area, 

b) The northeastern comer of the new 
development, including the hotel 
complex, is following a diagonal 
orientation, as established by the 
structural grid of the old Bab al-Faraj 
project and its already built basement 
structures which will be re-used. The 
hotels abide by the imposed height 
limit of two upper floors and there
fore extend horizontally around three 
courtyards with a number of inter con
nected wings bridging the pedestrian 
alleyways, The surviving structures of 
the Antaki House, have attached to 
one of the hotel wings, 

c) The orthogonal grid of the cultural 
centre, the theatre and the eastern sec
tion of the plaza is adjusted to match 
the courtyard frontage of the Rajab 
Pasha house (18th century), which 
was integrated into the centre as a 
representative historic nucleus. 

d) The western and southern edges of 
the plaza are defined by a bent com-



Section thl'Ough the Plaz a and the Cultural Centre in west-east directiol1 , looking 110000h. 

Section through the Plaza il1l1orth-sollth directiol1looking east, with the fi'ont o.fthe theatre to the left. 

Rear elevation o.f the Plaza Bllildingfi'ol1l the south. 

mercial building which provides an 
organic continuation, the long "tail", 
so to speak, of the cultural compound. 
It contains arcades with shops, cafes, 
restaurants and public passages on the 
ground floor; office rooms in the first 
and second floor; recessed penthouses 
and studios on the roof 
The public square enclosed by these 

buildings and arcades is articulated into a 
series of interconnected spaces: a small 
northern forecourt or precinct, accessible 
through the main gates from Moat 
Street; the slightly raised central open 
space in front of the Theatre; and a more 
rectangular pocket in front of the Cultu
ral Centre where the Plaza reaches its 
most formal and crystalline shape, 
emphasised by a central fountain and tra
ditional geometric pavement patterns. 
The design of the plaza buildings is in
tended to strike a balance between indi
vidual buildings and overall urban form: 
the cultural centre, the theatre and the 
commercial multi-purpose building all 
use the same basic type of arch with a 
number of variations and different infills, 
corresponding to the specific character of 
each building. This common typology of 
the elevations is to give the plaza a 
homogenous character as befits the new 
urban courtyard of Aleppo. 

The most sensitive part of the new 
project is its western edge, since an 
appropriate setting for the remains of the 
old city walls had to be found - the 
raison d't~tre , after all, of the new Bab 

al-Faraj project. A full reconstruction of 
the walls was not possible for lack of 
historic evidence. It would only have re
sulted in a dubious "pastiche", while 
many original sections of the walls are 
still standing and waiting for proper res
toration. Thus the excavated part with 
the old wall foundations is left at its pre
sent level (5 metres below the street) and 
is designed to become a sunken 
archaeological park. This has the side
effect of creating the impression of a new 
"moat" between Bab al-Faraj Street and 
the hotel complex. To make best possible 
use of this topographic feature, an open 
air theatre is suggested, descending from 
the hotel terrace to the sunken archaeolo
gical garden, to be used for cultural 
events or as an informal meeting place. 
The western front of the hotel complex is 
to form a visual substitute for the pre
vious walls. The elevations have been 
given a strong mural character, with con
trasting small window openings and with 
tower-like loggias. 

To the west of the hotels and on the 
other side of the sunken garden, a low 
commercial building along the street has 
been introduced to re-establish a clear 
spatial definition of the Bab al-Faraj 
streets cape with its two nodes north and 
south of the street chalmel. One of these 
nodes contains the clocktower of Bac 
al-Faraj, still a landmark of the inner city 
and a popular meeting point. The pedes
trian north-south flows along Bab al
Faraj Street are supposed to pass through 
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the interior suq of the new commercial 
building rather than being exposed to the 
traffic, at least as long as the area is not 
fully pedestrianised. The central part of 
this covered suq opens onto the sunken 
archaeological garden. A large balcony 
and wide steps in front of the open air 
theatre complete the small "arena", 
which is further defmed by two lateral 
pedestrian bridges. Covered by light trel
lises and rampant flowers, these bridges 
provide a pleasant at-grade connection 
from Bab al-Faraj Street to the hotel ter
races, and through these into the diagonal 
main street and plaza, while also offering 
attractive views into the sunken garden 
and amphitheatre. 

The southern part of the new project 
is constituted by a series of infllls, which 
are intended to repair and revitalise the 
old pedestrian spines of the district lead
ing from Bab al-Faraj to the Omari Mos
que, and from there southwards to the 
Omayyad Mosque and the central suqs. 
The infills restore the basic circulation 
patterns and activities without any 
attempt at archaeologically-minded "re
construction". Timeless typologies are 
revived, such as the linear rows of suqs 
along the main alleys, and the specialised 
markets and warehouses (khans) behind 
the suqs, with direct access from the 
street into their courtyards. Occasionally 
workshops in the ground floor have been 
combined with offices and/or housing in 
the upper floors, introducing elevated 
courtyard houses. 



Northwestern elevation of the Hotel Complexformil1g the main edge of the new Bah al-Faraj project . 

Part of the northern elevation towards Khandaq Street, with gates leading into plaza. 

Implementation (1986 and ongoing) 
The budgetary provisions by the Munici
pality for revising and detailing the com
petition project from 1984 were extreme
ly limited, and so was the time allowed 
for further refmement of the project. In 
total, little more than one year of time 
was conceded for necessary design revi
sions, detailing and working drawings -
too short a time span for a project of this 
size, importance and complexity. Re
grettable as this may be, the challenge 
had to be faced and the optimum 
achieved within the given constraints. 

The revisions concern mainly the pla
za and the hotel: the unity of the plaza 
has been enhanced by a new articulation 
of the north-western buildings which 
gives a better shape to the northern entry 
court. The hotels had to be reworked to 
minimise the disadvantage of long corri
dors, due to the horizontal rather than 
vertical arrangement. The complex was 
subdivided into two separately function
ing units under the same management, 
with the larger, more luxurious unit in
cluding the majority of guest facilities. In 
addition, precise surveys of the site, 
which were not available at the time of 
the competition, resulted in a number of 
minor revisions and adaptations on all 
major buildings around the plaza. 

Phasing of construction was a major 
concern. To allow for a smooth detailing 
sequence and step-by-step implementa
tion the project was subdivided into six 
lots. The Municipality, as client and 
owner of the land, decided to start with 
the southeastern comer, south of Bahsita 
Street and The Omari Mosque. This 
part, now under construction, contains 
mainly shops on the ground floors, 
offices and administration on the upper 
floors, and a newly programmed super
market in the freestanding khan-type 

structure. Phase 2 will be the infill struc
tures on Bahsita Street and the southeast
ern fringe of the surviving urban fabric; 
phase 3 the Bab al-Faraj suq on the west
ern edge of the site; phase 4 the sunken 
archaeological park and the hotel com
plex; phase 5 the commercial structures 
around the plaza and phase 6 the theatre 
and the Cultural Centre. 

Although no precise deadlines have 
been fixed for the subsequent phases, it 
seems as if further implementation will 
be ensured in spite of the present lack of 
governmental funds. Selling or renting 
the newly constructed shops and offices 
will be easy, given the present demand 
and the eagerness of private investors to 
participate in this new central develop
ment; thus starting with the next phase 
the Municipality will dispose of a revolv
ing fund for fmancing the subsequent 
phases of the project. The hotels are to be 
constructed on behalf of the Ministry of 
Tourism and may be leased to a special 
operator or international chain. Being the 
only modem high-standard hotel in the 
central area, and given the present de
mand, their economic viability seems 
beyond any doubt. As to the theatre and 
the cultural centre, they are long overdue 
facilities which had been programmed by 
the Ministry of Culture for years, and so 
it is to be supposed that high priority will 
be given to their construction. 

Once fully implemented, it is antici
pated that the project will make a major 
contribution to reinforcing the physical 
structure of the old city and enhancing its 
status. By establishing a new focus of 
urban life on this crucial area, it will tight
en the links between the old and the new 
city and help prevent the emigration of 
central activities into the modem suburbs 
- a trend which would necessarily result 
in the decline of the old city. 
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