
The Country

Syria is a complex combination of climates:
a narrow Mediterranean strip, the
mountains running parallel to the shore
line, the plains, the semi-desert, and the
desert steppe.  Its traditional architecture
is as rich as its variations in climate and
geography.  The traditional architecture,
however, has almost totally vanished due
to a variety of reasons: rapid urbanization,
centralization of the planning process,
s tandard izat ion o f  const ruc t ion
technologies, standardization of the
architectural education, and the
development of “modern” lifestyles that is
totally dependent on the car, have all
contributed to the demise of the traditional
and local modes of building.

The population of Syria stands roughly at
about 17.1 million inhabitants For statistical
information consult:
Statistical Abstract, Office of the Prime
Minister, Central Bureau of Statistics:
Damascus, 1998..  The average growth
rate of 33 per thousand varies between
39.1 per thousand in Damascus and 36.1
per thousand in Aleppo.  The two largest
cities in the country, Aleppo and
Damascus, account for about 40% of the
Syrian population.  They have been the
foci of rural migration for being the
administrative capital in the case of
Damascus, and the industrial center in
the case of Aleppo.  This rural to urban
migration is reinforced by the lack of
services in the rural areas.

Rapid urbanization is not limited to these

two cities.  Other urban centers have
experienced similar growth.  The seats of
each of the countries’ 14 Governorates,
the district seats and a multitude of other
towns have attracted the rural population.
Today the majority of the Syrian population
lives in urban centers.

Damascus has an estimated population
of about 3 million people.  Its planners
directed the rapid growth into satellite
suburbs.  Vertical expansion is controlled
by means of a flexible occupancy ratio.
Aleppo has a population of 2 million
inhabitants.  Its growth was directed in a
radial way around the center.  The vertical
expansion is limited to a fixed number of
stories, with a few exceptions, such as
the suburb of Hamdaniyah.

The Profession

The architectural profession has had to
keep up with the expanding urban
character of the country.  The magnitude
and rate of growth has limited the
profession to a rather functionalist role.
Architectural practice has always been
defined within the discipline of engineering.
To this date, architects do not enjoy an
affiliation to a separate union to that of
engineers. Prior to the independence from
the French mandate of 1946 there was
not one single architect as such in the
country.  The pioneers were foreign-
educated multipurpose engineers. The
formation of the successive societies and
orders for engineers did not recognize
architecture as separate entity.  The
establishment in 1946 of the first
engineering college program did not make
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that distinction either Rifai, F., Aleppo
Between History and Engineering,
University of Aleppo Press, Institute for
the History of Arabic Science: Aleppo,
1996..

In 1950, architecture was recognized as
one of four specializations in engineering.
 The 1950 organization of the profession
was relatively decentralized.  Each major
city formed its separate order.  The law
was changed in 1973 to regularize the
practice of engineering in Syria within one
central order.  Each Directorate has a
separate branch.  The branches have a
limited control over the local practice,
because the Central Congress of
Engineers sets the general rules.

Today a total of 6832 architects are
registered in Syria representing about 11%
of Syria’s engineers.  The number
increases at a rate of about 320 architects
per year.  Of these about 43% are women
and 57% are men.  Roughly about two

thirds of the Syrian architects are employed
by a design or construction firm in the
public sector, or by national ministries and
local administration.  The remaining part
is either self-employed or working in the
private sector.

Public sector firms were established in the
late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  They were
meant to lead the design and construction
efforts in Syria and compile resources to
pull large and vital projects.  The
Establishment of Military Housing (EMH)
became the single largest engineering
and construction firm in the country
employing over two thousand engineers
and architects.

The Establishment of Military
Housing was formed in 1975.  It was
responsible for many large-scale project
s.  The suburb of Hamdaniyah in Aleppo
is one such example.  It contains 5087 of

Fig.1: The main Stadium of the Martyr Basil

al-Asad Sport city in Aleppo.
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low to low-middle income residential units
that will be expanded to 14000 in a future
phase.  It also contains 1200 residences
for the upper income sector.  The suburb
is equipped with services, commercial
facilities, cultural center, a mosque and a
church.
The resources dedicated to this suburb,
however, could not accommodate the
growth of the city.  Aleppo has an estimated
33% of its population living in unplanned
settlements.

The firm undertook the construction of
several large suburbs around the main
cities.  It also ventured into large-scale
industrial construction and institutional
buildings.
The heavy reliance on the public sector
relegated the private sector to minor
construction projects and private
residences.  The uneven balance pushed
the private sector away from the arena;
most of the private architects work in one
single consultant office or small design
firms.  This situation created little
competition for the public sector firms.
However, the process is being remedied
with the introduction of several laws
encouraging private investment.  Presently,
a new trend is taking shape whereby young
professionals are coming together to form
larger consulting firms that can compete

for local as well as regional large projects.
The state is the largest employer of
architects as well as the largest patron of
architecture in the country.  The sincere
efforts to modernize the country have
created ample opportunities for the
introduction of architectural works into
every village, town and city.  Institutional
buildings, educational buildings, sports
complexes (such as the Martyr Basil al-
Asad Sport city in Aleppo), cultural facilities
(such as Dar al-Asad cultural Center in
Raqqa), housing projects are all modern
building types that were introduced to the
realm of Syrian architecture.  However,
the tremendous efforts to spread state
interventions in the country did not come
without occasional sacrifice of quality due
to tight budgets.  The discourse on
architecture in Syria is heavily embedded
in the functionalist vocabulary of the
modern movement.  Architectural curricula
at the university stress building type as a
design topic.  Issues of regional context,
environment, the design of energy efficient
buildings, and cultural heritage are slowly
being developed in the university programs.

The private sector, geared towards
satisfying the demands of the real estate
market, has shown little interest in
architectural design as such.  This is due
to the old building codes, in a way, which
do not encourage the development of new
architectural concepts and ideas.  Issues

Fig. 2: (Top left)The architect Yazji’s residential

building in Aleppo.

Fig. 3: (Top right)The Rawda Mosque

in Aleppo.
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of style are relegated to the concept of
ornament as the main focus of the
architects working in that realm.

A third category between the public and
the private sectors involve the semi public
institutions.  These include the Awqaf
properties and the cooperative societies.
 The Awqaf  (the religious endowment
institution) is the single largest landholder
in some cities.  They commission revenue-
generating projects to benefit their charity
work and support their rel igious
monuments.  The Awqaf has had a history
of enlightened patronage.  On the other
hand cooperative societies have amassed
large resources to commission big housing
projects.  They have satisfied the growing
demand for new housing stock.
Unfortunately, the quality of their design
work was sometimes sacrificed in favor
of the economy.  Combined with inflexible
zoning regulations and poor urban
planning, the conventional design of the
cooperative societies produced endless
blocks of monotonous urban fabric.

The order of engineers has tried different
methods to improve the quality of
architectural work.  The order has initiated
a system of peer review to process building
permit documents before applying for a
permit.  It enforces a rigorous seniority
and apprenticeship system and recently

has instituted exams to pass from one
seniority level to the next.  It is hoped that
these changes will eventually improve the
profession.

Other than quality control, the order
provides its members with a socialized
form of sharing revenues by dividing a
portion of commissioned fees among all
the members For the exact regulations
regarding the practice of engineering
consult each regional branch set of
Professional Practice Regulations.  An
example of such publication:
Professional Practice Regulations, The
Order of Syrian Engineers, the Aleppo
Branch: Aleppo, 1994. It also offers health
insurance, some common goods and
entertainment opportunities at reduced
rates.

Most  la rge sca le  pro jec ts  are
commissioned to public sector firms on a
turnkey bases for the lowest bidder.  Yet
recently some works were put into
competitions, thus separating design work
from the construction phase.  The
construction work is still usually offered to
the lowest bidder, though contractor-pre-
qualifications are subject to more scrutiny.
 Private sector projects are usually
commissioned directly or put to closed
competitions.  Design architects and
engineers are not allowed to work as

Photo 4: The school of Raif and Ziad

Muhanna in Dar’a.
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contractors.  The Order requires that a
r e g i s t e r e d  a r c h i t e c t  b e  a
design/supervision professional, an on-
site project attendant, or a contractor.
Taxes are assessed separately for each
category.

Architects, Projects, and Trends
In this century, Syria witnessed the
introduction of many architectural styles,
approaches, and construction techniques.
 Yet, one paradigm has governed the
production of architecture.  It revolves
around the issue of modernity and tradition
as two antagonistic paradigms, to be
reconciled at best.  Different architects
chose differing approaches.  It should be
noted, however, that no single architect
has managed to challenge the primacy of
this discourse.  Furthermore, the cities of
the twentieth century have been subject
to foreign concepts of planning, code
regulations and technical infrastructure.
The conceptualization of the problem has
been reduced to mere surface treatment.

Mostapha Hikmat Yazji is one noted
pioneer architect.  He graduated in the
late thirties and worked most of his life as
a consultant architect for the Awqaf of
Aleppo al-Sahikh, S. K. et al. “Mostapha
al-Yaziji”, Perspectives, No. 17, February
- March 1996..  His work capitalized on
the style of building introduced during the
French mandate and called “arabissance”.
 The ornaments borrowed from the
traditional elements of Islamic architecture
barely hide the beaux-arts planning and
proportioning systems of the buildings
behind them.  His work was well crafted
and executed, later imitations were not of
equal quality.
Another famous architect is Abdel Munim
Hirbli.  His modernist approach to building
rejected stereotypical ornamental solutions.
 He searched to employ the traditional
building elements as simple large abstract
sculptural entities.  Imitations and

mutations of his work have rendered
lifeless volumes of concrete masses.
Indeed it was not before long, that similar
approaches to building started acquiring
heavy ornamentationThe works of Abdel
Munim Hirbli have been recently published
in:
The Works of Dr. Engineer Architect Abdel
Munim Hirbli, the Order of Syrian
Engineers, Aleppo Branch, Architecture
Division Committee: Aleppo, 1997..

These two approaches to architecture
have dominated the production of most
Syrian architecture.  Variations of scale,
style, and location withstanding, the
paradigm persists.  A new generation of
architects has looked into the possibility
of introducing alternative visions.  The
Muhanna brothers (architects Raif and
Ziad and civil engineer Rafi) have produced
a bold work challenging the prevailing
trend.  Their school project in Dar’a
redefines the relationship of the building
to its context, function and environment.
The project was deservedly awarded an
Aga Khan Award Steel, J. Ed., Architecture
for a Changing World, Academy Editions:
London, 1992..  Yet it remains largely a
unique experiment.  In the countryside of
Syria construction is following the trends
of the city and losing its authenticity.
Concrete arches are often facade
ornaments.

The short period we were given to prepare
this presentation has limited our resources
for further examples of local Syrian
architects.  Some attention can be given
to the work of foreign architects in Syria.
 Competitions and direct commissions are
becoming commonplace as the country is
opening up to new architectural
approaches.  The Assad National Library
in Damascus is one prominent example
Ali, H. Cultural Institutions, the Architectural
Series, No. 4..  It was awarded in a
competition to the Polish architects: A.
Miezik, W. Miecznikoski and M.
Dunikowski.  It projects a modernist outlook

Photo 5: The inner ambiance of the French

Cultural Center in Damascus.
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onto a main plaza in the modern part of
Damascus and surrounds two interior
atriums with obvious Damascene
references.

Another example is the French Cultural
Center in Damascus Ibid., designed by
Jose Oubrerie and Kirkor Kalycian.  It was
built in a zone where the old and new
parts of Damascus clash directly.  The
building extends the modern planning of
the district yet makes a gesture towards
the old neighborhood by means of surface
texture, fenestration and the large irregular
atrium most reminiscent of Damascene
courtyards.

Some new trends in architecture practice
concern the green dimensions of the
building.  These new practices are taking
into account the design of energy efficient
buildings to minimize pollution.  Issues of
reducing energy input and consumption
by introducing environmentally friendly
materials are becoming more popular
among designers and users alike.  This
trend is in an experimental phase; city
ordinances are being discussed to
incorporate such sustainable architectural
concepts.  Our new practices are
advocating and introducing many aspects
of climate responsive design into the
profession.

Another important category of architectural
work in Syria revolves around historic
preservation and urban rehabilitation.  The
old cities of Damascus and Aleppo were
subjected to inconsiderate planning
measures in the mid fifties.  The old cities
were separated from the rest of the urban
fabric by wide avenues and high-rise
buildings.

After extended efforts on the part of
preservationists, the old urban quarters
are being re-planned to preserve their
her i tage and populat ion.   The
Rehabilitation Projects in Damascus and
Aleppo are not geared towards preserving

specific historical monuments, though a
visible part of their work involves the
restoration of buildings.  The work is mostly
concerned with introducing urban
interventions to stop the deterioration of
the historic city as a place of habitation,
and to keep the inhabitants in place.  The
work entails replacing deteriorating
infrastructure, preserving and rehabilitating
buildings to be used for social and cultural
purposes, introducing economic incentives
and environmental protection strategies
to halt the residential flight from the old
city For further information about the
rehabilitation work in Aleppo contact the
Project for the Rehabilitation of the Old
City of Aleppo, City of Aleppo, PO. Box
12955, Aleppo, Syria..

Concerning the environment, the Old City
of Aleppo offers an advantage and a
unique opportunity to study the interaction
between human activities and the
environment in the traditional fabric of the
city.  The Old City is suffering from severe
environmental problems; some of them
need long term planning and others need
immediate action measures.  Long term
planning involves the classification of
harmful industries out of the old city zoning.
 Short-term actions involve cleanliness
campaigns coordinated with community
participation.  The economic and tourist
pressure is putting an undue pressure on
the environmental conditions of the
residential areas.  The rehabilitation efforts
are introducing comprehensive ways to
deal with the old city as a living entity.  In
all, this new type of project has brought
to the front a new way of dealing with the
past.  A new discourse has emerged to
reverse the old paradigm of history as
ornament.  Yet the present remains an
unexplored territory.

Notes
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· Statistical Abstract, Office of the Prime
Minister, Central Bureau of Statistics:
Damascus, 1998.

· Rifai, F., Aleppo Between History and
Engineering, University of Aleppo Press,
Institute for the History of Arabic Science:
Aleppo, 1996.

For the exact regulations regarding the
practice of engineering consult. each
regional branch set of Professional
Practice Regulations.  An example of such
publication:

· Professional Practice Regulations, The
Order of Syrian Engineers, the Aleppo
Branch: Aleppo, 1994.

· Al-Sahikh, S. K. et al. “Mostapha al-
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March 1996.
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