SYRIA
Medieval Citadels

Between East and West

Logo:Logo:
Pantone
Pantone
greengreen
Type:Type:
Perpetua
Perpetua
Regular
Regular

SYRIA
Medieval Citadels Between East and West

EDITED BY STEFANO BIANCA

UMBERTO ALLEMANDI & C.
for

Preface
HIS HIGHNESS THE AGA KHAN

A

mong the regions and countries of this world, Syria has been blessed with a particularly rich cultural and architectural heritage. Throughout history, its strategic geopolitical
position meant that it became a territory disputed between East and West. At the same
time, Syria also acted as an important bridge between Asian and Mediterranean civilisations, encouraging many forms of cultural, artistic and commercial interchange to take place. Here, the early generations of Muslims – inspired by the Koranic message but still unfettered by a heavy material heritage – created the basis for new cultural expressions and gave rise to a sedentary Islamic civilisation that absorbed and transformed many of the physical forms and structures inherited from its
predecessors and infused fresh meaning into them.
The long record of hostilities between Christendom and the Muslim world, between European
and New-Eastern kingdoms, should not obscure the fact that both civilisations were built upon a
shared Mediterranean heritage – a legacy that extended from Greek philosophy and ancient scientific traditions to a variety of architectural and ornamental features inspired by late Roman architecture. During the early medieval period, these elements were subject to different but related interpretations in the two cultural systems that were to dominate the Mediterranean world for centuries. Another, even more fundamental reason for the underlying inner affinity of the two civilisations is to be found in the shared point of origin of the three monotheistic religions of Islam,
Christianism and Judaism. All are linked to a common ancestor – Abraham – whose mythical
presence has survived in the citadel of Aleppo. Islam, the most recent of the three revelations, has
always acknowledged and confirmed the older religious traditions and has also provided, through
its various regional cultures, successful models for religious and ethnic coexistence.
Such deep and abiding affinities demonstrate that so-called conflicts between East and West –
whether past or present – are political or ideological constructs that have no real basis in deeper cultural and religious fact. Beyond and apart from the controversies highlighted by contemporary observers (and acerbated by modern nationalistic concepts originally alien to Islam) there has always
been a tradition of cultural exchange, tolerance and mutual understanding – even during conflictual situations such as the invasion by the Crusaders. It is this ‘subterranean’ tradition of multicultural symbiosis and of tolerant pluralism, as exemplified by the cultural history of Syria, which

needs to be brought to light again, in order to overcome stereotypical prejudices that aggravate any
real or imaginary conflicts that may still exist.
Through the work of its various institutions, the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) has
always attempted to act as a connector between ‘East’ and ‘West’ in terms of its cultural initiatives,
and between ‘North’ and ‘South’, as far as social and economic development projects are involved.
While these activities have long been concentrated in Pakistan, India and East Africa, new initiatives in Central Asia (Afghanistan, Tajikistan and Kirgizstan) and in the Arab world (Egypt and
Syria) have been added in recent years.
In Cairo, the conversion of a thirty-hectare barren site at the heart of the historic metropolis into
a major urban park has become the catalyst for an innovative and far-reaching urban rehabilitation
process in the adjacent quarters of the Fatimid city. In Syria, good progress has been made with the
conservation of three major citadels as cultural and tourist assets and as resources of civic pride.
Moreover, an urban area development project around the citadel of Aleppo has been launched in
cooperation with the local authorities, and further adaptive reuse projects for landmark buildings
in the old cities of Aleppo and Damascus are under discussion with the Syrian government. These
activities have been complemented by initiatives in the fields of health care, early childhood education, agriculture and micro-credit undertaken by other AKDN institutions in the areas of Aleppo, Masyaf, Salamiya and Lattakia.
I am grateful to the Syrian authorities for their vigorous support of the conservation projects on the
three citadels described in the present book and I am sure that these buildings, now returned to their
full splendour, will reinforce Syria’s unique cultural heritage record.
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Introduction: A Millenary Tradition of Cultural Interaction
Around the Mediterranean
STEFANO BIANCA

T

he title “Citadels Between East and West” was chosen not only to highlight the architecture of the
three grand Syrian castles which constitute the main subject of this book, but also because it hints
at the various currents of cultural history that fluctuated through the Near East and out of which
these buildings have emerged. Acknowledging the complexity of the matter, the three citadels are presented from several points of view, including historical background, cultural implications, site conditions, architectural evolution and rehabilitation measures. Casting the net as wide meant engaging in a multicultural discourse, particularly since the three sites stand at the geographic centre of the Islamic world and have
been built (or occupied) at the peak, as it were, of the medieval history of Islam and Christian Europe.
Hence it was unavoidable to raise issues related to other cultural regions – within and outside the Islamic
domain – and to focus on both earlier historical precedents and later architectural offshoots.
The reader of this book will therefore find himself immersed in a widespread fabric of cultural development trends reaching out in space and time. He will realise that Syria is a nodal point where various threads
of Islamic cultural history come together; he will also discover that the period of hostile clashes between
East and West that is conventionally identified with these citadels was also a period of most fertile cultural encounters – and, moreover, that cultural interchange was a recurrent leitmotif in the long history of the
Bilad al-Sham, as the greater Syrian region was traditionally called in Arabic.
A PLATFORM OF CULTURAL INTERCHANGE BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

Being part of the Fertile Crescent, Greater Syria has been a cradle of civilisations from time immemorial.
Traces of first human settlements date back as far as the ninth millennium BC, and during the third millennium the first urban civilisations of Ebla and Mari (recently excavated sites) document the existence of
refined sedentary cultures – with palaces, temples, fully developed arts and crafts, written records and trade
relations extending to ancient Iran and ancient Egypt – as witnessed by local finds. The oldest archaeological remains on the citadel of Aleppo also belong to this period and thus justify the city’s claim of being
one of, if not the, oldest, continuously inhabited sites of the world.
During the second millennium BC the early Syrian city states were to be absorbed by emerging regional
kingdoms, such as those of the Assyrians or the Hittites, and later the Babylonians and the Achaemenids
of Iran ( BC), who wanted to extend their zone of influence towards Egypt and the Levant. During the
first half millennium BC, Phoenician sailors based on the shores of today’s Lebanon had started spreading
westwards, building colonies and trade centres all around the Mediterranean and as far as the Atlantic coast
of Morocco.



Fig. . Map of the Mediterranean region west of Syria.

With the emergence of larger regional empires, Syria became a hub of strategic north-south and east-west
trade routes, and an important point of cultural, artistic and commercial exchange between three continents. For centuries, caravans from Central Asia and Southern Arabia, as well as sea routes from the Indian Ocean, used to connect to the Mediterranean via the Syrian land bridge, as part of an international
trade network extending from the Far East to Europe. Precious stones, Chinese silk and spices were goods
much in demand both in the Near East and Europe and thus the systems of the Silk Road and the Frankincense connection outlasted all political power shifts.
Through his conquest of Syria, Alexander the Great laid the foundation for his West-Eastern Empire –
a dream which was to tempt many more Western rulers, right up to Napoleon. The memory of Alexander as a mythic hero survived for centuries, to be revived in Islamic times by great Persian poets such as
Nizami, who celebrated the deeds and the wisdom of “Iskandar” in a famous epic. After Alexander’s
death, his empire burst into various independent dominions, with Syria under the Seleucids becoming a
melting pot of Western and Eastern cultures during the so-called Hellenistic period. In Roman times, Syria remained an important province, and three Roman emperors in the third century AD (such as al-Gabal)
were of Syrian origin. The city of Palmyra in the Syrian desert, at the interface between the Roman and
the Sassanian empires, confirms the importance of continuing trade relations between Orient and Occident. Under the reign of Byzantium, the ‘Eastern Rome’, the orientalisation of Antiquity was continued
throughout the Syrian provinces.



Fig. . Map of the Asian region east of Syria.

Within the cultural history of the Islamic world, the Bilad al-Sham was of capital importance, particularly during the early centuries of Islam and into the Middle Ages. Indeed, it was the first destination for the
Arab tribes expanding northwards from Mecca and Medina, after they had been united by the Koranic
message. In contrast to the European migrations, which caused large parts of the former Roman Empire
to plunge into centuries of relative darkness, the migration of the Arab tribes resulted in a rapid, almost
miraculous, reflourishing of civic life and culture in the conquered Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine sites.
Under the Umayyad caliphs (the title meaning the lieutenants of the Prophet and leaders of the new Muslim state), a spectacular assimilation of late Roman and Byzantine cultural heritage took place under Islamic auspices, to which the two large mosques in Damascus and Aleppo (as well as the Haram al-Sharif
in Jerusalem) are the best surviving witnesses.
It is revealing how, in the context of this new cultural synthesis, the main public open spaces (that is, the
Roman-Hellenistic temple squares and the agora or the forum) were occupied by mosques with enclosed
central courtyards that continued to serve as prime civic and religious spaces. The wide and arcaded Roman avenues were gradually converted into parallel rows of covered pedestrian suqs (markets), in conformity
with age-old oriental living patterns. The Roman basilica typology was adapted and transformed to fit the
Muslim prayer rite and thus became the first and most widely used mosque prototype of the pillared hall.
The predilection for hunting castles in the desert, equipped with comfortable bathhouses (hammams), continued unabated from late Antiquity into Islamic times and gave rise to a variety of related architectural
structures. Byzantine mosaic techniques were adapted to adorn the Umayyad mosque in Damascus and



the Dome of the Rock, while the scrolls of Roman-Hellenistic and Byzantine architectural decoration –
already orientalised – provided the raw material, as it were, for the development of ever more refined
arabesques of Islamic art.
Within less than a century, the immigrant Arab tribes (whose own cultural patrimony consisted mainly in
a highly articulated language and poetry) managed to give birth to an impressive civilisation, making use
of the pre-existing cultural heritage found in the Syrian region. With the expansion of the empire, the newly born Islamic culture spread into North Africa, Spain and Southern Italy, where it flourished for centuries. Under the Arabs, the barren landscape of Andalusia was turned into a garden: Seville and Cordoba became leading centres of civilisation, much admired by Christian visitors. Toledo and Palermo, under shifting Muslim and Christian rule, became centres of art and learning which exerted a big influence
on the nascent European culture of the early Middle Ages.
Much of the philosophy and science of Antiquity was transmitted to Christian Europe through such channels – and might have been lost without the intermediate translation by Muslim scholars. Islamic textile art
crept into the altars of Christian churches, and the famous crowning gown used by generations of Christian emperors, long attributed to Charlemagne (and now kept with the Habsburg treasures), was in reality produced by Muslim weavers at the court of the Normans in Palermo. Arabic poetry and philosophy
had their influence on the emergence of the Troubadours at the courts of Provence and on their revolutionary concept of ideal love, while concepts of Islamic cosmology spurred the parallel development of European esoteric traditions (suffice it to mention the quest for the Holy Grail), which were to leave their imprint on contemporary literary monuments such as Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, and Dante’s Divine Commedy.
No wonder, then, that another important period of cultural West-East contacts emerged in Greater Syria during the Middle Ages (which were not as ‘dark’ as some modern superstitions suggest). The growing rivalry between European and Islamic powers, the religious fervour sparked by the popes and St
Bernard to fuel the Crusades, as well as the partially successful attempt of the Crusaders to occupy the
Holy Land, set the scene for new types of encounters. The exposure of the invading Franks to a superior
Islamic culture (as well as the growing appetite of a developing Western civilisation for refined Eastern
goods and works of art) gave rise to all sorts of cultural and commercial exchanges that left their traces in
political documents, in literature, in architectural structures and in rare crafted objects now kept in churches and museums. When the Crusaders arrived in the Holy Land in the twelfth century, the leading European aristocracy was not unprepared for certain concepts of Islamic culture, and was eager to compare,
exchange and absorb. In fact, the mounted troops of the Crusaders already represented an attempt to match
the oriental horsemen who had invaded Europe in earlier centuries, imposing their new methods of warfare. Moreover, both Europeans and Muslims had adopted and developed in parallel certain principles of
Roman military architecture for their medieval fortifications that were now entering into competition with
each other.
Whatever religious fanaticism may have guided the Crusaders (and particularly the uneducated foot troops),
there was also a certain curiosity and a shared ethos of chivalry and courtesy between partners who respected
each other. The documented exchanges of messages and precious gifts between enlightened rulers from



Fig. . The crowning gown of the emperors of the Holy Roman Empire (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna).

both sides (Salah al-Din and his son al-Adil, as well as Richard the Lionheart and Frederick II come to
mind) and their ways of ensuring peaceful coexistence between different religious communities provide
ample confirmation of the window of cultural understanding that had opened in the twelfth to thirteenth
centuries between Christendom and Islam. The Christian orders of the Templars and the Hospitallers
who were residing in the Holy Land played an important role in this dialogue. They often acted as mediators between Christian kings and Muslim sultans, before the Templars were exterminated in  by king
Philip IV of France and the Inquisition under the pretext of having been infiltrated by Islamic practices.
True, there were armed conflicts, but, as contemporary historians and witnesses lead us to understand, hostilities were generally fought out between knights according to mutually understood rituals, while the civil population in the Holy Land – regardless of creed – was generally allowed to move between the frontlines and to continue its daily life peacefully. The devastating technological warfare and the forced territorial segregation on ethnic or religious grounds which we witness today in the Holy Land provide a striking
contrast to these medieval conditions.
THE ROLE OF SYRIA IN THE CULTURAL HISTORY OF ISLAM

But let us go back to the course of history in Syria in the early centuries of Islam: with the rise of the Abbasid dynasty in AD , followed by the move of the capital from Damascus to Baghdad and by the confinement of the Umayyads to Andalusia, the Islamic culture in the Near East had come under Iranian cultural influence. Ancient Persian palace and garden schemes were incorporated in Islamic architectural
structures, such as palaces, mosques and madrasas (Koranic schools). In particular, the element of the iwan
– a lofty vaulted structure enclosed on three sides and entered through a grand frontal arch – found its way
to Syria, where it became a ubiquitous architectural feature with regal connotations. It was used either as a
monumental gateway, or as a shaded recess and open-air reception room integrated into an interior court-



yard elevation. In certain cases, cruciform layouts
of four iwans facing each other around a central
courtyard were used, particularly in the case of
monumental palaces and madrasas. In the interiors
of important residences this basic arrangement was
often reinterpreted and reused, by covering the concentrated central space with a dome to form a reception hall (qa’a) bordered by iwans. The qa’as and
the iwans of ancient family houses in Aleppo and
Damascus are a late reflection of this Iranian tradition which survived up to the eighteenth/nineteenth centuries in local domestic architecture.
From the eleventh to the early sixteenth century, Syria and Egypt were culturally linked through the rule
of the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk dynasties,
which governed their Near Eastern empire out of
Cairo. While the Syrian cities of Damascus and
Aleppo could not rival Baghdad under the Abbasids, nor Cairo under the Fatimids and the Mamluks, they remained important urban centres. Syria had a strong cultural impact on Egypt, since
Fig. . Pottery fragment from the th century
Northern Syria and Armenia were the origin of an
showing three Muslim dignitaries, the knight in the centre
important stone masonry tradition which was incarrying a hunting falcon (Islamic Museum, Berlin).
troduced in Cairo in the late eleventh century under the Fatimids to replace the ancient Mesopotamian brick masonry work. The cruciform iwan structures
and the qa’a typology also made their way from Syria to Cairo, and were adopted in a large number of Mamluk palaces, mosques and madrasas.
In Syria, as in Cairo, the Ayyubid and Mamluk rulers became great patrons of the arts and sponsored the
construction of important citadels, palaces, mosques, madrasas, hospitals, mausoleums and hammams. At
that time, the ruling class had been infiltrated by selected and specially groomed former ‘slaves’ (mamluks)
of Turkoman origin who fought their way up the military career ladder. Succession of rulers was dictated
by a savage ‘survival of the fittest’, rather than following hereditary dynastic rules. Widespread political
unrest and the growing ‘militarisation’ of the environment favoured the construction of citadels and palace
strongholds, which were merged with fortified urban structures. East-West trade through Egypt and Syria reached its peak under the Mamluks, and hence an unrivalled material wealth was invested in building
activities. The Mamluk militia also played a decisive role in bringing to a halt the Mongol assault of the
Near East that had already led to the total destruction of Baghdad in  and damaged Damascus and
Aleppo badly in .
With the advent of the Ottomans – a tribe which had immigrated from Central Asia to Anatolia, consolidated their power base by capturing Constantinople in  and taken over the Near East from the
Mamluks in  – the Islamic world was to experience a certain standstill, particularly in comparison



Fig. . Crusader war scene, Egypt, th century (British Museum, London).

with the more dynamic European development since the Renaissance and the Age of Discoveries. While
Istanbul became the new capital of the Ottoman Empire, Cairo, Aleppo and Damascus remained hubs
of continuing trade between the East and the West, as documented by the construction of a whole series of
important caravanserais and by the presence of European trade missions.
However, since the sixteenth century, Europe and the Islamic World pursued cultural evolutions of their
own that moved them in different directions. Religious fervour had been redirected from Jerusalem to the
main apostolic sites in Europe, that is, Rome and Santiago de Compostela. With the discovery of the sea
routes to America and India, the interest in the Middle East subsided in favour of more distant and unexplored regions – and of easier conquests. At the same time, the invention of powerful new technological
tools enabled the emerging European nations to build and sustain colonial empires on a global scale –
colonies that were based on a strange combination of missionary zeal, contempt for native ethnic groups
and massive exploitation of local resources.
Meanwhile, the defeat in  of the Ottomans at the battle of Lepanto (followed later by their failed attempt to conquer Vienna) sealed the political decline of the last Islamic Empire that had still occupied nearly half the shores of the Mediterranean. On the other end of the Mediterranean, the last Moriscos were driven out of Andalusia into North Africa. The big political threat presented by the Islamic world was gone.
Only a few pirates and corsairs continued to haunt the European coasts, creating isolated incidents which
were reflected in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European literature and operas (such as Mozart’s Ab-



Fig. . Aerial view of Jerusalem with the holy sites of the three monotheist religions (G. Gerster).

duction from the Seraglio and Rossini’s The Italian Girl in Algiers). If anything, the Orient now became a subject of romantic fantasies or of scientific interest, which both started blossoming in parallel with the development of Europe’s Industrial Age, as the impending mechanisation of life called for compensatory
dreams and visions.
From the nineteenth century, the relationship between Islam and the West was resumed under new, rather
unfortunate auspices, when the Western powers started to further expand their colonial empires at the expense of the declining Ottoman caliphate. The new economic dynamics and political ambitions of the Industrial Age definitely swung the pendulum the way of the West, and the turmoil before and during the
First World War saw the European colonial powers seize parts of North Africa, Egypt, Syria and the Holy
Land. The political subdivisions imposed by them became the basis for creating new Arab nation states –
a concept which had never existed before in the umma (the all-embracing Islamic community). The consequences of this arbitrary political set of political boundaries obviously had repercussions on the modern
history of the Near East, which have never been resolved to this very day.
THE CITADELS: AN IMPORTANT PART OF SYRIA’S CULTURAL HERITAGE

Notwithstanding the lingering political and ideological conflicts (that are not the subject of this book) the
greater Syrian region has remained an unprecedented treasure-house preserving the heritage of a multitude
of cultures that left their imprint on this soil – juxtaposing or overlaying each other and producing a fascin-



Fig. . View of the Haram esplanade of Jerusalem with the Dome of the Rock.

ating panorama of alternating human endeavours in space and time. Buried Hittite and Assyrian sites,
Hellenistic temples, Roman amphitheatres, early Christian churches, citadels built by Muslims and by
Christians – they all stand side by side and provide a sense of cultural and historical complexity that can
hardly be found in any other region.
Modern archaeology has played an important part in revealing such treasures, and the past few decades
have been particularly rich in discoveries. They have elevated Syria to a cultural destination second to none,
although – fortunately – still relatively untouched by mass tourism. The country’s wealth in monuments
also means that conservation of the remaining physical structures is necessary in order to hand down this
heritage to future generations. The Syrian Ministry of Culture and its Directorate General of Antiquities
and Museums (DGAM) are aware of their responsibility and have been looking for partnerships, particularly in regard to Islamic monuments. In , they requested the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) to
assist with the conservation of three major citadels as a starting point for a new state-of-the-art approach.
Choosing the three pilot projects was not an easy task. Scores of citadels have been built in Syria by the
Byzantines, the Franks and various Muslim rulers. While some of them are now reduced to ruined sites,
many have survived partially or even integrally, such as the Crac des Chevaliers, the citadel of Salah alDin and the citadels of Aleppo and Masyaf. It is the latter three which, after a wider survey, became the
subject of the cooperation between the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums and the
Aga Khan Trust for Culture. A major objective of the joint projects was to develop appropriate excava-



tion and conservation strategies for Islamic architectural heritage, to train the staff of the Directorate in the
use of advanced conservation techniques and materials and to establish innovative Visitor Centres for tourists
in the three citadels. The experience with the joint projects will enable the Syrian Directorate of Antiquities to replicate such strategies in other projects and to update its site-management policies.
The joint work on the three citadels of Aleppo, Masyaf and Salah al-Din (near Lattakia) was successfully completed in , and further plans are now being materialised (in cooperation with the city of Aleppo) to enhance the urban surroundings of Aleppo citadel. This will involve planning and construction
measures to create a pedestrian zone near the entrance to the citadel, to improve the landscaping of the complete citadel perimeter, to implement appropriate adaptive reuse projects in the vicinity of the citadel perimeter, and to enhance this most significant district of the historic centre and make it an attractive meeting
point for residents and visitors alike.
*
The present book has been prepared by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture to celebrate the successful completion of the joint conservation works in the three citadels. Distributed at the occasion of the official opening ceremonies, it aims not only to document the surveys and the physical works on these three major landmarks, but also to present the buildings in the wider cultural context of medieval Syria and to introduce
the reader to the fascinating history of these sites.
The first article in Part I of the book explains the particular political conditions, the cultural exchange and
the architectural achievements of the Bilad al-Sham during the period when Islam was facing the Crusaders.
The second article describes an interesting aspect of that period linked to one particular Islamic community – the Ismailis – which, after the fall of their Fatimid empire in Cairo, became the founders or holders
of a number of citadels in the mountains of Syria. This is complemented by a third article dealing with
the architectural typology of Ayyubid palaces in Syria and their components, and describing their impact
on both civic and domestic architecture in the following centuries.
On this background, Part II of the book then focuses on more detailed descriptions of the visible physical
remains of each of the three citadels, providing visitors with a concise introduction to the respective sites
and their history. These three articles are preceded by an urban history of the city of Aleppo, the only case
where one of these citadels has acted as the nucleus of an important urban agglomeration that counts among
the most prominent historic cities of the Islamic world.
Part III, finally, focuses on the more technical aspects of the conservation works carried out by the AKTC
and the DGAM. It provides ample graphic documentation of the buildings and discusses the methodology
applied in various conservation and/or restoration interventions. As always in such projects, the question
of how far to go into reconstruction, as a means to illustrate more complete prior states and conditions of
now partly ruined buildings, is a delicate one. Today, a cautious attitude with regard to physical reconstruction prevails, particularly since sophisticated virtual reconstruction techniques are now at our disposal, thanks to modern electronic means. This enhances the role of well-equipped Visitor Centres which are
part of the respective citadel projects and areas also described in this section.



Fig. . Engraving by Drummond, showing Aleppo as it was in the th century.

As already mentioned, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture will continue to remain present in Aleppo, assisting the Municipality with the planning and further enhancement of the urban surroundings of the
citadel. This central and highly significant public open space has undergone important changes in the past
and will continue to do so in the future, retaining and enhancing its representative character. The landscaping interventions on the surroundings of Aleppo citadel and the adaptive reuse proposals for some of
the adjacent public buildings are also described in Part III. They relate to a wider urban rehabilitation initiative which illustrates a major shift in urban planning strategies for Aleppo, the origins of which date
back to the late s and early s. This general change in planning paradigms is touched upon too,
since it is typical and relevant for a more general policy revision with regard to urban conservation in the
Islamic world.
The co-authors of this book have been actively involved in the research and conservation works described
in the respective chapters and are thus providing the reader with first-hand information. I am particularly indebted to Adli Qudsi, Thierry Grandin and Stephen Battle who have, moreover, participated vigorously in shaping, reviewing and refining the contents of the book as a whole. My special thanks also go
to Jeff Allen and Zeina Hirbli, who assisted in structuring and processing the rich visual material and
the graphic documentation on the citadels. This important corpus of plans and drawings, published here
for the first time, is the result of years of hard work by a dedicated field team composed of Syrian staff of
the AKTC and the DGAM. The names of all individuals who have participated in this endeavour are listed in the Acknowledgments at the end of the book. May this publication constitute a worthy witness of
their efforts.



The extensive conservation work on the citadels would never have been possible without the constant interest, support and participation of the Syrian authorities, in particular His Excellency the Minister of Culture and Their Excellencies the Governor and the Mayor of Aleppo, as well as the Directors of the Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums in Damascus and those of its local branches in Aleppo, Lattakia and Homs, who have followed the project activities over the years.
Furthermore, the project was lucky to benefit from the support of two subsequent Prime Ministers of Syria who had earlier served as Governor and Mayor of Aleppo respectively – His Excellency Dr Mohamed
Mustafa Miro and His Excellency Mr Mohamed Naji Otri. I do hope that the results of the joint work, as
observed by them in the field and presented in this book, will please them.
Finally, I would like to thank the World Monuments Fund in New York (a long-standing partner of the
Trust in the Islamic world) for its generous financial support of the conservation works on the citadel of
Aleppo – a contribution which was made possible through the Robert Wilson Challenge Grant.
The three conserved and newly presented citadel sites, as well as the current rehabilitation works in the Old
City of Aleppo, will without any doubt enhance the potential for cultural tourism in Syria. In the globalised world of today, tourism has become a major vehicle of cultural interchange. It is therefore hoped that
the works jointly undertaken by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture and the Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums, as well as this book, will make a small contribution to establishing a better dialogue between two civilisations that have built on a shared Mediterranean heritage.



PART I
CULTURAL AND ARCHITECTURAL BACKGROUND

. Medieval Syria: At the Crossroads of Cultural Exchange
and Architectural Development
MARIANNE BARRUCAND

T

hanks to its geographical position and its rich civilisation, Syria is as much part of the western
Mediterranean world as of the Asian East, as its monuments – or their surviving relics – so splendidly demonstrate. While its position, poised between two worlds so different and, for most of the
time, so hostile to each other, might have caused it to suffer the invasions and ravages that feature so prominently in fact and event-oriented history, it has also made this country an arena for constant encounters and
exchanges, where alliances have been made or broken regardless of religious or tribal affiliations. Peaceful
encounters between peoples who, in theory, were supposed to be adversaries have borne fruit in trade relations, visits and joint undertakings, on occasion even in the preparation of joint military expeditions.
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

When Islam, after its emergence in Arabia, swept across Syria in the middle of the seventh century, Damascus swiftly became the capital of an empire which stretched from India to the Atlantic. After centuries
during which it had formed part of the Roman-Byzantine world, Syria now brought its own culture, at
that time essentially Mediterranean, to bear on the first Muslim dynasty, that of the Umayyad caliphs, during whose reign classical elements were conveyed in this manner to the frontiers of the new empire. When
in  the Abbasid dynasty overthrew the Umayyads and established the centres of its own power between
the Euphrates and the Tigris, Syria was relegated to the status of a province. Exposed to the greed of the
Byzantine Empire, to marauding Bedouins, and to the appetite for expansion of its Egyptian neighbours,
shaken by controversies between Sunnites and Shiites,1 tribal uprisings and the raids of warlords, and subjected to the whimsical control of the Abbasid armies, Syria was now to pass through a period in its history that was to leave little in the way of material relics.
In the mid eleventh century, a number of nomadic Turkish tribes, operating under the command of the
Seljukids, recent converts to Sunni Islam, left the steppes of Central Asia and headed west, subduing in
rapid succession Iran, Mesopotamia and the Arab lands, until they reached the shores of the Mediterranean.
Arriving as rapacious conquerors, they swiftly reinvented themselves as organisers of their new territory.
Placing the Abbassid caliphate under their protection – and thereby restoring its prestige and its authority
– they extended their power over Iran, the Near East and also, following the rout of the Byzantine army at
Manzikert in , over Anatolia, which thenceforth became Turkish and Muslim. At more or less the
same time, they installed their governors in the cities of Aleppo and Damascus.
After inflammatory sermons in the churches of the West had already been inspired by the destruction of
the church of the Holy Sepulchre in the early eleventh century, on the orders of the Fatimid (and therefore
Shiite) caliph al-Hakim, the defeat of the Byzantine emperor by the Turks helped fan the flames of Chris-



tian propaganda, calling for the holy places of Christendom to be liberated from the yoke of the so-called
“Mohammedan pagans”. It is not our intention to embark here on a history of the Crusades. Let us merely recall their launching in Clermont-Ferrand in , the capture of Jerusalem and the massacre of its
population in , the foundation of the Crusader earldoms of Antioch, Edessa, Tripoli and that of the
Latin kingdom of Jerusalem, in .
We should remember that it took some time in the Near East for people to realise that this was a well planned
“colonial” undertaking and not the usual type of warfare in the form of sporadic raids, bloody but limited in scope, which did not involve transforming the entire lives of the affected populations. It was only from
the s onwards, under the authority first of the Zangid and then the Ayyubid rulers, that the response
of jihad, of a holy war against the Christians, took hold and began to spread.
Zangi, the Turkish governor of Mosul and Aleppo, who was in the service of the Seljukids, Sunnis who
in turn owed allegiance to the caliph of Baghdad, succeeded in retaking Edessa in . This victory saw
the adoption of a much more systematic and carefully planned approach to the organisation of defence,
largely masterminded by Nur al-Din, one of Zangi’s sons, who, after his father’s death, ruled over the Syrian portion of his territory.
To summarise: when the Crusades arrived, the Near East was extremely fragmented, because the various
tribes and ethnic groups – some Turkish and others Arab and Bedouin – mounted raids on the local populations; because the major cities were themselves shaken from outside by successive sieges and from within
by urban revolts; and, finally, because of the confrontation in Syria between the Sunni caliphate of Baghdad and the Shiite caliphate of Egypt. The success of the First Crusade was largely attributable to the complex nature of this situation.2
Nur al-Din (-) was able to seize power in Damascus – which, until then, had remained in the
hands of the Burid dynasty, also Sunni and Turkish – and it was here that he made his capital. Giving free
rein to his passion for grand designs and applying his administrative skills, he founded schools, madrasas,
hospitals and public baths; he restored the city walls and – most significantly – he finally succeeded in driving the Franks west of the Orontes. His reign laid the foundations for reconquests to come, yet he himself
never knew any truly spectacular military triumph and he was somewhat effaced by the brilliant acclaim
of his successor, Salah al-Din, founder of the Ayyubid dynasty.3
Salah al-Din (-), by origin a Kurd in the service of Nur al-Din, was initially assigned the task
of bringing Fatimid Egypt under Sunni rule; as a result, he resided in Cairo from  until the death of
Nur al-Din, in . Returning at that point to Syria to take up residence in Damascus, Salah al-Din gradually ousted the Zangids, while assimilating the policies followed by Nur al-Din: an administrator motivated by concern for the well-being of his subjects, he founded schools, madrasas and religious and charitable institutions; he promoted commerce and set in place customs infrastructure; most importantly he reorganised the army and the fleet with a view to retaking land occupied by the Franks. The high point of
this campaign of reconquest was the battle of Hattin, in , a victory which enabled him to recapture
Jerusalem.



Fig. . Map showing Syria as the target of Crusaders and Mongol invasions.

On his death in , Salah al-Din’s lands were divided up, following Turkish custom, among his male
relatives, who, until , were obliged, whether they liked it or not, to accept the authority of Salah alDin’s brother al-Malik al-Adil, who reigned in Damascus. The Ayyubid period was thus one of relatively
peaceful relations with the Latin kingdoms, characterised by a flourishing economy, active trade, many major construction projects and vigorous religious and intellectual activities, but also by rivalries and constant
feuding between members of the Ayyubid family. It was these divisions which finally led to their debilitation and fall in , at least in Syria and Egypt.
The elite corps of the Ayyubid armies were made up of mamluks or military slaves, that is, youths of nonMuslim origin often brought from the steppes of Central Asia and sold as slaves. After being selected and
bought, they were reared by their owners under a very strict military regime. Eventually, they grew into formidable fighting men, fired with a strong esprit de corps and utterly devoted to their master and teacher. Fully aware of their own strength, the Mamluk contingent in Egypt seized power in  by assassinating the
legitimate successor to the sultanate, which had recently fallen vacant.
Starting from the early s, a wave of Mongols, nomads of the Asian steppes, swept across China, Iran,
Iraq and Anatolia. Their seemingly unstoppable advance finally came up, at Ayn Jalut in , against
the Mamluk forces, which proved too strong for them. Thereafter the Mamluks reigned for the next two
and a half centuries throughout the Near East as defenders of Sunni Islam. Their dominion, including the
succession to the sultanate, was very carefully organised, but in the administration of the countries under
their protection and their military policies they broadly followed the principles of their former Ayyubid
masters. Nevertheless, the authority over the provinces of their domain formerly wielded by princes from
Ayyubid families shifted to governors tightly controlled by the sultan. At the same time, the jihad gained in
strength, culminating, in , in the relief of Acre, thus definitively putting an end to the Latin kingdom
of Jerusalem. Despite the worsening of relations with the Christians, a network of trade links now stretched
across the entire Mediterranean. The Mamluk sultans were also indefatigable builders, attending closely to



Fig. . Muqarnas in the vault of the Salihiya madrasa, Damascus.

Fig. . Entry porch of the maristan of Nur al-Din, Damascus.

the quality of their defensive structures, anxious to please local populations with their generosity and much
given to the erection of monuments commemorating their own splendour.4
Profound economic woes, the Timurid invasion, the emergence of new Ottoman and Safavid armies and
shifts in the established trade routes brought about a weakening of Mamluk power from the early s
and, in , the Ottomans seized power in Syria and in Egypt, which thenceforth became provinces governed by officials dispatched from Istanbul.
ARCHITECTURAL INFLUENCES AND EXCHANGES

Pilgrimages served as precursors to wars – this was as true for the Muslim Turks as for the Christians of the
West. The targets of their pilgrimages were of course different: the first headed for Mecca via, wherever
possible, the revered cities of Jerusalem and Damascus; the others set their sights fixedly on the Near East,
with Jerusalem at its centre. As a result, the general area occupied by Syria and Palestine found itself straddling the routes followed by two cohorts of pilgrims. Nevertheless, any interchange at this time seemed limited to material and movable objects.
Starting from the last quarter of the eleventh century, the Turks extended their dominion over the Arab
peoples of the Bilad al-Sham5 and at the same time introduced, albeit in a slow and gradual manner, their
own building tastes and methods. Impressive specimens have come down to us from the era of Nur al-Din,



in the third quarter of the twelfth century, in which Turkish and Persian-inspired themes and techniques
were married to Near Eastern traditions of a more classical kind. The porch of the Nur al-Din maristan
(hospital) built in  (fig. ) is a significant illustration of this, with its juxtaposition of Western and
Eastern features: thus the monolithic marble lintel of the main door forms the base of a classical triangular
pediment, also in marble, surmounted by a high, monumental tympanum, the hollow interior of which is
decorated with nine rows of muqarnas (the small arches or squinches that in Islamic architecture are often
used to effect the transition from a rectangular base to a round dome above), all rising above a row of multilobed flat niches. At its highest point, the tympanum is marked by a niche carved into its flat mural surface
– a feature which dominates the rows of muqarnas unfolding below and which is vaguely reminiscent of the
scallop shells of classical and Umayyad designs.

Figs. , . Details from the gate of al-Tuteh mosque in Aleppo.

From that point on, heavy stone columns and squinch-mounted cupolas started to take the place of more
monolithic pillars and cupolas on spherical pendentives. Instead of the long, wide basilica naves still fashionable under the Umayyads, we now find much more compact and narrow spaces. Architects made more
extensive use of brick than before, but the coloured glazes, which played such an important role in Anatolian and Persian structures of that period, were the exception rather than the norm in the twelfth century, when pastel-shaded marble facing provided the most widespread form of ornamentation. At the same
time, the new designs were embellished with an innovative profusion of niches, complex, multi-lobed arcades and geometrical interlacing. The muqarnas, which had originated in Central Asia, first appeared in
Syrian architecture, where they increasingly occupied the voids under arches, doorways (fig. ) and cupolas and also provided decorative features under the projecting edges of minaret balconies or capitals. At the
same time, this new architecture continued to make use of mouldings, classical pediments, friezes composed
of strings of beads and reels, and rows of leaves and darts, as well as highly realistic acanthus leaves, in
places even copying classical decoration (figs. , ).
While value was still attached to carefully cut stonework, new sophisticated geometrical embellishments
started to be added, such as increasingly intricate indentations for the interacting lintel stones. The iwan – a
vaulted hall opening onto a courtyard or open space – is a structure that originated in the East and first made
its appearance in the Zangid era. Iwans framed the monumental doors of important buildings and they were
a prominent feature of the principal courtyards of palaces and of madrasas, often built on a cruciform plan,



Fig. . The courtyard of the Mamluk Sultan Hasan mosque in Cairo (engraving by D. Roberts) – one of the most monumental
examples of a four-iwan building.

designed in such a way that each of the courtyard’s four facades was dominated by a deep and broad central niche (fig. ). For centuries to come, these four-iwan plans were to be a characteristic trait of the religious and secular architecture of the Near East.
Thus it was only from the reign of Nur al-Din onwards that the design of large urban centres started to
show Turkish-Persian influence. The Ayyubids later refined, enlarged and enriched these eastern contributions by blending them with age-old local traditions, which favoured cut stone and an immediate readability of forms. Under the Ayyubids, this synthetic approach was evident in the architecture of piety and
prestige – the mosques, madrasas and mausoleums of the large cities. The porch of the Adiliya al-Kubra
madrasa (-) in Damascus (fig. ) is a typical example: with its ornamental keystone of the arch
of elaborate stonework in front of two small cupolas with two rows of large muqarnas carved into the stone
and a rear wall with wide polished lintel stones decorated with interlacing and mouldings of a classical design, the Ayyubid architects transposed the eastern influences of the Turks into an artistic idiom which
bore the stamp of a discrete classicism. The mosque of the Hanbalites (-), in Salihiya, the main
mosque of the new district of Damascus that housed Palestinian refugees, combines a classical plan and
recycled capitals – also of classical design (fig. ) – with ornamental pierced stucco screens (claustra) in a
style which can no longer be called classical (fig. ).



Designed to impress, the sumptuous architecture of the
Zangids and the Ayyubids could be viewed in terms of a
Turkish-Persian contribution to a local heritage marked by
traditions of classical architecture, reinterpreted and passed
on by the Umayyads. The Ayyubids absorbed the Zangid
legacy, further developing and enriching it and lending it a
new elegance, but credit for any real innovations should really go to the architects of Nur al-Din.
The urban monuments built by the Crusaders in the Latin
dominions, by contrast, appear entirely devoid of impact on
Islamic architecture in Syria and Egypt. The exception which
proves this rule is perhaps the entrance to the church of St
John of Acre, which was carried to Cairo as a trophy, as it
were, and integrated into the entrance to a Mamluk mausoleum in Cairo.
Fig. . Monumental reception iwan in the Jumblatt mansion in Aleppo.

Fig. . Plan of the domestic qa’a and its iwans in the Jumblatt mansion, Aleppo.
. Monumental iwan; . Qa’a; . Qubba; . Entrance; . Room; . Courtyard; . Pool.



CITADELS AND PALACES

The lands of Syria and Palestine are studded with
citadels bearing witness to their turbulent past. Successive waves of invaders established themselves as far
as they could in the fortified sites abandoned by their
predecessors, taking possession of the buildings, making use of anything still usable, and renovating and
modernising the structures in accordance with their
own taste and means.6 While it is fascinating to focus
on such restricted sites containing relics from many different periods (as for example Aleppo citadel), deciphering some of their architectural structures (such
as Masyaf ) is not always easy.
In terms of their functions, their dimensions and their
forms, the range of Syrian fortifications extends from
urban citadels, which were nothing less than royal
cities, to simple caves fitted out on mountain peaks
(such as Shakif Darkûsh, Shakif Daffar Dubbin or
Shakif Balmis), encompassing such intermediate
forms as fortified towers (of which there are several examples in the plain of Akkar, north of Tripoli, or alBiray), so-called “eagles’ nests” (Qal’at Shirkuh in
Palmyra, Burzayh or Safed) and majestic and intricate
ensembles such as those at Crac des Chevaliers or
Fig. . Entry porch of al-Adiliya madrasa, Damascus.
Salah al-Din’s castle. The architectural aspect of these
construction projects probably depended more on their intended purpose and on the financial resources of
their owners than on any aesthetic considerations.
There is much still unknown about the history of the fortified castles situated in the area between the valley of the upper Euphrates and the Gulf of Aqaba. The Romans and the Byzantines left a profusion of
defensive structures in their Near-Eastern territories, a number of which were reused by the Umayyads,
who, in turn, erected their own new fortifications.
The Turkish conquest, in the second half of the eleventh century, came about in quite a different manner
from that of the Crusaders several decades later. The Turks, who from the outset were nomadic warriors,
hardly ever shut themselves away in fortified castles and only gradually started to erect such fortifications.
The invaders from the West, by contrast, swiftly covered the areas they conquered with an entire defensive
armour, both by taking over and upgrading the fortresses which they conquered and by building new structures of their own. It is true that the small size of their armies rendered it essential for them to set in place
these protective measures, so as to maintain a strategic stability. In addition, the Franks, since the time of the
Carolingians, had had the habit of using fortified structures as a means of securing domination over their
territories and of protecting themselves against local rulers and peasant populations. The twelfth century



Fig. . Ornamental pierced stucco screen
in the Hanbalite mosque, Damascus.

Fig. . Recycled classical capital in the Hanbalite mosque,
Damascus.

saw, in the West, considerable progress in the field of defensive architecture; these new elements were later
exported to some of the fortresses in the Latin kingdoms.
The Islamic answer to this focus on siege-resistant design came only some time later, under the Ayyubid
princes. It is true that Nur al-Din gave his attention to building the wall around Damascus, but he is not
credited with the construction of fortified castles. Even Salah al-Din, who did admittedly put up the fortress
of Sadr in the middle of the Sinai,7 traditional stronghold of the Bedouin, and who made a number of improvements to the castle of Saone, “Salah al-Din’s castle”, was also more concerned with the conduct of
military campaigns than the erection of fortresses. From the time of al-Adil, however, there was a proliferation of new fortresses and castles, of which that in Damascus is but one example among many. One has
the impression, however, that this sudden spurt of building activity was motivated more by the interminable
family feuds than by the need to resist the Christian onslaught.
The Ayyubid architects skilfully mastered the latest techniques in defensive architecture including the use
of bossed stonework, adapting the course of city walls to the contours of the land, doubling city walls and
digging moats. They also introduced the barbican, efficient flanking towers, and such features as machicolations, brattices and intricate arrow slits, skilfully designed firing chambers, curved passages inside gates,
portcullises and glacis to cover sloping banks. The Mamluks did not add anything new to this repertoire,
but put it to systematic and increasingly extensive use, to the extent that their resources permitted.



Fig. . St Josse’s shroud (Louvre, Paris).

These same elements found themselves reassembled at more or less the same period, after extensive periods
of hesitation, in the siege-resistant architecture of both East and West, in that of great religious orders of
the Latin Church and that of the Muslims. One question often asked and to which there is no definitive
answer is this: who exactly is to be credited with developing the defensive architecture of the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, both in the West and in the Near East? Is it that the Crusaders merely further developed the work initiated by the Near-Eastern architects or, on the contrary, was it the latter who assimilated
the innovations and inventions of the former?
The question needs to be phrased differently if it is to be answered in any credible way, given that the rapid development of a sophisticated defensive architecture at this period, in both West and East, was foreshadowed by hundreds of years of accumulated experience. This experience was the result of specific historical, economic and social conditions, which differed radically between East and West, but which had
in common a considerable storehouse of Roman remains which, at regular intervals, served either as quarries for building materials or as models, the influence of which can be found right up to the development
of medieval defensive architecture. Furthermore, there is even documentary evidence of contacts between
Eastern and Western engineers and architects. Those from the East had already been recruited by Western
princes and had lived long enough in the Latin states for their names to be recorded by the chroniclers. Another kind of skilled labour came with the Crusades from the West and then remained in the Near East –
the Frankish war prisoners who participated in the construction of numerous fortified castles and city ramparts. This is confirmed by historical sources, and one often finds marks carved into building stones which
suggest that they were laid by Christian labourers.



Moreover, the progress in weaponry seems to have played a considerable role in architectural evolution: the
counterweighted mangonel catapult, or onager, which seems to have first appeared in the tenth century, was
further refined and its use spread widely from the end of the twelfth century, not only as a siege weapon, but
also for defence. Its component parts, which were first hoisted aloft then assembled on the firing platforms
of towers, must have been formidable weapons; it was thanks to their use that the towers characterising so
many Ayyubid citadels became a standard feature.
CULTURAL EXCHANGES BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

Western churches count among their medieval treasures a wealth of artefacts from the Near East. These
include objects of rock crystal, glass, ivory, fabric and metal, without any doubt originally Muslim in their
manufacture and intended use, but subsequently ‘Christianised’ over the centuries: in other words, they
were reinvented as Christian with holy legends and then venerated as relics. 8 St Josse’s shroud (fig. ) probably belongs to this category. Others might have been bought in good faith, for trade links between the ports
of the Levant, on the one hand, and Pisa, Venice and Genoa, on the other, were flourishing, as attested by
historical sources. Others still were acquired as diplomatic gifts, including ceremonial robes, the traditional
gift which a Muslim sovereign offered as a mark
of favour. For example, we can picture St Francis
of Assisi clad in the “St Anne’s veil”, (figs. ,
), an `abâ woven in Damietta, when in  he
returned to the Christian camp after his meeting
with the Egyptian sultan, to whom he had
preached the Gospel – without success – but who
then sent him on his way laden with gifts.
An exchange of gifts between senior officials preceded any diplomatic action, and these could al-

Figs. , . Above, a detail of the central medallion of St Anne’s Veil. Below, the complete picture (Apt cathedral, Apt).



so take the form of horses or slaves, not just precious objects. A
list of such gifts presented by the Byzantine emperors to the
caliphs of Cairo, dating to the mid eleventh century, has come
down to us.9 It attests to the frequency and generosity of this flow
of princely offerings and it seems clear that some of them found
their way to the Latin West via Venice, following the pillaging
of Constantinople by the Fourth Crusade, in . The list was
drawn up at a time when the caliph was forced to hand over his
treasures in lieu of pay for his soldiers; the soldiers then sold those
objects for which they had no use and which subsequently appeared on the international market, causing a considerable
amount of excitement.10

Fig. . One of the “Hedwig Glasses”
(Coburg Museum, Germany).

The development of glasswork in the West is unimaginable
without the influence of the Near East. The issue of the provenance of the “Hedwig glasses” (fig. ) – so called because the
most famous of them is said to have belonged to the German
princess St Hedwig who lived around AD  – remains unresolved to this day: were these imported directly from the East
or were they Western copies fashioned from Islamic models? The
art of bronzework raises similar questions and Italian workshops
seem to have drawn inspiration from Near-Eastern artefacts, or
to have copied them. Chandeliers, perfume-burners, pitchers,
ewers and bowls fall into this category, described as VenetianMamluk.

When we look at textiles, the same observations apply: originally woven in the East, they inspired weavers in the West. What
else are we to make of the ‘Kufesque’ – or pseudo-Kufic – inscriptions embroidered along the borders of the cloth which so
often adorn the sumptuous robes of the Virgin, the angels and
dignitaries in medieval retables in Italy and also north of the
Alps (fig. )?11 Are the textiles in these paintings an endeavour
to reproduce the cloths of the East, or are they woven in the West
but with borders inspired by the East? Whatever the answer, the
Islamic influence is unmistakable – added to which these are deFig. . Altar painting by Konrad Witz
showing ornate embroidery of textiles
pictions of ceremonial cloths, considered appropriate for high
(Kunstmuseum, Basle).
dignitaries or even the Queen of Heaven. The list of contributions in the area of interior decor of the Near East is long and invariably brings us back to the lands of Syria and Palestine.
What is much less obvious is the way the West influenced the art of the East. The views expressed by emir
Usâma Ibn Munqidh, the lord of Shayzar, on this matter are unequivocal: he regards the Franks as good



Fig. . The Arenberg bowl,
made in Syria around 
and dedicated to sultan al-Salih
Najm al-Din Ayyub.

knights – but also as barbarians, whose language it is pointless to learn.12 One day, one of his Frankish
friends offers to take care of the education of his fourteen-year-old son in the West. Usâma, horrified, records
that this suggestion “must have issued from a head with no brain. For […] what worse misfortune […]
could there be than to be transported to the land of the Franks?”
In any event, we should not underestimate the role of the various Christian communities of the East in fostering artistic creativity. It was probably their workshops that were responsible for a group of bronze objects with silver incrustations, of very high quality, dating to the early thirteenth century and decorated with
scenes ranging from the iconography of the Gospels to the traditional elements of Islamic princely iconography, and also with epigraphic friezes in Arabic devoid of any Christian connotation.13 When these inscriptions mention the name of an Ayyubid sultan, they leave no doubt regarding the intended recipient of
the object (fig. ). It has been suggested that some objects from the group were fashioned as gifts for rulers
of the Latin states, but there is no conclusive evidence for or against this hypothesis. These include valuable objects, much prized by both Christian and Muslim rulers and it seems plausible that they were spe-



cially commissioned as diplomatic gifts. Be that as it may, they serve as eloquent testimony to a certain atmosphere that prevailed in the Near East at that time, the product of older cultural traditions, of tolerance
and of mutual respect, and they found expression in the creation of these true works of art, objects of a
purely secular expertise.
It is undeniable that the centuries of Turkish, Christian and Mongol invasions represented a long period
of war; but while the combats between Muslim and Christian took place under the banner of religion,
they were never aimed at the extermination of the adversary, or even at his conversion. These were wars
with long intermissions and numerous ententes in which sudden changes of allegiance were the order of
the day. Urban society at that time comprised a colourful religious, ethnic and religious mosaic: Syrian,
Turkish and Persian Muslims, for the most part – but not exclusively – Sunni, lived alongside Latin Christians, including both the ‘old’ Christians – on whom Usâma Ibn Munqidh heaped such praise – and the
‘new’, the Templars, the Hospitallers and the lay communities, the different groups of Christians of Syrian stock, the Greek Orthodox Christians and the Jews. These groups had their own distinct identities but,
for the most part, lived in a harmonious coexistence which was seen as beneficial to all. Members of the different communities met and traded freely and this medieval Near East, so often viewed only through the
prism of the Crusades, was in fact an era when Syria very largely played the role of crossroads and intermediary between the Mediterranean West and the Asian East.
See N. Faucherre, J. Mesqui, N. Prouteau (eds.), La fortification au temps des croisades, Presses Universitaires, Rennes ,
and also H. Kennedy, Muslim Military Architecture in Greater
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Reference is made to the two religious mainstreams of Islam,
the ‘Sunna’ and the ‘Shiia’, the first representing the so-called
orthodox creed based on the practice of the Prophet and on the
non-hereditary spiritual succession line, the second believing
in the spiritual authority of Ali, the Prophet’s cousin’s son-inlaw and the subsequent family lines of imams (spiritual leaders) or caliphs. The Shia was prominently represented by the
Fatimid dynasty and its dispersed Ismaili successors in the Near
East (see chapter ).
2
See C. Hillenbrand, The Crusade. Islamic Perspectives, Routledge, Edinburgh .
3
N. Elisséeff, Nûr ad-Din. Un grand prince musulman de Syrie au
temps des croisades,  vols., Institut Français de Damas, Damascus .
4
M. Meinecke, Die mamlukische Architektur in Ägypten und Syrien,
 vols., Augustin GmbH, Glücksstadt .
5
The traditional Arabic term Bilad al-Sham is a name for the
whole Levant or ‘Greater Syria’ region that today contains Syria, Jordan, Palestine and Israel (sometimes excluding the Jazira region in the north-east of modern Syria). The term etymologically means “land of the left hand”, referring to the fact
that for someone in the Hejaz facing east, north is to the left (so
the name Yemen correspondingly means “land of the right
hand”). The region is sometimes defined as the area that was
dominated by Damascus, long an important regional centre –
in fact, the Arabic word al-Sham standing on its own can refer
to the city of Damascus.



. The Ismailis and Their Role in the History of Medieval Syria
and the Near East
FARHAD DAFTARY AND AZIM NANJI

W

hether in overt or hidden ways, the Ismailis have played an important role in the cultural
history of Islam, particularly in Syria and Egypt, where they constituted the Fatimid
caliphate, which was to last for around two hundred years. After the fall of the Fatimids in
 and during the subsequent diaspora, they became famous for their strongholds in Iran and Syria,
from where they interfered in the various conflicts between Christian powers and the Muslim kingdoms
in the Holy Land.
In religious terms, the Ismaili community is part of the larger diversity of the worldwide Muslim umma.
Over the passage of time Muslims constituted a variety of groups, which exemplified diverse ways of understanding the primal message of Islam and different approaches to how that commonly held message
could be reflected in the practical life and organisation of the community. The Ismailis are one such group.
They are part of the Shia branch of Islam, the Sunni being the other major branch, and have always constituted a minority, historically and in the contemporary world. At present the Ismailis live in over twentyfive countries, in virtually every region of the world. In some of these regions their history goes back over
a thousand years. Syria is one such example where the Ismaili presence can be dated to the ninth century.
Among the Shia, there were those who remained faithful to the line of imams who descended from imam
Jafar al-Sadiq (d. ) through his son Ismail. Hence, they came to be known as Ismailis. There were other Shii groups who gave their allegiance to different lines of imams. The most important among such other Shiis are called Ithna’ashari; they believe in a line of twelve imams ending in the Mahdi who remains in
occultation (ghayba) and would reappear to grant salvation at the end of time.
A WIDESPREAD NETWORK WITH SHIFTING POWER BASES

The difficult and divisive political climate of the time caused the early Ismaili imams, fearing persecution,
to maintain anonymity. According to Ismaili historical sources, they lived during this time in Salamiya in
central Syria. It was from Salamiya that the imams secretly guided the activities of their followers from
North Africa to Khurasan and Central Asia. During this early period, dating to the middle of the ninth
century, the community came to be organised through the institution known as the da’wa. Although the
term was not confined to the Ismailis, their skilful organisation and effective communications gave it a very
unique character at the time. The individuals representing the da’wa were known to lead exemplary ethical
lives and possessed a keen knowledge of the highest intellectual sciences of the day. Known as da’is, they also combined knowledge of diplomacy and public relations. Their role was to summon people to the cause
of Islam and of the Ismaili imams and to promote the social, moral and spiritual welfare of the community and the regions in which they lived.



Fig. . Map of Syria and the Middle East, showing important Ismaili sites.

The combined efforts of members of the da’wa created strong support for the imams in North Africa, Yemen
and Syria. It was however from Syria that the imams guided the activities of their followers in these different regions. Even after the Ismaili imams began to rule as Fatimid caliphs in Cairo, Syria continued to be
an important region for their da’wa activities, also comprising one of the dominions of the Fatimid state. Syrian Ismailis have therefore constituted an important part of the Ismaili community throughout its history.
The history of Egypt itself, where the Fatimid rulers were in power from  to , experienced a long
period of prosperity, during that period. The Fatimids established strategic control over Mediterranean and
Red Sea trade routes with Cairo serving as an entrepôt. They generated a flourishing era of commercial
activity which included Syria. Under Fatimid rule, Egypt participated vigorously in international trade
with lands such as India and the Far East, North Africa, Nubia, Europe, Byzantium (Constantinople in
particular), Sicily and other islands of the Mediterranean. Agriculture led to self-sufficiency, and industry was promoted. Various religious communities, Jewish, Christian and Muslim, lived together in a spirit of mutual respect and enjoyed prosperity under the relative stability of the time.
It was, however, in the sphere of intellectual life that Fatimid achievement seems most brilliant and outstanding. The Fatimid rulers were lavish patrons of learning, and their generous encouragement of scientific research and cultural activity caused Cairo, their newly founded capital, to exert a degree of magnetic attraction, such as to draw renowned mathematicians, physicians and astronomers to the city from all



over the Muslim world. Within the royal court, noted poets, such as Ibn Hani and Tamim b. al-Mu’izz,
and historians and geographers, such as al-Musabbihi and al-Muhallabi, flourished under the patronage
of the Fatimids. The universities of al-Azhar and Dar al-Ilm provided a monumental and enduring testimony to the Fatimids’ love of learning. Figures of outstanding ability, such as Abu Ya’qub al-Sijistani,
Qadi al-Nu’man, Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, al-Mu’ayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi and Nasir-i Khusraw,
made crucial contributions to the articulation of Ismaili thought which was characterised by a remarkably
complex upsurge of intellectual activity which M. Canard in the Encyclopaedia of Islam has described as
analogous to that which took place in Europe in the eighteenth century. The cultural impact of the Fatimid
state was not confined to the Muslim world. At the height of its power, while the Fatimid fleet and commerce dominated the eastern Mediterranean, the influence of the universities in Cairo spread into Europe,
with Fatimid writers contributing significantly to the development in the West of sciences such as optics,
medicine and astronomy.
When the Persian poet and thinker Nasir-i Khusraw visited Cairo in , he was amazed by the high
level of prosperity and the security enjoyed by its citizens. “I saw such personal wealth there,” he records
in his Safarnama (“Book of Travels”),1 “that were I to describe it, the people of Persia would never believe
it.” He goes on to report that “the security and welfare of the people have reached a point that drapers,

Figs. , . The courtyard and mihrab of the Fatimid al-Azhar mosque in Cairo.



money changers and jewellers do not even lock their shops – they just lower a net across the front, and no
one tampers with anything.”
The Fatimids attached great value and importance to education and learning. They established one of the
world’s earliest universities. Founded in  as the mosque of al-Azhar (meaning House of Illumination),
it was later transformed into a university with its own curriculum, lecture halls and residences for teachers
and students, funded generously by the imams. Al-Azhar became the foremost Fatimid institution of higher learning, specialising in various religious sciences such as Koranic studies, theology and law.
Another important academic institution of the Fatimids was the Dar al-Ilm (House of Knowledge), also known as Dar al-Hikma (House of Wisdom). Founded by the Fatimid caliph-imam al-Hakim in ,
this academy was accommodated with its own library in a section of the Fatimid palace. It is likely that
Hasan Sabbah himself, the future founder of the Ismaili state in Iran, received some of his advanced education at this academy when he visited Cairo in .
It was during the Alamut period in Nizari Ismaili history that Syrian Ismailis acquired major prominence
and became well known in Europe. In the final decades of the eleventh century a group of Ismailis under
the leadership of Hasan Sabbah (d. ) established a state in Iran. They had given allegiance to imam
Nizar, the eldest son and designated as imam by the last effective Fatimid caliph-imam, al-Mustansir billah, who died in . As part of a policy of consolidating relationships with other Ismailis, Hasan Sabbah sent emissaries to Syria to assist the community in its organisation. Syria was politically fragmented.
The first Turkoman bands had entered Syria as early as , and the country was subsequently invaded
by the Seljuk armies. By , the whole of Syria, apart from a coastal strip retained by the Fatimids, was
under Seljuk rule or suzerainty; Tutush, the brother of the great Seljuk sultan Malikshah, had come to be
recognised as the Seljuk overlord of Syria. As in Persia, Seljuk rule in Syria had caused many problems
and was resented by the Syrians who were divided amongst themselves and unable to expel the invaders.
In time, factional fights among the Seljuks caused widespread disruption and Syria was broken into a number of smaller states. It became the scene of rivalry among different Seljuk princes and emirs, each one
claiming a part of the country, while various minor local dynasties were at the same time attempting to assert their independence.
The political fragmentation of Syria became more pronounced by the appearance of the Crusaders in .
Starting from Antioch, the Crusaders advanced swiftly along the Syrian coast and settled down in the conquered territories, establishing four Latin states based in Edessa, Antioch, Tripoli and Jerusalem. The
Frankish encroachment of Syria naturally added to the apprehensions of the local population, complicating the Seljuk quarrels. In these troubled times, the most important Seljuk rulers of Syria were Tutush’s
sons Ridwan (-) and Duqaq (-), who ruled respectively from Aleppo and Damascus.
The Ismailis therefore had to develop a strategy for survival and sustainability in these troubled regions. An
evident solution to this problem was to create well-fortified centres where the community would find protection and freedom to organise and practise their faith. Over time, they were successful in obtaining a number of fortresses in the mountain area known then as the Jabal al-Bahra, today called the Jabal Ansariya after its Nusayri population.



Fig. . Map of the northern section of the Bilad al-Sham, showing the heartlands of the Ismailis in Syria.
THE ISMAILIS IN MEDIEVAL SYRIA

The first Nizari leader in Syria, mentioned by the Damascene historian Ibn al-Qalanisi and later sources,
was known as al-Hakim al-Munajjim, the physician astrologer. Probably accompanied by a number of
supporters from Alamut, he appeared in Aleppo, and, by the very beginning of the twelfth century AD,
managed to find a protector in the city’s Seljuk ruler, Ridwan. Aleppo, in northern Syria, proved to be a
hospitable environment. It had an important Shii population and an existing link with Ismailis. Under
the protection of the ruler, they were thus able to establish themselves in Aleppo from where they could
build linkages with other Ismaili communities.
In due course, the Ismailis tried to extend their influence, with the support of the ruler of Aleppo, to adjoining areas and soon came into conflict with the invading Crusaders who had designs of their own for
acquiring certain fortifications in the region. In the ensuing conflict, several Ismaili leaders and others were
killed. This was probably the first encounter between the Nizaris and the Crusaders in Syria. In , the
Ismailis also lost Kafarlatha to the Crusaders, a lesser locality in the Jabal al-Summaq, which had come
into their possession sometime earlier.
Following the death of Ridwan in , the Ismaili fortunes began to be reversed in Aleppo, since Ridwan’s young son and successor Alp Arslan adopted a more hostile stance towards them. Many Ismailis
were killed in ensuing conflicts. Some two hundred Ismailis of Aleppo were also massacred or imprisoned
and their properties were confiscated. Many, however, managed to escape to different areas, some even find-



ing refuge in Frankish territory. While unsuccessful in retaining a base in this region, many positive contacts had been made with the local population who was generally supportive and sympathetic to the Ismaili
presence.
During the second period of their initial efforts to establish themselves, the Syrian Ismailis concentrated
their activities in southern Syria. In  the new ruler of Aleppo arrested the local leader of the Ismailis
and ordered the expulsion of the Ismailis, who sold their properties and departed from the city. The Ismaili
centre of activities now shifted to Damascus and other localities nearby. There, the Ismailis supported the
local communities against threats from the Crusaders, joining them in defending the major centres. The
Turkish atabeg (regent) of Damascus received Bahram, the Ismaili leader, with honour and gave him official protection, further enhancing the position of the community there. At the same time, Bahram found
an influential and reliable ally in the ruler’s vizier, Abu Ali Tahir b. Sad al-Mazdaqani. Bahram requested that the community be given a fortress from which to defend themselves, and in  Tughtikin, the
ruler, ceded the fortress of Baniyas, on the border with the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem, which was then
menaced by a Crusader army. Enjoying the continued support of al-Mazdaqani, Bahram was also given
a building in Damascus which he used as local headquarters. Henceforth, Bahram further fortified Baniyas,
developing residential facilities for himself and other Ismailis.
In  the governor of Damascus turned on the community against the Ismailis and a massacre followed.
His militia destroyed Ismaili homes and fortifications; those who survived the onslaught were forced to flee.
The fortress in Baniyas was surrendered to the Franks, who were simultaneously advancing on Damascus.
This ended a turbulent period in the attempts of the Ismailis of Syria to find a base for themselves in a very
divided region beset by internal rivalries and external threats.
The surviving Ismailis concentrated their efforts on acquiring a network of safe strongholds. They directed their attention to the Jabal al-Bahra, a mountainous region between Hama and the coastline south-west
of the Jabal al-Summaq, which was inhabited by Nusayris and possessed a number of suitable castles. Few
details are known about the Syrian Nizaris and their da’is during this period, when they transferred their activities out of the cities, but it seems that they were able to recover swiftly from their setback in Damascus.
After reorganising under the leadership of Abu’l-Fath, they established themselves in the Jabal al-Bahra,
where the Crusaders had failed to gain permanent strongholds. In -, the Nizaris came into possession of their first fortress in the Jabal al-Bahra by purchasing Qadmus from the local warlord of Kahf,
Sayf al-Mulk b. ‘Amrun who, with the assistance of the Nusayris, had recovered the place from the Franks
the previous year. From Qadmus, which became one of their major centres and often served as the residence
of their leader, the Syrian Ismailis extended their presence in the region. Shortly afterwards, they acquired
Kahf and were also able to drive out the Frankish occupants of the fortress of Khariba.
In -, the Nizaris were able to control Masyaf, their most important stronghold in Syria. Masyaf,
situated about forty kilometres to the west of Hama, subsequently served as headquarters of the Ismaili
leadership in Syria. They also captured several other fortresses in the Jabal al-Bahra, including Khawabi,
Rusafa, Maniqa and Qulay’a, which became collectively designated as the qila‘ al-da’wa or the fortresses of
the da’wa. The famous Crusader chronicler William of Tyre, writing a few decades later, puts the number
of these castles at ten and the Ismaili population of the region at sixty thousand.



Fig. . View of the castle of Kahf.
ISMAILI STRONGHOLDS IN SYRIA AND IRAN

Indeed, in less than twenty years after their misfortunes in Damascus, the Syrian Ismailis had succeeded in
establishing a network of mountain fortresses and consolidating their position despite the hostility of the
local rulers and the threats posed by the Crusaders, who were active in the adjacent areas belonging to the
Latin states of Antioch and Tripoli. As in Iran, however, they remained a local power controlling a particular territory and enjoying for some time an independent status.
Life inside the castles would have been spartan and uncomfortable at the best of times. In winter the temperatures were always icy, with freezing gales blowing down from the snowy peaks surrounding the valley.
In spite of the altitude, the summer months were hot and dusty, requiring the greatest vigilance for attacking forces. The castle itself would have been the centre of continuous activity in all seasons. The water channels and cisterns had to be kept clean, the armourers were busy forging new weapons, the carpenters and
masons constructing or maintaining mangonels, or repairing and enlarging the defences. The cooks were
busy in the kitchens, replenishing the food stores and keeping them in good order. Study, learning and discussion filled the day for many, especially for those who aspired to become da’is.
Our account of life in the castles of Iran and Syria is based on historical data and archaeological evidence.
The same pattern is likely to have been replicated in all the great fortresses of the Ismailis, such as Maymundiz, Girdku and Qain in Iran and Masyaf and other Syrian castles, too. Time was spent in general



maintenance and defensive work. Much of the mythology surrounding the castles and the Ismailis is based
largely on the highly unreliable account of the Venetian traveller Marco Polo, which became accepted by
many as fact until disproved by modern scholarship.
Marco Polo recounts during his journey to the court of the Mongol ruler Kublai Khan in the years  that, while passing through north-east Iran, he heard from local people about the “Old Man of the
Mountain” and his fanatical band of devotees who lived in a remote valley hidden in the mountains. The
‘Old Man’ was said to have built a garden in which there was a palace where young men were seduced by
drugs and wine into believing that they were in Paradise as a reward for their acts of assassination.
The fictional nature of Marco Polo’s account was long suspected by scholars, and its absurdities have been
exposed more recently by various scholarly accounts. The very name ‘Old Man of the Mountain’ was never used in the Persian sources for Hasan Sabbah, but applied in fact to Rashid al-Din Sinan of Syria. The
persistent legend that the Ismaili fida’is were drugged and received a foretaste of Paradise before being sent
out on their mission is clearly as absurd as it is fantastical. There is no contemporary Muslim evidence that
this was so.
We know further that when the historian Juwayni inspected Alamut after its surrender to the Mongols in
, he was greatly impressed by its library, water cisterns and storage facilities, but he makes no mention
of any delectable secret garden or sumptuous palace inside or outside the castle. It is unfortunate that Juwayni
himself, after having examined the original Ismaili documents and finding them full of “heresy and error”
cast them into the flames. The distortion of Ismaili history was thus often based on sheer invention and fabrication.
The leadership of the Ismailis in Syria now came to be assumed by their most famous leader Rashid al-Din
Sinan. One of the prominent figures in Ismaili history, Sinan b. Salman (or Sulayman) b. Muhammad
Abu’l-Hasan al-Basri, known also as Rashid al-Din, was born into a Shii family in ‘Aqr al-Sudan, a village near Basra on the road to Wasit. Sinan was brought up in Basra, where he became a schoolmaster and
adopted lsmailism. Subsequently he went to Alamut and studied under the future imam, Hasan II. During
his stay at Alamut, Sinan studied philosophy and in particular the well-known works of the Fatimid and
Nizari periods, as well as benefiting from the library and other intellectual resources in Alamut. Soon after
his accession to power in , imam Hasan II sent Sinan to Syria. Initially, Sinan remained at Kahf, one
of the major Nizari fortresses in the Jabal al-Bahra, making himself extremely popular with the local Nizaris,
until sheikh Abu Muhammad, the head of the Syrian Nizari da’wa died on the mountain. Soon afterwards,
Sinan assumed the leadership of the Syrian da’wa on the instructions of the imam.
Once established, Sinan began to consolidate the position of his community while building relations with
neighbouring rulers as well as the Crusaders who constituted, by their presence, a general threat to all. He
rebuilt the fortresses of Rusafa and Khawabi, fortified and constructed other strongholds, and captured the
fortress of Ullayqa, near the Frankish castle of Marqab held by the Hospitallers. At the same time, while
moving among the various Nizari castles, especially Masyaf, Kahf and Qadmus, Sinan rapidly reorganised the Nizari community.



Fig. . Site of the castle of Rusafa.

Fig. . Site of the castle of Qadmus.

Fig. . Ruins of the castle of Ullayqa.

Fig. . Stairs and gate leading to the castle of Khawabi.



Externally, Sinan aimed to protect the Ismailis from various potential threats and to balance the various interests in the region. Clearly the Ayyubids under Salah al-Din represented a stronger threat than the Crusaders at this time. Recognising existent realities, Sinan adopted suitable policies in his dealings with the
outside world: policies which were revised when needed to reassure the safety and independence of his community. As a result, from early on, Sinan established peaceful relations with the Crusaders, who had been
sporadically fighting the Nizaris for several decades over the possession of various strongholds.
Meanwhile, the Nizaris had acquired a new Frankish enemy in the Hospitallers, who in  had received
from the lord of Tripoli the celebrated fortress of Crac des Chevaliers (Hisn al-Akrad) at the southern
end of the Jabal al-Bahra. The Nizaris continued to have minor entanglements with the Hospitaller and
Templar military orders, which owed their allegiance directly to the pope and often acted independently.
Subsequently, around , Sinan sent an embassy to king Amalric I, seeking a formal rapprochement
with the kingdom of Jerusalem. The negotiations were evidently proceeding successfully. But the Templars
disapproved of this Nizari embassy, and on their return journey Sinan’s emissaries were ambushed and
killed by a Templar knight. Amalric took punitive measures against the Templars, but as he himself died
soon afterwards in , the negotiations between Sinan, known to the Crusaders as the “Old Man of the
Mountain”, and the Franks of Jerusalem proved fruitless.
When Sinan assumed power, Nur al-Din, the Zangid ruler of Syria, was preoccupied with his policies
against the Crusaders and the later Fatimid caliphs who were recognised as imams only by the Mustali Ismailis. Nevertheless, relations between Sinan and Nur al-Din remained relatively tense, due to the activities of the Ismailis in northern Syria. But Nur al-Din, who finally succeeded through Salah al-Din in overthrowing the Fatimids in , did not attack the Ismailis, though it is reported that he was planning a major expedition against them just before his death. The death of Nur al-Din in , the same year in which
Amalric I died, finally gave Salah al-Din his opportunity to act as the champion of the Muslims and the
leader of the holy war against the Crusaders. As the strongest of the Muslim rulers in the area, Salah alDin strove towards incorporating Egypt, Syria and Iraq into his nascent Ayyubid empire. As a result, he
targeted the Ismailis of Syria, as well as the rulers of Aleppo and Mawasil. Salah al-Din entered Damascus in  and in the following year invaded the Ismaili territory besieging Masyaf. The siege was brief
and following mediation by a local governor Salah al-Din concluded a truce with Sinan and withdrew his
forces from the area. Henceforth, hostilities ceased between the two men, who had come to an agreement
on peaceful coexistence.
Rashid al-Din Sinan died in  in the castle of Kahf. In the course of some thirty years, Sinan had led
the Syrian Nizaris to a position of power and influence. The ablest of their chiefs, he gave the Syrian Nizaris
an independent identity: with their own sphere of influence, a network of strongholds and a strong organisation. His shrewd strategies and appropriate alliances with the Zangids, the Crusaders, and Salah alDin, served to ensure the independence of the Ismailis of Syria in difficult times.
The inscriptions at Masyaf, Kahf and other strongholds, and a few Syrian literary sources indicate continuity after Sinan’s death. The Ismailis were led by several able individuals until , in consultation with
the imams in Alamut. Like the Nizari community in Quhistan, in eastern Persia, the Syrian Nizaris continued during this period to exercise a certain degree of local initiative in dealings with their Muslim and



Frankish neighbours. The Syrian Ismailis had,
on the whole, maintained peaceful relations with
Salah al-Din’s Ayyubid successors in Syria. But
occasional conflict continued in their dealings
with the Franks, who still held the Syrian coast.
There were over sixty castles and forts in the Alamut valley and in Rudbar, about eighty in
Khurasan, and some fifty in other parts of Iran.
In Syria, the Ismailis held sixty castles of various
sizes in the Jabal al-Bahra between Aleppo and
Damascus. Thus in Iran and Syria there were
some two hundred and fifty fortifications, illus- Fig. . Inscription on a doorway of the castle of Kahf.
trating the extent and organisation of the Ismailis.
All the major fortresses were well built and provided for, with cisterns of water fed by springs or rainwater and well-supplied with provisions, stored in huge underground chambers. Their libraries, too, were
renowned and the objects of much envy.
“There can be no doubt”, says Peter Willey, “about the efficiency of the Ismaili administration. This is reflected most impressively in the immense logistical tasks involved in the construction and maintenance of
more than two hundred castles scattered over vast distances. The construction of new castles required, first
of all, detailed survey work and planning of a high order. The execution of the project must have been carried out by a group of supervisors in charge of quarrying the required stonework, and its transportation to
the castle site. Under their command would be teams of masons, builders, water engineers, plasterers and
other skilled workers. The huge amounts of stone required for keeping the castles and garrisons in good repair for many months and even years demanded what we would call today a quartermaster general and his
staff of the highest quality. Finally, the continuous construction and strengthening of these castles would
not have been possible without a large and permanent labour force, moving from one site to another as required. We have no information on the composition of these workers, although a good portion of them are
certain to have been Ismailis recruited and trained locally.”2
BETWEEN CRUSADERS AND MONGOL INVASIONS

In the previous section, reference has already been made to the relations between Sinan and the Crusader
kingdoms in the Holy Land. Other historic contacts need to be mentioned here. In , Frederick II
(-), the emperor of Germany who went to the Holy Land on his own Crusade, sent envoys to
Majd al-Din, the Syrian Ismaili leader. However, around the same time, the Hospitallers who had been
highly displeased with the dealings between the Ismailis and Frederick II, demanded a tribute from the Ismailis. The Ismailis refused, announcing the fact that indeed they themselves were recipients of gifts and
payments from Frankish emperors and kings.
The last important event in the history of the Syrian Ismaili community in this medieval period relates to
the dealings between them and Louis IX, better known as St Louis, the French king who led the Seventh
Crusade. These dealings, recorded by Jean de Joinville, the king’s biographer and secretary, occurred soon



after the arrival of St Louis in Acre in May . At the time, the Ismailis were most probably still under
the leadership of Taj al-Din Abul-Futuh, whose name is mentioned in an inscription at Masyaf dated
February-March . At any rate, Ismaili emissaries came to the French king and asked him either to pay
tribute or at least release them from the tribute which they themselves paid to the Templars and the Hospitallers. On the intervention of Reginald of Vichiers and William of Chateauneuf, the grand masters of
the Temple and the Hospital, the negotiations between the Ismailis and St Louis did not lead to any results.
St Louis, himself more interested in establishing friendly relations with the Mongols, did not pay any tribute to them. But the French king and the Syrian Ismaili leadership exchanged gifts. It was in the course of
these embassies that the Arabic-speaking friar Yves le Breton met with Ismaili scholars and discussed religious doctrines in Masyaf.
The Mongol onslaught on the Muslim world and in particular on the Ismaili state in Iran must have disheartened the Syrian community, who could no longer count on the support and leadership of Alamut
and the personal guidance of the Nizari imam after the destruction of Alamut in . Considerably weakened, the Syrian Ismailis eventually submitted to
al-Malik al-Zahir Rukn al-Din Baybars I (), the Bahri Mamluk sultan of Egypt, who
soon extended his hegemony over Syria and its
different principalities.
Meanwhile, having destroyed the Ismaili state of
Iran, Hulagu, the Mongol conqueror, had proceeded towards his second major objective, the extinction of the Abbasid caliphate. By February
, the Mongols seized Baghdad and devastated the ancient capital of the Abbasids for a whole
week. The caliph al-Mustasim, who had enFig. . The site of Alamut in the northern Iranian mountain range. deavoured in vain to prevent the Mongol cataclysm, was put to death on Hulagu’s orders. Hulagu’s third campaign was directed against the Ayyubid states in Syria. In , the Mongols seized Aleppo, and soon afterwards Hama and Damascus surrendered to the Mongols. In March , Ket-Buqa,
who had been in charge of the advance operations of the Mongols in Syria, made his triumphal entry into
Damascus. It was during the same year, , that four of the Nizari fortresses, including Masyaf, surrendered to the Mongols by their governors. The Mongol success in Syria was, however, short lived. Hulagu
returned to Iran in the summer upon hearing the news of the Great Khan Mongke’s death, which in fact
had occurred a year earlier in , leaving Ket-Buqa in command of his reduced forces in Syria. In ,
the Mongols suffered a drastic defeat at Ayn Jalut, in Palestine, at the hands of the Mamluk armies of Egypt,
led by sultan al-Muzaffar Qutuz (-).
The vanguard of the Mamluk forces was commanded by Baybars, who succeeded Qutuz to the Mamluk
sultanate and thwarted the Mongols in their subsequent attempts to establish themselves in the region. Soon,
the Mongols were expelled from the whole of Syria, where Baybars rapidly emerged as the dominant power. The Ismailis were now faced with the challenge of developing relations with the Mamluks and other



Fig. . View of the castle and the city of Masyaf, from the south.

Muslim rulers whom they joined in repelling the Mongols from Syria. They also recovered the four fortresses which they had earlier lost.
EPILOGUE: THE ISMAILI COMMUNITY UNDER THE MAMLUKS

The Ismailis attempted to consolidate their relations with Baybars by sending him embassies and gifts. Baybars, who was then preoccupied with the Mongols and the Franks, reciprocated by granting certain favours
to the community. Nonetheless, from early on Baybars systematically adopted measures which ultimately
led to the loss of the independence of the Ismaili community. He eventually granted rights to Ismaili territories to al-Malik al-Mansur (-), the Ayyubid prince of Hama. The Ismailis however retained
possession of eight permanent strongholds, Masyaf, Qadmus, Kahf, Khawabi, Rusafa, Maniqa (Maynaqa), Ullayqa and Qulay’a.
Increasingly, Baybars compelled the Ismailis to adhere to a practice of paying them tributes and ensuring
that they acknowledged the suzerainty of the Mamluk state. Around , Baybars demanded possession
of Masyaf, which was to be entrusted to one of his own emirs, Izz al-Din al-Adimi. Sarim al-Din, who
was to hold the Nizari castles as the deputy of Baybars, proceeded to take charge of them. But Sarim alDin, too, angered the sultan by attempting through trickery to take possession of Masyaf, in violation of
the sultan’s instructions. Once inside, he put to death a large number of the residents of Masyaf, who, abiding by the sultan’s orders, had refused to yield the castle to him. On Baybars’ request, al-Malik al-Mansur
the ruler of Hama dislodged the rebellious Sarim al-Din from Masyaf and sent him as a prisoner to Cairo,
where he later died.



By February , Baybars had decided to deal more assertively with the Ismailis. Their leaders were arrested and forced to surrender control of the fortresses to the Mamluks. The Ismaili castles now began to
submit in rapid succession to Baybars, who used military blockades, threats and negotiations in dealing
with the Ismailis. Ullayqa and Rusafa surrendered in May , and by May , Khawabi, Qulay’a,
Maniqa and Qadmus had also capitulated. The residents of Kahf mustered some resistance, and with the
fall of that fortress in July  the last independent Nizari outpost in Syria fell into the hands of the Mamluks, less than three years after Girdkuh, the last stronghold in Iran that had surrendered to the Mongols.
The Ismailis were permitted to remain in their fortresses in the Jabal al-Bahra, but only under the strict supervision of Mamluk lieutenants. Amongst the later medieval sources speaking of the Syrian Nizaris, an
elaborate account is related by the celebrated Moorish traveller lbn Battuta, who passed through Syria for
the first time in his travels in . He names Maniqa, Ullayqa, Qadmus, Kahf and Masyaf as the fortresses which were still in the hands of the Ismailis, and then proceeds to give interesting details on the arrangements existing between them and the Mamluk sultan al-Nasir Nasir al-Din Muhammad, who reigned intermittently between  and . The Syrian Ismailis thus lived at the time as loyal subjects of the Mamluks and, after them, as the Ottoman empire’s representatives in Syria.
In the midst of fluctuating political fortunes, the Ismailis of Syria, as elsewhere, sought to maintain, as far
as possible, an active and vibrant intellectual and cultural life. As the late Marshall Hodgson observed:
“The Ismaili society was not a typical mountaineer and small-town society [...] Each community maintained its own sense of initiative in the framework of the wider cause, and probably a sense of large strategy was never completely absent [...] but what was most distinctive was the high level of intellectual life.
The prominent early Ismailis were commonly known as scholars, often as astronomers, and at least some
later Ismailis continued the tradition. In Alamut, in Kuhistan, and in Syria, at the main centres at least,
were libraries [...] which were well known among Sunni scholars. To the end the Ismailis prized sophisticated interpretations of their own doctrines, and were also interested in every kind of knowledge which
the age could offer.”3
Nasir-i Khusraw, Safar-name [“Book of Travels”], N. W.
Pur, Tehran .

1

2

P. Willey, Eagle’s Nest: Ismaili Castles in Iran and Syria, London .
3
M. G. S. Hodgson, The Order of Assassins, The Hague .



. Ayyubid Palace Architecture in Syria
JEAN-CLAUDE DAVID

T

he palaces contained in the medieval Muslim citadels of Syria are important monuments in their
own right, featuring a distinct architectural typology. The majority of them follows the mainstream of Ayyubid architecture and, while resuming older traditions, show innovative features
which had their impact on the later evolution of Islamic architecture in Syria and Egypt. The following
article will give special emphasis to the iwan and the qa’a (see pages  and ), as two prime elements of
architectural composition, in palaces, houses and public buildings. It will also focus on the interior circulation patterns of such architectural structures, highlighting the differentiation between areas used for
movement and those in which people would sit and rest. The building design will be addressed in relation to corresponding living habits and patterns of use, and in the context of the unfolding geographical,
historical and political factors that influenced this architecture, associated as it was with power and representation.
ARCHITECTURES OF POWER

Fortified structures – whether palace (qasr), fortress or citadel (qala’a) – were built to accommodate power
bases of different kinds and their architecture responds to the specific needs arising in the exercise of that
power. The palace is essentially a large house, pervaded by domestic and family routines, the arena for matrimonial and dynastic intrigues. It is a venue for celebrations where bonds and relations are forged, where
power and allegiance is displayed and where alliances are sealed. The fortress and the citadel are the locus
of essentially military powers and are characterised by the strength of their fortifications.
Palaces and fortresses might be combined in a single structure or kept entirely separate. A palace may be
fortified and, in certain cases, its outer limits may merge – at least partially – with the outer ring walls, as
is the case in the Alhambra in Granada. It may simply be enclosed by a wall, or developed in the form of
a princely city, generally of a transitory nature, such as Madinat al-Zahra in Spain, Anjar in Lebanon, or
some of the establishments of the Abbasid caliphate on the Tigris and Euphrates, in the vicinity of Baghdad, Samarra or Raqqa.
As a rule, the citadel contains a residence, the ‘palace’ proper, a little further away from the walls and distinct from the specifically military part of the building: this is the case with the citadel of Aleppo, the castle of Salah al-Din and the Qal’at Najm, to name a few. A fortress may be an urban citadel or be designed
for the defence of a strategic site remote from any human settlement. In addition, there are small castles, such
as that of Muazara in the region of al-Bara, to the west of Aleppo, which can unequivocally be categorised
as a ‘fortified villa’ or a ‘stronghold’, comprising a large qa’a and its attached structures. Throughout the
period from the seventh to the fourteenth century, the diversity of the architecture of power in the Arab and



Muslim world clearly reflects the complexity of the historical heritage and the influences, rivalries and
switches between military and civil power. It also mirrors the interconnections between the various forms
of power and their territorial structures – whether these be great empires or small kingdoms that coexisted
or succeeded one another.
GEOMETRY AS THE ORGANISER OF SPACE IN ISLAMIC PALACES

The palaces and castles of the Islamic world differ from most of those of their counterparts in the Christian West (regardless whether of the Middle Ages, Renaissance or Baroque) in terms of the important role
that was assigned to geometrical principles in their architectural composition. Of course, principles of symmetry and spatial balance are also attested in Western palace architecture, but their application is often limited to certain portions of the buildings, to the disposition of courtyards and wings, or perhaps to the arrangement of internal spaces, and the symmetry is rarely comprehensive and immediately perceptible. In the
palaces of the Arab and Islamic world, however, the role of geometry is pre-eminent. A single geometrical system is applied to the organisation of both internal and external spaces. The ‘transparent’ sequences
of spaces and constructed elements enable the viewer to project axial lines through the architectural complex and to follow them across physical thresholds and barriers. At another level, comparable geometrical
principles govern the design of the interiors. Here, a composition that is both geometrical and carefully centred has the effect of signifying power, but it also conveys another strong symbolism referring to religion, in
that it reflects the principle of divine oneness cherished by Islam.
These geometrical principles, which almost invariably prevail in the palace architecture of the Arab and
Islamic world, are implemented in different ways, depending on the geographical and historical circumstances. In the Islamic West, in ensembles such as the Aljaferia of Saragossa (-), the Alcazaba
of Malaga (eleventh century, partially rebuilt in the Nasrid period), the Alhambra of Granada (thirteenthfourteenth centuries) and houses and palaces of later periods in Morocco and Tunisia, the layout relies on
self-standing units of moderate dimensions (figs. , ). With these units we often observe the same relationship between the principal rooms and the courtyard: a long rectangular room occupies one of the shorter sides of the courtyard, with a portico that effects the transition from the courtyard to the room inside. The
entrance into the room passes through an imposing central door, beneath the portico.1 The room, the door,
the courtyard and, where applicable, other facing rooms are all lined up along the same axis of symmetry,
which thus governs the principal spaces around the courtyard. This design may be slightly modified in various ways, without affecting its underlying principles.

In the Middle East, Iraq and the Bilad al-Sham (see note  on page ), it is rare to find long rectangular
rooms preceded by a portico, but the building plans (sometimes of even greater complexity) are organised
in accordance with equally rigorous geometrical principles.2 In Umayyad and Abbasid palaces, there is a
pronounced and deliberate asymmetry between the courtyards and the buildings, doubtless a legacy of Sassanian precursors. Here, a relatively reduced cour d’honneur gives on to a set of stately rooms grouped to one
side of the courtyard. At Mshatta, the courtyard is inserted between an entrance pavilion and the rooms of
the palace proper to which it gives access and which are extensive and complex. One or several courtyards,
aligned along the same axis, complete the make-up of this stately ensemble. From the imposing main entrance (often an iwan or a cruciform hall), a walkway specially designed to impress visitors leads to the cour
d’honneur, where the viewer grasps the richly ornamented facade of the seat of power – the iwan, a massive



vaulted porch which controls access to either an audience chamber or a throne
room.3
The audience chamber, as the representative seat of power, is usually surmounted
by a cupola. Its plan is often cruciform
(Amman, Kûfa), sometimes designed
with three exedrae (recesses fitted with
semicircular stone seats), as in Mshatta, or
it provides four points of access (Balkuwara in Samarra). It stands on the intersection of the principal axis and a secondary axis, that is, the palace’s spatial
centre of gravity. For visitors, the palace is
a place of progressive movement leading
towards the ‘centre’ (figs. -). An
Arab chronicler has left an impressive account of the progress through the caliph’s
palace in Baghdad by Byzantine ambassadors who came to the city in  to meet
caliph al-Muktadir4.

Fig. . Inside the palace of Aljaferia in Saragossa.

Accordingly, the eastern architectural region, which stretches from the Mediterranean to the Iranian plateau and from
Anatolia to Egypt, is characterised by
common elements which distinguish it
from the Andalusian and Maghreb region
in the West. A predilection for centred
spaces and cruciform layouts is one distinguishing feature which they have in common: most of the eastern palaces,
Umayyad and Abbasid, come with an
audience chamber or a throne room, often
cruciform and surmounted by a cupola, a Fig. . Plan of the Umayyad palace of Aljaferia in Saragossa.
design inherited from the Sassanian
palaces of Iran. It was the prototype of the qa’a, the principal interior feature of the Ayyubid and Mamluk
palaces, which recurs in a variety of different forms, sometimes as pavilions, in Safavid Persia, or Moghul
India. In the Umayyad and Abbasid palaces, the cruciform room – if it existed – was highly ornate and
of relatively small dimensions by comparison with other rooms in the palace. Yet it constituted the heart of
the ensemble. By contrast, in the palatial constructions of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, it tended to
occupy the larger part of the surface area.



Fig. . Longitudinal section of the iwan and the cruciform hall in the Umayyad palace of Amman.

The architecture of the eastern region is anything but uniform: it is possible to distinguish subsets characterised by significant regional elements which remain constant over time. A comparison of the Umayyad
palaces of the Bilad al-Sham and the Abbasid palaces of Iraq demonstrates a considerable difference in scale,
as well as differences in form, style and material. It would seem that the palace of the citadel of Amman,
the palace of Hisham in Jericho and other desert castles and baths, such as the castles of Qasr al-Hayr alGharbi and al-Sharqi in Syria, are related to one another and perhaps more closely connected to local traditions (and ultimately with the Ayyubid and Mamluk palaces of the same region) than with the Abbasid
palaces of Iraq.
The dominant features characterising each of these two subsets would seem to be determined, at least in
part, by geographical factors, including the contours and dimensions of the land itself. In the Bilad al-Sham,
the uneven contours of the landscape influenced the delimitation of the sovereign political, economic and
social territories organised around many cities (the city-states), which were narrow and cramped, while the
wide plains of Iraq, criss-crossed by great rivers, seemed to favour the development of large, centralised political structures, comprising a limited number of very large cities, with the governing authorities residing
in massive palaces erected by each successive prince at a new location. The grandeur and opulence of the
palaces would appear to be in proportion to the extent and richness of the territory controlled by the prince.
THE EVOLUTION OF SYRIAN PALACE ARCHITECTURE

On the background of earlier prototypes, the question arises: what were the subsequent processes and choices that eventually resulted in the general reorganisation of palace architecture that saw the development of
the dominant cruciform hall (the qa’a) to the detriment of other parts of the palace, and of the courtyard?



Fig. . Reconstructed plan of the Umayyad palace of Amman.

Iraq and Egypt represent links in a chain of transmission and selection, which can explain the development of these qa’as and of the palaces of Egypt.5 In Syria, however, architectural evidence from the period
between the seventh or eighth century and the twelfth century is very scanty, in particular any evidence which
could shed light on the development of the qa’a and the new palace forms. It is only in the twelfth century
that we find the first monumental urban Syrian qa’as – Matbakh al-Ajami in Aleppo, built under the reign
of Nur al-Din (fig. ) – which can be clearly identified as such.6 The qa’as of the Bilad al-Sham, while they
differ substantially from those of Iraq and Egypt, would seem to be the product of regional processes applying and transforming both eastern and local elements in an overall historical and political context which
also includes Egypt, thus explaining certain shared characteristics.
Regional traditions appear to play a role as important as influences from outside: forms and principles of
spatial organisation comparable to those found in the qa’a appear to have existed for a long time in the region and certain elements might have originated in the architectural traditions of classical Syria, or those of



the Greek, Roman or Byzantine eras, some of which had already been introduced. The use of symmetrical axes, the carefully centred organisation of space, the opposition of chamber and antechamber, the use of
iwans, the introduction of split levels according to particular functions of interior spaces – all these were already in existence well before the advent of Islam, albeit in a dispersed manner. They had been adopted
in the course of the encounters between East and West which transformed the Levant into a remarkable
arena for the synthesis of the Mediterranean and the Mesopotamian and Iranian East.7
Among architectural features which have their roots in both East and West we can cite the central organisation of space, the iwan, and the marked proclivity for domes and for barrel or groined vaulting, features
which are synthesised in a very elaborate and informative manner in the entrance hall and audience room
of the Umayyad palace of Amman and other Umayyad palaces of the region. The large iwan of the Sassanian palace of Ctesiphon in Iraq and the facade surrounding it (fig. ) constituted direct or indirect
sources of inspiration for the Umayyad palace of Amman. They were also used as explicit references for
related architectural elements in the Bilad al-Sham, right up to the Ottoman era. In such ancient texts as the
founding deeds of the waqfs the monumental iwans of the Mamluk and Ottoman periods in Aleppo are often described as the iwan kisrawi (iwan of Chosroes), in a direct reference to Chosroes, the mythical king
who erected Ctesiphon.
Much later, first in the Zangid, then in the Ayyubid period (twelfth and thirteenth centuries), the iwan became a quintessential element of everyday domestic architecture within Syria, in particular in the Syrian
Euphrates valley: houses in this area represent various combinations of iwans. More modest houses of the
same period in the city of Rahba-Mayadin are built on a regular plan: they are arranged around a central
courtyard, with covered iwans facing it on each side. The corners of the courtyard are occupied by smaller
rooms, and access to the house is arranged through one of them. A sink-hole is cut into the floor of the

Figs. , . Plans of the Umayyad palaces of Mshatta (left) and Kufa (right).



Fig. . Old view from  of the remains of the Sassanian palace of Ctesiphon with one of its iwans (now partly collapsed).

courtyard (which is lower than that of the iwans), to drain away waste water. This architectural arrangement is repeated in the site of Balis-Meskene (from the same period), some one hundred kilometres to the
east of Aleppo.8 The surface area of the houses varies: in Balis it measures between thirty-two and fortysix square metres; in Mayadin between twenty-seven and thirty-three square metres. These buildings, which
had formed the urban fabric of the cities in the Zangid and Ayyubid periods, most probably date back to
an even earlier period and owe nothing to any direct Iraqi contribution, brought by Nur al-Din and his
entourage. Yet they appear not to have existed in the Byzantine period and their dissemination must therefore have taken place after the Muslim conquest. This ancient vernacular housing plan, which belongs to
a typology somewhat different from that of the palaces and great houses of Aleppo and other cities, is comparable to a qa’a and might represent one of the local sources of the monumental qa’as9 (figs. , ).
The emergence of a strong and original palace design as a sort of hybrid between locally rooted, vernacular housing and the great palaces of earlier periods is due to the shifting relations which took place between
governments, societies and territories over the period between the tenth and the twelfth century – a period
which saw the development of a new type of Islamic art and a wide range of elements which to this day
form part of the so-called traditional Arab Muslim city – the medina.
POLITICAL CONTEXT FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ZANGID
AND AYYUBID PALACES AND THEIR QA’AS

In , the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-Dawla became emir of Aleppo, where he ruled until . Aleppo
was once again the capital of a relatively large and prosperous state, vassal and tributary to Baghdad. The
palace of Sayf al-Dawla in the gardens to the west of the city (of which nothing survives) was large and



opulent, with a perimeter measuring , cubits (almost three kilometres), undoubtedly inspired by Abbasid models. The Hamdanid court, reputedly rival to that of Baghdad, was a place of culture and art inspired by the greatest minds of the age – poets, writers, artists and scholars. Between  and , the
emirs of another Arab tribe established themselves in Aleppo after having driven out the Fatimids, who in
turn had seized it from the heirs of Sayf al-Dawla. Like the last Hamdanids, and unlike Sayf al-Dawla,
the Mirdasids had their palace in the citadel.
In the summer of , during the First Crusade, the Franks surrounded Aleppo, took Ma’arrat al-Nu’man
and established themselves to the south of Aleppo before continuing their march on Jerusalem. At that
point, and until the occupation and sacking of Syrian cities by the Mongols in  and the instatement of
the Mamluks in Cairo, the region was divided into a mosaic of various small kingdoms, some cooperating, some fighting each other, and some of them recognising the sovereignty of Baghdad. Power was monopolised by the military, who were as a rule of non-Arab origin (predominantly Turkish, Kurd or Persian) and who exercised an increasingly tight hold over the treasury, the bayt al-mâl, then took direct control
of the collection of taxes. In , the Turkish prince of Mosul, ‘Imad al-Din Zangi, founder of the Zangid

Fig. . Plan of a cluster of houses from the th to th centuries in Rahba-Mayadin, with the courtyards marked in grey.



dynasty, seized Aleppo and his son, Nur alDin Mahmud, became atabek (regent) of the
city in .
The emirs of the region had set themselves the
general goal of imposing Sunni orthodoxy
and suppressing Shiite doctrine, and also
aimed to reconquer areas occupied by the
Crusader states. They operated through a system of deeply entrenched local authorities, implemented through the preparation of future
officials and judges, which was facilitated by
the institution of the waqf (pious welfare foundation under Islamic law), which provided
most of the local funding for the centres of
higher education, the madrasas. From that time
on, less attention was given to the construction
of large mosques (jami) or to the expansion of
those large central mosques already in existence. Instead there was a growing proliferation of smaller-scale religious monuments, in
particular along the main thoroughfares, near
the city gates, both within and outside the city
limits, and also in or near cemeteries. The
many religious structures, put up from the
twelfth century onwards by princes and
princesses or by wealthy merchants at their
own expense, were designed to form part of
the pre-existing urban landscape, on plots
which had to be acquired for that purpose. A
street-side facade, carefully worked and ornamented to stand out from the surrounding
structures, served to indicate to the passer-by
. Comparison between the layout of houses of the th
the specific function of the building. The Fig.
and th centuries as found on the sites of Rusafa, Rahba-Mayadin
monumental statement of prestigious build- and Balis, with the courtyards marked in grey.
ings was now dissipated in a great many religious or civic facilities, designed to foster a sense of intimacy and identity, commensurate with the goals
set by the increasingly private character of the foundations.
It seems that funding was now more limited, or was applied in a different way. For it was no longer possible to expend vast amounts on the erection of these monuments and, as a result, they were more modest
in their design. They had to be erected swiftly, so that the sponsors could contemplate their buildings. They
were not always designed to endure, but incorporated in the stone-made urban fabric of cities like Da-



mascus, Aleppo, Homs and Hama they could last for a long time and were also able to change their function. In fact, this type of urban architecture proved much more enduring than the immense palaces of previous eras.
One could say that under this general campaign to reassert Sunni Islam against the Crusaders and the Fatimid Shiites there was a prevailing atmosphere of religious severity and austerity, exemplified by the Zangid
and Ayyubid emirs, such as Nur al-Din, emir of Aleppo in the twelfth century. A telling anecdote about
Nur al-Din is recounted by Ibn al-Athir, who died in /: “Nur al-Din met all the costs of feeding
and clothing his entourage from his modest private budget. When his wife came complaining to him, he
made a present to her of three shops in Homs, which were her personal property and which brought her
 dinars a year. When one day the princess scolded him, saying that the money was too little, Nur al-Din
replied: ‘It’s all I have. As for everything else which I hold in my hands, I am no more than the banker for
the community of believers.’”10
This trend in the development of political and military power led (in particular in the western section of
the Fertile Crescent close to the Mediterranean) to the emergence of new architectural forms and to the formation of a specific type of palace, often included in the design of fortresses. Here the outward appearance
and what we might term the ‘grandeur’ of the monument were considered less important than aspects of
interior comfort and the matching of the design with the intended function – a consideration which applied as much to the new madrasas, public baths and mosques as to the palaces. This tendency was somewhat less pronounced in other regions, however, and in Cairo, for example, both Ayyubid and Mamluk
architecture continued to favour more monumental designs than those in Damascus or Aleppo. The great
Cairene foundations bear witness to wealth and power in a major capital city, and yet they do not achieve
the monumental impact of the Abbasid structures, particularly since they were conceived to fit into a tight
urban environment.
The cultural, political, economic and artistic context of the Islamic World is a transient one and implies
strong local differentiations. At the time of the described Syrian innovations, Spain and the Maghreb remain imbued with the traditions and practices of previous ages. At a slightly later date and on the fringes
of this region, the Ottoman Turks and the Safavids were to produce new, stately forms of architecture and
urban design which again differed markedly from those of the Abbasid era.
THE QA’A AS THE HEART OF AYYUBID PALACES IN SYRIA

The qa’a is the central and most striking element in Zangid and Ayyubid palaces, but in our present state
of knowledge it is difficult to work out its relation to other elements, including those parts of the overall
plan which (like gardens) do not entail built structures. In the citadel of Aleppo, the annexes to the palace,
such as secondary residences, public gathering places (such as the Hippodrome built by Nur al-Din) or
adjacent gardens, could cover large areas of the plot.11 The Zangid palace known as Matbakh al-Ajami,
in the heart of the ancient city of Aleppo, has only been partly preserved, but in its former condition at the
end of the Mamluk era, it must have included, among other features, an iwan and an enclosed garden with
a pond, whose exact location is no longer known. In citadels like that of Qal’at Najm, the limited space
available did not allow for any domestic areas other than the usual annexes of the qa’a. While few such annexes have survived, a sufficient number of palatial qa’as have been preserved in conditions that enable us



to view them as self-contained and homogeneous
entities. It is this typical qa’a with its customary attached structures that we shall be describing here
as a complete functional unit in its own right
(figs. -).
Two of the best examples of this type of palace
are the citadel of Salah al-Din on the mountain
of Lattakia and the great Ayyubid palace in the
citadel of Aleppo. (Both of them are presented
in greater detail in chapters  and  of this book.)
A more modest sample can be found in the complex to the east of the entrance bastion in the
citadel of Aleppo (Tawashi palace). Apart from
the importance of geometrical principles in their
design, one of the essential features of the architecture of these palaces is the formal differentiation and the strict spatial division between resting spaces and circulation spaces, as described in
the following paragraphs.

Fig. . View of the castle of Qal’at Najm from the north-east.

Entrance-Way

The entrance porch, which is often highlighted
by an imposing facade, leads to a hallway, which
in the case of the Aleppo palace remains a modest feature. In the case of Salah al-Din’s castle it
places two small iwans on either side of a small
central space – the nuclear form of a reception
hall, which here was to accommodate a small platoon of guardsmen.
From the hallway, a long corridor (about forty
metres long in the citadel of Aleppo) with multiple bends leads into the central space of the great
qa’a,12 which in the citadel of Aleppo measures
some ten metres by ten metres square. This corridor surrounds and envelops the inner qa’a and its
associated structures and protects it from any external impact. Most important, it also makes it Fig. . Plan of the qa’a and hammam of Qal’at Najm.
possible to locate the entry point to the qa’a right
in front of the large iwan. Never more than . metres wide in the case of Aleppo, the bent corridor allows
for a relatively short approach between the entrance and the reception iwan. It would never lend itself to formal processions and has nothing in common with the grand and solemn processions through the court-



yards and pavilions of Abbasid and Umayyad palaces. Movement within an architectural complex of this
type has its own logic: the only gateway serves both as entrance and exit; circulation is limited to the movement of people in and out of the qa’a or radiating from the qa’a in different directions that are all dead-end
destinations. It is impossible to walk around in loops, for in the end one is always forced to return the same
way (fig. ).
The Great Qa’a and the Large Iwan as Focal Points of the Palatial Setting
The functional centre of the palace is the main hall, the qa’a, where the master of the house holds court, and
which gives access to most of the other areas. It is arranged around an interior ‘void’, usually square in plan
(known as the durqa’a in the palaces of Cairo and as ‘atabe in the qa’as in Syria). In the older structures, this
focal space is open to the sky, but in more recent buildings it can be covered by a lofty dome. It is usually enhanced by a polygonal tiled water basin and may include other refined running water displays, such as a
salsabil or shadirwan that add to the attraction and comfort of the place.13
The central part of the qa’a is an area of movement and distribution, a sort of reception area or waiting room
for visitors and servants. A large iwan occupying the full length of one side of the central square represents
the essential element of this layout and its raison d’être, because visitors present themselves facing this iwan. In
terms of architectural symbolism, the iwan represents both luxury and confirmed authority, since it constitutes a kind of throne room, as it were, for the master of the house who could be a respected citizen, a merchant or a scholar, or the plenipotentiary of a princely palace. From his iwan with its raised floor the master
of the house can observe all the comings and goings to and from all corners of the palace; he can receive

Fig. . Plan of the qa’a of Matbakh al-Ajami, Aleppo.

Fig. . Plan of the qa’a of the castle of Muazara, near al-Bara.



guests, either keeping them at a discreet distance in the central area, or beckoning them to sit next to him,
depending on their rank and relationship with him. The three other interior elevations enclosing the central space can each have their own little iwan placed between two passages leading to other rooms or complexes. The spaces adjacent to or opposite the large iwan can be occupied by additional rooms (majless) featuring a triple arch or equipped with a large axial recess.
In Salah al-Din’s castle the large iwan stands on the western side of the qa’a, opening to the east. In the citadel
of Aleppo it opens to the north, which is the normal position most suited to the climate, also used in later
courtyards of Ottoman houses in Aleppo. Situated on either side of the great iwan are two alcoves (al-
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Fig. . Schematic plans of three qa’as, comparing access, circulation patterns and interior spatial organisation.
Above left: citadel of Aleppo; above right: castle of Muazara; below: Matbakh al-Ajami, Aleppo.



Fig. . Interior of the domed hall of the hot room
of the royal hammam of the Ayyubid palace
in the citadel of Aleppo with lateral iwan bays.

Figs. . Plan of the qa’a of the Ayyubid palace in the citadel of Aleppo,
including the arsenal and the royal hammam.

qubba) – attachments that were more or less de rigueur in iwans up until the end of the nineteenth century, and
which, together with the iwan, form a self-contained ‘apartment’. Among the available passages located at
the corners of the central space (usually between two and six in number), one was the main access to the
qa’a from the entrance corridor, while the others could lead to the internal bathhouse, to other service facilities, to associated series of rooms (qa’as), or, where applicable, to the stairway leading to the upper storey.
The central spaces of the qa’as of Salah al-Din’s castle and of the citadel of Aleppo (fig. ), divided as
they are into the four iwan alcoves and six passages leading to other areas, is somehow evocative of classical
scenes from fairy tales or from the Thousand and One Nights, where the hero, finding himself alone in the
middle of an empty area, has to choose one out of many identical doors which will lead him to a precise
destination, the object of his quest. The situation in the palace is of course different in that there is always
a ‘guide’, in this case the master of the house residing in his iwan.14
The Internal Bathhouse
The citadels of Aleppo and of Salah al-Din were equipped with at least two bathhouses each (three in the
case of Salah al-Din’s castle). One served as the palace bathhouse, accessible directly from the qa’a and restricted to residents and their guests. The others were accessible to a broader range of inhabitants of the
citadel. An exception is the sole bathhouse in the citadel of Qal’at Najm to the north-east of Aleppo (a
fortress of relatively modest proportions and particularly functional in its design) which is reached through



a sort of buffer space between the military area and
the palace itself. The fact that access to the palace
bathhouse is usually gained through the central area
of the qa’a demonstrates that the bathhouse was an
essential element of the living area, of equal importance as the qa’a that it complements.15
The first space within the bathhouse is a changing
room or, more precisely, a kind of small living room,
more private and homely than the qa’a, where the
users could prepare for the bath, rest and dress again
before leaving. As far as we know, these rooms were
rectangular in shape and divided into two parts: the
larger area is usually square and surmounted by a
cupola or a vaulted roof, and the area beyond is narrower, in the shape of an iwan with its da’is serving as
the resting area. A passageway leads to a suite of
rooms, two or three in number and square in shape, Fig. . Plan of the qa’a and hammam in the castle of Harem.
which make up the interior of the bathhouse: a cold
room, a warm room and a hot room, each topped by a cupola (Qal’at Sahyûn, Qal’at Najm, Qal’at Harem,
and others). The neatly paved steam rooms of traditional bathhouses were the setting for performing the
ritual ablution and the corresponding gestures. Serving both cleanliness and religious practises, these activities were conducted on a low, slightly sloped floor (facilitating water drainage) – an arrangement in stark
contrast to the raised floors of the iwans found in the changing and resting hall. The heating room and water reservoir of the bathhouse were accessible from outside the palace (fig. ).
Other Areas Accessible from the Centre of the Great Qa’a
The great qa’a of the palace of Nur al-Din in Aleppo (Matbakh al-Ajami) has only two passages – one
being the main entrance and another leading to undefined areas, now mostly destroyed. In the palace of the
citadel of Aleppo the passages give access, among other areas, to two smaller qa’as to the east and the west
that were probably renovated in the Mamluk era. In Salah al-Din’s castle there is a passage leading to a long
corridor that serves several rooms, one of which is a large rectangular room with two iwans facing each other and a small pool set into the wall.
The boundaries of these palatial complexes are malleable, since the buildings have practically no external
facades and often form part of a larger, continuous architectural fabric. In certain places, the boundaries
are altered by the later addition of rooms accessed from the centre of the qa’a. Most surviving palaces of this
type have retained the same basic organisational principles for as long as six or seven centuries, while at the
same time undergoing certain transformations – such as the covering of the central space by a cupola (or
sometimes a flat roof ), the construction of new rooms around the outside, additions to the upper storey,
and so forth. In the palace of the citadel of Aleppo, the small eastern qa’a was made smaller during the
Mamluk era in order to make more space for the hammam’s changing room.



Fig. . Original plan of the Mamluk Yalbogha hammam, south of the citadel of Aleppo, before modern ‘restoration’.
IWANS AND SPLIT-LEVEL FLOORS AS PART OF ORIENTAL LIVING PATTERNS

Whether located in urban mansions or in fortified citadels, the dwelling spaces in this region and during
this era all followed the same general principles of the qa’a layout. These can be tracked in the two wellpreserved palaces of the citadel in Aleppo, in the Matbakh al-Ajami (an important remnant of a twelfthcentury palace in the town), and in several towers of the defensive wall. But they also appear in the two qa’as
of the Fardoss madrasa, a monumental Ayyubid structure, and in the fourteenth-century Arghuni hospital, as well as in various hammams, among which a sixteenth-century Ottoman bathhouse stands out.
Within the region, the living rooms of the citadels of Harem, Qal’at Najm and Biredjik (modern-day alBiray) in Turkey, the castle of Muazara, near al-Bara to the west of Aleppo, and a chamber in Crac des
Chevaliers all follow the same organisational principles. So do the large towers of the defensive walls in
Cairo, Bosra, Damascus and Aleppo, whether Ayyubid or Mamluk. Further south, some sections of the
citadels of Bosra in Syria, Kerak and Shawbak in Jordan, as well as of Salah al-Din’s Cairo citadel, to
name a few, show similar principles.16
Apart from their cruciform design and the existence of a monumental iwan, the qa’as are characterised by a
common way in which their space has been – and still is – used by people throughout the ages. There is an
intrinsic difference in form and function between, on the one hand, the raised-floor areas where people are
likely to sit and dwell for some time, and, on the other, the lower surfaces of simple floors and corridors,



Fig. . Interior view of a qa’a with three iwans in an th-century private mansion in Damascus.

where people are likely to be standing or moving, that is, the circulation areas allocated to the passage of
people or to the storage and specific domestic functions, such as kitchens.
Iwans are, above all, convivial spaces where people receive, meet or relax (figs. , ). They are to be found
everywhere in the region as both formal and functional elements, not only in the qa’as, but also in other living areas, such as entrance halls, private hammams, and so forth. They are also used in buildings whose primary function would not appear to be strictly domestic, but which include living areas for temporary use,
such as public hammams, madrasas, hospitals or the ancient law courts of Nur al-Din in Aleppo, known to
us from descriptions. The presence of an iwan suggests a place where people are likely to dwell and rest for
some time, and a certain measure of comfort is therefore provided by its architectural design, rather than
by any fittings or furnishings that are mostly non-existent (fig. ).
In the fortresses and citadels of the Near and Middle East – whether in their original form or reconstructed and renovated by occupants from different cultures – the distinguishing feature of a building put up by
an oriental house-owner is the presence of a qa’a and of iwans. This is even the case in Crac des Chevaliers,
which was mainly built by the Franks but which contains a traditional small qa’a in the entrance bastion.
In Western palaces and castles in the eighteenth and, particularly, in the nineteenth centuries, there was a
trend for the specific functions of the various rooms to be increasingly differentiated and specialised, which
was mainly achieved by varying displays of mobile furniture. Moreover, the specific position of a room



within the overall plan was a more important factor in determining its function than was its actual architectural design. In the Near East, the allocation of specific functions and characters to various spaces of the
building evidently was a matter of prime importance. We can clearly see an endeavour, until very recently,
to make the architectural design of a space adhere to the basic bodily expressions of its users – whether in
moving or in resting conditions. The internal sitting area of a house, that is, the iwan and its associated structures, accommodates activities that are extremely varied, such as people meeting one another, talking, working, eating, resting and sleeping. Accordingly, in the Bilad al-Sham the design of these simple and basic architectural elements encloses the human body in a sort of shell, favouring curves and volumes related to
spheres and cylinders. The architecture thus becomes a faithful and close reflection of human movements
and gestures projected into space.

Fig. . Plan of the southern city gate of Aleppo, Bab Qinnasrin (th to th century), showing a succession of cruciform spaces.



Fig. . Courtyard of the Ghazale house (th-century) in Aleppo, showing a big open iwan to the left
and the elevation of the interior qa’a in the background.

In the Near East, extensive use was traditionally made of cut stone and sometimes of brick for construction work, while wood was relatively rare.17 These materials facilitated the almost spontaneous emergence
of spheric and vaulted architectural components. The very techniques used to create such physical envelopes
were ideally suited to establish a sensual relationship between the human body and its surrounding architectural space. This intimate correlation between design and function produced, particularly in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, some wonderfully balanced spaces which could be of very small dimensions, and
whose grand scale is not perceived as a result of physical size. Unlike spaces which we sense to have been
conceived in two-dimensional plan, the spaces created by this kind of architecture have clearly been modelled as three-dimensional volumes, which makes them come alive, as it were.

1

tawakkil at the palace of Balkuwara in Samarra for the circumcision of al-Mu’tazz evokes the pomp and ostentation of
these places (referred to in D. and J. Sourdel, La civilisation de
l’islam classique, , p. ): “When al-Mutawakkil decided
to have al-Mu’tazz [...] circumcised, a carpet was laid in the
iwan, and in the middle of the iwan a sarir (type of throne) was
erected for the caliph; beside it were placed four thousand gilded footstools encrusted with precious stones, on which stood
figurines of amber and camphor [...] Al-Mutawakkil took his

Madinat al-Zahra has a different configuration, in which the
reception areas are deeper, often following a basilical design. It
assimilates and transforms spatial areas of Eastern origin,
which by and large were later discarded in the Bilad al-Sham,
to be replaced by iwans and cruciform arrangements.
2
As at Madinat al-Zahra, we are dealing here with structures
that are virtually towns, in which the occupants’ activities are
at the service of the prince.
3
Al-Shâbushti’s description of the feast given by al-Mu-
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place on the sarir and summoned the emirs, military commanders, his close associates and various dignitaries who took
their places according to rank.”
4
D. and J. Sourdel, La civilisation de l’islam classique, , pp.
-.
5
Ibn Tulun clearly played an essential role in ensuring the passage of Iraqi designs to Cairo, among them that of its great
mosque. Archaeological and architectural data on palaces were
plentiful in the Fatimid era, and “the Iraqi palace tradition was
already becoming established” (J.-C. Garcin, see below). The
similarities between the great houses of Samarra and Fustat
(ninth-tenth centuries) had long been observed. We can trace
a gradual development from the designs of Fustat to those of
Cairo, passing through the Dayr al-Banat of old Coptic Cairo
(possibly twelfth century), still very similar to the designs of
Samarra and Fustat, and through the surviving remains of the
great Fatimid palace with its four-iwan plan. See, among other sources, the summary provided by Jean-Claude Garcin,
“Habitat médiéval et histoire urbaine à Fustat et au Caire”, in
Palais et maisons du Caire I - Époque mamelouke (XIIIe-XVIe siècles), editions of CNRS  (pp. -).
6
The historian Jean Sauvaget has noted a renewal and strengthening of eastern influence in the twelfth century in Aleppo and
Damascus (dar al-Hadith of Nur al-Din), instigated by the
followers of Nur al-Din, who tended to come from the north
of Iraq (Mosul). Recent digs carried out in Hatrah in Iraq have
uncovered pre-Islamic dwellings with courtyards and iwans,
very close to those found much later in Syria. The design of the
madrasa of Gumushtaqin in Bosra, south of Damascus, built
in , is very similar to that of a Syrian qa’a.
7
Some of these features were identified in houses in Apamea
dating from the second century AD, in houses in Doura-Europos (Parthian era,  BC to AD , and in use until AD ),
in reception areas in Byzantine palaces of cruciform shape
(Qasr Ibn Wardan and others), and in the Byzantine villa of
Ezra’. In Sassanian Persia, the most sacred area in the temples
of fire was built according to a plan with four iwans around a
central space. The iwan of Ctesiphon and the iwans of the temples and great houses of Hatrah clearly are direct or indirect
sources for the architecture of the Bilad al-Sham.
8
The houses of Balis (from early to mid thirteenth century) are
only equipped with two or three iwans at the most. In Resafa, a
house dating from the last period of occupation (between the
tenth and the mid thirteenth century) includes four iwans
grouped around a square three-metre-wide central courtyard.
The sunken floor of the courtyard features in its centre a small
decorative water basin, octagonal in shape above a cistern. It
would seem that this design occasionally was also used further
north, as far as Harran, during the Ayyubid era. Towards the
south-west it can be seen in Baalbek, most probably dating
from a slightly later era (early Mamluk).
9
See J.-C. David, “Origin and Development of the Qa’a in
Ottoman Houses in Aleppo”, in collaboration with M. O.
Rousset; lecture delivered to the international symposium on
the Aleppo Room, held in Berlin from  to  April  (to
be published).

Quoted by E. Herzfeld, Inscriptions d’Alep, p. .
Recent digs and cleaning operations by the Aga Khan Trust
for Culture have revealed, in the areas concerned, a densely
built-up area comparable to an urban development with its
avenues, cul-de-sacs, stately and more modest buildings. The
remains comprise a mixture of Ayyubid and even earlier traces,
with the structures of the Mamluk and Ottoman periods being the most recent layers. Texts mentioned in “The Selected
Pearls of Ibn al-Shihna” (edited by J. Sauvaget, Les perles
choisies, Beirut ), who wrote in the middle of the fifteenth
century, refer to the Green Hippodrome, which Nur al-Din
had laid with turf, a succession of palaces up to the Palace of
Images erected by Ghazi to replace the Palace of Glory that
had been destroyed in a fire. An ode addressed to Ghazi in
/ speaks of flower beds, a pond, a fountain and trees.
Moreover, it has been written of Ghazi that “he created, following the line of the iwan, an enormous garden filled with all
sorts of flowers and many varieties of trees”. In our present state
of knowledge, we are unable to determine the precise location
of this garden, or of the iwan in question, which cannot be the
large iwan of the qa’a.
12
The Arabic word qa’a, as used in the past, is appropriate for
the era of Salah al-Din’s castle and preferable to the term “reception area”, a limiting and vague translation.
13
In “The Golden Treasures of Ibn al-Ajami” (edited by J.
Sauvaget, Les trésors d’or, Beirut ) there is a detailed description of the great qa’a of the palace in the citadel of Aleppo (dating to the fifteenth century), including an account of
the water circulation system in the qa’a (p. ): “The floor of
this room is paved with solid slabs of coloured marble; a jet of
water feeds the sweet sâtoûra, through a maqlab fitted beneath its
small iwân, solidly built in coloured marble [...]. Below this
maqlab, the water flows down to the floor, then gushes forth
through the fountain in the centre of the room.”
14
One of the rooms which seems far away from the entrance of
Salah al-Din’s castle (since it is reached by a path more than
forty metres long, starting from the central area of the great qa’a)
is in fact located directly behind the wall of the northern iwan
of the entrance hall, a wall more than a metre thick. Yet the two
adjacent spaces are totally disconnected.
15
The private bathhouses still surviving in some of the great
Ottoman houses in Damascus and Aleppo are often reachable
through the main qa’a (for example, in the Ghazale house in
Aleppo and the Azem palace in Damascus).
16
Similar areas are found in palaces to the north of the Bilad alSham, in Anatolia, Diyarbakir, Armenia and other places.
17
At least in Aleppo, the large Ayyubid buildings are generally surmounted by arches and domes. What remains of the
architecture of the Zangid era suggests a more extensive use of
wooden ceilings. Iwans and other features dating to the Mamluk era are often covered over (possibly suggesting an Egyptian influence), while the arch had its day in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, only to fall from grace once again in
favour of flat roofs at the beginning of the eighteenth century.
11



PART II
THE SITES AND THEIR HISTORY

Fig. . Map of north-eastern Syria showing the location of the three sites of Aleppo, Salah al-Din and Masyaf.

. A History of the City of Aleppo
HEINZ GAUBE

L

ater generations are always intrigued about the origins of historic sites and interested to find out
relevant stories and details about them. While in modern times we rely on scientific archaeological tools, ancient historians tended to look for oral traditions and surviving myths. So did the
Aleppine historians of the Middle Ages, and, sometimes, they came to surprising conclusions. The following paragraphs aim to give a concise urban history and geography of Aleppo, drawing on both historic
chronicles and physical evidence derived from archaeology and urban geography.
ORIGINS OF THE CITY

In his history of Aleppo (the so-called “Selected Pearls”), Ibn al-Shihna,1 the chief qadi of Aleppo in the
middle of the fifteenth century, quotes about a dozen or so legends concerning the origin of the city. The
earliest one refers to the name of the city and Abraham:
Abraham stayed here a long time on his way from Harran to Jerusalem. Aleppo got its name from the fact that he
milked2 his sheep here. When he came, the city was not built yet. He stayed on the hill which later became the citadel.
They say that Abraham travelled several times between Jerusalem and Aleppo. On the highest point of the citadel,
a sanctuary is dedicated to him.3

This, of course, does not tell us more than that Aleppo was considered to be very old. But Ibn al-Shihna
becomes more precise:
When Seleucus, the Assyrian, became king of the region of Mosul, the capital of which had been Ninive, Halab,
the son of Mahr, owned the region of Qinnasrin. It was he who designed the plan of the city which carries his name.4

The legend being related in this passage is about a plan for the city and not its name or foundation. To my
knowledge, this passage is the only one in an Arabic work of the Middle Ages which might refer to the Seleucid plan of the city. Ibn al-Shihna continues:
I found in an old book: In the year  of the era of Alexander, Seleucus, with the byname Nicator, became king of
Syria and Babylonia. He is the one who founded Seleukia, Apamea, Edessa, Aleppo and Laodicea. In addition to
this I read there: I found in the old books that the time was  years between the creation of Adam and the beginning of the Greek era, which is called the era of Alexander. This shows that Seleucus did not build Aleppo.
He only rebuilt it. It had fallen into ruins after it had been founded by Balukus, and Seleucus only rebuilt it, because
the two events were separated by more than  years.5

Putting aside the calculation, it is apparent that our author knew two facts: Seleucus had founded only one
part of Aleppo and Aleppo had already existed for more than  years before Seleucus, that is, around
 BC. This brings us into the so-called “Middle Syrian” period (- BC), as it is termed by ar-



chaeologists. But around  years earlier, Aleppo had already been mentioned in the archives of Ebla,
at the time a flourishing city fifty-five kilometres south of Aleppo. According to these documents, the kings
of Ebla restored the temple of the god Hadda in Aleppo and made offerings.6
Around  BC Jarim-Lim was king of Aleppo. He controlled a state which stretched from the Mediterranean to the Tigris. Remains from this period were found in the newly excavated temple of the storm god
on the citadel of Aleppo, but also under the Great Mosque, where there may have been a second temple of
the storm god, and near the north-western gate of the Old City, Bab al-Faraj.7
The period of Hittite dominion (fourteenththirteenth century BC) was another important
period in the history of Aleppo in the second
millennium BC. From this period an inscription,
referring to the erection of a temple, is preserved
in the south wall of the al-Qayqan mosque in the
al-Aaqaba quarter, north-east of Bab Antakiya,
the western gate of the Old City.8
The last rebuilding of the temple on the citadel
took place towards the end of the tenth century
BC and, in the eighth century BC, the god of
Aleppo was considered to be one of the seven
most important weather gods in the Near East.
Fig. . Relief from the temple of the storm god, Aleppo,
representing two winged deities under the symbols
In  BC, the new Babylonian empire, which
of the sun and the moon.
included Aleppo, was conquered by the Persian
king Kyros, and Aleppo became part of the Persian Achaemenid empire. Up to now there is no archaeological evidence for the Achaemenid period in Aleppo, but we may assume that life continued as it was before and that the Achaemenid impact on the material culture and history of Aleppo was minimal. As
everywhere in the Achaemenid empire, Achaemenid rule respected local traditions and integrated the local elites into the Achaemenid system of rule.
On the basis of meagre archaeological and historical evidence, we know that the ancient and Achaemenid
city of Aleppo was located in the area west and north-west of the citadel. Whether this city extended as
far as the area north of Bab Antakiya, where the above-mentioned Hittite inscription was found, cannot
be conclusively stated. Only archaeological investigations on the hill of the al-Aaqaba quarter could answer whether a pre-Hellenistic settlement existed here.
ALEPPO IN THE HELLENISTIC, ROMAN AND BYZANTINE PERIODS

After the battle of Issos in  BC, Alexander the Great conquered the Persian Achaemenid empire, in a
short-lived attempt to extend his Mediterranean empire into the East. After his death in  BC, the empire
was divided and came under the rule of some of his generals. In the East, Iran, Mesopotamia and Syria fell
to Seleucus I Nicator (- BC). He founded or extended a number of cities in Greater Syria, among
them Aleppo, and his activities changed the appearance of Aleppo considerably.



West of the ancient Achaemenid city, which had extended at least as far west as the area of the Great
Mosque, a new city, following Hellenistic principles of planning, was built, and the city was renamed
Beroea. This Hellenistic extension can still be traced in the plan of the western parts of the current old city
of Aleppo. Starting at the western gate, Bab Antakiya, the main axis of the present suq (bazaar) runs for
a length of around seven hundred metres in a west-east direction, straight to the citadel. Ten lanes branch
off at right angles from this axis to the south and meet after about  metres to form another axis, parallel
to the main axis. Off this axis, the traces of six more lanes running south can be detected. North of the
main axis, four more south-north lanes can be traced. The axes and lanes form rectangular insulae (blocks)
measuring about  by  metres. They are the remnants of a Hellenistic grid plan which originally might
have covered the whole area between the Great Mosque in the east and the present city walls in the west,
north and south of the main axis, excluding the al-Aaqaba area. Since Hellenistic planners did not respect
natural obstacles such as hills (for example Milet), this might be an indicator that at this time the area of
al-Aaqaba was already inhabited. Thus, the Hittite inscription on the mosque in al-Aaqaba (see above)
could be from this area. Furthermore, either the pre-Hellenistic city extended that far west, or the area of
al-Aaqaba was a kind of suburb to pre-Hellenistic Aleppo.
As a consequence, we can assume that the Seleucid part of Aleppo extended for about  metres eastwest and  metres north-south, at least. In all likelihood, this Hellenistic city was square in shape and
reached east to the foot of the citadel, occupying parts of the pre-Hellenistic city. This is confirmed by the
fact that in the east, in the area between the Great Mosque and the citadel, the Hellenistic grid overlaps another street pattern. Accordingly, the planners of Hellenistic Beroea must have filled open spaces and con-

Fig. . Traces of the orthogonal Hellenistic street grid in the urban structure of the Old City of Aleppo.



nected two previously separated settlements, that is, the area west of the citadel and al-Aaqaba, to create a
unified urban fabric. Most probably, this city was surrounded with a rampart, as is the case in Laodicea,
Doura-Europos, Apamea and Antioch.
Up to now, no archaeological remains of any importance from the Hellenistic period of Aleppo have been
found. But we can assume that in Hellenistic times the site of the present Great Mosque and its surroundings was occupied by a temple and other important public buildings such as an agora. This was confirmed
by recent digs for a new sewerage system near the western wall of the Great Mosque, when remains of
columns and bases came to light, and by recent restoration works in the prayer hall of the Great Mosque,
when a layer of eight metres of cultural debris was discovered under the floor of the prayer hall. At the lowest level of these excavations, remains of massive walls and pottery from the third millennium BC were
found. Hellenistic-Roman remains were found under the floor of the prayer hall at approximately the same
level as the remains outside the western wall of the mosque.
This is proof enough to conclude that in Hellenistic-Roman times large public buildings stood around the
Great Mosque. It is not too far-fetched to compare the situation around the Great Mosque of Aleppo with
the situation around the Great Mosque of Damascus. In Damascus, as in Aleppo, the Great Mosque was
erected on or near the site of the pre-Islamic Christian cathedral, which had been built on the site of the
Hellenistic-Roman temple and an earlier pre-Hellenistic sanctuary. The way in which the citadel had been
connected with the city in Hellenistic times can only be guessed at. Most probably it was integrated into the
city wall, in analogy to other Hellenistic cities in Syria.
We know nothing about the changes the city underwent in the Roman period, that is, between the first century BC and the fourth century AD, when (as in the Hellenistic period) Aleppo was overshadowed in importance by Antioch, one of the most important cities of the Roman empire. But, like other Syrian cities,
Aleppo certainly benefited from the general prosperity due to the long period of Roman rule. Thus we can
assume there were building and embellishment activities and, perhaps, the introduction of the water system, which served the city until the early decades of the twentieth century. No important historical events
are reported concerning Aleppo in the Roman period, but we can assume that one or more suburbs must
already have existed extra muros, to the east and the south.
In the Hellenistic and Roman period, the city of Qinnasrin, located only twenty-five kilometres south-west
of Aleppo, had an important strategic position in relation to the desert, but connections between Aleppo
and Qinnasrin are hard to determine. Pre-Hellenistic Qinnasrin, like Aleppo, was extended by the Seleucids and renamed Khalkis. In the third century AD, at the latest, Khalkis was the main station of the
Roman defence system, called the “limes of Khalkis”.9 One can suppose that Aleppo and Qinnasrin had
different functions. Aleppo was the administrative centre of the region and Qinnasrin/Khalkis the military centre – a situation which lasted into the early Islamic period, when Qinnasrin became the centre of a
djund, a military administrative unit. This assumption is supported by the fact that during his campaign into Syria in AD , the Persian king Kawad did not attack Qinnasrin/Khalkis. The same applies to his son
Chosroes I, who in AD  had conquered many Syrian towns, including Antioch, but did not attack
Qinnasrin/Khalkis.



Fig. . Aleppo. Old view of the Umayyad, or Great, mosque, the former agora of the Hellenistic city,
with the citadel in the background.

Fig. . Map of the central area of Aleppo with the Umayyad, or Great, mosque. The central suqs south of the mosque occupy
the old Hellenistic west-east axis connecting the western gate (Bab Antaqiya) with the citadel hill (to the right).
The khans of the th and th centuries are nestled into the suq framework.



In connection with the campaign of Chosroes I we receive the first information concerning the appearance
of Aleppo in pre-Islamic times. The siege and destruction of Aleppo by Chosroes I is reported by the
Byzantine historian Procopius in his History of the Wars:10
After Chosroes had received the ransom money from Hierapolis he went towards Beroea. This city is located between Hierapolis and Antioch. [...] The Persians came to the suburbs of Beroea. Chosroes sent Paulus into the city
and demanded ransom money – not the same as he had demanded from Hierapolis, but double the amount, since
he had observed that the city wall of Beroea was weak in many places. The people of Beroea promised to pay the
money. They knew that they could not trust in the strength of their city wall. After they had paid  pounds of
silver, they said they could not pay any more. But, since Chosroes demanded the full sum, they fled to the citadel
which is located on the acropolis. They were joined by the soldiers who were supposed to protect the city. The following day, Chosroes sent people to the city to collect the money. When they came near the city wall, the gates were
closed. They did not see anybody and reported this to the king. Then he ordered them to put ladders against the city
wall and to storm it. They did as they were ordered. When nobody opposed them, they entered the city, opened the
gates and let the whole army and the king himself into the city. The king, in his fury, ordered them to burn almost
the whole city down. He then went up to the acropolis and decided to lay siege to the citadel. The Roman soldiers
were able to kill a few Persians, but, due to the thoughtlessness of the besieged, the king had an advantage. For the
citizens had not only fled themselves but had taken with them their horses and other animals, which turned out to
be a big handicap. The citadel had only one source of water, and the horses, the mules and the other animals drank
from it. So it happened that water was soon in short supply, and, after long negotiations, the king saved the lives of
the besieged and released them from the ransom demand.

Since we do not dispose of any other information on the city before AD , we have to be satisfied with
this account. We learn that Aleppo had suburbs, it had a city wall in bad shape and on top of the acropolis was the citadel, which had only one water source. In addition to this, Chosroes gave the order to burn
the city down. From this we can surmise that, at this time, the old city of Aleppo was not the city of stone
it is today; there must have been much more wood used in construction. (Incidentally, it was only after a
disastrous fire in , that the wooden
roofs of the suqs and the Great Mosque
were replaced by vaults built of stone.)
We might not be wrong to suppose that
at this time, that is, in the sixth century
(and later), houses were built out of mud
or mud brick, not stone. The same
would apply to the city wall, in a disastrous state of repair at the time of the Persian attack.

Figs. , . Two massive Byzantine tomb doors (Aleppo Museum).



This meagre historical record and the
results of an analysis of the city plan can
be supplemented by one more piece of
material evidence. Integrated into alHalawiya madrasa near the west wall of
the Great Mosque (figs. , , pl. ),
stands a domed, exedra-like room with
an apse, measuring eleven by eleven me-

tres, with columns and capitals that can
be dated to the sixth century. Since the
exedra is oriented towards the west, it
cannot be the apse of the earlier Christian cathedral. It may conceivably be
the remains of a Christian martyrion, or
baptisterium, of a small church, like the
church of Mujleya near Aleppo,11 or
another part of the cathedral.
The existence, near the Great Mosque,
of a building of such architectural
quality indicates that at the site where
an important civic centre of the preByzantine city was supposed to stand,
the religious centre of the Byzantine
city had been built, a fact confirmed by
later Arabic sources. According to the
Aleppine historian Ibn Shaddad, the
Great Mosque had been built in the
garden of the cathedral.12 The sixthcentury remains mentioned above indicate that there was building activity
after the attack of Chosroes. Certainly, these activities were not limited to
the cathedral and surrounding buildings, and we can assume that after the
destruction caused by the Persians, the
emperor Justinian initiated extensive
building activities which included the
city wall.

Figs. , . Aleppo. Remains of the former Byzantine cathedral,
integrated into al-Halawiya madrasa near the site of the Umayyad mosque.

The citadel, the city wall and the remains of a high-quality religious building bear witness to the Byzantine period. The course of the city wall must have been the same as it was in the pre-Byzantine period. The
citadel had only one water source; this must have been the large cistern still preserved today. At this time
the citadel did not have a secret connection to the water system of the city. This leads to the question of
whether the medieval water system, described in detail by Ibn Shaddad,13 was already in existence in the
sixth century. It would appear not, but there is ample evidence that Aleppo did have a water system in preIslamic times, perhaps as elaborate as that in the time of Ibn Shaddad.
In addition, we learn that in the sixth century Aleppo had suburbs to the east. Chosroes had come from
the east and had camped there. Material evidence for these suburbs can be found in reused pre-Islamic
columns and capitals in several places in the eastern quarters extra muros. Suburbs may also have existed in



the south-west, since literary sources mention them in the early Islamic period, but material evidence is missing. The course of the city wall in the north-west still remains doubtful. The Jewish quarter of “Bahsita”
was located here, the name being of Aramaic, not Arabic, origin. It cannot be determined whether this
quarter was within the city wall or outside.
Certain structural changes within the city centre, that is, the main axis between Bab Antakiya and the
citadel, must have taken place in the Byzantine period. Here, the Hellenistic-Roman colonnaded street
might have survived up to the end of the Roman empire and the early stages of the East Roman period.
During this time, oriental concepts of urban form gradually replaced the former Hellenistic and Roman
patterns. This led to an ‘orientalisation’ (or, rather, ‘re-orientalisation’) of the urban fabric (fig. ).
Wide streets allowing for large horse carriages were not part of the oriental tradition of urban form, which
reflects thousands of years of local experience in social and spatial organisation. Pedestrian circulation and
transport by camel and mule or donkey made the wide colonnaded streets of the Hellenistic-Roman period redundant. They were therefore split into parallel narrow lanes, and the interstices as well as the large
lateral arcades were progressively occupied by small booths and shops. These narrow alleys were much
more suited to oriental transportation habits and much better adapted to the climate than the wide streets of
the Hellenistic-Roman period. This process transformed the once ‘Western’ cities of Syria like Aleppo,
which reverted to what they had been in the pre-Hellenistic period: oriental cities with narrow winding
lanes and cul-de-sacs. Without written sources, it is hard to determine which of these changes had taken
place in the later Byzantine period and which in early Islamic times.
THE CITY UNDER ISLAMIC RULE I (AD -)

In AD  Aleppo was taken by the Muslims but we have little information concerning the first centuries
of Muslim rule. The construction of the first Great Mosque, with its central courtyard/square surrounded by three lines of arcades and the arcaded prayer hall, started during the reign of the Umayyad caliph al-

Fig. . The progressive occupation and transformation of a wide, colonnaded Hellenistic avenue by narrow rows of suqs
in Byzantine and Islamic times.



Fig. . Map of the walled city of Aleppo (dotted periphery)
and its historic extensions (shaded in grey).
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Fig. . The urban development of Aleppo from the end of the th century (above) to the early th century (below),
after J. Sauvaget.
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Fig. . Aerial view of the Old City of Aleppo with its historic th/th-century suburbs inside the ring road
and the late Ottoman extensions (c. ) outside the north-western corner of the Old City.



Walid (-) and was finished in the short reign of his brother Sulayman (-). This mosque had
been built next to the Christian cathedral in the area of the pre-Byzantine temple and other public buildings. We do not know what happened to the cathedral. Was it destroyed by fire or another natural catastrophe; was it given up, or was it confiscated? Or is a part of it preserved in the al-Halawiya madrasa?
Up to the tenth century, historical information on the city is scanty. This changed in the time of the Hamdanid ruler Sayf al-Dawla (-) who made Aleppo his capital, attracted the leading artists and intellectuals of his time to his court, embellished the city, built a large palace outside the city to the west, founded the Shiite shrine Mashad al-Dakka and engaged himself in wars with the Byzantines, which eventually led to his downfall. In , Aleppo was conquered by the Byzantines and heavily damaged. The Arab
geographer Ibn Hauqal, who wrote around , describes the city after the Byzantine conquest:
Aleppo was very populous, its inhabitants very rich and its trade throve, for the city lies on the highway between
Iraq, the fortresses (that is, the frontier to Byzantium) and the rest of Syria. But the Greeks took the city. Its stone
wall could not hinder this. They ruined the mosque, took captive all the women and children, and burned the houses. Aleppo had a citadel but it was not strong and not well built. All the population had fled to it thinking to take
refuge there, and there most perished with all their goods and cattle. The remainder, both of the citizens and of the
refugees from the country around, were all taken prisoners. The people of the district were all put to the sword. This
is a sad matter to hear of, and great was the distress throughout Islam and among the Muslims. The city had had
originally five markets, and baths, and hostels, and quarters and broad squares. The river of Aleppo is called Abu
‘I-Hasan or Qwayq. The drinking water of the population comes from this. The prices here are still cheap, for in
old days its prosperity was great, and its foodstuffs abundant.14

Only some years later another Arab geographer, al-Muqaddasi writes:
Aleppo is an excellent, pleasant and well fortified city, the inhabitants of which are cultured and rich and endowed
with understanding. The city is populous and built of stone, standing in the midst of its lands. It possesses a well
fortified and spacious citadel, provided with water, and here is the sultans’ treasury. The Great Mosque stands in
the city. The inhabitants drink the water of the Qwayq river. The castle is not very large but herein the sultan has
his residence. The city has seven gates.15

In , the Persian traveller Nasir-i Khusraw visited Aleppo. In his report we read:
Aleppo is in appearance a fine city. It has great walls, whose height I estimate  cubits ( feet); also a strong citadel,
entirely built on rock, which I consider to be as large as the citadel of Balkh. All the houses and buildings of Aleppo stand close one besides the other. This city is the place where they levy customs between the lands of Syria, Asia
Minor, Diyarbakir, Egypt and Iraq. Merchants and traders from all these lands come to Aleppo. The city has four
gates.16

Another report we find in the geographical dictionary by Yaqut. He quotes the Christian physician Ibn
Butlan who had visited Aleppo around :
Aleppo is a city walled with white stone. There are six gates, and in the wall is a citadel, in the upper part of which
is a mosque and two churches. In one of these was the altar on which Abraham used to sacrifice. In the lower part
of the citadel is a cave where he concealed his flocks. When he milked these, the people used to come for their milk,
crying ‘milked yet or not?’, asking thus one from the other, and hence the city came to be called Halab (milked). In
the town is a mosque and six churches, also a small hospital. The population drinks water of cisterns that are filled
by the rain. [...] Aleppo is a city that has but little of fruit, vegetables, or wine, except what is brought thither from



the Greek country. Of the wonders of Aleppo we may mention that in the Qaysariya of the cloth-merchants are
twenty shops for the brokers. These men every day sell goods to the amount of , dinars (, pounds). And
this they have done for the last twenty years. No part of Aleppo is at all in ruins.17

More than a hundred years later the Andalusian traveller Ibn Jubayr visited Aleppo. He provides the following interesting information:
Aleppo was the city of the Hamdanid princes. Sayf al-Dawla made it resembling a bride for beauty and appearance. The citadel stands on the hill, within, in ancient times, Abraham was wont to retire at night with his flocks
there to milk them, giving away of the milk in alms. Hence, it is said, is the name Halab. There is a place of pilgrimage much visited by the people. A copious spring of water rises in the citadel, and they have made two cisterns
here to store the water. Round these tanks are double walls. On the city-side of the citadel lies a deep ditch, into
which the surplus water runs. The citadel has high walls and towers, and the sultan’s habitation is here.
In the city are fine and wide markets, the lanes of which are connected in a way that one walks from one trade to the
next until one has passed and seen all. All the lanes are covered by wooden roofs which provide shade. The Qaysariya
is a garden surrounded by walls, beautiful and fresh, located next to the highly venerated mosque. Most of the shops
are located in spacious halls built out of wood with wonderful ornaments. Lanes connect one hall with the next. In
these halls costly decorated wooden walls separate the shops from each other. This offers a spectacular sight. The
(main) lanes lead up to each of the gates of the Great Mosque. Very fine is this mosque and beautifully paved is its
courtyard. [...] On the western side of the Great Mosque is the madrasa of the Hanafits, with a fine garden. In the
city are four or five more madrasas, also a hospital. Suburbs lie all round the city, with numberless khans and gardens.18

Finally an excerpt from the work of the geographer Yaqut, composed in the first half of the thirteenth century. After providing general information on the city, its history and places of popular interest, and quoting Ibn Butlan (see above), he continues:
Aleppo lies in a flat country. In the centre of the city rises a perfectly circular and high hill, which has been scarped
artificially, and the citadel is built on its summit. It has a deep ditch, which has been dug sufficiently deep to reach
the water spring. Inside the citadel is a reservoir which is filled with pure water. Also within the citadel is a Friday
mosque, and a maidan (hippodrome), and gardens of considerable extent. Malik al-Zahir Ghazi, the son of Saladin, it was who built this city, and dug the ditch.19

It is not possible to ‘reconstruct’ medieval Aleppo on the basis of these accounts, written by non-locals. But
we can draw some conclusions on the perceptions of the city by foreigners. Landmark number one is the
citadel. With the exception of Ibn Hauqal, all authors describe it as being strong. Some write of the water
system of the citadel, its places of pilgrimage, the ditch around it as well as the gardens, the maidan and the
Friday mosque. In general, the city wall is also considered to be strong. A different number of gates in the
city wall, a hospital, madrasas, mosques, bathhouses and churches are mentioned. Open spaces (maidans)
were located inside the city. Towards the end of the twelfth century, suburbs with caravanserais surrounded the city, and drinking water came from the river Qwayq.
One local historian, Ibn Shaddad (d. ),20 presents us with a description of the city before the Mongol
invasion in , filling  printed pages. After introductory chapters, he deals with the buildings: the
city wall, the section of Qal’at al-Sharif, the hippodrome, the city gates, the citadel and some palaces on it,
the Great Mosque, three other Friday mosques, the places of pilgrimage, the names of seven hundred (!)
mosques with their rough location intra muros and extra muros, ‘monasteries’ of religious brotherhoods



Fig. . One of the several covered suqs built on the Hellenistic central avenue at Aleppo (see fig. ).

(khangah, ribat), madrasas, bathhouses intra and extra muros, and a very interesting chapter on the water system of the city.
Ibn Shaddad’s account is more helpful than the opinions of non-local authors, but if we had only his work,
we would not get very far. His writing becomes valuable when we look at it in light of the information
drawn from later sources. Only these later sources allow us to gain a clear picture of the topography and
the features of medieval Aleppo.
If we look at the preserved buildings from the time before  and at the text of Ibn al-Shihna’s fifteenthcentury description of Aleppo, which is based on Ibn Shaddad’s work, we can conclude that between the
thirteenth and the fifteenth century no drastic changes in the appearance of the inner city of Aleppo took
place. Nevertheless, the impact of extensive Mamluk building activities and the damage caused by the Mongol invasion of  should not be underestimated.
The course of the present city wall is from the Mamluk period. We know that the circumvallated city of the
thirteenth century had a different shape. At this time the citadel was located on the east border of the city
wall. The towers south and north outside the citadel mark approximately where the city wall of the thirteenth century connected with the wall of the citadel. That means that the whole area east of that line and
south and south-east of a curved line between Bab Qinnasrin, the south-western gate, and the present government building at the foot of the citadel were still located extra muros in the thirteenth century (see fig. ).



Fig. . The advance tower below the northern section of the ring wall
of the citadel of Aleppo (see also fig. ).

The preserved buildings dating from before
 are not much help in determining the extent of the thirteenth-century suburbs extramuros. None such early buildings survive in
the north, east and north-west of the city.
Meanwhile, one building can be found in the
north-east, two in the south-east, two in the
south, one in the south-west (surviving until
the twentieth century), as well as one building
in the west, with a preserved inscription. Inside the Ayyubid city wall, a number of
buildings of the period before  have also
survived. Through their site configuration,
they prove that the present lanes in this location still follow the same course as in the thirteenth century.

In his long lists of mosques and baths extra muros, Ibn Shaddad21 mentions fourteen quarters (arbad). Three
of them had Friday mosques. We can locate the sites of most of the thirteenth-century extensions extra muros
on the basis of an analysis of these lists combined with information drawn from other sources. In the time
of Ibn Shaddad, the city intra muros, with the exception of the north, had been surrounded by suburbs of
different building density. Between the thirteenth and the fifteenth century, dramatic changes took place
here, which can be attributed to the decline of Aleppo’s importance between the second half of the thirteenth century and the middle of the fourteenth century. In this period, Aleppo suffered the first Mongol
invasion of  and the plague of . In , after a time of consolidation, Timur’s army arrived, looting and destroying the city.
The quarters to the south-west were heavily hit by the first Mongol onslaught and disappeared. The quarters to the east suffered less, if at all. This can be seen by the fact that towards the end of the thirteenth century or the beginning of the fourteenth, new built-up areas emerged on the eastern edges of these quarters.
Between the thirteenth century and the fifteenth, the most important changes took place in the north. Here,
large new quarters developed, shifting the main focus of the city from south to north. In the west, outside
Bab Antakiya and Bab al-Jinan, a certain stability can be observed, since that is where the main overland
trade routes led into the city and attracted merchants and craftsmen as soon as the city had regained its calm.
In contrast to the suburbs, little change can be observed in the city intra muros. This phenomenon can be explained by the stable and functional structure of the inner city which, after periods of crises, renewed itself
continuously in the same pattern. Meanwhile, the quarters extra muros, served as a kind of flexible growthand-shrink zone, which was oriented towards the inner city and depended on it in functional terms.
If one compares the descriptions of the suburbs by Ibn Shaddad, Ibn al-Shihna and Ibn al-Ajami (see
below), one could easily get the impression they are writing about two different cities. This is not the case
in regard to the descriptions of the inner city, and therefore we can establish a congruence between the in-



formation provided by Ibn Shaddad and the later authors. This becomes evident in Ibn Shaddad’s chapter dealing with the water system,22 a logically sequential and systematic description of certain areas of the
inner city.
In the inner city, important pre-Mamluk buildings are preserved. The central suq in the thirteenth century
was similar in shape and size to that of the fifteenth century. The same applies to the Suwayqa (see below).
In the thirteenth century, the Bahsita suq, leading to Bab al-Faraj (the north-west gate), was named Suwayqa
al-Yahud. The tanneries and soap factories did not change their locations between the thirteenth and the
fifteenth century, and in many of the suq’s lanes the trades practiced did not change. This encourages us
to conclude that this continuity extends backwards to the eleventh and twelfth centuries, that is, to preAyyubid times.
THE CITY UNDER ISLAMIC RULE II (-)

As previously mentioned, the so-called “Golden Treasures” by Ibn al-Ajami (d. )23 and the “Selected Pearls” by Ibn al-Shihna (d. )24 are two main sources for the urban history of the later centuries.
The work of Ibn al-Shihna is only of interest as far as one finds there information that is not drawn from
Ibn Shaddad. Ibn al-Ajami, on the
contrary, provides us with a contemporary description of the city and its
monuments. His work is the only reliable source on the topography of
Aleppo in the Middle Ages.
Ibn al-Ajami starts his description of
Aleppo at the west gate, Bab Antakiya, moving eastwards. Here, in the
madina (the suq area) and in the Jallum
quarter south of it, the most important
and prestigious buildings were located: for example, the Great Mosque, the
Halawiya madrasa, the hospital of Nur
al-Din. Here, too, the most important
families lived. In the area south and
south-west of the Great Mosque, we
can follow his report very easily, because he follows the straight lines of the
Hellenistic grid. This also applies for
the areas in the south, near Bab Qinnasrin, where the Hellenistic grid became distorted. Where the geometry
ends, his description becomes more
difficult to follow. The systematic laneby-lane description is replaced by a

Fig. . View of the Old City and the citadel of Aleppo, c. .



more subjective one. He focuses on landmarks known to Aleppines and follows the most frequented routes,
that is, the lanes leading to the suq and the Great Mosque.
Interestingly, he uses two words for streets and lanes: qasaba and darb. The first term he uses only for the street
leading from Bab Antakiya into the city and the street which leads from Bab al-Jinan, the gate north of Bab
Antakiya, into the city. The first axis leads to the area south of the Great Mosque and the second leads to
the area north of the Great Mosque into the Suwayqa Hatim. They were the
main arteries bringing people and
goods in and out of the city. As a consequence, we find a large number of
mosques inside and outside the two
gates. The medieval buildings between
Bab al-Jinan and the Suwayqa do not
exist anymore, and south of the Bab
Antakiya axis the large building complexes of the Ottoman period have replaced earlier buildings. In any case,
commercial activities are documented
for the strip south of the Bab Antakiya
axis as well.
Fig. . Old view of the gate of Bab al-Jinan, Aleppo.

The booming area, however, was the
one north of the Bab al-Jinan axis up to the Bab al-Faraj (the north-western gate) axis. At this time, it can
be supposed, the zone between Bab al-Faraj and the northern gate, Bab al-Nasr, was purely residential. But
there is no doubt that the Bab al-Nasr axis was of high commercial importance. Between the Bab al-Nasr
axis and the Bab al-Hadid (the north-eastern gate) axis were residential quarters and the cemetery of alJubayla. Inside the gate, the Bab al-Hadid axis did not have the commercial importance of the other three
axes. Outside the gate, the Banqusa quarter was densely populated and trade in agricultural products was
concentrated near the gate. The area extra muros between the Banqusa axis and the Bab al-Nayrab ( the
south-eastern gate) axis was heavily populated. This is witnessed by the high number of pre-Ottoman
mosques we find there. Similar to the Banqusa axis, agricultural products were traded along the Bab alNayrab axis. Residential quarters were located between the Bab al-Nayrab axis and the Bab al-Maqam,
the south gate, axis. The same applies to the area between the Bab al-Maqam axis and the south-western
corner of the Old City.
To conclude, Ibn al-Ajami’s description of Aleppo provides us with a lot of information we can still verify and interpret today. Buildings he mentions are still standing and we can read the inscriptions he quotes.
On the basis of the information provided by Ibn al-Ajami and Ibn al-Shihna, we can reconstruct the
fifteenth-century city with a high degree of certainty and trace the changes which took place between the
fifteenth and the nineteenth century. This enables us to conclude that the main networks of transport and
communication in the fifteenth century were largely identical with the street patterns seen in today’s Old
City.



Aleppo would look very different today
without the building activities that took
place in the Mamluk period. The most important imprint left by Mamluk rule in
Aleppo was the enlargement and restoration of the city wall, which incorporated
large suburban areas in the south, southeast, east and north-east into the city intra
muros. More or less at the same time, the water system was enlarged, and huge areas
which had not been serviced before were
connected with the new spring water system. The spring of Haylan, twelve kilometres north of Aleppo, the source for the preMamluk system, was not sufficient for the
system, so additional water was brought
from a second spring, the Sadjur, about
fourteen kilometres north of Aleppo.
Major restoration work was carried out to
fortify the citadel and the entrance section of
the citadel was remodelled. Many mosques Fig. . Old view of the gate of Bab al-Hadid, Aleppo.
had been built in the city by Mamluk officials and became spiritual and social centres for the communities of the various districts. Many of these
mosques attained the status of Friday mosques, reflecting a new concept of social differentiation within the
city.25
Towards the end of the Mamluk period, considerable transformations were implemented in the suq. The
first khans in central locations were built. These caravanserais had a double function: they served as accommodation for travelling merchants and as warehouses for their commercial goods. This combination
was, as far as we can see, an absolute novelty in Aleppo. Up to that time, we find khans only mentioned as
being on the periphery of the suq where they had a warehouse/storage function, while in the centre of the
suq, only funduqs (hostels) are referenced.
THE CITY UNDER THE OTTOMANS (SIXTEENTH TO NINETEENTH CENTURY)

The major changes in the situation of the districts extra muros had already happened in the Mamluk period. In the fifteenth century, the once important south had lost its prominence and new quarters had developed in the north. Later, and up to the end of the Ottoman period, the outlines of the Mamluk city were
to remain practically stable. The city wall which had been extended and rebuilt in the late Mamluk period lost its function in the Ottoman period. Being part of the large and mighty Ottoman empire, Aleppo
was no longer threatened by any enemy. Towards the end of the Mamluk period, most of the suburbs had
been connected with the enlarged water system and this made life in the suburbs easier and more attractive,
and, indeed, we have evidence that wealthy families moved out into the suburbs.



Fig. . Old view of the southern gate of Bab Quinnasrin, with the citadel of Aleppo in the background (see also fig. ).

Despite the wealth and security provided by the Ottoman state, the city was to grow only in a few spots between the northern and the north-eastern suburbs. This is seen in the Mamluk building located at the extreme outskirts of the old suburbs. The Banqusa and the Bab al-Nayrab axes gained in economic importance. In the south, the reduction of the built-up area continued, and al-Kallasa in the south-west underwent very little change after the sixteenth century. The same applies to the area between al-Kallasa and the
Bab Antakiya axis. Outside Bab Antakiya, a hammam had been built in  and between Bab Antakiya
and Bab al-Jinan a few khans and workshops emerged. Judging from the almost unchanged number of
houses between the eighteenth and the early twentieth century, no dramatic changes took place in alMashariqa, west of the Qwayq. Outside the north-west corner of the city intra muros were gardens, and to
the east of these, the Christian quarter of al-Jdaideh, founded in the early Mamluk period and considerably enlarged in the following centuries, grew to its present size. The suburbs in the north had grown considerably in the Mamluk period, evidenced by the late-fifteenth-century extension of the water system and
buildings from the Mamluk period near the northern borders of these quarters.
To sum up, the parameters of the Mamluk suburbs did not change significantly, if at all, during the Ottoman period. We have no proof of expansion, nor have we proof of a shift of gravity in these quarters.
With the Ottomans, security was established and no foreign armies attacked the city or destroyed the suburbs. Since the city wall was not of importance anymore, the city intra and extra muros grew together. This
process is comparable to the earlier integration that took place in the Mamluk period, when parts of the
eastern and southern suburbs of the Ayyubid and earlier periods were incorporated into the city intra muros.
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Between the Ayyubid and the Mamluk periods,
the focus of change had been on suburbs,
whereas a high degree of stability had reigned
in the inner city. This trend was now reversed in
the Ottoman period. Development in the suburbs went at a smooth evolutionary pace (based
on renovation and occasional infill), whereas
major transformations occurred in the inner city
fabric. The reason for these changes was the
growing importance of Aleppo within the Ottoman empire. The Ottoman conquest of Syria and Egypt was what the Aleppine merchants
had hoped for. Suddenly a huge empire opened
up, providing great commercial opportunities.
Judging from the building activities in the suq
area, the trade of Aleppo had already increased
in the late Mamluk period. The investments in
the very heart of the suq, which had started then
on a modest scale, were to explode during the
early Ottoman period, and led to a massive
functional restructuring of the central market
area and its civic spaces.

Fig. . View of the Old City and the citadel of Aleppo
in the late s, after the construction of the New Serai building
(on the right of the citadel tower).

In the madina, that is, the central suq and its periphery, trade and crafts expanded. Industry
moved to the periphery of the inner city or to the
suburbs. As the inner city was ‘cleaned up’ in
this way, building projects of a size without
precedent in pre-Ottoman times could be realised. South of the Bab Antakiya axis, the madina was almost fully reshaped and reconstructed
between  and . About eighty per cent
. Aleppo. View of the late Ottoman square of Bab al-Faraj
of a strip of  by  metres changed owner- Fig.
on the north-western corner of the Old City, c. .
ship, and Ottoman governors or other officials
built a large mosque (the Adiliya), a large madrasa (the Khusruwiya), khans and shops. In the years that
followed, other large investments were made in the areas north of the Bab Antakiya axis.
The functional structure and spatial organisation of the madina was drastically changed by these investments. In the central area, the space for trade doubled compared with the space of -. Two large
newly built mosques (in addition to the Adiliya, the Bahramiya) and Khusruwiya madrasa did not have an
impact merely due to the huge areas they covered: with their high slender minarets and huge domes, they
changed the silhouette of the whole city.



Soon a ring of small khans was laid around the madina, and outside this ring, in the residential quarters,
many houses were rebuilt or decorated. In the quarter between the Bab al-Nasr axis and the western wall,
stately private mansions were built, and east of the Bab al-Nasr axis a huge madrasa, the Uthmaniya, was
inaugurated in . It is surprising that the ‘new’ urban areas intra muros between the Ayyubid and the
Mamluk city wall did not participate in the boom. Here, the tendency to rebuild and refine, which had
started in the Mamluk period, was not continued. Overshadowed by the activities west of the citadel, a certain stagnation can be observed in these quarters.
Towards the end of the Ottoman period, around the end of the nineteenth century, we witness building
activities along the Bab al-Faraj and the Bab al-Jinan axes (fig. ). But the decisive changes took place in
the west, outside the built-up area. West of Bab al-Faraj, a new commercial and residential district with
apartment houses, office buildings, shops and hotels emerged, and, further to the west, the first residential
quarters with buildings in a style influenced by European design were constructed, such as ‘Aziziya, begun in , al-Jamaliya  and al-Sulaymaniya .26 Meanwhile a new city administration27 had
been created and located at the foot of the citadel, in the Old Serai, initiating new urbanisation projects
following contemporary Western standards (fig. ). Between  and  the old moats north and west
of the Mamluk city walls were filled to construct new peripheral roads accommodating a tramway that
linked the new districts to the Old Town (see fig. ). Thus the modern age caught up with Aleppo (see
chapter ).
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. Introduction to the Citadel of Aleppo
JULIA GONNELLA

I

n addition to the legend about Abraham’s passing through Aleppo (see page ), historic and archaeological sources refer to ancient dwellings on the present citadel hill where, in ancient times, the
settlement’s acropolis and the widely venerated temple of the storm god were located. The city of Aleppo itself benefited from an ideal geographical location. The nearby river Qwayq ensured a steady supply
of water and the easily fortifiable rocky outcrop east of the river – today’s citadel hill – provided protection
from enemies. Proximity to the Syrian steppe and the fertile hinterland were favourable conditions for a
town whose population depended for thousands of years on local farmers and nomads. But the most successful periods in Aleppo’s history were those when the city enjoyed trans-regional trade links to the Mediterranean and to Mesopotamia. Whenever political circumstances were favourable, foreign trade flourished
and Aleppo established itself as an important commercial centre.

Fig. . View of the lower gateway, the bridge and the main entrance complex of Aleppo citadel, topped by the throne hall.



ANCIENT ERA – THE TEMPLE OF THE STORM GOD

It is difficult to determine the precise age of first settlements
in Aleppo, because ancient traces of the city have been obliterated by modern buildings, thus limiting archaeological
research. Our current knowledge of ancient Aleppo originates from cuneiform texts discovered in various other ancient centres such as Ebla, Mari and Alalakh. According
to texts found in Ebla, the origins of Aleppo date back to
the middle of the third millennium BC. The texts mention
a site called Khalab, referring to a shrine of the storm god
located on woody heights, rather than an ancient city. The
storm god’s name was Hadda and he was commemorated
in an important temple in which the royal court of Ebla offered sacrifices – an indication of its far-reaching influence.
Since these early times, the name of the storm god has been
closely associated with Aleppo. Later known as Addu, he
regained importance in the eighteenth century BC when
Aleppo enjoyed its first political and economic peak as the
capital of the kingdom of Yamkhad, under king JarimLim. At one time, this territory extended from northern
Fig. . Temple relief representing the storm god, Aleppo. Mesopotamia to the Mediterranean, but the large empire
was short-lived and Aleppo was soon dominated by the
Mittani and, later, from the middle of the fourteenth century BC, the Hittites. As a result, the city lost in
significance and became a centre of only regional importance. By the end of the second millennium BC,
when immigrant Semitic Arameans and Indo-European Luwians shaped the history of Central and
Northern Syria, Aleppo continued to be famous as the spiritual home of the storm god, whom the HurriMittanians worshipped as Teshub, the Luwians as Tarhunza, and the Arameans as Hadad. Reliance of
sedentary populations on periodic rains for their agricultural crops ensured the importance of the storm
god. The remains of an extraordinary monumental temple with rich decorative reliefs devoted to this deity
have recently been excavated on the citadel hill by a joint Syrian-German team. This is one of the most important recent archaeological discoveries in Syria because for the first time it documents Aleppo’s history
for the entire period between the early Syrian and the Aramean eras.
Written sources also confirm the far-reaching importance of the storm god during later periods. According to Assyrian documents, he was one of the seven great storm gods of the Middle East. In  BC, the
Assyrian king Salmanassar III offered him a sacrifice before entering into battle against a Syrian-Palestinian coalition. By the middle of the eighth century BC, the Assyrians had integrated Northern Syria into
their provincial system. Following the collapse of the Assyrian empire in  BC, Aleppo became part of
the late Babylonian empire and, after its conquest by Kyros, king of the Persians, in  BC, the citadel site
was brought under Achaemenid rule. There is no documentary evidence about the role of the storm god
at that time.



THE CITADEL IN HELLENISTIC, ROMAN AND BYZANTINE TIMES

The conquest by Alexander the Great and the subsequent rule of the Seleucids marked the beginning of
Syria’s Hellenistic age, blending Western with Eastern religious values. Seleucos Nicator revived Aleppo
as a capital between  and  BC under the name of Beroea. According to medieval Arab historians,
the history of the citadel as a fortified acropolis begins at that point in time. The new Hellenistic city was
located between the river and the citadel hill, and the current pedestrian street system in the suk (bazaar) still
reflects the orthogonal layout of former avenues with regular insulae (blocks) in between. The wide main
axis – undoubtedly a colonnaded road – led towards the foot of the citadel. On the citadel itself,
there is evidence of the Hellenistic settlement,
with some layers up to two metres high, and it is
suspected that a larger building, possibly a temple, was located north-east of the excavation site
of the storm god temple.
In  BC Pompeius deposed the last Seleucid
ruler and created the Roman province of Syria.
So far, few traces of Roman times have been
found on the citadel. In , emperor Julian came
to Aleppo and noted: “I stayed there for a day, visited the acropolis, offered a white bull to Zeus according to imperial customs, and held a short talk
with the town council about worshipping the
gods.”1 Julian’s notes attest that worship of the
storm god was transferred to Zeus and survived
into Late Antiquity.

Fig. . An engraved Byzantine stone block, reused in the masonry
of the citadel entrance complex, Aleppo.

In , the Roman empire was divided and Syria came under the control of Byzantium. According to
early-seventh-century records describing clashes between Beroea and the Sassanian king Chosroes II, the
citadel hill was still relatively well fortified during the Byzantine period. The population of Aleppo had
to retreat into the citadel because the city wall itself was in a deplorable state. However, after the only available water source had been contaminated, the fortification could not be maintained (see page ). With the
exception of several architectural fragments kept in the citadel Museum or scattered across the site, there are
hardly any traces of Byzantine buildings left in the citadel. But we know from written records that the two
remaining mosques were originally churches founded in Byzantine times, and more Byzantine traces have
survived in the Halawiya madrasa, west of the Great Mosque of Aleppo (see page ).
THE CITADEL DURING ISLAMIC TIMES

An important event in Aleppo’s history was the conquest by Muslim troops in . Exactly what the citadel
looked like during the early Islamic period is unknown. Written records only mention that the Arab conquerors found the walls destroyed by an earthquake and that they subsequently repaired and maintained
them. In those days, Aleppo was only a provincial town, and the Umayyad and Abbasid rulers considered the city to be on the boundary of their territories. Only under the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-Dawla,



who conquered the city in  and made it the capital of Northern Syria, did Aleppo begin to enjoy a political and cultural renaissance. After the troops of the Byzantine emperor Nikephorus Phokas destroyed
Aleppo in , his son Sa’d al-Dawla abandoned it and moved his residence to the much safer citadel. Up
to now, no architectural evidence from the Hamdanid period has been found at the citadel.
This short period of prosperity was followed by troubled years, bringing several invasions by Byzantine
troops and regular raids by Bedouins. The city was temporarily under the control of the Egyptian Fatimids
and later under the rule of two Arab nomad dynasties, the Mirdasids and the Uqailids. The oldest epigraphic evidence in the citadel, a building inscription by the Mirdasid ruler Abu Salama Mahmud binNasr bin-Salih dates back to  (see below), now on show in the citadel Museum. The Mirdasids are
said to have erected palaces on the citadel and converted the two churches into mosques.
The twelfth and the thirteenth centuries were marked by battles with the Crusaders. Aleppo was on their
route to Jerusalem and they attacked the city shortly after they had conquered Antioch ( and ).
Under the leadership of the Zangid prince, Imad al-Din Zangi (ruled -), and his son, Nur alDin (ruled -), the Muslims succeeded in containing the expansion of the Crusaders. Both father
and son were feared military commanders and strong-willed politicians, devoted to the ideals of the jihad
(holy war) and the unification of all Muslims. Several famous Crusaders were incarcerated in the citadel
of Aleppo, among them the count of Edessa, Jocelyn II, who died there, Renauld de Châtillon, and the
king of Jerusalem, Baldwin II, who was held for two years.
For the first time in centuries, Nur al-Din succeeded in unifying Damascus and Aleppo under one rule,
and he made great efforts to develop both cities. In Aleppo he fortified the city walls and the citadel. Arab
sources report that he built a high, brick-walled entrance ramp without a roof, leading up to the citadel.
When he rode his horse up the hill his face was still visible to his subjects. Traces of the wall halfway up
the western side of the hill may well date back to this era. In the citadel itself, Nur al-Din built the Golden Palace and the Green Hippodrome, a
race course that was probably covered
with grass. The two mosques founded by
the Mirdasids were restored or rebuilt. The
ruler also donated an elaborate wooden
mihrab (prayer niche) to the mosque of
Abraham. Unfortunately, this piece disappeared without trace during the French
Mandate.
The citadel’s importance peaked during
the period of Ayyubid rule, in particular
under prince sultan Malik al-Zahir Ghazi
Fig. . The oldest Islamic inscription found in Aleppo citadel, dating from . (-) who was appointed ruler of
Aleppo by his famous father Salah al-Din
(Saladin). Sultan Ghazi fortified Aleppo into a strategically important stronghold against the Crusaders
in the north and built his palace right in the centre of the citadel. He also had to protect the city from raids
by his rival and uncle, al-Adil, an Ayyubid prince ruling in Damascus.



Fig. . Old picture of the carved timber mihrab in the lower mosque of Abraham, Aleppo.

Initially, sultan Ghazi’s plan envisioned a total rebuilding of the city wall, including new gates. The new
wall was to follow the course of the previous one that circumscribed an irregular rectangle with the citadel
in the east. Sultan Ghazi subsequently changed his plans and decided to extend the city wall towards the
south and the east in such a way that the eastern and southern suburbs were also enclosed. The citadel no
longer formed part of the fortification, but was now located in the centre of the fortification itself. Ghazi
strengthened the walls, smoothed the surface of the outcrop and, most importantly, had sections of the glacis
near the entrance area covered with stone slabs. The depth of the moat was increased, filled with water and
spanned by a tall bridge-cum-viaduct which today still serves as the entrance into the citadel. The result is
one of the most spectacular examples of medieval Islamic military architecture.
The work of the Ayyubid ruler is extensively documented in Arab sources, according to which a large water reservoir, an arsenal, grain silos and a deep well were built within the citadel. The well was probably also meant to serve as a secret escape route into the city. In addition, there was a covered secret passage through
which sultan Ghazi could reach the court of law located beneath the citadel. Under his rule the citadel was
not only a formidable garrison, but also the luxurious residence of the Ayyubid court, consisting of several palaces, baths and gardens. The main palace, generally thought to be the famous “Palace of Glory”, was
destroyed by fire on the ruler’s wedding night and later had to be rebuilt. It has been recently excavated by
the Syrian Directorate of Antiquities. Sultan Ghazi also had the two mosques on the citadel restored, the
upper one featuring a slender lofty minaret overlooking the surrounding countryside.



Some of the work carried out by sultan Ghazi’s successors is also documented. His son, al-Malik al-Aziz
(-), restored part of the collapsed outer wall, although this work was carried out so poorly that in
 the Mongol invaders had no difficulty in capturing the citadel. Two recently discovered inscriptions
from sultan Ghazi’s grandson, the last Ayyubid ruler, al-Nasir Yusuf II (-), suggest that he also
had work carried out on the citadel, but further details are not known.
The Mongol conquest of  brought Ayyubid rule to an end. Aleppo and Damascus were conquered
and devastated, and the Mongols succeeded where the Crusaders had failed: they stormed the citadel. The
severe damage they inflicted is documented in numerous Arab sources. Indeed, today there is very little evidence of the former Ayyubid ring wall. The wall in its present form is mainly the result of subsequent
restoration by the Mamluks.
Following their victory over the Mongols in , the Mamluks ruled over Syria from their capital in Cairo.
In the early years, they showed little interest in rebuilding Aleppo. Sultan Qala’un (-) first began restoration work on the citadel, which was completed under his son, sultan Ashraf al-Khalil (). An enormous inscription above the large entrance gate provides evidence of Khalil’s contribution.
A governor resided in the citadel, but the exact details of how the residence was used remain unknown. It
is possible that the new rulers adapted the old buildings to meet their own needs. This interpretation is
supported by the inscription above the Ayyubid palace entrance dating back to the year , which details instructions by a Mamluk governor to build a water supply pipe leading to the palace. One of the old
baths, most likely the so-called hammam of Nur al-Din, south of the lower mosque of Abraham, was then
converted into a mint. A large number of coins dating back to the reign of the last two Mamluk rulers were
found during the most recent conservation works at this site. The mint was probably destroyed during the
conquest by Timur (Tamerlan), whose troops conquered Aleppo in - and devastated the city for
a second time.
After this terrible onslaught, the Mamluks immediately regained and rebuilt Aleppo. They restored all fortifications and extended the city walls towards the east. In particular, governor Jakam invested a great deal
of energy into the rebuilding of the citadel and is said to have personally participated in the works. To the
north and the south, two advance defence towers were added at the foot of the citadel, and in -,
the governor had the impressive throne hall built on top of the Ayyubid gateway.
Even after the reconstruction, the citadel had to be well maintained against regular revolts and uprisings.
The octagonal tower east of the entrance gate probably dates back to sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay (-),
and sultan al-Zahir Jaqmaq (-) ordered part of the western wall to be newly fortified and the
glacis (defensive slope) near the bridge to be restored. Sultan al-Ashraf Qaitbay (-) also initiated restoration work, in particular in the large throne hall. However, the most important fortification efforts were initiated by the last Mamluk sultan Qansuh al-Ghuri (-), who had the moat and the
bridge tower repaired and the two massive advance towers in the north and the south of the citadel replaced.
The collapsed wooden roof of the throne hall was substituted by nine stone cupolas. The extensive building activities during al-Ghuri’s reign have to be interpreted as an attempt to withstand growing threats from
the Ottomans in the north. But despite systematic fortification of the main outposts on the northern fron-



tier of the Mamluk empire, the Ottoman conquest could not be prevented. In , sultan al-Ghuri died
in the decisive battle of Marj Dabiq, not far from Aleppo.
The Aleppines welcomed the conquest by the Ottomans, since the city would benefit from the extensive
trading network of the large empire that extended from the Mediterranean to the Euphrates. The city was
now located in the heart of the empire and threats from external enemies subsided. As a result of this development, the importance of the citadel diminished and it was primarily used as a barracks. It is not known
how many soldiers were stationed in the fortress, nor what the interiors looked like. In the early Ottoman
period, the fortress must still have been in good condition, for in  it had again been restored by sultan
Süleyman. The European traveller Leonhart Rauwolff, who visited Aleppo in , describes the citadel
as a sound structure. An anonymous Venetian traveller mentions some  people living in the citadel in
. In , the French consul D’Arvieux reports  people there,  of whom were Janissaries, the
elite military corps in the service of the Ottoman empire. The English physician Alexander Russell, who
lived in Aleppo from  to , gives the most graphic description of the citadel at the time: “When
you climb up past the fourth gate, there are
some shops on your left and, opposite, some
cells with iron doors. Further up on the left,
there are some large old houses which are
sometimes used as a prison. Opposite them are
some streets with pretty houses for the garrison.”2
The foundations of Ottoman residential
buildings have recently been excavated and
consolidated by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) and the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums (DGAM),
exposing the upper layers of the western part
of the citadel site. These were traditional Fig. . Aleppo. Ruins of the Mamluk throne hall before the modern
courtyard houses arranged in terraces. reconstruction of the ceiling (see also fig. ).
Among the small archaeological finds are numerous pipes and small coffee bowls, which give us some idea of how the soldiers must have spent at least
part of their time. In Ottoman times, the two mosques were restored, and the Portuguese traveller Pedro
Texeira, who visited Aleppo in , mentions that silver and gold coins were minted on the citadel. The
fortifications, however, were increasingly neglected. D’Arvieux reported that the citadel would not be able
to withstand a twenty-four-hour assault. The French traveller Volney, who stayed in Aleppo in the s
confirms, “…its walls are in ruins, and the old narrow towers do hardly better.”3 However, some of the old
arrow slits were enlarged, indicating that the citadel was at least adapted for the use of firearms.
In , Aleppo was tragically hit by a devastating earthquake. Most of the inhabitants left the citadel and
settled in the city below. The Egyptian governor Ibrahim Pasha (-) used stones from the citadel
ruins to build a new garrison in the north of the city. Only soldiers remained on the citadel. The barracks
on top of the hill were restored in -, under the reign of sultan Abdülmecid. The mill and miller’s



Fig. . Bird’s eye view of the citadel of Aleppo (D-model).
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residence, east of the barracks, were probably erected around the same time. In  the mosque of Abraham was once again restored. Several Ottoman tombstones suggest that the citadel had its own cemetery.
During the French Mandate, soldiers were once again stationed on the citadel and the fortress remained
temporarily closed to the public. Graffiti inside the minaret containing French names is a reminder of this
period. During the Mandate, the French began to excavate the medieval buildings and carried out the first
archaeological digs. In the s, extensive restoration work was carried out, particularly on the exterior
wall. After Syrian independence, excavation and restoration work continued. During this time, the throne
hall, in danger of collapse, was partially removed and rebuilt and covered with a modern roof. The richly
decorated ceiling uses traditional Syrian ornaments but is a totally new structure.
Between  and , the AKTC, together with the DGAM, implemented a comprehensive conservation
programme for the Islamic parts of the citadel and established a Visitor Centre in the Ottoman garrison,
as well as a small museum in the Ayyubid palace. The following visiting circuit is identical with the circuit proposed in the Visitor Centre and the numbers in brackets refer to the bird’s eye view above. Further
details of the plans are to be found on pages -.



VISIT OF THE OUTER FORTIFICATIONS

The Mound and the Glacis ()
The citadel sits on the summit of a natural mound, about forty metres above the city. This striking hill, with
its plateau measuring  by  metres, is formed partly from natural rock and partly from the layered ruins of various cultures, which can reach heights of up to fifteen metres. Its remarkable appearance is mainly due to the Ayyubid sultan Malik al-Zahir Ghazi who made physical improvements to the hill and had
its slopes covered with large stone slabs. The military advantages of a solidly paved slope (glacis) are obvious: it made enemy intrusions more difficult and prevented the walls from being undermined. The raised
wall and glacis also offered effective protection from the newest projectiles which, due to moveable counterweights, could be catapulted up to a distance of three hundred metres, and therefore posed a greater threat
than traditional siege machines which the enemy had to pull along with ropes.
Today, only parts of the stone cladding on the glacis have remained, especially to the east and west of the
citadel entrance, as well as a narrow, partially earth-covered belt around the foot of the citadel hill. There
is still some discussion as to whether the entire hill (beyond the remaining parts near the entrance area) was
once covered with slabs, but recent excavations seem to indicate that the paving was not limited to the entrance area. However, an eighteenth-century engraving shows the slightly stepped course of the glacis as it
is today, suggesting that large sections of the paving must have disappeared even before the  earthquake.
East of the entrance complex, subsequent improvements using smaller slabs are visible. These may date
back to the reign of the Mamluk sultan al-Zahir Jaqmaq (-), to whom written sources attribute

Fig. . Remains of the stone-paved glacis of the citadel hill on both sides of the entry bridge, Aleppo.



the restoration of derelict sections prior to his abdication. Higher up, to the right of the entrance complex,
are traces of an enormous basalt-inlaid inscription which probably stretched like a ribbon along the upper
part of the glacis. This inscription is associated with Malik al-Zahir Ghazi.
The Moat ()
Sultan Ghazi’s comprehensive building programme also included the moat around the hill, which was apparently dug down to ground-water level, and offered additional protection from enemies and their catapulted projectiles. Malik al-Zahir Ghazi had prison cells built into caves above the moat on the city side,
but no traces of these remain. In the course of time, the moat has largely filled up with debris.
The Ring Wall and the Southern and Northern Advance Towers ()
The ring wall, with over forty towers, is approximately nine hundred metres long and sits high above on
the mound. Today’s visitors can only admire it from a distance. In its present form, it was mainly the work
of the Mamluks, who found the old Ayyubid wall in ruins after the Mongol conquest of . The octagonal tower east of the entrance, which probably belongs to the reign of sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay () and the wide flanking tower in the north erected during the rule of sultan Qaitbay (-) are
particularly striking. An angular, basalt-inlaid inscription on the front wall dates the northern flanking
tower to the years -. Large sections of the ring wall were again restored under the rule of the last
Mamluk sultan, Qansuh al-Ghuri. The late Mamluk restoration works are easily identifiable from the characteristic embossed stonework with its smooth edges.
In the late Ottoman period, the wall fell into disrepair and the severe earthquake in  inflicted further
damage. Not until the French Mandate was it thoroughly restored and, in some places, rebuilt. The Syrian Directorate of Antiquities has also consolidated further sections of the ring wall. The ruins of the earlier fortifications are seen halfway up the west side of the citadel slope, and probably date back to the Zangid
period. In the course of sultan Ghazi’s fortification programme, it is likely that not only the enormous entrance block, but also the entire ring wall, were rebuilt higher up the hill.
The two double-storey advance towers north and south of the citadel also date from the reign of the last
Mamluk sultan, al-Ghuri. They also replaced previous buildings from the early Mamluk period, which
marked the junction between the citadel and the earlier city wall. The southern tower is considerably more
decorative, with circular openings for cannons and rounded machicolations. Both towers were connected
to the citadel by a secret passage and both carry inscriptions and nameplates identifying Qansuh al-Ghuri
as the sultan in charge.
The Bridge Tower and Lower Entrance Gateway ()
The lower gateway under which the visitor passes to enter the citadel is also attributed to al-Ghuri. According to an inscription above the entrance, the sultan instructed his governor Sayf al-Din Abrak in 
to restore the building. Inside the building, on the left, a further inscription from the same period instructs
armoury blacksmiths and cast-metal workers to observe the prescribed alloy proportions in the production
of cannons. For centuries, the Mamluk army – which traditionally fought on horseback using bows and
arrows – had rejected the use of firearms, and it was al-Ghuri who first ordered large numbers of cannons



Fig. . Aleppo. View of the southern advance tower with the main gateway in the background (see also fig. ).

to be built. The reluctance to use firearms was certainly one of the reasons why the Ottomans finally defeated the Mamluks.
Today, there are no remains of the original Ayyubid bridge tower, except the massive horseshoe-decorated
iron gate dating back to the reign of sultan Ghazi. The inscription reads: “This construction was carried
out under the command of our ruler al-Malik al-Zahir, son of Yusuf in  ()”. However, it is more
likely that the gate was brought down from the huge gateway further up.
The Bridge ()
The tall bridge, supported by large pointed arches spanning the moat and the stone cladding on the glacis
is the work of the Ayyubid sultan Ghazi. It still serves as the only official entrance to the citadel. Below the
ascending ramp a sewage drain was installed to prevent pollution of the moat water. On the way up the
hill, the course of the sophisticated Ayyubid drainage system can still be retraced today by following the
modern drain covers. The drains were well built and some are still in working order.
VISIT OF THE MAIN GATEWAY ()

The bridge leads to sultan Ghazi’s tremendous fortified entrance complex (see page ), complete with
embrasures and machicolations – certainly one of the most spectacular examples of Islamic military architecture. The building work probably began in - and was completed over thirty years later.
However, only the lower section of the impressive entrance complex with its two massive rectangular tow-



ers belongs to the Ayyubid period. The upper section, the
so-called “throne hall”, was completed in the early fifteenth
century under the Mamluk sultan Mu’ayyad Shaikh (). Mamluk governors stationed in Aleppo used the
splendid hall for official functions and entertaining, whilst
visiting sultans held audiences here. The hall was originally covered by a flat roof, but the last Mamluk sultan alGhuri had nine cupolas built in its place, which were probably destroyed by the earthquake in  (see page ).
The Mamluk section on the upper part of the building is
impressive because of its ambitious design and richly decorated windows reminiscent of northern Italian architecture, and the lower Ayyubid section because of the quality
of the huge, almost seamless stone-block masonry work.
The enormous, once gilded inscription in the upper third
of the Ayyubid section was added during Mamluk rule in
 and speaks of the extensive restoration work that was
required after the devastation caused by the Mongols. The
Mamluk sultan Ashraf al-Khalil self-confidently describes
himself as the “...Alexander of his era who puts Frankish,
Armenian and Tartar armies to flight, the destroyer of Akka and the coastal towns...”. Above the entrance gate is a
second, shorter version of this inscription and below it an
inscription dating from - by sultan Sa’id Barquq,
who also carried out restoration work on the citadel.
The Figurative Reliefs
The relief above the Ayyubid gate depicts two intertwined
dragons, each with two heads and gaping jaws. It forms part
of the original decoration of the entrance complex and is
one of the most important examples of North SyrianMesopotamian figurative art of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. Figurative representations have played an imporFigs. -. Three details of figurative reliefs
and sculptures from the main gateway in Aleppo.
tant role in Islamic architectural decor throughout history.
This relief is in the artistic tradition of the Anatolian
Seljuks and North Mesopotamian Artuqids, who frequently used figurative decor on citadels, city walls
and caravanserais. Usually placed above an entrance, these decorations suggest a protective symbolism, designed to ward off evil. Other sculptures, however, support astrological interpretations. The second gate
of the entrance complex also shows a figurative sculpture, a stylised lily flanked by two lions sitting on their
hind legs. The third and last gate is flanked by the so-called “laughing” and “weeping” lions, in threequarter profile. The tradition of using lions as symbolic guardians and protectors at entrances and portals
can be traced back to the ancient Middle East.



The Vaulted Ramp
The obvious purpose of the entrance complex was to make access to the citadel as difficult as possible.
Hence, the ramp leading up to the citadel takes five turns and is protected by portcullises, machicolations
and three gates that were each apparently guarded by an officer and his deputy. Further sentries were probably placed in the high-vaulted side recesses. Archers were positioned behind the embrasures from where
they could defend the outer flanks. The two strong wrought-iron doors decorated with horseshoes at the
first and the last gates date from the Ayyubid period.
The citadel’s entrance complex is certainly one of the finest pieces of Ayyubid military architecture. Slightly less spectacular, but of similar design and equally well preserved, are some of Aleppo’s Ayyubid city
gates such as Bab al-Nasr in the north, Bab Antakiya in the west and, in particular, Bab Qinnasrin in the
south-west. Apart from the city walls, the fortress of Qal’at Najm on the Euphrates and the castle of Harim
on the Amq plain on the lower Orontes, both comprehensively restored under sultan Ghazi’s rule, belong
to the same architectural family.
The Mezzanine
Near the second gate of the ramp, some steep steps lead to the former upper floor of the Ayyubid towers
where projectiles were stored. Today, this floor is a mezzanine. The machicolation slits allow an impressive
view on to the entrance ramp below. Several of the machicolation bays, some of them connected by a low
narrow corridor, can be visited. Further stairs lead up to the throne hall.
The Secret Passages
Between the second and third gates of the ramp is a (locked) door which leads to two secret tunnels, one of
which runs below the moat towards the city. Both passages are inaccessible today. They formed part of a
sophisticated underground escape system which was partially built in pre-Ayyubid times. A further secret
passage begins at the “Satura”, a well built by sultan Ghazi in the north of the citadel. Many Aleppines
living in the Old City still claim that their basement was originally connected to one of the escape routes
connecting with the citadel.
Saint al-Khidr

Just before the third gate, on the right, is the maqam (place of appearance) of the Islamic saint al-Khidr. The
saint is revered by many Muslims in Syria and beyond and his shrines are frequently visited. Legend has it
that al-Khidr drank the water of life and, from time to time, appears to believers who are travelling or in
need. It is no longer known to whom the saint revealed himself in the citadel or who ordered the shrine to
be built. Al-Khidr is one of the few Islamic saints also venerated by Christians, who identify him as St
George. The main function of al-Khidr’s shrine, like that of several others to be found at Aleppo’s city
gates, was to protect the entrance.
The Third Gate
The third and last gate leading to the interior of the fortress is flanked by the above-mentioned ‘laughing’
and ‘weeping’ lions. Sultan Malik al-Zahir Ghazi, who instigated the building work, had himself im-



mortalised in a seven-line inscription above the gate: “In
the name of Allah, our Ruler sultan Malik al-Zahir,
the Wise, the Just, the Warrior, protected by Allah, the
Victorious, the Saviour of the World (and religion), the
lord of Islam and Muslims, the lord of lords and sultans,
the Conqueror of unbelievers and heathens, the Conqueror of sectarians and rebels [...] has ordered this gate
to be erected”. The inscription dates to the year . Behind the gate, the vaulted passage continues for a short
distance. The rooms behind the side recesses were probably used for storage. The last recess on the left has an
opening in the floor. This is not a well, but a ventilation
shaft for a further secret passage.
VISIT INSIDE THE CITADEL

Back in the open, the present-day impression is deceptive because, in former times, the vaulted passage probably continued all the way to the upper mosque and possibly even branched out to the left and the right. This
interpretation is supported by the remains of vaults on
either side of the now open alleyway. The two abovementioned Ayyubid fortresses, Qal’at Najm and Harim
Fig. . Aleppo. The central spine (formerly covered)
leading up from the entrance complex to the top
– both better preserved than the citadel – still show that
of the citadel plateau. On the left the hammam
the entire lower storey was originally covered, probably
and the mosque of Nur al-Din.
to protect the inhabitants from enemy projectiles. Covering the lower storey also meant that enemies who had successfully scaled the walls were denied a quick
overview of the fortification as a whole.
The Suk and the Excavations West of the Hammam of Nur al-Din ()

In this section, west of the central route, the DGAM excavated a large area in the late s. In this period,
several connected rooms were uncovered which are believed to be part of Ayyubid or even earlier palaces. It
is probable that there were also shops in the entrance area. A weathered inscription carrying the name of the
famous sultan Salah al-Din (-) was recently discovered above one of the buried entrances. This
inscription is, to date, the only written evidence found on the citadel that mentions Salah al-Din’s name.
The Hammam of Nur al-Din ()

On the left side of the ascending alleyway, the visitor reaches the hammam which is named after the Zangid
ruler Nur al-Din. In , the DGAM began excavating and restoring the baths. Whether the hammam does
indeed date back to the Zangid era is not entirely clear. During Mamluk times, it was apparently used as a
mint. Written sources speak of a mint being established in one of the two pre-Mamluk baths. The large
number of fourteenth-century coins found during restoration supports this interpretation. The mint itself
was probably destroyed during Timur’s conquest.



Fig. . Comprehensive plan of the citadel of Aleppo,
showing its major components and the respective
historic periods (in colour). For more details see also
pages - and page .
Antique period
Byzantine period
Early Islamic period
Ayyubid period
Mamluk period
Ottoman period
 Slope and the glacis
 Moat
 Ring wall and the southern and northern
advance towers
 Bridge tower and the lower entrance gateway
 Bridge
 Main gateway
 Suq and the excavations west
of Nur al-Din hammam
 Hammam of Nur al-Din
 The Persian hall
 Excavations of the ancient temple
 Mosque of Abraham
 Ottoman dwellings
 Upper, or hilltop, mosque
 Barracks of Ibrahim Pasha
 Ayyubid satura (well)
 Excavations along the fortifications
 Ottoman mill
 Modern theatre
 Ayyubid cistern
 Mamluk tower
 Ayyubid palace complex
 Palace hammam
 Hellenistic well
 Arsenal
 Tawashi palace
 Mamluk throne hall on top
of the entrance complex

© AKTC





© AKTC

Fig. . Section showing the existing (higher) level of the moat, the bridge and the entrance complex, Aleppo.

Fig. . Plan of the ancient temple of the storm god (mid rd millennium to th century BC), Aleppo.
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Fig. . Plan showing the bent ramp inside the entrance complex of Aleppo citadel, leading from the bridge to the upper plateau.
 Inscriptions
 First gate with interlocked snakes
and metal horseshoe doors
 Second gate with figurative sculpture
of lily and flanking lions

 Stairway to the mezzanine
 Door to secret passages
 Shrine of Saint al-Khidr



 Third gate with “laughing”
and “weeping” lion reliefs
 Storage spaces
 Ventilation shaft for a secret passage

Fig. . Section showing the satura (well) and the surrounding staircase, as well as the secret passage linking the citadel
with the northern advance tower, Aleppo.



The Persian Hall ()
Passing through a medieval room on the right side of the ascending alleyway, a modern staircase leads to a
large subterranean room known as the “Persian” or “Byzantine” hall. The hall is a large trapezium-shaped
rock chamber supported by three rows of three massive pillars. Arches spanning the space between the pillars support a barrel vault. This site was originally a natural cave that in prehistoric times may have been
used as a place of worship and later became associated with the cave where Abraham sheltered
his flock. Subsequent architectural modifications
converted the cave into a large storage space. The
massive pillars suggest that the structure served as
a foundation for a further building erected above.
Beyond the last nave there is a deep shaft with one
chamber to the north and one to the south. This
shaft was probably used as a water-storage facility, at least temporarily, but also as a dungeon. The
period in which the Persian hall was built remains unknown. Only the last modification
which separated the first nave from the others can
be dated. During this alteration, the brick floor Fig. . Inside the “Persian hall”, Aleppo.
was replaced and the vaults were repaired. Horizontal marks on the heavy plaster suggest that the room was then used to store water. Since one of the openings in the ceiling corresponds directly to the Ayyubid palace above, the hall was probably converted into
a cistern at the time the palace was built.
Excavations of the Ancient Temple ()
Further up, on the right of the main path is a large excavation site where, in , the Syrian-German archaeological mission began its search for remains of the pre-Hellenistic history of Aleppo. At the bottom
of the pit there are large stone slabs showing the corner of a massive building covered by unfired mud tiles.
Initially, research efforts were focused on an exploratory section cut which was carried out during the French
Mandate and later refilled. Not far from there, a tenth-century BC basalt relief block was found which is
now in the National Museum in Aleppo. The relief shows two mythical winged creatures next to the crescent moon and the sun (fig. ).
In the course of more recent excavations, the original exploratory cut was reopened. The surrounding area
was then cleared level by level until the ancient layer was reached and the northern part of the temple of
Aleppo’s famous storm god was discovered. The oldest layer dates back to the third millennium BC. The
building underwent several restorations, one early in the second millennium BC, another probably during
the second half of the same millennium and a further one in the tenth century BC. More significant are the
temple’s decorative reliefs, some of which are still in their original location and position and date back to
the second millennium BC (fig. ). A series of reliefs depicting the storm god climbing into his chariot,
surrounded by his entourage of various gods, mythical creatures and lions, was also discovered. This series
also dates back to the tenth century BC. The northern facade of the temple, with its central ceremonial re-



cess, is visible from the path. With a width of
. metres, this temple was the largest of its
kind (fig. ). Its span required colossal construction efforts and could only be achieved
by using timber from Lebanese cedars. Due
to safety considerations and the need to protect the finds until a stable protective building
is in place, this site is not open to the public at
present.
The Mosque of Abraham ()
Across the street from the temple site stands
the mosque of Abraham (in Arabic: Ibrahim), who is said to have milked his sheep
here and distributed the milk to the poor. The
stone on which Abraham had rested according to the legend was enshrined here and venerated for centuries. Both mosques on the
citadel hill were associated with the prophet
Abraham and one of them had an altar on
which Abraham is said to have offered sacrifices. Both were originally churches, and were
converted into mosques during the eleventh
century by the Mirdasid rulers.
An inscription on a marble slab next to the
prayer-hall entrance proves that in its present
form the mosque dates back to the rule of Nur
al-Din Zangi (-). It is therefore the
oldest surviving building in the citadel. The
mosque consists of a courtyard and a small,
single-nave prayer room with a domed roof
Figs. , . Above, excavation trench in the entrance area
flanked
by two barrel vaults on the side (pl.
of the ancient temple; below, one of the basalt reliefs found on site.
). The adjacent recess probably held the
shrine. The two columns framing the entrance are of special interest, one of them being of Byzantine origin from the earlier church. According to some sources, the fifteen-metre-deep cistern in the courtyard dates
back to Nur al-Din’s rule. Several inscriptions in the mosque indicate later restorations. The one above the
entrance dates from  and was originally placed elsewhere. It refers to Nur al-Din’s son who apparently completed the work his father had started. A further Zangid inscription on the corbel of a former well
that was later placed on the right facade speaks of a donation made towards the upkeep of the mosque. A
Mamluk inscription on the left facade documents a donation to finance mats, lights and the restoration of
the shrine. The most recent inscription, dating back to , is located above the mosque’s entrance.



The Ottoman Dwellings ()
Between  and , a large area of an Ottoman residential quarter in the west of the citadel was uncovered. The streets, drainage system and houses are clearly visible. After Aleppo’s integration into the Ottoman
empire, the citadel no longer had the same military significance as in previous centuries. It still served as a garrison, but also as extended living quarters for soldiers
and their families. The soldiers were apparently not fully occupied by their military service and earned extra
money through trade. The French traveller Volney, for
example, mocked the  Janissaries who were stationed
in the citadel for mainly being busy in their shops.
The excavations (see fig. ) reveal different types of
courtyard houses of various sizes. The houses appear to
have been well built, with tiled and, in some cases, multicoloured floors. Here and there, even the untrained eye
can identify kitchens, bathrooms and toilets. Several layers of plaster on the walls indicate that the buildings
were continuously well maintained. Some of the courtyard houses must have had wood-panelled walls. During the Syrian-German archaeological investigations in
the centre of the citadel, where some Ottoman houses
were also excavated, remains of nails, probably used to
fix the wooden panels to the walls, were found.
The Hilltop Mosque ()
The ascending alleyway continues to the bigger, upper
mosque which, like the lower one, is also associated with
Abraham and replaces an earlier church. The present
building is the work of the Ayyubid ruler Malik alZahir Ghazi who, according to the large inscription in
the tympanum of the entrance gate, had the mosque
entirely rebuilt after a disastrous fire in . Written
sources indicate that a relic of John the Baptist was exhibited in the mosque for a number of years. Apparent- Figs. , . Aleppo. Above, view of the minaret
the upper (“hilltop”) mosque of Abraham
ly the relic was found in Baalbek in the middle of the of
from the courtyard; below, plan of the mosque.
eleventh century and subsequently transferred to this
mosque, where it was the only item that survived the fire. After the Mongol conquest, the relic was transferred to the Great Mosque of Aleppo where it is still exhibited, albeit as a relic of Zacharias.



This mosque was again much damaged
during the severe earthquake in .
During the s and s, the DGAM
carried out comprehensive restoration
works, with the result that the mosque has
been largely rebuilt. Before entering the
mosque, the visitor should look at the geometrically decorated stone block in the
eastern exterior wall. This block dates
back to ancient times, probably the second
millennium BC, and, together with others,
was reused in the mosque’s foundations.
The building consists of a courtyard
flanked on three sides by arcades. Five
small side rooms open out to the northern
Fig. . View of the ruined upper part of the satura (well), Aleppo.
arcade and their northern walls form the
exterior wall of the citadel. The single-nave, domed prayer room lies in the south of the complex. The cupola above the nave leading to the mihrab indicates the direction of Mecca. The geometric stellar decoration is
the only remnant of the prayer niche. The intersecting vault of the mosque is quite unusual for this period.
This type of vault was widely used by the Crusaders; however, Islamic architecture in Syria incorporated
this technique only under Mamluk rule. Sultan Ghazi’s twenty-one-metre-high minaret served as a lookout and was clearly visible for miles. Its slender rectangular shape echoes the shape of the minaret of the
Great Mosque in the Old City.
The Barracks of Ibrahim Pasha ()
The barracks located near the upper mosque were built by the Egyptian governor Ibrahim Pasha, who
ruled Syria between  and  and introduced several changes into the civil and military administration at the time. However, recent interpretations of the three inscriptions above the entrances indicate that
the building was restored or rebuilt under the rule of the Ottoman sultan Abdülmecit (-). The
garrison now serves as the main Visitor Centre, featuring an introduction to the history of the citadel.
The Ayyubid Satura (Well) ()
A few metres east of the barracks is a deep well, dating back to the time of sultan Ghazi (fig. ). The rectangular shaft, around which runs a staircase lit by windows cut into the shaft, reaches a depth of about
forty metres. The well was fed by canals bringing water from the north. Above the well is a domed lifting
device, now derelict, dating back to Mamluk or Ottoman times. The well was taken care of by a family
said to have been amongst the last inhabitants who left the citadel after the earthquake in . It is the starting point of several secret passages, although not all of them were completed. One passage leads to the
northern advance tower, and a second one to a thermal spring on the northern slope of the citadel, now
closed off by a reused Byzantine basalt door.



Excavations Along the Fortifications ()
The restored section of wall between the
Ayyubid well and the windmill gives a sense
of the structure of the fortifications and the
adjacent living quarters of the soldiers.
The Ottoman Mill ()
The mill is attributed to the Egyptian governor Ibrahim Pasha, but, like the garrison, may
only date back to the middle of the nineteenth
century. In the basement, there are the remains
of former living quarters.
The Modern Theatre ()

Fig. . The northern ring wall and the windmill,
seen from inside the citadel of Aleppo.

The semicircular structure with its auditorium follows the existing slope in the centre of the citadel and was
constructed in . It is used for musical performances and festivals eagerly visited by the Aleppines. The
amphitheatre can be considered archaeologically problematic because remnants of older buildings are
buried under it, but the structure also protects older layers from further decay. East of the theatre, two long
vaulted Ayyubid rooms have been restored, but are presently not accessible to the public. Recent excavations in one of the rooms have revealed clay water troughs and other evidence indicating that the hall may
have been used as a stable.
The Ayyubid Cistern ()
South-east of the theatre lies a large underground hall with three high, barrel-vaulted naves, supported by
four large pillars. The once lockable entrance and the entire lower part of the hall are cut out of the rock;
the pillars and the upper part are built with square stone blocks. A long staircase of seventy steps runs from
the south-east and turns towards the entrance of the hall. This impressive underground building probably
dates back to the Ayyubid period and was apparently used as a water storage facility (fig. ).
The Mamluk Tower ()
The tower, which probably dates back to the rule of the Mamluk sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay (-),
has been excavated and restored. A great surprise was the discovery of an older, previously undiscovered
citadel entrance, which probably led straight to the palace. In terms of style, the high, angled gate protected by two embrasures dates back to the Ayyubid period and had provided a further approach to the citadel
in addition to the monumental entrance complex. However, the exact function and date of the gate are not
yet known.
VISIT OF THE PALACE COMPLEX ()

Between the underground hall and the main ascent lies what is perhaps the most important monument
within the citadel perimeter – the palace of al-Malik al-Zahir Ghazi. It is generally identified as the famous “Palace of Glory”, which is mentioned in several medieval sources. Tragically, the palace burned down



on the ruler’s wedding night in  and was later rebuilt as the “Palace of Pictures”. On the gate and in
the courtyard a few traces of fire damage can still be seen.
Sultan Ghazi was not the first Islamic ruler to build a palace on the citadel. Written sources mention several previous buildings. In the tenth century, the Hamdanid prince Sa’d al-Dawla moved his residence to
the citadel and, during the following century, the Mirdasids built their palaces on the hill as well. The Seljuk
ruler Ridwan (-) and the Zangid prince Nur al-Din (-) also had palaces on the citadel.
But Arab sources devote more attention to sultan Ghazi’s “Palace of Glory” than to any of the other structures. A long eulogy praises its outstanding beauty, its precious interiors and its magnificent gardens stocked
with various sweet-smelling flowers and trees. Also mentioned are a well, a marble floor and a reservoir as
well as ‘pictures’, possibly stone or wooden sculptures or even murals, which have not survived.
To date, the demise of this Ayyubid residence cannot be clearly determined. It probably suffered considerable damage during the Mongol conquest in - and was further destroyed by Timur’s troops in
-. Under Mamluk rule, the complex was still used as a palace. An inscription added to an existing entrance portal in  documents repairs on a water pipe. Written sources mention that approximately
one hundred years later the palace was once again restored, painted white and newly refurbished. Mamluk
alterations or additions to the building are no longer visible.
The Entrance Portal
Entry to the palace is through a striking, richly decorated entrance portal with ornamental masonry-work
made from alternating stripes of limestone and basalt and completed by the superb scalloped half-domed
muqarnas-vault. Muqarnas, built from several rows of small arches placed one above the other, are a striking
decorative element of Islamic architecture.
Also called the honeycomb motif, they
were introduced by the Zangids and were
particularly popular during Ayyubid rule.
The wide upper panel with its geometric
decoration is a reconstruction, but the door
jambs and lintels are well preserved originals made from different coloured cut-stone
slabs placed to form wide alternating
bands overlaid with fine geometric ornamental engravings. On either side of the
portal are windows that most likely were
protected by bronze latticework. Above
these appears an ornament displaying a
knot motif. The entire right side of the portal is new. The above-mentioned Mamluk
inscription of  is placed in the lower
Fig. . Aleppo. Entrance portal of the palace (see also fig. ).
part of the muqarnas vault.



Fig. . Aleppo. Three-dimensional view of the palace of Malik al-Zahir Ghazi (see also figs. , ).
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The Palace Interior
Although the entrance portal was at least partially above ground level, the palace itself was buried. In the
s, the DGAM began to excavate the building and restore or rebuild the lower sections of the walls. So
far, the complete site has been excavated which encompasses the original centre of the palace, two differently sized courtyards, the baths and the arsenal. Work continues in the north-east of the site. The stairs
near the central courtyard indicate that, at least in some sections, the palace had two storeys.
The palace is best entered through the entrance portal after which an angled, originally vaulted passage prevents the visitor from seeing directly into the interior – much in line with the traditional layout of Islamic
domestic architecture. The passage follows the course of the exterior wall, passes three basalt-framed portals, takes two more turns and ends in the larger rear courtyard which served as the main courtyard of the
residence. A smaller courtyard that was probably used for public audiences lies behind the door between
the first and the second portal. Most visitors were only allowed to enter as far as this point. On the north
side of the walkway there is a side door leading out of the palace.
Both courtyards are laid out in the same square pattern with an iwan – a high, vaulted space which opens
out to an open central space. However, the smaller courtyard originally had a closed room in the south, com-



plete with three entrances. Only the foundations of this room and of the iwans remain.
In Islamic art history, this particular architectural feature is described as a variation of
the ‘four-iwan plan’ which, under the influence of Seljuk architecture in Persia, was introduced to Syria in the eleventh century (see
chapter  in this book). The courtyard design is not only aesthetically very attractive,
it also serves a practical purpose in hot climates – the iwans provide protection from the
burning sun and also serve as a windbreak.
Both palace courtyards had beautiful mosaic floors made of coloured marble, the remains of which can still be seen. The decoration of the main courtyard, reserved for
more intimate gatherings, was considerably
more sophisticated. The rear wall of the
northern iwan contained a muqarnas-decorated recess and a water fountain featuring a
nymph. In the middle of the courtyard was
a beautiful octagonal fountain. Overall, the
palace complex was relatively small, probably due to the fact that space on the citadel
hill was limited.

Fig. . Aleppo. The main qa’a of the courtyard of the palace
with a wall fountain in the niche inside the northern iwan.

The Palace Hammam ()
Beyond the main courtyard, on the east, lie
the baths which the DGAM restored in the
Fig. . Inside of the palace hammam.
s. The baths echo the traditional design
of the medieval Islamic hammam. The first, slightly larger room was used for undressing and for resting once
the bath was over. From here, bathers went into the second unheated but warmer room and then into the
hot room. Finally, they went into the steam room which was equipped with alcoves. Hot and cold water
flowed from the taps, and there were small stone or tiled benches. Directly behind this room was the furnace. Since early Islamic times, hammams have formed an integral part of Islamic palatial architecture.
The Hellenistic Well ()
Opposite the entrance to the Ayyubid palace is an apparently late Ottoman building with a deep well. This
may be the “Well of Seleucos” that written sources describe as a shaft with  steps leading downwards.
As investigations in  showed, the stairwell still exists but is in a precarious state and thus inaccessible
to the public. The stone slabs of the steps probably fell into ruin or were taken away in the late Ottoman
era. During the French Mandate, this was the only well in use but its water was said to be salty. The building houses a Byzantine sarcophagus with a Greek inscription, later reused as a water trough.
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. The lower entrance gateway of Aleppo citadel,
the bridge across the moat
and the Ayyubid entrance complex
with the Mamluk throne hall sitting on top of it.
. View of the moat, the bridge
and the entrance complex from the east.
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-. Inside the entrance complex
of Aleppo citadel (see plan on p. ).
Below right, view of the second gate and the interior ramp
after passing the main gate. Top right, looking back
down the ramp, to the second gate.
Top left, view through the last gate before acceding to
the Aleppo citadel plateau. Above, a lion’s head,
a sculptural detail on the frame of the third gate.
. Main Ayyubid gate of the citadel, placed laterally
in the big niche of the entrance complex,
with its calligraphic inscription and rare figural reliefs.
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. View of the ascending upper plateau of Aleppo citadel looking northwards (see plan on pp. -),
with the central spine leading up from the entrance complex to the upper mosque and the ‘old barracks’
sitting above the amphitheatre. Halfway on the left, the smaller mosque of Abraham
and, right, the pit of the ancient temple of the storm god.
. Interior of the smaller mosque of Abraham, built by Nur al-Din (no.  in the plan on p. ).
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.
. Aleppo. View of the upper citadel plateau looking back southwards, towards the entry complex
and the Mamluk throne hall. To the right of the central spine, the smaller mosque
of Abraham; to the left, in the foreground, the excavations of the temple
of the storm god; to the left, further down, the Ayyubid palace complex.
. Underground passages cut into the rock, in the entrance complex.

. Aleppo. Entry portal
to the sultan Zahir
al-Ghazi’s palace (left),
with ruins of the Tawashi
palace and the outer ring
wall in the background.
. The central courtyard
of the qa’a of sultan
Zahir al-Ghazi’s palace
(no.  in the plan
on p. ).
. The steep northern
edge of the citadel,
with the Ayyubid minaret
of the upper mosque
and the ‘old barracks’
sitting on top
of the fortifications.
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-. Aleppo. Top left, hall of the Ayyubid hammam
in sultan Zahir al-Ghazi’s palace (no.  in the plan on p. )
and, bottom left, the pillars of the Ayyubid cistern
(no.  in the plan on p.  and section on p. ).
Top right, the entrance into the forecourt
and the entry portal of the Mamluk throne hall
(fig. ) which sits above the entrance complex.

.

Fig. . Ruins of the Tawashi palace, with the entrance to the throne hall and its forecourt in the background, Aleppo.

The Arsenal ()
From the square in front of the entrance portal of the Ayyubid palace, on the southern side of the palace,
one enters a sequence of rooms which have been identified as sultan Ghazi’s former arsenal. Excavations
carried out by the DGAM uncovered several projectiles. Like the palace, the arsenal was also destroyed by
fire in . According to an inscription above the locked entrance on the western side of the complex, the
arsenal was subsequently restored by sultan Ghazi’s son. In the new museum established within the arsenal, the visitors will be informed about the history of the Ayyubids and the architecture of the palace.
The Tawashi Palace ()
Written sources report that, in -, a further palace was erected next to the arsenal. They may refer
to what are now the remains of a larger courtyard complex with iwans and mosaic floors that was excavated in this area in . They are located on the left-hand side on the approach to the throne hall.
The Mamluk Throne Hall ()
After Timur’s troops had destroyed the citadel in -, the Mamluk governor Jakam Sayf al-Din,
who resided in Aleppo, had it restored. In the course of his ambitious building programme he had a magnificent hall erected on top of the two Ayyubid towers. According to medieval sources this hall was the
most beautiful in the entire Islamic world. Its floors were apparently covered with mosaics, and through the
side windows there was an impressive view across the city. The original plan was to build the ceiling from



Fig. . Aleppo. The throne hall – a modern reconstruction making ample use
of traditional crafts (see fig. ).

Baalbek timber, but the trunks proved
too short to span the width of the hall.
Only when longer trunks were
brought from Damascus under the rule
of sultan Mu’ayyad Shaikh in 
could the building be completed. In
the late fifteenth century sultan Qaitbay had the throne hall restored once
again. During these works, part of the
facade, including the splendid windows, were rebuilt. In , the last
Mamluk sultan, al-Ghuri, had the flat
wooden roof replaced by nine cupolas.
Some remains of the pillars which
supported the vaults are still visible.

Visitors enter the throne hall by passing though a forecourt. Several Byzantine and medieval Islamic building fragments are currently exhibited here. The north wall of the forecourt is decorated with ornamental stones, and has a multicoloured stone
portal. The actual entrance to the throne hall leads through a magnificent portal on the south side of the
forecourt, decorated with muqarnas and an ornamental medallion made of different-coloured cut stone. The
large inscription in the portal’s recess praises the beauty of the palace.
The DGAM restored the throne hall in the s, and the hall is now used for public receptions. The painted ceiling, the marble floor with the fountain and the large chandelier echo the popular style of Damascene
domestic architecture of the nineteenth century. Some fragments of the original Mamluk wall paintings
can still be seen on the side walls. The beautiful Mamluk bronze latticework on the magnificent main window deserves special attention. The northern back wall, with its large stone blocks and the remains of embrasures, dates back to the Ayyubid period.

1
2

Julian, in Briefe, Berthold K. Weis (ed.), Munich .
A. Russell, The Natural History of Aleppo, Westneed .

3



C. F. Volney, Voyage en Egypte et en Syrie, Paris .

. Introduction to the Citadel of Salah al-Din
THIERRY GRANDIN

T

he castle of Saone, or Qal’at Salah al-Din, is a perfect example of a site that has been fortified on
several subsequent occasions and for various purposes, following different architectural styles. Its
successive occupants were the Byzantines, the Hamdanids, the Byzantines again, the Franks, the
Ayyubids and finally the Mamluks – as a result of which the castle illustrates the development of forts in
Syria from the fifth till the fifteenth century. Its moat, cut out of the rock, makes it one of the most spectacular medieval fortifications to be found in the Middle East. T. E. Lawrence, who later gained fame as
“Lawrence of Arabia”, called it “the best preserved and most wholly admirable castle in the world”.1
The castle is located in the Jebel Ansarieh mountains, perched at an altitude of  to  metres on a long
rocky spur stretching east-west and divided into two plateaux separated by a steep ridge. It is framed, north
and south, by spectacular ravines, the Wadi Sheikh Aissa and the Wadi Jdaideh, that are fed by seasonal
floods. Occupying an area of  metres long and  to  metres wide (over five hectares in surface), the

Fig. . Overall view of the castle of Salah al-Din and its site in the mountain region near Lattakia from the west, c. s.



spur of land on which the castle stands can be broken up into several areas. Moving from west to east, first
comes the primitive urban settlement known as the western lower city, then the high plateau on which the
Byzantine fortress stands, the eastern frontage, the great moat and, finally, the residential quarter adjacent
to the fortress, built on the east of the plateau.2
OVERALL HISTORY OF THE SITE

The Greek historian Arrian, in an account of Alexander’s campaign in Syria, describes the site of Sigon
as a fortified structure, probably erected by the Phoenicians at the beginning of the first millennium BC.
One wonders whether “Sigon” would have been the origin of what was to become the castle of Saone.
Despite the lack of archaeological remains in the western lower city, the possibility cannot be rejected.
The topography of this isolated site, ideally suited to defence purposes by virtue of its position and strategic importance, must have prompted its first occupants to settle here, not too far away from stretches of
land celebrated for their fertility. While being at some distance from the main communication arteries, the
site offers a well concealed and yet effective surveillance point not only over the roads between Al-’âssi, the
Orontes plain, and the Bdâma pass (the current road connection between Aleppo and Lattakia), but also
over the entire hinterland of Lattakia. Since ancient times, this fertile region, rich in natural resources, has
been widely coveted and it is only natural that a fortress should have been erected here.
The site of the two posterns and the small Byzantine chapel in the western section of the present citadel
(within the western lower town) may have formed the heart of a primitive settlement.3 There is evidence
that the promontory was inhabited during the early medieval era, from the end of the tenth century. At that
time, the region was under the control of the Hamdanids, a Shiite dynasty (-) which had its power
base in Aleppo.
At the end of the tenth century the rocky promontory came under Muslim occupation for the first time –
an occupation that was to last some thirty years. Having occupied the fortress of Mardin from  to ,
the Hamdanids launched a campaign to recover the territories of Northern Syria, then under Byzantine
rule. Aleppo, Antioch and Homs became the strongholds of the Hamdanid kingdom. The importance
of securing this area through a number of strategic positions, led to the simultaneous seizure, over the period -, of the castle of Burzayh and the locality of Saone. Although a fortification of Saone under
the Hamdanids is mentioned by several historians, there is no specific reference to a corresponding community or to other buildings constructed during this period: the findings on site, until now at least, throw
no further light on this period of the castle’s history.
Confronted with threats from the Fatimids and Turkmens, the Byzantine Basileus (emperor) John Tzimisces recaptured the citadel in  from the Hamdanids and set about building its defences and installations. The Byzantines constructed a ridge and a partial moat, which divided the fortress into two sections
(lower town and upper plateau). The lower town, which included two chapels, was the residential section
and had links with farming activities and other services, to ensure the operation and the provision of supplies to the higher plateau.4 The fortress was erected to the east, on the higher plateau, as the centre of economic and political power protecting the lower town. This set-up continued unchanged until the arrival
of the Franks in the area around .



Fig. . View of the central section of the citadel of Salah al-Din from the east with the mosque (left), the entrance to the Ayyubid
palace and the remains of the hammam of Qala’un (centre), as well as the remains of the upper Byzantine fortress above it.

Fig. . Bird’s eye view of the complete citadel of Salah al-Din showing the moat trench and the Frankish fortifications on the
eastern end (below), the Muslim section (centre), then the Byzantine fortress and the lower city plateau on the western end (above).
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The Frankish presence on site is first attested in , through the French nobleman Robert of Saone, son
of Foulques and vassal of Roger, prince of Saone. The lords of Saone belonged to the principality of Antioch, which was founded by the Crusaders in  and had become a flourishing centre of commerce and
civilisation. The house of Saone thus undertook the construction of the castle of Saone, which was to become celebrated as the largest Frankish edifice of the twelfth century. The fortress was to remain in the hands
of this family for some time and was never entrusted to either the Templars or the Hospitallers.
The Frankish lords retained the basic architectural arrangements set up by the Byzantines: the western lower
section as a residential town and the eastern upper plateau as the political and economic centre. In order to
strengthen the defences of the site, they undertook the main defensive works on the upper plateau and may
have partially restored the defensive wall of the lower town. Since they had insufficient troops to protect this
extensive fortress that had not even been completed, the site was captured by Salah al-Din in  and came
under Muslim control.
From  to , the castle was occupied by a local family, that of the emir Nasr al-Din Mankuwirs,
who ruled it for forty-one years, from  to , and whose reign was lauded by the historian Ibn alAthir. Mankuwirs’ descendants governed Saone until  on behalf of the Ayyubids and Mamluks who
succeeded them from . In rebellion against the sultan Qala’un, the emir Sunqur al-Ashqar took refuge
with his family there and remained in charge of it until . He finally handed back the fortress to Qala’un,
who installed a governor and a garrison.
The buildings constructed by the Ayyubid and then by the Mamluk dynasties (who ruled their empire out
of Cairo) occupy the plane on the higher plateau. Doubtless, this positioning was prompted by the proximity of the large cistern dating from the days of the Crusaders, but it could also have been influenced by
the strategically important situation of the fortress, which offered better protection to the new inhabitants.
Three large structures have survived from the medieval Muslim period: first, the mosque, its facilities and
its minaret (dated  by a Mamluk inscription); second, the new bathhouses, dating from the same year;
and, third, the Ayyubid palace, to be dated  (with later additions in ), built around a central qa’a
with four iwans. The magnificent portal with its muqarnas was added during the Mamluk period.5 Other
surviving elements, most of which, regrettably, are badly damaged, also seem to have been Arab additions.
The whole complex was abandoned on the arrival of the Ottomans in the early sixteenth century. At the
time of the Turko-Egyptian war which started in , the army of Ibrahim Pasha laid siege to the Ottoman troops entrenched there. The site was occupied one last time during the French Mandate before
being once and for all opened to the public. In , in commemoration of the seizure of the fortress in
, the site was officially named Qal’at Salah al-Din.6
The originality of the castle of Salah al-Din lies in its composite structure, which is that of a Byzantine
fortress refurbished in the twelfth century by Frankish lords and then reused by Islamic dynasties. Once the
design of the Byzantine fortress had been modified under the Crusaders, their successors, the Ayyubids
and the Mamluks, did not destroy the existing defensive buildings (except during the siege in ), but
restored them instead and added improvements. The quality of these military works is quite remarkable.



Each occupation has left its mark, resulting in a rich architectural tapestry, as it were, and adding to the archaeological and architectural interest.
In , conservation works on the Islamic monuments of the citadel were initiated by the Aga Khan Trust
for Culture (AKTC) in cooperation with the Syrian Directorate General of Museums and Antiquities
(DGAM), linking archaeological research work with major conservation and partial restoration efforts. The
primary aims of the archaeological excavations were to free the site from accumulated debris and to analyse
the content and the original functions of the various layers. During these works, comprehensive plans of
the citadel were drawn up (see figs. -).7
DEVELOPMENT OF THE SITE DURING THE BYZANTINE PERIOD

The onset of the Byzantine occupation of the citadel is mentioned in a letter dated , written by Basileus
John Tzimisces to Ashod III, king of Armenia, in which he refers to Saone as one of the fortifications
seized from the Hamdanids. Arab chronicles
confirm this seizure and add more detail: Yahya
al-Antâki declares that Raqtâsh’s secretary was
tasked with negotiating with the Byzantines for
the surrender of the inhabitants of the castle; he
himself was rewarded by the Basileus, who appointed him governor of the site before subsequently sending him to Antioch to fill an even
more important position.
Citadel Layout
The fortification process at the beginning of the
tenth century shows that the Byzantine settlement
would not have been possible without the preparaFig. . View of the south-eastern corner of the castle
tory work carried out by the Hamdanids.8 During of Salah al-Din, as drawn in  by T. E. Lawrence.
the first stage of settlement, the Byzantines chose
not to use the buildings erected by their predecessors, but to occupy the upper plateau only, where they
erected a fortress at an altitude of  metres. From its commanding position, this structure, at once residential and defensive, dominates the entire citadel with most of the buildings and the key defensive towers, as well
as the lower town and the surrounding lands stretching to the coast of Lattakia.
Over the course of a century the lower town and the upper fort developed into a centre of political and economic power, which led to the construction of imposing buildings. The design of the Byzantine fortress
on the upper plateau was complex, and several different stages of construction can be distinguished.
The religious section, consisting of two churches, is adjacent to the southern facade of the Byzantine fortress.
The first of these, a small, rectangular chapel, consists of a nave with a semicircular apse connected directly
with the fortress by a staircase. The incumbent lord could therefore gain access to the place of worship directly from his residence. A second church, the largest building on the site and probably the place of public worship, has a large rectangular nave. It is bordered on the east by a semicircular apse, surmounted by a



vault in the form of a cul-de-four – a concave half-dome – made entirely from cut stone. This communicates
with the chapel through its north-eastern corner.9
To the south-west of the high plateau, near the southern gate leading to the lower town, rise the ruins of a
residential complex – perhaps even a palace – made up of several levels of arched chambers; one of these
chambers still contains four loopholes overlooking the lower courtyard. Unfortunately, these remains are
very fragmented and it is no longer possible to reconstruct exactly their original function.
New Fortification Strategy
Once they had established themselves definitively as masters of the site, the Byzantines undertook the fortification of the upper plateau. Their strategy focused on protection of the castle, around which they
erected a defensive shell made up of a series of ramparts. Work on the northern and southern flanks of the
citadel, which had natural protection, was given a lower priority. This fortification of the site ensured the
total protection of the castle, at least until the arrival of the Crusaders.
The fortifications on the north and the south follow the lines of the promontory, overlooking the deep ridges
which, in places, have been cut away. The western surrounding wall of the upper plateau, built on a natural gradient, is made up of stones gained by cutting away the ridge. They served to improve the defence of
the higher town, separating it from the lower town to the west. The ditch planned for this side appears not
to have been finished and only traces of it are visible in the
north. Access to the lower town was possible through two
posterns and wooden bridges.
To protect the eastern section of the citadel, the Byzantines
erected an elaborate defensive system of ring walls on the eastern edge of the site: to the east of the upper fortress, two curved
surrounding walls running north-south form a bulwark protecting the whole upper plateau. The first was flanked by
towers in the shape of a polygon and the second is now in an
advanced state of dilapidation. Subsequently, fortification of
the eastern section of the lower plateau, situated  metres
away from the second surrounding wall and forming an extension of the boundaries of the citadel, was carried out. This third
defensive wall forms the new eastern boundary of the Byzantine citadel and marks the first modification to the type of flanking used in Byzantine defence works.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. Ruins of the Byzantine
church on the upper plateau, near the Byzantine
fortress.

The new eastern wall was built with handsomely cut stone,
arranged in lozenge-shaped decorations on some of its towers,
and it is flanked with six polygonal towers and a rectangular
tower-gate, set in the middle of the defensive wall and surmounted by an observation post. The south-eastern corner of
this surrounding wall is flanked by a seventh tower, round in
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Fig. . Comprehensive plan of the citadel of Salah al-Din, showing its major
components and the respective historic periods (in colour).
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Fig. . Salah al-Din. Section through the eastern front, showing the structure of the master tower the moat
cut into the bedrock and the remaining monolithic needle which was to support the entry bridge.
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Fig. . Salah al-Din. Plan of the Ayyubid palace in the centre of the upper plateau, with respective periods marked in colour.
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Fig. . Salah al-Din. North-south cross-section of the Ayyubid palace, following the red line on the plan in fig. .





shape, situated to the right of the tower-gate. This
tower consists of two superimposed domed rooms,
which are independent of each other. Today the
tower has been absorbed into the rectangular bastion
dating to the Frankish era, the third tower from the
entrance to the citadel. The insignificant position of
this third defensive wall and the almost complete absence of loopholes suggest that it must have been built
before the eastern moat had been excavated.
Nevertheless, the risk of an attack emanating from
the eastern rocky plateau, encouraged the Byzantines
to reinforce the defences of this sector of the citadel
and to build a fourth surrounding wall fifteen metres
in front of the preceding rampart; this time the wall
was entirely flanked by semicircular towers equipped
with loopholes in the form of double arrow slits. In
this way, a new tower shape was introduced to the
fortress. Only traces of the northern part of the surrounding wall are still visible, as the rest was destroyed by the Franks, probably during their work on
the eastern frontage.10
The cutting and lowering of the great eastern moat,
probably begun in the Byzantine era, was achieved
over several stages of excavation, for it was deepened
and widened by the Crusaders and perhaps modified in part during the Muslim period, remaining one
of the key features of the citadel throughout the times.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. View of the western rampart of the
upper plateau, which could be the remains of a Byzantine fortress.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. One of the towers of the third
Byzantine rampart (no.  in fig. ).

The Lower Town
In the Byzantine era the defences of the lower plateau
do not seem to have undergone any significant
changes or technical improvements. The vestiges of
stonework dating from this period, which can be
seen along the surrounding wall bordering the edges
of the lower plateau, are extremely scarce; the defensive wall itself, which would have been built on
the ancient Hamdanid trail, is from a later date. The
remains of a round tower, similar to those of the upper
plateau, can however be seen at the western end of
the citadel.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. View of the remains of the fourth
Byzantine rampart with its semicircular towers, as seen inside
the “pillared hall” on the eastern front (no.  in fig. ).



The existence of two chapels confirms the residential function of the lower town, however: the first chapel
is located in the centre of the lower plateau, where it is as its narrowest. It consists of a rectangular chamber with two entrances, one to the side on the north wall and the other on the western facade, facing the
wide, semicircular, apse fitted into the western wall. The second chapel, to the west of the first, is a more
modest building. It consists of a rectangular hall, slightly more elongated, although its apse is narrower.
In choosing a hierarchical arrangement for their building, the Byzantines succeeded in overcoming the natural drawbacks of the site with its separation between the higher and the lower plateaux. The new design
of the citadel, more elongated towards the east, enables each plateau to function more or less independently, thus ensuring optimum protection under difficult site conditions. The existence of the two chapels in
the lower town, despite the lack of significant defences, confirms the continued residential function of this
sector, which was probably already used for such purposes under the Hamdanids. It also demonstrates the
relative political stability of the locality under Byzantine occupation.
THE SITE DURING THE FRANKISH PERIOD

The date when the Franks captured the castle is not known exactly, but historians agree that it was between
 and . The first Frankish lord of the citadel was Robert of Saone, son of Foulques. He owed his
power to Tancred, prince of Antioch, who, in recognition of his bravery and loyalty in battle, handed over
to him a vast tract of land, including the site of the ancient Byzantine stronghold, and the fiefdoms of Balatunus (Qal’at al-Mahalbé twelve kilometres south) and Zerdana (eighty-five kilometres north). It was
during these campaigns that the towns of Lattakia, Jableh and Tripoli were captured from the Byzantines.
The northern regions beyond the Orontes were also occupied as a result of the Frankish advance.
The new lord of the castle – now named castle of Saone – immediately went to strengthen the fortifications,
in order to adapt them to the threats of the new political situation. But the sheer extent of the work, which
needed years to complete, was overwhelming and he could only accomplish a part of his ambitious plans.
After transforming the Byzantine upper fortress into a lordly palace, Robert of Saone launched construction work in the upper plateau, to the east of the settlement. He enlarged its perimeter by erecting new towers
on the outside of the Byzantine fortress. The appearance of quadrangular towers on the eastern and southern
facades, built with large bossage stones, marks a break with the round towers of the Byzantine era.
Historians were always intrigued by the magnitude of this architectural enterprise because enormous financial resources were needed to implement it. The patrimony of the Saone family, made up of extensive
domains stretching more than seventy-five kilomteres in length and reaching almost as far as Aleppo, gave
a certain financial independence to the lord of the fortress and enabled him to engage in his lofty ambitions
independently of the Orders of the Templars and the Hospitallers. A great number of builders was employed, as we can see from the trademarks of the various craftsmen still visible on the walls of the towers.
The majority of works was probably carried out between  and , the period from the beginning of
Robert’s reign until just before the death of his heir William. However, given the size of the site, it was a
never-ending task.
The eastern and southern facades of the upper plateau contain the most significant modifications and new
additions made by the Franks. The lower town also benefited from their contribution, with five quadran-



Fig. . Salah al-Din. View of the eastern front constructed by the Franks and restored during the Muslim period.

gular towers bearing witness to the significant alterations made during this period. In addition to defensive
structures, the architectural design of the castle of Saone also includes buildings administering to the social life of the community, and, in particular, residences for the families of knights. In contemporary Arab
chronicles we find a mention of such residential premises on the higher plateau from the time of the capture of the site by the armies of Salah al-Din in .
The continued use of the Byzantine drainage system and the number of reservoirs in existence demonstrate that the Franks had in fact adopted the pre-existing residential structures. The citadel’s main watersupply system, however, was the work of the Franks, pointing to a probable increase in the population
during this era.
The Southern Flank and the Tower-Gate to the Upper Plateau

The southern frontage is topped by three quadrangular towers, whose exact date of construction is not known.
The excavation of the southern rocky face, repeating the defensive design of the eastern moat, seems to have
pre-dated the construction of these towers. (In the Byzantine era, the cutting of the rocky promontory had
probably served as a quarry for the large blocks of cut stone with flat and semi-rustic bossages characteristic
of the early twelfth century, thus lowering the eastern moat.) The three towers on the southern flank show
similar construction principles: set apart from the stone curtains which flank them, they function independently. In the event of a siege, the fall of one tower would not necessarily lead to the collapse of the whole
defensive structure. The existence of wide hatches, formerly equipped with grills, opening into the interior
of the fortress, reminds us of the dual function of these towers, at once residential and defensive.



The Byzantines had equipped the upper zone of the fortress with one outer gate fitted into the eastern frontage
and two internal gates controlling the lower town. The gates could be accessed via moveable bridges. The
Crusaders created an additional point of access to the southern flank, which was cut into the western
frontage. The huge new tower-gate (which today still serves as the main entrance to the citadel) was made
of rustic bossage stones and had two superimposed chambers. Entry was effected through the lower chamber, a rectangular room with a floor lower than those of the other two towers on the southern flank. The
gate is a good example of Frankish military construction skills: it is surmounted by a machicolation, itself
protected by an arch. A postern strengthens the defences of the gate on the lower level. A staircase set into
the northern wall of the lower chamber gives access to the interior of the citadel. A second staircase, located on the external eastern front of the tower-gate, leads to a second rectangular chamber, thus enabling
the two rooms to be quite independent of each other. The walls of the upper chamber are equipped with
arched niches containing loopholes and two windows opening on to the interior of the fortress; a third staircase, set into the northern wall, leads to the terrace of the tower.11
The second tower built by the Crusaders is the only square tower in the upper plateau of the citadel and it
also has no communication with the curtain walls. It consists of two floors, linked by a staircase set into the
thick northern wall, which leads to the terrace. The use of bossage stone inside the chambers, whose walls
are pierced with loopholes, suggests restoration after the Franks, probably by the Ayyubids.
The third tower, which flanks the southern facade of the fortress and is located in the former south-eastern
corner of the Byzantine citadel, incorporates an ancient circular corner tower. This structure, with two
superimposed chambers, is larger than the first two towers. Two doors are set into its northern frontage: the
first opens on to an angled staircase leading to the upper floor, thus ensuring that it functions as an entirely
independent space; the second door leads to an underground chamber where we find a Byzantine round
tower which probably served as a prison. This chamber has access to the outside by means of a postern located in the south-eastern corner of the tower, thus making this tower an even more effective escape route
in the event of a siege. Moreover, as with the preceding tower, the extensive use of bossage stone on the inside surfaces show that it was restored at a later date; this tower, unlike the others, connects with the other
sections of the eastern frontage of the fortress by means of a narrow passage located on the outside of the
tower, near the second gate.
Works on the Moat and the Eastern Flank
The eastern front, the most heavily fortified, is spectacular in appearance. While austere and menacing in
its functional aspect, the architecture is at the same time exquisite in its design. The Franks continued the
excavation of the eastern moat, displaying great technical skills on the vertical flanks. Nowhere else has a
comparable defence structure attained such dimensions:  metres long, fourteen to twenty metres wide
and twenty-eight metres deep. The quarrying of the moat was carried out at the same time as the construction of this surrounding wall, and the excavated rock was made into building material. The five circular
towers were built on rocky promontories which widen towards the base especially and were cut back for
this purpose.
The firing gallery (chambre de tir) of the first tower, located in the south-eastern corner, is accessible from the
parapet walk, while in the second tower – twenty metres north, in the great columned gallery dating from



Fig. . Salah al-Din. Eastern elevation showing the fortifications on the excavated bedrock. Within the moat the remains
of the monolithic pillar can be seen that was to support the bridge to the entry gate flanked by two towers (see also pls. , ).

the Arab period – the firing gallery with its two loopholes is accessible from below. The third circular tower
is different, and consists of two superimposed chambers:
the lower one, with particularly fine masonry, has seven
loopholes. The fourth and fifth towers, which flank the
northern section, are part of the entrance used by the
Franks. The existence of a moveable bridge, probably
made of wood, marks a change in the way access to the
citadel was gained. This new arrangement was reinforced by the presence of a rectangular, vaulted chamber combined with the two towers, whose southern
frontage contains the gate. Between the entrance and the
main tower we find remains of walls which probably
date from the Byzantine era or the beginning of the
Frankish period, and a chicane – a zig-zag passage between the bridge and the Byzantine entrance. The surrounding wall to the north of the entrance was destroyed
by Salah al-Din during the siege of  and rebuilt
under the Arabs.
When cutting the bedrock for the moat, the workers kept
a massive monolithic stone pillar, twenty-eight metres
high, which was left to support the bridge. In doing so,
the workers probably followed the contours of the former stonework support, the first point reached on cross-



Fig. . Salah al-Din. Interior view of the lower level
of the third round tower (see fig.  above) with its
loopholes – an example of the quality of Frankish
masonry on the eastern front.

ing the moat as originally constructed, which was most probably in the Byzantine era. The cutting of the
rock along the moat, that is, below the spur, the circular towers and the ring wall, is in perfect continuity
with the masonry above. The eastern edge of the moat is cut along a straight line, since it did not have to
support any architectural structures.
The moat and the surrounding wall are among the most impressive features of the fortress. The abundance
of herring-bone patterns still visible on the walls is witness to the quality of the workmanship. This technique used for the lowering of the moat, common in Northern Syria since antiquity and encountered,
among other places, in Sergilla and al-Bara, derives from the introduction (first by the Byzantines, then
continued by the Franks) of the chisel – an ideal tool for cutting vertical walls. In addition to these patterns,
which also serve as modest decoration, the two steep walls are punctured by two rows of parallel apertures.
The row of larger apertures, which are relatively close to the ground, would seem to have served as mangers
and drinking-troughs for animals; the holes were fitted with beams which supported light structures rising
from the bottom of the moat; these must have been used as stables. In this way, in the event of any threat,
the horses could be brought inside the surrounding wall of the castle. The second line of holes, located
about twenty metres above the ground level, were used to support the scaffolding during the excavation.
The South-Eastern Cistern

This cistern runs along the southern wall, between the south-east corner tower and the third tower on the
southern front and it is reached by a narrow passage. The carefully laid stonework of this rectangular chamber (twenty-seven by eight metres), which is barrel-vaulted, is of a later date than that of the eastern front.
The reservoir is lit by three overhead apertures. Vestiges of ceramic drains, designed to catch rainwater, are
visible in the corners. The existence of this reservoir points to the possible residential function of the rectangular towers.12
The Master Tower
This tower performs a dual function, both as a defensive structure and as a symbol of the power of the Saone
family. It is an example of a particular type of prestigious tower, used in Europe since the beginning of the
eleventh century, and introduced by the Crusaders to the Middle East. A magnificent construction of large
bossage stones, it is the largest such tower in the region. It rises from the middle of the eastern front, between
the pillared hall and the entrance to the citadel from the north, and faces the rocky promontory where vestiges of a medieval settlement can still be seen. It consists of three levels, with two chambers and a terrace;
it features massive walls, in places five metres thick. It stands on the site of a former Byzantine gate, that of
the fourth surrounding wall, flanked by two circular towers.
The raised entrance to the tower contains the remains of a later barbican. The entrance itself, less elaborate
than that of the tower-gate, is surmounted by a large lintel, behind which is an assommoir, or fall-trap. The
gate opens onto a very high, barrel-vaulted hall with two recessed arrow slits which are the only source of
light. In the middle of the hall there is a massive, finely constructed square central pillar, which supports
the barrel-vaults. Access to the second chamber is given by a vaulted stairway, lit by an arrow slit set into
the northern wall. Openings in the western and southern walls, however, greatly improve the lighting of
this chamber, and suggest that it was probably intended for residential use. This also enables us to appraise
the workmanship of the vaulting, in particular the keystones, which are cut in the form of a cross. A util-



ity room, probably accommodating the latrines, is located in the northern wall of the
chamber, while on the western facade
there is a small room which serves the falltrap. A second stairway, situated near the
north-western corner, is built into the
northern wall of this chamber; it connects
with the terrace, which is surmounted by
two rows of arrow slits; the second row is
reachable by a small stone staircase. These
crenellations are later additions, probably
from the Ayyubid period.
Interestingly, chronicles written at the time
of the fortress’s seizure by the Arabs do not
attach great significance to this immense
structure, which in reality played more of
a symbolic than a truly defensive role.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. View of the Frankish master tower from inside
the citadel, with the third Byzantine rampart in the foreground.

Northern Flank and Northern Cistern
The defence of the northern front of the
upper citadel plateau was helped by the
rough contours of the terrain, which provided effective protection. The ring wall
did not need to be flanked by towers. The
hill of Djebel al-Tûn, which faces the
citadel is in reality too far away to allow for
a trebuchet attack on the fortress. Taking
advantage of the sharp change in level
(about twenty metres) at the northern extremity of the second Byzantine wall the
Franks were able to build a second hy- Fig. . Interior of the upper chamber in the master tower.
draulic structure adjacent to the Byzantine
ring wall. This reservoir, rectangular in shape, is much larger than that on the eastern facade, comprising
an immense chamber with partial barrel-vaulting. The stonework is of exceptional quality and rests on
large blocks of smooth stone, some bearing lapidary marks. The whole structure is surmounted by a terrace, fitted with four openings which provide both light and air to the cistern below. Even today the cistern
contains a certain amount of water, sometimes more than two metres in depth. Because of its size, however, and in spite of the abundant rainfall in the area, it cannot be filled by rainwater alone. it seems likely
that there is a freshwater spring lying beneath the cistern. The existence of the reservoir probably encouraged a certain amount of economic activity on its western side. The site contains remains of substantial
vaulted halls, as well as some ten or more silos for storing grain and oil. This part of the castle retained these
functions during the Muslim era.



Under the Franks, the two Byzantine churches on the upper
plateau were partially rebuilt or modified as can be seen by the different renovations carried out, in particular those in the small
chapel.
The Lower Town
The lower town housed the families of soldiers – a function mentioned by Arab chronicles dating from the capture of the citadel
by Salah al-Din’s army. After their extensive work on the upper
plateau, the Frankish builders turned their attention to strengthening the fortifications of the lower zone. They partially restored
the defensive wall before building quadrangular towers similar to
those on the upper plateau. But the distance between these towers
turned out to be too far, and later the Muslim armies were to take
advantage of the resulting vulnerability of this section of the northern wall to launch their first attack here, before capturing the whole
fortress.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. Interior of the northern
Frankish cistern.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. Bossaged stone detail
of the tower-gate.

The Franks left very few marks on the lower town, as can be seen
from the dominating Muslim tower later known as Burj al-Banat
(“maidens’ tower”). Only five quadrangular towers, concentrated
in a confined area, flank the entire defensive wall on the lower
plateau. These structures supplement the sixth round tower, probably of Byzantine origin, which is located on its western side. The
northern frontage contains the remains of two towers. The first of
these, a square tower, is largely embedded in the ground. It can be
reached through an entrance located on the western wall. The second tower, seventy metres from the first, is also square in section.
It acts as a look-out point for the roads from Djebel al-Tûn. Its
entrance is identical to that of the upper courtyard. Between these
two towers can be seen some precariously overhanging stones, the
remains of a curtain wall. The western curtain wall was destroyed,
probably as a consequence of attacks by Muslim armies at the end
of the twelfth century.
On the southern flank are three more towers similar to those just
described. The first structure is rectangular in form, accessible
through its northern facade. It consists of a single chamber; the terrace can be reached by a staircase situated on the curtain wall before it. This defensive structure seems to have been almost entirely
rebuilt in the Muslim era. About forty metres away a second rectangular tower-gate tops the southern facade of the lower town.
Protected by loopholes in its eastern and western walls, it serves as



Fig. . Salah al-Din. View of the fortified lower town, as seen from the Burj al-Banat, showing the Ayyubid tower-gate (left),
the lower Byzantine chapel (centre) and the Frankish tower-gate (see small map on p.  and fig. ).

the second point of access to the inner castle, through a kind of right-angled doorway. As this design is
reminiscent of Ayyubid military architecture, it seems probable that the tower had been rebuilt by the
Ayyubids. The terrace can be reached by two stairways fitted in different parts of the tower. The fourth
rectangular tower flanks the cavity of the southern defensive wall and protects it by means of two loopholes
set into the eastern wall.
THE SITE AFTER THE RECONQUEST BY THE MUSLIMS

Despite the climate of conflict in the region, there were periods of relative stability, and often the Franks
and the Muslims signed peace treaties and even coalition pacts. The treaty signed in  between Baldwin I, king of Jerusalem, and Tughtikin, atabeg of Damascus, was followed by another in  involving
Roger, prince of Antioch and the ruler of Damascus. This latter agreement was also the occasion of the
meeting at Homs between the lord of Saone, the atabeg of Damascus and the emir of Mardin, Najm alDin Ayl Ghâzi, with the aim of forming a coalition against the emir of Mosul, Barsaq ibn Barsaq, who
posed a threat to Syria. This alliance forged a friendship between the atabeg and Robert of Saone.
Political Context
When their respective armies met at Apamea, the Frankish lord, known as “The Leper”, intimated to the
atabeg of Damascus that he would grant him free passage through the whole of his territory. Thus the
Muslim knights were given the opportunity to move freely and to defend themselves against the emir of
Mosul. This demonstrates yet again how widely the influence of Saone extended and also shows the political significance that this fortification had for the region.



The story of this alliance also demonstrates the fragility of the
truce between Robert of Saone and the ruler of Damascus: as
good knights, they took care to notify each other of the cancellation of this gentlemen’s agreement. They gave battle at TalDanit on  August , which brought four years of ‘friendship’ to a close and marked the end of the Frankish reign in the
castle of Saone. Five days later, the lord of Saone fell from his
horse on his own grounds and was captured by Arabs, who took
him straight to the emir of Mardin, Najm al-Din Ayl Ghâzi.
The prisoner had no other option than to offer his gaoler the sum
of , dinars. This sum was deemed insufficient by the emir
who preferred to hand over his captive to the atabeg of Damascus.
Thus the two former allies met once again but the atabeg, in a fit
of anger, drew his sword and decapitated the lord of Saone.
The atabeg was to find, however, that William, the heir of Robert
of Saone, was an intrepid adversary. With the support of the
army of Baldwin II, king of Jerusalem, the new leader of the
Franks succeeded in reasserting his authority over almost the entire extent of the territory inherited from his father. His courage,
of which he gave proof against the Seljukid emir Dawlab’s thousand knights of Aleppo, made him both feared and respected.
Nevertheless, the friction between the king of Jerusalem and the
widow of the prince of Antioch, with whom he was allied,
would cost him his life in  at the battle of Rugia, leaving to
his son and heir, Garenton, the rulership of the region.
Fig. . Map showing key sites in Syria
during the time of Salah al-Din,
and his conquests in northern Syria in .

Under Roger, Garenton’s successor, the extent of the land owned
by the family of Saone gradually diminished, and dwindled even
further under Jocelyn, then under Mathew, the last Crusader lord
of the castle of Saone. It was under Matthew’s rule that the seventy years of Frankish occupation came to
an end and the citadel regained its original name of “Sahyûn” following the final rout of the armies of
Salah al-Din in the summer of .
Salah al-Din, the Hero of Islam

Aware of the weakness of a state made up of several different principalities, even if they were in fact all
governed by members of his own family, Salah al-Din never stopped calling for unity, hoping to achieve
the unaccomplished goals of his former master Nur al-Din. It was he who made the liberation of Jerusalem
the rallying cry of the Muslim community, who began the reconquest of Syria and the other territories
under Frankish occupation and answered the Crusades with the jihad.
In the summer of , Salah al-Din’s army succeeded in capturing Tiberiad, followed by Hattin, where
they had a great victory over the Crusaders in which the Frankish king himself was taken prisoner. Salah



al-Din then led his army towards the coastal towns, fearing
reinforcements from the Mediterranean. One after the other
the Frankish strongholds were reconquered: Akkar fell on 
July , followed by Jaffa and Beirut; Ascalon was taken
on  September. The Ayyubid army at last made its way into
Jerusalem on  October in the same year, thus fulfilling the
almost century-old dream of an Islamic Middle East.
The capture of the Holy City did not, however, lead to the
anticipated peace, and Salah al-Din had to press on with his
campaign of reconquest. After the fall of Shawbak and
Kerak the Ayyubid army advanced along the coast in the direction of Antioch, and embarked on a lightning military
campaign. On  July  their troops arrived at Tartus that
was taken after a five-day siege. The capture of the port of
Tartus was understood by the Crusaders as a new threat
against their very presence in the Middle East. The city of
Jableh, besieged by Salah al-Din’s son, Zahir Ghazi, followed the fate of Tartus on the twentieth of the same month;
the next day the ancient city of Laodicea (Lattakia) was besieged and fell on  July .13
Salah al-Din, supported by these new bases, ordered the
campaign to continue as far as the castle of Saone, whose
fortifications were not unknown to him, according to the
chroniclers. The rivers, ravines and other perilous pitfalls,
however, rendered the advance on the stronghold very difficult. It took his army two days to reach the heights of Jebel
al-Tûn, which overlooks the present-day village of Haffe.

Fig. . Map of the citadel showing locations
of the various phases of the seizure of the castle
by Salah al-Din in .

Capture of the Castle of Saone
The first group of Ayyubid fighters, sent on reconnaissance, reached the surroundings of the castle of Saone
during the night of the - July . Unknown to Matthew, last lord of Saone, and his troops, they set
up a camp on the rocky plateau. Salah al-Din and his elite corps rejoined them at dawn, followed by the
troops of his son, al-Zahir Ghazi. While the Crusader flag flew above the crest of the castle, Salah al-Din
set up his red tent in the midst of his armies and gazed at length at the fortress, noting the strength of its defences and working out the best plan of attack. He summoned his military council, his sons and his lieutenants and outlined his strategic plan, which was to attack simultaneously on two fronts. His son Zahir
Ghazi, using two engines of war, would lead the principal assault on the camp on the northern frontage of
the western lower town, where the ravine was narrower and the slopes less steep than elsewhere around the
fortress. This would be followed by the final assault. Salah al-Din in the meantime would carry out a diversionary attack on the plateau beyond the moat, bombarding the eastern flank with four mangonels.



The siege began on  July. The narrowing of the valley
and the relative shallowness of the ravine facilitated the fall
of the northern defensive wall of the lower plateau, and the
weakness of its position accelerated its destruction, thereby
opening a breach. Zahir Ghazi proved himself to be a
sound tactician: he swiftly ordered his men to erect wooden
scaffolding opposite the northern surrounding wall of the
lower town to enable his archers to overlook the top of the
walls and to increase their firing area, while the two mangonels were accurately finding their targets. Al-Isfahâni,
another chronicler who had taken part in the battle, states
that it took the Ayyubid army only an hour to overrun the
lower town, as most of the Frankish forces were concentrated in the upper courtyard, defending their lord. He goes
on to describe the harrying of the Frankish army by the elite
corps. The Frankish army, at first thinking themselves to be
under attack from brigands, tried to counter-attack from the
upper plateau. The sudden influx of the Crusaders’ families, fleeing from the lower courtyard to seek refuge above,
only served to add to the disarray of Matthew’s troops.
Fig. . View of the tower called Burj al-Banat
in Salah al-Din.

On the next day,  July, Salah al-Din created a diversion,
deploying his army on the eastern plateau. The master
tower was inadequate to protect the fortress from the hail of missiles which rained down on it from this
second front, especially on its northern corner, the section that is now undergoing extensive restoration.
During all this, in the lower plateau, Zahir Ghazi’s men had uncovered a breach in an unfinished section
of the northern corner of the moat and used it to reach the upper plateau; faced by what the chroniclers
record as “a tide of soldiers rising in successive waves”, the Frankish army fled in disarray.
The battle lasted for three days only. On Friday,  July , Salah al-Din ordered the final assault. The
last defenders, having held out bravely and offered fierce resistance, retreated to the master tower, where they
carried on fighting, but were swiftly overwhelmed and surrendered virtually without further opposition.
As the Ayyubid army had occupied all the principal sections overlooking the Frankish fortress, the family of Saone and their faithful retainers had no choice but to surrender. The vast extent of the fortress had
made it impossible to defend it. The reconquest of this supposedly impregnable citadel had great symbolic value for the Ayyubid sovereign. After the surrender, Salah al-Din remained true to his reputation for
chivalry by sparing the lives and property of the besieged. From the Crusaders he demanded a ransom
identical to that which had been exacted in Jerusalem:  dinars for each man,  for each woman and  for
each child.
After the fall of the castle of Saone Salah al-Din would go on to seize Balatunus, Bakas, Shoghur, Burzayh
and Sermaniye in the month of August, then on to Baghras in September. Only the county of Tripoli was
spared from his clutches.



With Salah al-Din’s death in  his kingdom passed to his
son al-Afdal, but the kingdom was torn apart by the rival
claims of his own sons. The Ayyubid dynasty would reign in
Northern Syria until  when it was brought to an end by
the Mongol invasion.
QAL’AT SAHYÛN: THE NEW ISLAMIC STRONGHOLD

Arab chroniclers record that, before setting off in pursuit of
new conquests, Salah al-Din called for his son, al-Zahir
Ghazi, and instructed him to restore the defensive walls, build
new fortifications and create a residential palace, which
would symbolise the power of the new Ayyubid dynasty. The
new occupiers swiftly took on the work of re-fortifying the
citadel, building new defensive structures and erecting large
palatial buildings.
Muslim Defensive Structures
Control of the fortress of Sahyûn was given to one of Salah
al-Din’s most faithful lieutenants, Nasr al-Din Mankuwirs,
scion of one the region’s noble families, at that time governor
of the Abû Kabis citadel, located in the valley of al-Ghab,
Fig. . Plan of the industrial sector in the southnorth of Masyaf. The new governor, who went by the title of western part of the upper plateau of Salah al-Din.
Assad al-Ârin emir al-Mudjâhidin, emir of the Warriors,
controlled the citadel for more than forty years and was responsible for much of the restoration work. The
restoration of a section of the defensive wall destroyed by Salah al-Din’s mangonels was one of the first
restoration projects carried out on the fortifications. The rectangular towers on the southern frontage were
restored, the facades dominating the eastern moat were reconstructed and the entire northern section of the
eastern frontage, the main target of Salah al-Din’s mangonels, was also rebuilt. Salah al-Din’s biographers
refer to a reoccupation of the Frankish village on the lower plateau. The absence of any traces of a mosque,
however, cast some doubt on this statement.
On the western frontage of the higher plateau, that is, the edge separating the two plateaux, modifications
were made by the Ayyubids and also, later, during the Mamluk period. The tower which overhangs the
moat, known as Burj al-Banat or “maidens’ tower”, exemplifies Ayyubid defensive designs: The vaulted
hall is flanked by two small side rooms, and the whole complex is situated over another hall accessible by a
staircase (it could well have been here that the Ayyubids breached the building and penetrated the upper
courtyard); a further hall with a full arch was added, as an extension of the northern postern of the western
defensive wall of the upper plateau. The tower-gate to the south of the western lower town has been restored,
together with a section of its defensive wall and two rectangular towers on its southern front (see fig. ).
Renovations to strengthen the Byzantine structures on the upper plateau were undertaken. The section in
the south, partially given over to various industries, was redeveloped for other uses. The economic function
for which these rooms were used is indicated by the presence of two millstones and six grain silos. Thus,



in addition to serving as the seat of power, the upper court also performed an economic role. The existing
Byzantine and Frankish buildings, the warehouses, the ovens and the grain silos were all taken over by the
Ayyubids and subsequently by the Mamluks. To the north-east of the Byzantine fortress, an imposing bathhouse was built, and to the east a residential complex was erected using elements of former structures.
History of the Citadel Under the Ayyubids and Mamluks
On the death of Salah al-Din in  his son al-Afdal inherited the Ayyubid kingdom; the governors of
all the fortresses pledged their allegiance to him, but Mankuwirs demanded as a condition for this that he
retain the post of governor of Sahyûn, and the new monarch eventually agreed to confirm him in this post.
He even gained the trust of the new Ayyubid sovereign when, ten years later, he warned him of the
encroachment of the Armenian king in the area of Antioch. The signing of a trade agreement in 
between the Venetian ambassador and the governor of Sahyûn, confirmed the economic independence of
the citadel.
Mankuwirs died in  and was succeeded by his son, Muzaffar al-Din Uthmân, who inherited all his
father’s possessions. He dedicated himself to the management of his properties, which included the citadel
itself and those of Burzayh and Balatunus. He even managed to establish some measure of peace with the
Franks, as witnessed by a decree dated  June , signed by a representative of the patriarch of Antioch.
The Mongol invasion of  was halted by the Mamluks under sultan Baybars. Baybars asserted his authority over all the Syrian fortresses, while the governor of Qal’at Sahyûn tried in vain to increase his
power. He died in February of the following year; the chronicles report that he was buried in the citadel,
but his sepulchre has never been found.
Sayf al-Din Ahmad, heir of Muzaffar al-Din Uthmân, was appointed governor of the citadel in  but
Baybars, in exchange for a share in the territory of Shayzar, withdrew from him the guardianship of Balatunus. In , during the victorious siege of Crac des Chevaliers, the new governor joined up with the
Mamluk sovereign. On his death in October of the same year, his two sons Sâbiq al-Din and Fakhr alDin succeeded him. They were too weak to put up resistance to Baybars and ceded to him the citadel of
Sahyûn in exchange for two important administrative posts in Damascus. Ten years later, however,
Baybars recalled Sâbiq al-Din to resume governorship of the citadel. During this same period, Sunqur alAshqar, emir of Damascus, mounted his rebellion against sultan Qala’un of Cairo. The emir of Damascus, having declared his independence, sent emissaries to the governors of all the Syrian fortresses to get
them to swear a similar oath. The young governor of Sahyûn sided with him and offered him sanctuary.
The rebellious emir took refuge in Sahyûn until a truce had been concluded with sultan Qala’un. The
latter permitted the rebellious emir to retain control of the citadel until , when he nominated Hishâm
al-Din Tarantây to the post of governor of Sahyûn.
These events demonstrate the general political instability and the brevity of the reign of the Mamluk governors, which meant a slowing down in the architectural evolution of the citadel. The climate of defiance
fostered by Qala’un’s attempts to take over the citadel probably compelled Sunqur al-Ashqar to undertake restoration work on the defences of the upper courtyard. These modifications are particularly visible
in the north-eastern corner, where the two circular towers of the eastern moat have clearly been modified



Fig. . Salah al-Din. Axonometric view of the current condition of the palace, with the upper part of the ground floor being cut and lifted.
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and a groin-vaulted chamber of a defensive and utilitarian character was built between the third and fourth
Byzantine surrounding walls.
The most significant Ayyubid Arab additions implemented after the reconquest of the castle in  and
during the Mamluk period after  were without doubt those in the eastern lower courtyard near the
Frankish reservoirs. They consist of a mosque and a minaret, the bath of Qala’un and a complete palatial
suite with its bathhouse, dating from Ayyubid and Mamluk times.
Once defence work on the citadel had been completed, the Ayyubids used the space between the presentday entrance tower of the citadel and the large northern cistern to lay the foundations for the first Ayyubid
palace complex within the citadel. Work on this residence, with its muqarnas portal, was probably initiated at the time of the government of Nasr al-Din Mankuwirs. The palace follows the basic architectural
typology described in chapter  of this book. It included a royal bath within its premises and was later com-



plemented by a mosque and a minaret built at a short distance from the palace entrance, partly occupying
the site of a former Frankish store room on the Byzantine rampart and a hammam. The mosque, the minaret,14
the hammam and the muqarnas portal of the palace were built in the Mamluk period, when the Ayyubid
palace complex was refurbished and enlarged.
Archaeological excavations have shown that the Ayyubid palace was constructed on older foundations,
bordered on the west by the Byzantine defensive wall which protects the upper fortress. On the northern
side it extends to the great Crusader cistern, adjacent to which the palace was most probably sited, while
the southern border is marked by an impressive vaulted structure supported by pillars, opposite the entrance
tower and accessible by a stairway.15
The architectural design of this latter structure, which originally was probably much more spacious, is reminiscent of Frankish design in its shape and its masonry of blocks of dressed stone. It was probably a store
or a Crusader arsenal, incorporated into the Ayyubid architectural design.
After the seizure of the castle in  and the reoccupation of the western lower town begun, the colonisation of the plateau to the east of the fortress was initiated. Some remains of this new settlement can still
be seen from the terrace of the master tower.
After the reign of Qala’un, the citadel lost its grip on the region. The lower town was abandoned, probably from the end of the Ayyubid era, although a few habitations lingered on in the upper courtyard. In
the middle of the fifteenth century the famous traveller, Ibn Battûta, refers to the location as “a town defended by a fortress”. The chronicles record nothing of interest in the region until the sixteenth century.
During the Ottoman era the castle fell into obscurity. As with most abandoned fortresses of the region, the
citadel of Sahyûn was deserted by its inhabitants at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the era of Ottoman penetration into Syria. In the nineteenth century Ibrahim Pasha, with the help of the Egyptian army,
besieged the Ottoman troops who were entrenched within and decided to restore the castle to its function
as a fortress, although it never regained its erstwhile glory. The site was occupied one last time, under the
French, before being opened to the public.
HISTORIC AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH ON THE ISLAMIC SECTION

In , baron Guillaume Rey visited the site, wrote a paper on the fortress and published it under the
title “Study on Crusader Architecture”.16 He declared that the citadel of Sahyûn was among “the most
important feudal fortresses of the East”. In the last century, the fortress became a focus of interest for several
academic researchers and renowned visitors.17 During the French Mandate, Paul Deschamps studied the
site,18 the architect François Anus drew up a plan of the fortress, and then the architect Michel Ecochard
started restoration work on the facade of the Ayyubid palace in , including the portal and its muqarnas.19 Some years later, in , Pierre Coupel recorded the plan of the castle and restored the church and
several towers on the northern elevation. Apart from these occasional repair efforts,20 the citadel of Salah
al-Din has not benefited from comprehensive research and conservation during the past decades.
In , the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) became involved in a major programme to rehabilitate
three historic citadels in Syria, in cooperation with the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities and Mu-
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seums (DGAM). Within this framework, an extensive programme of surveying, conservation and restoration work has
been carried out on the entire Islamic complex of the citadel
of Salah al-Din. The Trust has also financed important archaeological excavations, with a view to gaining a better
understanding of the palace ensemble, exploring the way its
buildings evolved over time and determining their precise
functions as residences and within the palace system.
Conservation work on the castle of Salah al-Din under this
programme was mostly concentrated on the section that dates
from the Islamic era, that is, the area between the entrance
tower and the great northern reservoir and which comprises
the mosque and its minaret, the adjacent Frankish warehouse
and the Ayyubid and Mamluk set of buildings. A multidisciplinary team has been entrusted with carrying out the research and monitoring the excavation work. This team, made
up of specialists in their field and architect-restorers, worked
with a group of Syrian and French archaeologists who led
the research on the Islamic buildings, particularly the palace.
The conservation work has been performed by local craftsmen under the supervision of the AKTC and its international conservation specialists.

Fig. . The Mamluk entry hall of the palace
showing the original Ayyubid entrance, Salah al-Din.

Thanks to these works carried out from  to , we
now have a much better understanding of the origins and internal organisation of the Islamic components of the citadel.
Most importantly, the previously held hypothesis of the main
Ayyubid building being a vast hammam has proven to be
wrong.21 It was in fact a full-fledged palace with attached bath
facilities, certainly commissioned by al-Malik al-Zahir
Ghazi, Salah al-Din’s son, and implemented during the reign
of Mankuwirs, the local lord of the site. While it was relatively easy to understand the function of the entry hall and the
qa’a of the palace, it took time and continued archaeological
efforts to define the extent and the limits of the residential section of the palace, which was buried in debris.
The Palace
The palace complex (see plan in fig. ) is accessed through
an entry hall with a muqarnas gateway, which was probably
rebuilt or added to the Ayyubid structure after the recapture
by the Mamluk sultan Qala’un in . Two phases of con-



Fig. . The central open space of the palace’s qa’a.

struction are clearly visible on the northern elevation of the palace, and it is thought that the upper floor of
the palace (of which only archaeological traces have remained) also belongs to the second construction
phase. From the entry hall, which features two lateral niches, one turns left into a narrow, previously vaulted
(partly restored) interior passage which leads to the qa’a and its central courtyard, the heart of the palace.
Control of this critical access was ensured by a round opening placed in the top of the vault which could
be reconstructed, since the corresponding semicircular stones have been found. The central courtyard of
the qa’a was adorned by a water basin from the Ayyubid period, the base of which is carved into the bedrock.
The archaeological findings suggest that the water basin featured an octagonal decorative pattern, built in
brick and covered with coloured marble mosaic, while the complete floor of the courtyard must have been
paved with marble slabs.
The central open space of the qa’a was surrounded and defined by four iwans, one on each side. The western
iwan, the largest of them, still features the departure point of the ribbed vaulting that has collapsed. On the
three other elevations, each iwan is flanked by two symmetrical doors which give access to interior corridors
leading into various sections of the palace, as described below.
The Northern Palace Sections
Standing in front of the northern iwan, the doorway to the left leads to one of the small and vaulted square
rooms (qubba) which usually accompany major iwans, and which are here lit by a square skylight and three
windows in the northern wall. Most of the space is quarried from the rock, as is the canalisation allowing for the
servicing of the room. The doorway to the right leads into
a long corridor giving access to three rooms, the function
of which is difficult to define. Hinges of a double door in
the middle of the corridor suggest that this whole section
could be functionally separated from the central courtyard,
if needed. A rectangular vaulted room with a skylight
(which happens to be adjacent to the back wall of the
northern iwan) was long considered to be a steam room of
the hammam, because of its mural fountains. However, the
archaeological research has completely discarded this hyFig. . Salah al-Din. Interior of a rectangular vaulted
pothesis, since a regular pavement of rectangular stone
room, behind the northern iwan of the qa’a, with the
slabs was found to cover the centre of the room, as well as
remains of the water basin and the mural fountain.
a rectangular water basin carved into the rock, forty-five
centimetres below the basis of the mural fountains. The basin (which was also covered with marble mosaic) touches the wall of a later mastaba (raised platform) found to the south.
The discovery of a second mastaba to the north has further confirmed the residential function of this space,
which must have been quite refined, as proven by the fragments of marble, mother-of-pearl, and coloured
or gilded glass which were part of a rich mosaic covering the raised floor of the mastaba. A more in-depth
understanding of this whole section of the palace is rendered difficult by the fact that its structure, largely
cut into the rock, interferes with earlier Byzantine structures – including a long underground tunnel from
a little room leading towards the mosque – which are difficult to reconstruct. However, the wealth of arch-



Fig. . Salah al-Din. Virtual east-west section of the palace, showing hypothetical reconstruction of rooms.

Fig. . Salah al-Din. East-west section of the palace in its current condition (see the plans in fig. ).

aeological material found in this underground tunnel – such as highly decorated ceramics, fragments of
gilded glassware, old coins, ivory chess pieces, inscribed bronze vessels, and so on – indicates that they were
fully used during the Ayyubid and the Mamluk periods. Some of these objects were hidden in cavities of
the tunnel’s rock surface, meaning that they were deliberately hidden during periods of turmoil and designating these underground spaces as hiding places.
The Southern Section of the Palace
The southern section of the palace, behind the southern iwan, was largely elevated to the rooms of the palatial hammam. Looking from the courtyard to the iwan, the doorway to the right of the iwan leads towards a
small qubba and a passageway giving access to the latrines which use a former Byzantine room as a cesspool.
The doorway to the left leads to the usual changing and resting hall, which acts as a transition between the
qa’a and the bath. Its rectangular space reuses a former Byzantine room, and its walls show a mixture of rubble stone and dressed stone. Through its eastern wall, one accedes to the usual sequence of cold room, intermediate room and hot (steam) room, typical of an oriental hammam. Each of these three small square rooms
(the hot room is slightly larger in size) was covered by a dome with small star-like light holes, the traces of



which can still be found in the cold room. In the hot room, the remains of a bathing basin (vasque) can be
seen. The floor is formed of thin stone slabs each one resting on six supports, in order to establish the hollow hypocaust system through which the smoke and the steam could circulate, and then be evacuated
through two chimneys after passing below the intermediate room.
The heating of the water is accomplished by a well conserved circular brick furnace located in a vaulted
stove behind the northern wall of the hot room. Horizontal channels running . metres above the floor
feed the hot water basins. The storage room for firewood stands below the southern iwan of the entry hall
and is directly accessible through a small opening in the south-eastern front of the palace, left of the main
gateway. The water cisterns, located in a lost space near the south-eastern angle of the palace entrance, feed
both the hammam and the water basin in the courtyard of the qa’a.
The Western and Southern Sections of the Palace
An open room framed by two iwans sits behind the grand western iwan facing the courtyard. The northern one of these two smaller interior iwans, is cut into the rock, while the other one is made of rubble stone.
The complete structure was originally covered with a smooth plaster. Fragments of brick and marble
found on the floor resemble those found in the water basin of the central courtyard and suggest that this
back room had an important function within the palace. Several findings suggest that parts of this whole
section were reclaimed from earlier Byzantine structures. In fact, the Ayyubid palace touches the foot of
the second Byzantine fortification which enclosed the old Byzantine castle immediately above. Certain

Fig. . Salah al-Din. The first floor level of the palace, showing the skylight above the entry hall and remains of the Mamluk qa’a
in the former upper floor.



alignments of the Ayyubid palace were therefore adapted
to meet this constraint.
Access to the south-western section of the palace is provided via the southern qubba of the principal iwan. A
group of three rooms including a former cooking space
is arranged along a common passageway which is reclaimed from an earlier defensive gallery connected to
the Byzantine fortification. Interesting archaeological
finds were made in this area: traces of charcoal and
ancient pottery fragments were found in the cooking
corner, while the passageway revealed layers of two subsequent occupations, separated by a layer of ashes pointing to a fire. Several Byzantine coins were found, as well
as pottery and glass fragments from the Mamluk period.
The top layer of the passage was partly paved with stone
slabs, under which Mamluk coins were found.
The Upper Floor of the Palace
Traces of the upper floor construction were found by
eliminating the thick layer of rubble formed by collapsed structures. Access to the upper floor is given by
a small stairway located in the northern iwan of the
palace’s entry hall. On the top of this entry hall traces
of a qa’a were found, with its central courtyard organised around the opening of the skylight of the entry hall
below. To the south of the courtyard, opening to the
north, was the main iwan with an attached room (qubba). Another, smaller iwan existed on the northern side
of the courtyard, flanked by two passages – one ensuring the connection with the staircase and the ground
floor, one featuring a small service room. On the eastern side of the courtyard, a doorway gives access to an Figs. , . The ruined rest and changing room
oblong room, on top of the entry portal which may well of the hammam of Qala’un and masonry detail
of an opening, Salah al-Din.
have been an open loggia, judging from the support
structures projecting above the portal’s muqarnas. On the opposite side of the courtyard, to the west, another doorway leads into a formerly vaulted room which must have possessed a richly decorated floor, as
indicated by a few fragments left.
Apart from these residential or private reception spaces, the upper floor seems to have coped with the logistic support functions of the palace, particularly with regards to water supply. On the north-western corner of the complex, six steps of an underground stair have been excavated which are adjacent to the Byzantine fortification and point in the direction of the large cistern, itself attached to the Byzantine wall.



The Hammam of Qala’un
The positioning of the citadel’s bathhouse (known as
the hammam of Qala’un), near the corner of the great
Frankish reservoir, is explained by the former existence
of another wing of the palace which is now partly concealed by a modern construction put up in the late s.
The bathhouse is divided into two separate sections, suggesting that construction took place in two stages. Two
inscriptions have been conserved at the basis of the arch
of the large rectangular entry hall and changing room.
Their content confirms that there were indeed two consecutive construction stages: the first in the name of emir
Sunqur al-Ashqar and the second, on the opposite side,
in the name of the son of Qala’un. (These Mamluk inscriptions, together with those on the lintel of the entrance to the minaret, are the only remaining traces dating back to this period of the citadel’s history. Another
inscription on the northern side of the eastern facade of
the minaret, is very damaged and now illegible.) The
entry hall of the bathhouse gave access to the usual sequence of cold, tepid and hot rooms that made up a
bathhouse; some fragments of the marble floors of these
rooms are still visible.
Fig. . Salah al-Din. The vaulted prayer hall
of the mosque with the mihrab.

The Mosque

The mosque, rectangular in shape, occupies part of the
rampart walk of the Byzantine defensive wall. The stonework of the walls, identical to that of the Byzantine defensive wall, shows that the mosque has been restored on several different occasions. The north-eastern corner of the mosque is flanked by the minaret, a square tower built independently of the mosque, employing reused stones. The base of this tower covers a wide area, which could indicate that it was built at an
earlier date than the mosque itself. The niche between the minaret and the entrance to the mosque, on the
other hand, suggests that there was some kind of place of worship here before, probably Ayyubid. The entrance to the minaret, which is over three metres above the threshold of the mosque, is surmounted by a lintel engraved with an inscription commemorating the name of Qala’un, and connected to a spiral staircase.
The Pillared Hall
This hall (no.  in the plan on p. ) occupies the space between the second and third towers of the castle’s eastern front and gives access to both of them – which indicates that it must have been constructed at
a later period. Like the adjacent Frankish reservoir, the pillared hall can be reached by a small passage near
the third rectangular tower on the southern front; a second, wider entrance, is situated in the opposite corner, near the Frankish master tower. Its space is divided into five, groin-vaulted naves, supported by thirtyfive columns. As suggested by the traces in the floor marking alignment of the second-last Byzantine wall



Fig. . Salah al-Din. Exterior view of the restored mosque and the minaret.

and towers, the five naves would seem to have been constructed in two phases: the first phase necessitated
the destruction of the northern curtain wall; then, in the second phase, the hall was enlarged, a process that
entailed the demolition of further Byzantine structures. Remains of other previous structures, perhaps of
Frankish origin, were also found.
This hall must have served multiple functions. It was used as a stable (troughs can still be seen against the
southern wall), a munitions warehouse and a shooting gallery. The eastern wall contains as many as twenty
arrow slits, facing the eastern plateau. A staircase set into the north-eastern corner, behind the circular
tower, leads to the curtain wall above the hall, also fitted with arrow slits. The rampart walk round this curtain wall is much higher than the terrace of the room, and could well have accommodated a second, similar room, whose construction was probably cut short as few traces of only masonry remain.
EPILOGUE

Quite apart from its romantic allure, its aesthetic qualities and its strategic interest, the fortress of Salah alDin is original in two ways: first, it is one of the rare examples to be found in northern Syria of a melange
of architectural styles – Byzantine, Frankish and Muslim; second, the whole complex has now acquired a
remarkable architectural readability. Recent archaeological digs and restoration projects have helped shed
light on the Ayyubid and Mamluk interventions, until now little known; they have clarified the ways in
which these later architectural elements were integrated into the former fortification, and have thus enabled
us to assemble the information that we need for an understanding of the origins of this exceptional site.
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. Introduction to the Citadel of Masyaf
HAYTHAM HASAN

M

asyaf is a town located in the centre of Syria, about forty-five kilometres from the city of Hama,
nestling on the eastern slopes of the Syrian coastal mountains which reach an altitude of 
metres above sea level. To the east, a series of hills open out to the plain of al-Ghab in the north
and the plain of Buqai’a in the south. West of the city there are two valleys: the northern one reaching the
sea near Qadmus (less than twenty-five kilometres away), and the southern one leading towards the Crac
des Chevaliers, via the Wadi al-Uyun. A series of rivers flows down the eastern slope of the mountains
and crosses the city before joining the Sarout river, a tributary of the Orontes.
The citadel of Masyaf is located on a prominent site in the eastern section of the Old City, on a rocky
promontory stretching  metres from north to south and sixty metres from east to west. Viewed from the
Hama road, it is a striking spectacle and, with the verdant beauty of the mountain range as a background,
it conjures up the image of a ship floating in the sky. The city itself was encircled by a defensive wall, roughly oval in shape, of which certain sections have survived. The castle and its enceinte reveal a variety of architectural styles, corresponding to different stages of history.1

Fig. . View of the castle of Masyaf from the north-east.



Fig. . Bird’s eye view of the castle (-D model), showing the southern entrance complex (left), the eastern terrace above
the outer ring wall, and the inner castle rising above it. Beyond it, parts of the western terrace and the city of Masyaf are visible.
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EARLY HISTORY OF MASYAF

To give an overview of the history of the town and its castle, one must first consider its strategic and geographic significance through different ages. Clearly, the region has played a significant military role since
ancient times, and the castle is strategically situated at the point where several roads converge, enabling it
to exercise control over the whole region between the plain of al-Ghab in the north and the plain of Buqai’a
to the south.
Human settlement at Masyaf dates back to the Aramaic era in the eighth century BC. Tablets from this era
were found in the archives of the Assyrian capital at Nimrod in Iraq, proving that a military garrison existed at Mansuate, on the site of present-day Masyaf.2 Chronicles from the Roman and early Byzantine eras
refer to a site called “Marsos” or “Marsyas” which, by its strategic position, controlled the plain of al-Ghab
to the north and the plain of Buqai’a to the south. This was the region that constituted the Arab kingdom
referred to in the chronicles as “the territory of the Nazarenes”.3 We are now able to place this town at the
actual location of Masyaf, where archaeological remains confirm the existence of an urban centre dating
from this period.



Fig. . The same -D model of Masyaf shown in separate horizontal layers. Clearly visible are the entry sequence
and the basement rooms squeezed between the eastern outer ring wall and the rock supporting the inner castle.

The arrival in Syria of the first contingents of Arab Muslim troops around  heralded a period of peace
and security. Under the first Muslim dynasty (the Ummayads) Greater Syria, once known as the Bilad alSham, was divided into four large administrative divisions, or djunds: Palestine to the south, Jordan (including Damascus, which became the capital of the Islamic empire) in the middle, followed by Homs, and finally Qinnasrin to the north. This provincial division meant that a large area in the centre of Syria, including Masyaf and Shayzar, became part of the djund of Homs.
In AD  the two Arab tribes that dominated Syria went into battle at Marj Rahit, near Damascus, throwing Syria into turmoil. As a result, cities such as Homs and Qinnasrin lost their status as important administrative centres, while other cities gained in importance, with Aleppo, for example, becoming thenceforth
the capital of the north of Syria. With the fall from power of the Ummayads in AD  and the substitution of Baghdad for Damascus as the capital of the Muslim empire, Syria moved to the periphery of the
empire. The region of Masyaf became subject to the city of Aleppo.
In the second half of the tenth century AD, the Hamdanid dynasty came to power in Aleppo and Mosul. The
new governors of Aleppo went to war against the Byzantines who were beginning to extend their territory
southwards. It seems probable that in this time the Hamdanids first fortified the military outposts that
guarded the mountain routes, such as Masyaf, and it is from that period onwards that geographical and
historical information on the Masyaf region and the north-west of Syria becomes more abundant.



In the year - the Byzantines imposed a treaty on the Hamdanids, under which the former would
exercise control over the whole north-western region of Aleppo. From this time onwards we find the first
references to a Byzantine presence in the al-Bahra mountain region and specifically on the eastern slopes of
the mountains, including the castles of Masyaf, Shayzar, Burzayh (Merza) and Sahyûn (now known as
the castle of Salah al-Din), which were the most heavily fortified centres.
At the beginning of  the Fatimids began to view northern Syria as a possible extension of their Egyptian domain and became involved in the internal conflicts of the reigning dynasty at Aleppo. A Fatimid
army led by Banjutakin invaded the region in  and reached the gates of Aleppo, but failed to take the
city. The Fatimid army then headed north to confront the Hamdanids, who at that time were allied with
the Byzantines, and triumphed over them. In this year the whole Homs region, including Masyaf, came
under Fatimid domination. In  their army took Shayzar and Apamea from the Hamdanids and pushed
as far as the outskirts of Antioch.
Already in , however, the Byzantine emperor Basil II (-) set out to recapture northern Syria. In
the winter of , he launched a successful military raid as far as Baalbek, Byblus and Beirut. During this
campaign he had the castle of Masyaf destroyed and established a Byzantine garrison at Shayzar on the
Orontes. The first reference to the existence of a castle at Masyaf dates from this period. “Hisn Misyath”
is described as a fortification protecting a military garrison attached to Shayzar. There are no historical references in the tenth century that would throw any light on the date of the castle’s construction or who
actually built it.
In the s the Seljuk sultan Malek Shah bin Arsalan took power in Syria. Emir Munqidh, the lord of
Shayzar (see also pages -), was spared because he confessed his crimes and surrendered himself to the
Seljuks. Syria was divided up among the members of the family of Malek Shah, and Shayzar assumed a
pivotal role in central Syria thanks to its connection with the Seljuks and the strategic position it held as the
only crossing point on the Orontes which divided the country. At this time Shayzar controlled the entire
central area between the provinces of Apamea and Homs, and from  onwards, we may assume that
Masyaf was also controlled by Shayzar.
THE PERIOD OF THE CRUSADERS

In -, the Crusaders seized the city of Antioch from the Seljuks. This new wave of invaders penetrated Syria from the north with the declared aim of rescuing the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem from the
hands of the Muslims. In their march from Antioch to the Holy Land, the army of the Franks took a route
via Ma’aret al-Nou’man, Shayzar and Rafaniya.4 An unknown soldier described the various stages of the
march into the region of Masyaf, between the castle of Shayzar and the city of Rafaniya. He wrote:
The soldiers arrived in a valley where there was a castle. Within this region they accumulated more than five thousand sheep and great quantities of wheat, among many other items of great use to the Christian army. The castle
garrison surrendered to the Frankish count and handed over horses, gold and a safe conduct to enable the pilgrims
to continue their journey safely. We stayed there for five days.5 We then set off in high spirits, passing by an Arab
castle from which the owner emerged to meet us and concluded a treaty with the count. On leaving this region we
arrived at a large, well-stocked village by the name of Rafaniya, located in a valley. As soon as the inhabitants heard
that the Franks were approaching their village, they fled in all directions, leaving all their goods behind in the fields,



which were full of crops, abandoning their homes, which
were well provided with food and going into hiding. As
for us, we stayed in the village for three days, then went on
our way across a vast, high mountain. Once over the
mountain we found ourselves in the valley of Buqai’a,
which also had an abundance of provisions. We stayed
there for fifteen days near a fortress which was shelter to
many infidel refugees.”6

During the anarchy of the years following the arrival
of the First Crusade in the Levant, the Ismailis, a
small but powerful Shiite community with their base
at Alamut in Iran, first began to establish a refuge in
the mountainous region west of the middle Orontes.
By building a stronghold in a remote mountainous
region away from the established centres of political
power, the Syrian Ismailis followed the example of
other Ismaili communities in Yemen, North Africa
and Iran. During this period, Masyaf became the centre of the small Ismaili Nizari state in Syria and played
an important role in the political landscape of the region (see chapter ). This was also the time when the
citadel began to assume its current form.
NIZARI ISMAILIS IN MASYAF IN THE TWELFTH
AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

After their failed attempts in the early twelfth century to build a power base in Aleppo, and then in Damascus (see page ), the Nizaris, under the leadership
of the Persian Isma’il al-Ajami, finally secured a safe Fig. . Map of the Bilad al-Sham showing the location
of Masyaf and the Ismaili territories
settlement in the southern part of al-Bahra moun- during
the th and th centuries.
tains, with whose chiefs, the Ban ’Amrun, they had
already established a realtionship. From  to , under their new leader sheikh Abu Muhammad, the
Ismailis took possession of their first fortress in these mountains: this was the castle of Qadmus, which was
then in the hands of a Muslim overlord called Ibn ’Amrun.7 Other fortresses in the region were to follow:
in - the Ismailis bought the castle of Kahf from the same Ibn ’Amrun,8 and in  they dislodged a Frankish garrison from the fortress of Khariba. Finally, in - the Nizaris acquired Masyaf,
which was to remain their most important base of power throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
The s marked the beginning of a period of prosperity for the Syrian Nizaris. This flourishing of the
Syrian branch of the community was in large part due to one man who continues to fascinate both Westerners and Muslims, that is, Rashid al-Din Sinan, known to the Crusaders as the “Old Man of the Mountain” (see page ). Sinan came to Syria as an envoy of imam Hasan II – the leader of the Ismaili community in Iran based in the famous mountain stronghold of Alamut. He fortified the castles belonging to the



Syrian community and built new fortresses (such as Rusafa and Qahar) on strategic sites, to guard and
protect his territory. The policy he adopted towards his adversaries had the single aim of safeguarding the
security and independence of the local Ismaili community, which eventually reached a certain autonomy
vis-à-vis Alamut. At the time when Sinan took power, king Amaury I of Jerusalem handed over many
fortresses near Nizari positions to the Christian orders of the Templars and the Hospitallers. The presence
of these powerful orders of Crusaders so close to his borders forced Sinan to maintain peaceful relations
with the king of Jerusalem.9
This was also the time when Salah al-Din, the founder of the Ayyubid dynasty, reached the height of his
power and earned glory as a defender of Islam against the Crusaders. After overthrowing the Fatimid
dynasty in Cairo, he strove to crush the Nizaris of Syria, who, in his eyes, represented an obstacle to the
unification of the whole Muslim world, a cause he held dear. In this sense Salah al-Din represented a danger to the Nizari community and several unsuccessful attempts to eliminate him were made under the reign
of Sinan.
In response, Salah al-Din fought his way through to the ramparts of the castle of Masyaf in August ,
seeking to wreak vengeance on the Nizaris.10 This campaign was brought to an end by peaceful negotiations between the two sides, initiated by Salah al-Din’s uncle al-Harimi, the governor of Hama. Subsequent to this agreement it appears that the Ismaili Nizaris, under Sinan, sided with Salah al-Din in the
battle of Hattin in  which resulted in a disastrous defeat for the Crusaders.11 In the treaty drawn up
between the Crusaders and Salah al-Din in , the Muslim sultan included a clause proclaiming the
territory of the Ismaili Nizaris as an area under his protection.12 This demonstrates the close ties that united
the two parties after the Masyaf agreement of .
In , Rashid al-Din Sinan died. According to the chroniclers of this era, his successor was not well
known. Some sources refer to him by the name of Nasr al-Farisi (Nasr the Persian).13 As the new governor of the Nizaris, he moved the capital to the castle of Kahf, in the heart of the mountains. The city of
Masyaf would, however, regain its status as capital of the Ismaili Nizari state at the beginning of the thirteenth century. In this era Masyaf again became a dependency of Alamut in Iran. Inscriptions found in
Ismaili castles refer to the names of several da’i (missionaries), the majority of whom were emissaries from
Alamut.14
The Christian orders of the Templars and the Hospitallers played an essential role in the decline of Nizari
power and influence. The Nizaris ended up paying tribute to them, in spite of several attempts to escape this
obligation. They sought the help of emperor Frederick II, who was hostile to the Hospitallers, in getting the
arrangement annulled, but to no avail. Between  and  the Nizaris followed a policy of reconciliation with the king of France, St Louis, who had just suffered a defeat at the gates of Damietta. At this stage
there was an exchange of envoys and gifts with the king. The Nizaris hoped that this growing closeness
would enable them to put an end to their payment of tribute to the military Orders. On his part, St Louis,
hoping to maintain good relations with the Nizaris, responded positively to their conciliatory overtures and
sent his most loyal ambassadors to the leader of the Masyaf community, such as the cleric, Yves le Breton,
who met the leader of the Ismaili Nizaris right inside the citadel of Masyaf.15



Fig. . View of the citadel of Masyaf from the south-east, with the remains of the old city walls and an old city gate to the right.

In , the Mongols achieved a double victory in their assault on the Near East: the destruction of Nizari
power in Persia and the overthrow of Baghdad, which had remained the nominal seat of power of the Abbasid caliphs. Their armies then marched towards Syria where they occupied and destroyed most of the
cities and fortresses en route before being pushed back by the Mamluks. Like Aleppo and Damascus, the
castle of Masyaf suffered some destruction in the course of this event. The weakness of its defence system
made it an easy prey – which led to a serious conflict among the various leaders of the Nizari community
in Syria and facilitated Mamluk intervention in the internal affairs of the community.
After sultan Baybars – in a move to protect the Mamluk domain of Egypt – had defeated the Mongols in
 at the battle of Ayn Jalut in Palestine, the Mamluks conquered the remaining Crusader strongholds
and came to dominate the entire territory of Syria, including the mountainous area inhabited by the Nizari
community. The disappearance of the Persian branch of the Nizari community under the onslaught of the
Mongols left the Syrian community in a weak position and led to their loss of independence. Baybars took
the city of Masyaf in the month of rajab in AH /,16 but the Nizaris continued to exist comfortably
enough in the other fortresses left to them, under the permanent vigilance of Mamluk officers. A period of
mutual cooperation ensued between Mamluks and Nizaris, similar to that which had prevailed in the era
of the Ayyubids.
With the Ottoman conquest of Syria in  the governorship of Masyaf passed into the hands of persons
of local origin. During the Ottoman period Masyaf formed part of the district of Hama and is mentioned



Fig. . Old aerial view of the citadel of Masyaf (s) from the south-west, showing the inner castle
and the surrounding layer of fortifications.

in historic documents as one of several Ismaili fortresses situated to the west of Hama. In the middle of the
eighteenth century, Masyaf continued to be the residence of Ismaili leaders. There are two recent inscriptions of an emir Mustafa ibn Idris: one from the year -, referring to the building of a fountain, and
the other to the building of a house of the Ismaili emirs. In , the Swiss traveller Burckhardt estimated
the population of Masyaf at  Ismaili and thirty Christian families.17
Soon after the - world war and during the French Mandate the Ismailis, under duress, evacuated the castle, thus ending an association that had endured for nearly nine hundred years. T. E. Lawrence
(also known as Lawrence of Arabia) referred to the citadel of Masyaf during his stay in the town, remarking that it served as a poorhouse.18 Some of the rooms in the castle were still being used in the s.
Between  and , the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) implemented a comprehensive conservation programme for the citadel and its surroundings with the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities
and Museums (DGAM). A Visitor Centre was also established inside the citadel, describing the site’s history and the conservation process.
CONSTRUCTION PHASES OF THE CITADEL

The citadel was constructed on a rocky outcrop dominating an extensive lower plain that stretches to the
north, east and south. On the western side, a smaller drop separates the citadel from the adjacent city of
Masyaf, which is located on the ascending mountain slope. The foot of the rocky outcrop lies at an altitude
of  metres above the sea, while the fortress walls built on the rock reach an altitude of  metres. This
substantial difference makes for a commanding position over the whole region around the city, particular-
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Fig. . Plans of levels A and B of the citadel of Masyaf, with respective periods marked in colour.
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Fig. . Plans of levels C and D of the citadel of Masyaf, with respective periods marked in colour.



© AKTC
© AKTC

© AKTC

Fig. . Plans of levels E and F of the citadel of Masyaf, with respective periods marked in colour.



Fig. . Above, plan of the entrance complex of the citadel of Masyaf. Below, west-east section of the citadel.



ly to the east and south.19 The eastern flank of the rocky plateau descending towards the lower plain was
composed of a series of terraces, as can clearly be seen from an aerial photograph taken in the s. The
terraces, which are no longer visible today, were probably used for cultivation. Both the outcrop and the city
were surrounded and protected by a wall that featured three gates, with inscriptions dating the wall’s
construction to -.
The castle as a whole measures  metres from north to south and some sixty metres in width from east to
west. It integrates the huge rock in its architectural structure, with the main donjon sitting on the top and
the outer ring wall being built on the steep flanks of the rock. In the interstices between the donjon and the
ring wall, peripheral pathways and galleries were included, partly carved into the rock substance, to allow
for interior circulation and strategic defence. Given the lack of space, the peripheral paths and galleries
were topped with upper-floor structures during successive centuries, to provide additional service and living space – which also meant increasing the heights of the outer ring wall and creating flat terraces on the
western and eastern side of the donjon. The castle always had a single entrance from the south which could
be reached from the city on the western side via a stepped pathway. The present circular path surrounding
the foot of the citadel is a recent addition to enable people to
walk around the building and enjoy the views.
Stage : Arab-Byzantine Era (Tenth-Eleventh Centuries)

It appears that the fort was first built during the tenth century by local tribes in the era of the Hamdanids and the
Byzantines, at the same time as the first mountain fortresses
were founded at Shayzar, Balatunus (Mahalba), Sahyûn
(Salah al-Din) and Harem.
The basic elements of a fortress were set up on the summit
of the rocky promontory. The original nucleus of the interior of the citadel roughly corresponds to the current don- Fig. . Stone carving with a Byzantine cross
in the Byzantine part of the donjon, Masyaf.
jon or keep, and consisted of the corner towers at the southern end of the donjon, and a group of adjoining rooms. Parts of the outer ring wall are still distinguishable in the west side of the main ring walls of the citadel. Byzantine construction is characterised by
stonework comprised of carefully laid small basalt and limestone blocks. The dating of this stage of construction remains uncertain as there are no epigraphic or historical references to the castle. Only at the end
of the tenth century do chronicles report that this stronghold had been destroyed by the Byzantine army
in .
Stage : Early Nizari Ismaili Era (Twelfth-Thirteenth Centuries)

This period may be divided into two principal phases, according to the development in military construction techniques that emerged in Syria in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In the first phase (beginning
around ), a number of additions to the original fortress were made, distinguished by the use of larger
stones, averaging seventy by fifty centimetres in size. The additions include the main entrance located in the
south-western corner tower, the two towers on the western side of the donjon, the lower group of rooms
along the western rampart and near the entrance, as well as a tower which seems to have been erected to



control access to the main gate. This also afforded protection to the structure which was already in existence
on the lower level of this tower. The towers and ramparts are equipped with enormous arrow slits with
three or four intermediary lintels and with barrel-vaulted openings in the outer wall. Large sections of the
western outer wall and the western facade of the donjon belong to this phase of construction.
In the second phase (early thirteenth century) the aim of the construction works was to reinforce the castle
by strengthening the areas most vulnerable to attack. Such new structures include, for example, the pentagonal towers which are surmounted by an interrupted line of machicolations spreading along each side.
Stage : Late Nizari Ismaili Era (Mid Thirteenth Century)
In the s the principal construction work was the palace on the uppermost level of the donjon, the entrance facade and the additional walls on the western and southern side of the donjon. In the mid thirteenth
century, restoration and fortification work was undertaken both in the city and on the castle. Work was carried out on large sections of the external walls of the castle, particularly on the western and on nearly the
entire eastern frontage. It would appear that this work was carried out over a brief period in the s, at
the time when the Mongol threat was first felt in
Iran. A number of Iranian Nizaris arrived in
Masyaf during this period, fleeing from the Mongol invasion. In  the construction of the city
walls of Masyaf was initiated, as we know from
inscriptions on the gates.
Stage : Mamluk Era
(Second Half of the Thirteenth Century)
During this stage the external wall underwent
important alterations, characterised by the use of
different types of blocks. It seems that some sections of the castle had collapsed, including the
Fig. . Masyaf. Detail of the lime mortar ‘rosette’
front wall of the entrance, the north-western
inside a room below the eastern palace.
front of the inner donjon and the topmost section
of the main outer walls. Extensive repair works were carried out on some of these areas, in particular on
the upper part of the frontage of the entrance, the top of the machicolations and the upper part of the outer
rampart on the eastern side, where a broken row of machicolations was constructed and two lines of arrow
slits of different sizes were built to reinforce this weaker section of the castle. The south-eastern front was
doubled in strength by the erection of a thick wall, and some of the other walls on the western frontage were
reinforced.
The defensive sections of the entrance and, in particular, the row of machicolations over the main entrance
to the castle bear a close resemblance to those at Crac des Chevaliers and those located in parts of the curtain walls at the citadel of Bosra, which would suggest a date near the beginning of the second half of the
thirteenth century. It is highly probable that this stage of restoration dates to the era of Baybars, who conquered the castle in  after it had been occupied and partially destroyed by the Mongols in .



Stage : Post-Thirteenth Century
We can distinguish several residential sections dating from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which
were added on top of earlier structures, using small limestone blocks. These structures are concentrated on
the western and eastern terraces, on the top level of the ‘outer castle’. On the eastern side there are the remains of a substantial palatial residence, with an inscription over its entrance dating it to . The inscription also mentions the name emir Mustafa ibn Idris, the governor of both the castle and the city during that
time. On the western side, the Ottoman occupation concentrated in the southern corner, occupying two
levels. A series of rooms were adapted or added as independent units, accessible from the entrance path
coming up from the gateway. The arrow slits on the western side have been converted into windows to let
in more light, except for those which overlook the stairway leading up to the entrance gate.
VISITING THE CITADEL

Given the dense and intricate structure of the citadel and the many layers and levels of the building, the sequence of the visit is organised in such a way as to touch upon the main functional units which themselves
include components of different periods. As already described, the functions of specific rooms may also
have changed over time, from pure military purposes to residential and service facilities, particularly during the Ottoman period. Since the visit involves going back
and forth between different levels, the main rooms are identified according to levels A, B and C (the outer castle), D,
E and F (the inner castle), which correspond to the main
vertical layers of the building, as recorded in the plans and
sections on pages  to .
At the lower levels, the architecture had to cope with the
contours of the steep rock, which had to be hollowed out to
create the necessary spaces. The interventions at level A, including the shaping of the rock, provided support for later
construction on level B, and from there onwards it became
easier to provide for larger and more regular spaces. Level Fig. . Masyaf. Detail of the Ottoman inscription
located above the door to the eastern Ottoman residence.
B of the castle shows different stages of architectural development in its construction. Here, in several places, we find semicircular barrel vaults with lateral supports
or groined vaults resting on pillars in the corners of the room. This suggests that the rooms on level B were
added at later stages and allocated to a residential rather than military purpose.
In principle, the visiting circuit starts at the lower entrance at the foot of the citadel, then leads upwards
through the main gateway and southwards into the ‘outer castle’. It then spirals up around the southern
front of the donjon, to reach the eastern terrace of the ‘outer castle’. From there, both the lower rooms on
level A (such as the main cistern) and the elevated gate of the central donjon on the top levels D, E and F,
can be accessed. After going through the three top levels of the donjon, the visitor returns to the lower
levels of the ‘outer castle’, that is, the eastern terrace, continues through the north part of the outer castle
and reaches the western terrace, on the city side, from where he is eventually led back to the main entrance
gate, on the south of the citadel.



BARBICAN, HAMMAM AND MAIN ENTRANCE

At the bottom of the curtain walls on the southern end of the citadel are the remains of a barbican – its
most outward defence structure (see plan in fig. ). An archway, . metres high and with door jambs
on either side made of recycled columns, was partly covered with debris and has now been brought back
to its full height. The two columns used as door jambs are surmounted by capitals, one of which is Corinthian, dating from the Byzantine era (fifth or sixth century).20 The stonework of this portal, which is the first
element in the defence system of the exterior of the castle, is rough in character.
This opening leads into what must have been a rectangular vaulted hall, probably used as a guardroom.
Only fragments of the vaults remain, giving us an idea of its original design. From the guardroom the passage continues eastwards, towards the long flight of steep
stairs that leads up to the main entrance of the castle. The
passage was once covered, and is paved with polished
stone. It was well defended by a series of arrow slits, although only two of the original slits remain, those overlooking the southern side of the passage, thus ensuring
efficient surveillance of the southern drop of the cliff.
Near the foot of the main stairs, one can see remnants
of a door fitted between the rock and the main wall,
allowing for access from the eastern side. The wall of the
passage could have been blocked off at this point to form
a kind of south-facing barbican, protecting the entrance.
On the southern slope of the rock, traces of furrows in
the rock are indicative of earlier structures, of which
nothing remains but the remnants of wall foundations.
A photograph taken in the s points to the existence
of a standing structure on this site.
Recent excavations in the area adjacent to the barbican
and under the main stairway have uncovered the remains
of a small hammam with two rectangular rooms facing
each other, separated by a corridor. Archaeological research in these spaces confirms that construction took
place in two stages. The first stage dates back to the preFig. . The approach from the north to the barbican
Mamluk era, very probably the twelfth century, and inon the southern end of the citadel of Masyaf. On the left,
cluded the two facing walls of the corridor, where there
the natural rock and the western outer ring wall built on it.
is a water cistern. The building underwent modifications during the second stage of construction, under the Nizari Ismailis in the thirteenth century, when the
two side rooms were added. The brick-coloured ornamental paintings on the lime plaster found inside some
of the rooms are a rare feature, but correspond to a regional decorative tradition very much alive between
the eleventh and fourteenth century.



Ayyubid citadels in Syria usually had their hammam included within their walls, but, in this case, the steep topography and the water supply problem may have led to
constructing the hammam outside, at the foot of the main
fortified structure, yet within the barbican – a feature
common to Masyaf and Kahf, another Ismaili castle. A
masonry vault was reconstructed above the remaining
walls of the hammam during the recent conservation
works, to provide permanent protection of this small but
significant component of the citadel.
The castle itself is entered through the gateway of a
tower which is reached via a steep stairway, rebuilt during
the French Mandate and slightly modified during the
conservation works. The sequence of rooms that form
the entrance gateway is laid out in a chicane pattern,
which is typical of entrances to many of the great
twelfth-century Muslim fortresses in Syria such as Aleppo, Apamea, Qadmus and Salah al-Din. The bent entrance, or bashura, blunts the thrust of an enemy assault,
providing opportunities to counter-attack.

Fig. . Detail of the Mamluk machicolation
on top of the entrance.

The current door is made of embossed wood secured
with metal bands, and is probably of recent construction. Looking up at this point it is clear that the double
outer wall was constructed in two phases: an outer leaf,
in which the door is hung, abuts an earlier inner arch.
The opening in the inner wall is formed by a more elegant arch, ornamented with two raised lines of moulding in the Gothic style, and sprung from two Byzantine columns with finely sculpted Corinthian capitals
dating from the sixth century AD.21 Arabic inscriptions
are carved into the surface of some of the voussoirs (some
words quoting the year  or  and the name of Ibn
Mubarak are legible). The arch and cornices suggest a
finer, more prosperous phase of construction than the
coarser, military construction of the outer wall leaf. It is Fig. . The small hammam discovered adjacent to the main
possible that some of the ‘Gothic’ elements in the arch entry stairway, inside the barbican. Above it, the entrance
gate to the castle of Masyaf can be seen.
were brought from another Crusader site close by, and
reused. The room is barrel-vaulted and has two symmetrical iwans on either side, through which one can
reach other rooms in the tower. Recent cleaning work in the hall uncovered two older floors made of smooth
blocks.



In the ceiling of room A, above the gate to the second room of the entrance complex, called bashura, an
opening is clearly visible. It could have served as a ‘murder hole’ through which arrows or stones could be
thrown at intruders, or to accommodate a vertically moved iron door. A massive basalt lintel, which appears to have been recycled from another building and bears some surface ornamentation, supports the wall
over the doorway. The second room of the entrance is accessed through a doorway headed by a massive
basalt lintel (in fact a recent restoration, replacing an unstable reinforced concrete repair): the room is partially hewn from the natural rock, and a moulded
plaster inscription is visible in the ceiling bearing
the name of Qusta who was responsible for certain
works in this entry complex.
As one confronts the natural rock on the way upwards, the pathway bifurcates: to the north, a sixtymetre-long tunnel runs the entire length of the western outer wall. Originally an open defensive gallery
(partly cut into the natural rock), it was vaulted in
the Ayyubid period to provide the basis for upperfloor rooms flanking the donjon. This ‘tunnel’,
which in a way continues the bashura and leads to a
square hall (perhaps a waiting hall) in the north,
will be visited at the end of the circuit, on the way
out from the citadel. However, the circuit leads us
first to the south, into what was supposed to be the
more private part of the castle.
THE SOUTH-WESTERN COMPOUND
OF THE OUTER CASTLE

Looking at the plan of this compound, we can distinguish several groups of rooms on the south-western side of the citadel. First, there is a group of
rooms directly above the entrance to the citadel
Figs. , . Masyaf. Above, bifurcation of the main paths after
the gateway, as dictated by the presence of the massive natural rock. (comprising rooms B and B), which now serves
as the Visitor Centre. The openings along the walls
The flat stairs to the right, circling around the inner castle,
lead towards the eastern terrace. The ‘tunnel’ to the left leads
ensure that room B had full control over the outtowards the western terrace. Below, interior of the vestibule of the
side
entrance to the castle. The entrance hall below
entrance complex, showing successive phases of construction.
could be watched through the ‘murder hole’ in the
floor. There is nothing in the construction of hall B which indicates what its function might have been.
There was a door between the rooms B and B, enabling them to form an integral defensive group within
this fortified section of the castle.
Continuing on the upper level along the western side of the citadel, there are three sets of rooms in a row.
The first set of rooms (B, B and B) was residential in function, lit through windows on its western side
and with doors to the external passage on the eastern side. Room B dates back to the Ottoman era and



could have been an independent unit, used as a
house. The second set of rooms (B, B and B)
was also probably residential in function. Rooms
B and B form a residence dating to the Ottoman
era. The collapse of old structures in room B
shows that this room was built on a thick bed of embanked earth dating to the Mamluk era.
To the south-east of the entrance there is a defensive
unit on two levels. A room on the lower level now
serves as a ticket office, and in an adjacent room
(A) recent archaeological work has revealed traces
of the citadel’s sophisticated water harnessing system. A number of channels funnel rainwater into an
underground cistern. On the second level of the
tower, archaeologists have found the remains of a
bread oven built with clay bricks (room B), possibly dating from the Ottoman era, and the remains
of terracotta water pipes are still visible in the walls.
This suggests that this complex of rooms might have
been used as a kitchen. They have been partially restored as part of a recent conservation programme at
the citadel.
THE EASTERN TERRACE

The stepped pathway leading upwards then turns Fig. . Masyaf. The interior path coming up from the bashura
and continuing to the right (around the inner castle) to the eastern
almost ° northwards, to reach the eastern terrace, terrace. The stairs on the left lead to the western terrace.
the highest part of the outer castle that overlooks the
lower plain of Masyaf. At this level, the collapsed top
sections of the external wall (including the parapets)
had been inconsistently restored. Here we also find
the remains of a former residence dating from the Ottoman era at the end of the eighteenth century (rooms
C and C). The stonework is characteristic of
the great houses of the late Ottoman period22 and
there is an inscribed panel set into the wall referring
to Mustafa bin Idris who was the emir of Masyaf
from  to . The easternmost section of the
house collapsed in the s. There is another seFig. . View of the remains of the Ottoman residence
quence of rooms (rooms C,  and ) on the west- on the western terrace, Masyaf.
ern side of the citadel overlooking the city below
which closely resembles the layout of houses in the Ottoman era, with rooms giving onto an inner courtyard, and with niches in the western wall similar to those found in houses in the city.



Fig. . The ruins of the Ottoman residence on the edge of the eastern terrace, with the inner castle in the background, Masyaf.
THE DONJON OR INNER CASTLE

The inner castle, with its three construction levels (D, E and F), rises from the highest point of the rocky
formation around which the original fortress was built. This part of the castle stretches more than ninety
metres from north to south and twenty-five metres from east to west. Its main entrance is reached via a flight
of stone steps from the eastern terrace.
There are two groups of rooms situated on the lower level D. The first consists of rooms D-D, concentrated in the southern end of the inner castle. These form the core of the inner castle, at the point where the
rock drops to the south. At this level we find traces of a second bashura on the western side. The rooms are
divided into those of a defensive function (lower levels of corner towers  and ) and those used for storage.
The construction style of this level is generally very uniform in comparison with that of the upper level,
both in terms of the materials used and in the type of vaulting A stonework bench was installed against
the wall when the room was fitted out, designed to support the barrel vault.
The second group on level D comprises rooms D-D, on the northern end of the donjon and consists
of a central space with lateral rooms attached,23 which may have been part of Sinan’s living quarters. The
rooms are built on to the rock, with an entrance hall to which access is gained via a rubble-stone staircase
leading from level C to level D. To the north of the castle, the course of the rampart is difficult to trace because several sections have been demolished and large sections are covered with rubble. It is clear that this
part of the castle served a military function.
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. The citadel of Masyaf,
seen from the south-west,
with the inner castle emerging
from inside the ring wall.
. Old photograph of the citadel of Masyaf
from the early th century, still showing
a more complete structural state,
particularly in the upper parts
of the southern elevation and in the barbican.
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.

. Masyaf. View of the western ring wall (city side) and the archway of the barbican.
The natural bedrock was only recently freed of abusive modern structures.
. The ruins of the barbican, as seen from inside the complex.
-. Below right, the stairways leading to the upper entrance complex of the castle,
as seen from the barbican area, where a small hammam was inserted under the stairway.
Bottom left, interior view of the small hammam. Centre left, the first hall
of the entrance complex, seen from inside. Top left, the Byzantine column
and capital integrated in the entrance hall (see also the plan on p. ).
.

.

.

.
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.

.
-. Masyaf. Views of interior circulation spaces fitted between the natural rock and the outer fortifications.
Above left, the vaulted space after the entry hall (A in the plan on p. ) with internal circuits bifurcating
to the western terrace (left of the rock) and to the eastern terrace (right of the rock).
Above right, the stepped path ascending to the south-eastern towers and then turning left
(around the inner castle) towards the eastern terrace. Below, the ‘tunnel’ leading from the entry complex
to the western terrace, with loopholes in the fortification walls.

.

.
. Masyaf. The last section of the stepped path ascending to the eastern terrace
on level C (plan on p. ). On the left, the inner castle and palace; on the right,
the ruins of an Ottoman residence (C/) sitting on the eastern ring wall.
. View of the eastern ring wall with the ruins of the Ottoman house
(C/) in the foreground and the inner castle behind it,
set back from the outer ring wall by the eastern terrace.

.

. Masyaf. The eastern front
of the inner castle extending
on levels D and E, as seen
from the terrace in front of it.
Somewhat hidden
in the recess, the entry gate
to the palace (details
on opposite page) can be seen.
. Spaces under the eastern
terrace on levels A and B,
partially carved into the rock.

.

.

.

, . Masyaf. The entry
into the palace
in the inner castle (left)
and detail of the inscription
above it (right).
. The vaulted space
of the ‘bakery’ (B)
below the eastern terrace.
Following page
. One of the impressive
underground spaces (B)
of the castle, fitted between
the excavated rock
and the fortification works.
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Level E can be subdivided into two parts, the remains of the Byzantine castle on the southern end (rooms
-) and the palace of the Nizari/Ayyubid period to the north.
Byzantine Castle
The general design of the Byzantine section is a quadrilateral structure with rectangular, embrasured
towers at each corner. The construction style of this defensive complex is relatively uniform, in terms of the
materials used (small rubble-stones), the thickness of the curtain walls (eighty-five to ninety centimetres),
the type of embrasures looking out on to the southern and western fronts (rectangular arrow slits with intermediary lintels), and the type of vaulting (barrel vaults). While the outer northern circuit of this rather
basic castle can be traced with complete precision, some aspects of the construction remain much less clear.
These include the building of the rooms within the outer defensive circuit (rooms , ,  and ) and their
partition, which appear to have been effected during two separate construction phases during occupation
by the Arab tribes, as we can tell from the relationship between the supporting and diaphragm walls (this
applies in particular to the linkages in the northern part, between room E and hall E).
Architectural features added since the period of the Arab tribes can be seen on the southern and eastern
frontages at this level: a solid stonework salient with a pentagonal section, reminiscent of those of the outer
castle, has been laid along the full length of the Byzantine enceinte, enveloping corner D and D and
hall  and blocking off their arrow slits and windows. Seen from outside, this salient can be clearly distinguished from the Byzantine core by the smooth and regular building materials used,24 suggesting the recycling of other architectural features. On the western front, the main Byzantine addition is room , the entrance to which was probably cut from an original arrow slit in hall  and the building of which blocks off
the southern arrow slit of room . Its outer appearance blends with the stonework used to thicken the Byzantine curtain wall and follows the same pattern as the salient on the south front. The principal distinguishing feature of this tower is its use of an arrow slit with four lintels in a manner that appears more refined
than those of the arrow slits found in the Byzantine defensive system and is more reminiscent of those in
entrance-ways of the Ayyubid era.
To the north-west of this architectural complex stretches the long hall E, which extends along the western front of the original Byzantine castle. It appears to have been built in at least two phases, which are difficult to date, although the first, in the southern section, would seem to be an integral part of the western
defensive circuit of the Byzantine castle.

Palace of the Nizari Ismaili Period (Twelfth-Thirteenth Centuries)
Situated over the central section of the upper castle we find an architectural complex comprising a group
of rooms E, E and E-E. This section was built as an integral part of the original castle, with the
use of irregular rubble-stones25 different from those used in the Byzantine central section in the south. The
eastern front of this complex has two entrances facing each other, leading to the inner castle. It is possible
that the two doors originally had different functions. The entrance on the northern side leads to room E,
which is an advance tower of the original Byzantine castle’s surrounding wall, and has a door and staircase
cut partially into the rock providing access to rooms E-E. The stairs on the southern side lead up to a
monumental doorway surmounted by a large basalt lintel bearing a linear moulding that appears to have



Fig. . Masyaf. View from the eastern terrace westwards, towards the stairs and the entry of the inner castle, known as the “palace”.

been recycled from another structure, and a fine Arabic inscription dating to  that reads: “This blessed
abode was constructed during the reign of the great Lord, the venerated king of kings Alaa al-Dunia wa
al-Din Muhammad, son of al-Hasan, son of Muhammad, son of Hasan (may Allah grant him eternal
power); under the rule of Lord Kamal al-Dunia wa al-Din al-Hasan, son of Masood (may Allah extend
his power)”.26
No defensive elements are visible in the entrance way, but it appears that active surveillance of the entrance
was assured from level F. The doorway leads into room E, which has a fine plaster moulding on the ceiling (partially restored during the recent conservation programme), and is part of a bent sequence of rooms
arranged as a bashura, in order to blunt the force of an assault. The exact function of the group of rooms of
the Nizari Ismaili palace is not known, but it is possible that this area contained the castle’s residential quarters, as indicated by the inscription over the entrance.
There is evidence that construction of the western wall of room E-E took place in two stages. Space
E was developed over two successive stages into a staircase rising to level F. The large room E opens out
at its western end on to hall E, and its western wall is formed by the enceinte of the original castle, blocked
off on the outside, and with a stonework bench built into the wall to support the barrel vaulting.
Of the uppermost level of the inner castle where the most representative rooms (including Sinan’s reception hall) must once have stood, only some remains of the perimeter wall have survived, fitted with a series



of large rectangular windows on its western and southern
sides. The level is reached by a staircase situated in room E.
The stonework rests on a pentagonal base in the southern section, dating to the thirteenth century. A large part of the
building at this level, particularly in the north and south-east,
must have collapsed at an unknown date.
At the entry of room E we find a well inserted in the floor
and partially carved into the rock, to collect rainwater from
the roof of level F, flowing in via a clay pipe system. The same
pipe system also feeds a well in room E. Together, the two
cisterns coped with the needs of the palace.
CISTERNS AND STORE ROOMS

Returning from the inner castle down to the eastern terrace
and heading northwards one finds the stairs leading down to
a series of impressive ‘underground’ rooms on level A, particularly the cisterns and store rooms. The cisterns were built
to hold the citadel’s strategic water supply, which was essential to successfully withstand a siege, a common feature of
medieval warfare. They are reached by a flight of several steps
carved from the rock, and divided into three barrel-vaulted
naves. The space also contains a number of carved hypogea,
or underground vaults from the Byzantine era.

Fig. . Staircase of the palace seen from inside, Masyaf.

Via the same stairs, at level B, the visitor can access the lower
part of the castle, where the rooms are divided into two sections. The first consists of two elongated halls (B and B),
aligned along the same axis. The eastern wall of room B
has two vaulted openings that were blocked off at a later stage
from the outside. Both spaces probably served as large storerooms. This section of the outer castle wall collapsed at some
point and was restored during the recent conservation programme. The second section consists of rooms B, B and Fig. . Decorated stucco ceiling in the vestibule
B, which are grouped symmetrically, and whose purpose of the inner castle, Masyaf.
is not known. The ceiling of B has a raised mortar decoration in the form of an embossed rose with eight
petals.
Returning back to the eastern terrace, the circuit continues along the northern corner of the citadel. This
section was reinforced during the s with the pentagonal towers C and C. Both incorporated earlier elements and in C and C we can see vestiges of two rectangular towers whose stonework shows
the characteristics of tenth- and eleventh-century masonry. There is a raised plaster moulding in the ceiling of room C which, although weathered, still suggests a refinement out of keeping with the rugged



Fig. . Masyaf. View of the northern end of the eastern terrace, from where one descends into the ‘underground’ storerooms and cisterns.

military architecture of the walls. In area C we find the northern tower of the Byzantine inner castle.27
Area C is out of line with the western rampart of the inner castle and follows the shape of a protruding
tower. Room C provides access to a secret passage which was cleared during the excavation work in .
This passage is built against the rock and incorporates a hypogeum from the fifth or sixth century. It is clear
that it was constructed at an earlier date than the outer rampart of the castle.
THE WESTERN TERRACE

Proceeding around the donjon to the western terrace, which overlooks the city of Masyaf below, there are
a number of rooms of interest. Taken together, rooms A, A and A form a single architectural unit
in an important position at the end of the ‘tunnel’ connecting them with the castle’s main entrance. Architectural remains suggest the existence of a second storey, reached by a door situated in the northern wall of
room A.
Great Hall
This large room (A) measuring . by eight metres with a central pillar could be reached through a
handsome door built of finely cut stone, similar to that in a tower of the upper castle. There is a little stonelined doorway trough by the eastern wall of the room, which could have been for the use of animals, and
it has been suggested that in recent centuries this room was used as a stable. During the Mamluk period it
may have served as a reception hall for visitors waiting to be admitted to the inner palace, after passing
through the ‘tunnel’ linking it with the main entrance complex.



Fig. . Masyaf. Interior of the great hall located just below the western terrace.

The ‘Tunnel’
Leaving the western terrace and its various levels, one passes through the ‘tunnel’ which leads back to the
bifurcation of the main entrance (bashura) already described as part of the initial circuit. The ‘tunnel’ is
divided into six sections, defined by raised arches, and has a number of narrow angled arrow slits cut into
the outer wall. The fifth section of the tunnel (counting from the entrance onwards) is lined with a series
of three arches thirty centimetres in width, which is a feature of various defensive fortifications, such as
those at Rusafa.28 Various rooms are connected to this tunnel. In one of the rooms (A on the plan), a rectangular pit was discovered during recent excavations. The pit is about nine metres in depth and could
have served as a large granary. At the end of the tunnel (looking from the entrance) was a large hall (room
A), which formed the last obstacle to the entrance of the castle. The hall has vaulted cross arches standing on corner pillars, and its ceiling has raised mortar decorations identical to those found in other sections
of the tunnel.29
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PART III
PLANNING AND CONSERVATION WORKS

. Recording a Unique Built Heritage
LEO SCHUBERT AND CHRISTOPHE BOULEAU

D

ocumenting the condition of a historic site is a major step in the conservation process of monuments. On the one hand, documentation is an indispensable instrument for analysing and
understanding the monument and for elaborating a consistent conservation project. On the other
hand, if performed at all stages of work, documentation becomes a precious reference for future maintenance and, eventually, for subsequent steps of conservation at a later stage.
Recording a historic site or monument means acquiring and interpreting information from a variety of
sources, such as archives, archaeological excavations, material analysis and architectural and structural surveys – most of them involving drawings and photographs. This process is based on the assumption that
critical analysis and in-depth understanding can only be achieved by crossing data from various sources of
information, which underlines the multidisciplinary aspects of the task. A comprehensive documentation
approach, therefore, inevitably leads to the association of professionals from different fields, such as archaeologists, historians, architects and scientists.
RECORDING TECHNIQUES

Drawing up a building before construction is a relatively recent technique, linked to a certain degree of abstraction in the visual conception of architecture. Very few drawings from the Christian middle ages have
survived (such as the famous album of Villard de Honnecourt)1 and virtually no construction drawings
are known for the classical Islamic monuments, except for collections of geometrical patterns.2 The traditional skills of medieval masons, based on long and consistent practice, were applied directly on site, on
: scale so to speak. This also explains the scarcity of archive sources related to pre-modern buildings,
which induces archaeologists and conservation architects to depend on precise on-site surveys. Such surveys involve not only recording the geometry of the building but also analysing the materials, construction
methods, stratifications, traces of transformations, renderings and inscriptions.
Surveying tools and methods known in Western architecture since the fifteenth century were greatly improved during the nineteenth century, while the drawings were gradually enhanced and complemented by
corollary information, including scientific historic research. Nowadays, site surveys and documentation
are the main instrument for an exhaustive understanding of a historic site or building and tend to become
a discipline in their own right.
Given the wide range of possibilities, there is no standard practice for surveys and documentation that would
be generally applicable to all historic sites. The modus operandi of a survey depends on the context and the
final objective of the survey campaign. A survey performed to document an archaeological layer that will



Fig. . Plan of Aleppo citadel, as prepared by Ernst Herzfeld in the s.

be dismantled later might use a different approach than, for instance, a survey conducted to record and assess the structural and material condition of a building.
Nevertheless, documentation is always a product of data collection and interpretation. Data can be collected manually via drawings and measurements and can be supported by different tools, such as photography and its derivatives. If exact dimensional information is required, topographic instruments such as
optical and electronic theodolites, global positioning systems and others are required. The combination of
both methods, for example photogrammetry and three-dimensional scanning, completes the range of tools
and enables users to increase accuracy and to reduce intensive labour on site. However, it is a current misunderstanding that advanced technology automatically guarantees a higher quality of documentation, for
the ability of the surveyor to interpret and render efficiently the mechanically collected data remains fundamental.



Indeed, although modern topographic instruments do record data with accuracy unimaginable a few
decades ago, there is a risk of accumulating errors by having technicians operating instruments on the field
who are different from the operators elaborating the final graphics: shadows can be misinterpreted on photographs and rendered as mouldings; joints as decorative lines, and so on. Therefore, it is crucial to train surveyors not only in the proper use of adequate instruments but also in developing their perception and their
judgment. This implies understanding construction details and materials, as well as forms of decay, and
developing an adequate graphic ability to properly render and codify the collected data. The ideal case is to
have the same operator measuring and drawing on site in direct contact with the monument, and therefore
ready to verify possible doubts and correct misinterpretations immediately.
An efficient way to communicate the collected data is the use of different layers and colours in the final rendering to distinguish between information on the geometry of the building, the materials, the different construction phases, the weathering and decay. The two- or three-dimensional representation at a referenced
scale becomes an indispensable base for determining the scope of work in conservation and also for reconstructing the history of the building and evaluating its transformations.
EXISTING STATE OF DOCUMENTATION

Prior to the work carried out by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC), the quality of existing documentation on the three citadels that are the subject of this book was rather heterogeneous, since it came from
different sources and was done with different intentions and at various levels of quality.
As far as Aleppo is concerned, two important
historians of Syrian architecture and urban
history, Ernst Herzfeld and Jean Sauvaget,
studied its citadel during the period of the
French Mandate. Herzfeld collected the memorial inscriptions that survived on numerous
buildings and was therefore able to date the
major monuments, publishing precious photographs and surveys documenting the situation
before .3 More recently, Heinz Gaube and
Eugen Wirth analysed parts of the citadel,
adding newly discovered inscriptions.4 Moreover, the General Directorate of Antiquities
and Museums (DGAM) has periodically been
performing architectural surveys documenting
the extensive excavation and restoration work
over several decades.
In the citadel of Masyaf, an initial campaign
of survey had been undertaken by a SyrianGerman mission under the direction of
Michael Braune, which was published in

Fig. . The entrance gate of the palace of sultan al-Zahir Ghazi
in Aleppo citadel, as recorded by Ernst Herzfeld in the s.



.5 This material served as a base for further, much more detailed architectural surveys by the joint project team composed of AKTC and DGAM staff.
In the castle of Salah al-Din, the documentation available was insufficient and fragmented. It consisted,
on the one hand, of plans of the castle carried out by archaeologists who focused mainly on Byzantine remains and, on the other hand, of records of the conservation work carried out in the s by Michel
Ecochard who was then in charge of the restoration of the Ayyubid palace and documented its condition
prior to conservation.6 Documentation of the whole Islamic section therefore had to be undertaken from
scratch.
TRAINING IN THE FIELD

From the inception of the conservation projects carried
out by the AKTC and the DGAM, a joint documentation
team was formed and surveys were immediately started.
In the citadel of Aleppo and the castle of Salah al-Din
accurate surveying was undertaken from the beginning,
while in the citadel of Masyaf, because of the dimension
and complexity of the monument, the survey campaign
was first limited to rectified photographs. The size and
complexity of the task soon required the formation of a
documentation team specially trained for this purpose.
In , a training session of six months was undertaken in the citadel of Aleppo, led by a group from the
Technical University in Istanbul. Syrian architects and
engineers, mostly with technical staff from the DGAM,
were taught the basics in archaeological surveying using
orthogonal grids as a reference system.
For the more in-depth training of local professionals and
employees of the Aleppo branch of the DGAM, a special pilot project was adopted, namely the main gate of
the Ayyubid palace in the citadel, the quality and importance of which required a particularly accurate survey. The team was introduced to the methods of “Bauforschung”, that is, a German surveying technique deFigs. , . The local survey team of young architects
rived from archaeology and focused on measuring and
at work in Aleppo citadel.
drawing on site with the highest accuracy possible, based
on easily available tools such as theodolites and optic levels (for fixing a three-dimensional reference grid),
metallic and wooden measuring sticks and tapes, pencil and drawing paper.7
The objective of this survey was to enhance the capacity of local professionals in measuring and recording
a complex piece of architecture (including the geometry of the muqarnas) and to develop their abilities at
interpreting and recording graphically the different materials, construction techniques and finishing. Fur-
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Fig. . Survey drawing of the entrance front of the palace of sultan al-Zahir Ghazi, with corresponding section and close-up detail
of the ornamental frame of the doorway, Aleppo citadel.



Fig. . Plan and section of the added Mamluk defensive tower of Aleppo citadel, constructed in front of the site
of the former early Ayyubid entry gate that became obsolete when the new entrance complex was built.
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Nur al-Din
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Fig. . West-east section and corresponding plan
of the central part of Aleppo citadel. The alignment
of the cross-section is marked in red on the plan
on the left side. From left to right, one can distinguish
the small hammam west of the main spine, the entry
corridor to the Byzantine cistern and the former shops
or store rooms on the eastern side of the spine,
then the palace complex of sultan Ghazi (partly above
the Byzantine cistern), the palace hammam and the large
underground structure of the Ayyubid cistern cut into
the rock and equipped with four central pillars.
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thermore, carrying out the drawings on site helped to create a close ‘physical’ relationship between the surveyors
and the building. This direct experience is much superior to predominantly desk-work. It also made clear to
local professionals that within only one week an important quantity of quality surveys could be performed with
no need for expensive or sophisticated instruments. The
drawings were then scanned and deformations resulting
from the paper surface and scanning devices were eliminated. Finally, the plans were inserted as an image file
in CAD drawing format, to be used as a reference for
recording decay and localising the chemical analysis carried out at a later stage.
RESULTS ACHIEVED

In , the documentation team, strengthened by the
prior training process, started a comprehensive surveying campaign with the aim to systematically document all areas subject to conservation work. Drawings
and photographs documenting existing conditions before, during and after restoration were prepared and a
database with standardised templates was created to accommodate the corresponding files.

Fig. . Detailed surveying of the entrance portal of the
palace of sultan al-Zahir Ghazi, Aleppo, by the local team.

Depending on the required degree of accuracy, different surveying techniques were applied on the basis of
orthogonal grids established with optical theodolites which were then positioned in the overall plan with
electronic theodolites. Where several detailed drawings to a scale : were required, the documentation
team was split into groups of four to six persons working in different places. Step one consisted in setting
up the axes of the reference grid; step two in measuring and then drawing in CAD format the main outlines;
step three in measuring and drawing on site on a printed copy of the survey the buildings stone by stone in
plan, section and elevation, adding indications about the materials, previous restorations and reconstructions and structural decay. The fourth step was to scan the drawings and correct their previous distortion
into the CAD files. The fifth and final step was to review a drawing printout on site and add final corrections if needed.
The overall tolerance of accuracy of this type of survey was +/-. centimetres in plan, and +/- centimetre
in elevation or section, depending on the size of the building. In case of monuments of particular significance (or where the structural decay required higher precision), measures and drawings were done with
pencil on cardboard on site in scale : and :, following the methodology used for the gate of the Ayyubid palace. In the case of structures with complex geometry (for example the exterior slopes of the citadel
or the well to the north of the citadel), some fixed points were determined by topographers with electronic theodolites and the three-dimensional database was transferred to CAD format and used as a framework
for further detailing, as described above.
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Fig. . Project survey of the western sector of Aleppo citadel, showing the entrance complex, the main spine, and the two mosques
of Abraham, as well as the newly excavated foundations of the Ottoman residential area inside the citadel ring wall,
which were previously covered by debris (see pl. ).



A fruitful collaboration with the SyrianGerman archaeological mission (who had
prepared a topographic survey of its own
site) made it possible to combine both surveys in order to reach an integrated map.
A team of architects from the Aleppo
branch of the DGAM was associated with
the project from the beginning of the survey and during the entire project. This cooperation proved successful in terms of exchange of experiences and information
and enabled the DGAM to enhance its capacity in carrying out accurate surveys.
All team members proved to be hard
working and well motivated, although
they were exposed to harsh weather conditions while measuring and drawing long
hours outdoors, particularly in the summer heat and the winter cold. (The normal working schedule was from  am to 
pm on site and then from  pm to  pm in
the office.) Their dedication led to a constant improvement of the quality of the
drawings and to a much better understanding of the surveyed structures, so that
soon they came forward with precious suggestions for optimising various procedures.
Documentation methods and training
processes on the two other sites, in Masyaf
and the castle of Salah al-Din, took place
along similar lines. The total outcome is
an impressive quantity of photographic
and graphic material acquired via constant and dedicated work. For the three
citadels the archive database includes a total of more than  drawings and ,
photographs, concerning more than fifty
buildings. The documentation for the
citadel of Aleppo totalises  drawings
and , photographs; for the citadel of
Masyaf, there are forty-one drawings (in-

m

Fig. . Survey drawing of the minaret of the mosque in the citadel of Salah al-Din.



cluding six comprehensive plans at different levels) and  photographs. For the castle of Salah al-Din,
the database includes forty-five drawings and  photographs.
The survey campaigns went hand in hand with the damage assessments and the physical and chemical
analysis and became an indispensable reference for the implementation of subsequent conservation work.
The surveys also made it possible to update the historic information about the citadels and yielded important new insights. In the citadel of Aleppo, for instance, the initial entrance gate system (later covered by a
defence tower), the former urban pattern of the western area, the underground hydraulic systems, wells and
cisterns were discovered or localised with greater precision.
The integration of all surveys into a consolidated overall plan and in comprehensive cross sections through
the entire citadel led to an improved understanding of the citadel of Aleppo as a whole. Moreover, on the
basis of computerised plans and sections, an ‘animated’, three-dimensional model of the site and the buildings could be produced, which allows for an unprecedented visual perception of the complex structures
and which is now on show in the Visitor Centre of Aleppo citadel. Still sections of these three-dimensional ‘movies’ were used as illustrations for this book, alongside plans, sections and elevations that are published here for the first time.
Last, but not least, the new archive of the complete documentation will now serve as an important base for
decisions about long-term maintenance and management issues, such as rainwater discharge, or the erosion and stability of the exterior slopes.
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. The Conservation Works on the Three Citadels
STEPHEN BATTLE AND TONY STEEL

T

hroughout its recorded history, the boundaries of great empires have swept back and forth across
the mountains and plains of Syria. Rulers coveted these lands as a conduit between desert and
sea: Asia and the Occident meet here, and Islam and Christianity have fought over it as if it were
the gateway to the other’s soul. Power, and with it a ruler’s authority, has always depended on military might.
As armies clashed and recoiled, they sought to project power and solidify control by building fortresses at
strategic points in the landscape. From these heights, movement, commerce and everyday life in the surrounding countryside could be controlled. Syria has a great wealth of fine military architecture, much of
it highly sophisticated, a testimony to the country’s turbulent past.
IMPRINTS OF HISTORY

Fortress builders used landscape as a powerful ally in defence. As long as military technology struggled to
surmount these obstacles, often exaggerated by the occupants, and as long as the environment dictated permanent patterns of settlement and movement in the plains and mountains around, so these fortified points
retained their strategic importance. Throughout history, successive armies occupied the same points. In this
respect, the castles of Syria have played a significant role in the historical narratives of the region, permanent
points of power whilst the boundaries between armies and rulers waxed and waned. The oldest layers uncovered at the citadel of Aleppo, for instance, date back to the middle of the third millennium BC, and whilst
most of what is visible at the citadels of Masyaf and Salah al-Din is much later, at their core are fortresses
built by the Byzantine emperors before the tenth century, when they were captured by the Muslims.
Look more closely at these structures and other narratives become apparent; as castles changed hands, and
adaptations in military tactics and technology required new defensive strategies to be developed, so fortifications were adapted and altered. The record of change still present in the structures provides a detailed
narrative of the history of warfare and military architecture in the medieval period. Look closer still and
more personal narratives appear, the marks of the men who lived and ruled here. In some cases, the walls
bear dramatic testimony; the palace in the citadel of Aleppo still bears the scars of the fire that broke out
on the wedding night of the Ayyubid ruler Malik al-Zahir Ghazi in . Less obvious is the finest grain
of all, the marks left by the tools and thumbs of the stonemasons who built them.
All this history is present in the stone, from the great narratives of kings and ideas to the much finer grain
of individuals, and it is of immense value in understanding and interpreting the past. The objective of the
conservation projects undertaken at the citadels of Aleppo, Masyaf and Salah al-Din by the Aga Khan
Trust for Culture (AKTC), in cooperation with the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums (DGAM), is to preserve this detail and the historical record it contains.



GENERAL CONSERVATION APPROACH

In carrying out its projects at the citadel sites, the AKTC’s Historic Cities Support Programme (HCSP), in
tune with its general conservation methodology, has avoided as much as possible the practice of rebuilding
or restoring structures in an attempt to create a facsimile of how they might once have appeared. Apart from
the obvious pitfalls of rebuilding where no detailed historical record exists (which usually results in fake
and contrived versions of history), ruins should be understood as part of the historic record, often the
result of major events such as bombardments, pillage or earthquake. Where absolutely necessary, limited
reconstruction of specific elements of a structure have been carried out in order to ensure the structural stability and survival of the whole – for instance, in case an arch had lost its support or a significant collapse
was impending – but always with care and sensitivity to ensure that the original fabric was not altered or
affected. The slower ruination brought about by the elements has been tackled, however. Climatic conditions at each of the citadel sites are harsh, and limited interventions have been made to help preserve the historic fabric from further disintegration. This includes creating weathering surfaces, improving drainage,
preserving original lime plasters and generally protecting the monuments from the elements.
In all conservation work undertaken, the objective has been to use the HCSP’s resources and access to international expertise to create benchmarks of excellence that recognise international standards and employ
up-to-date methodologies and practices. A detailed process of documentation, including measured survey drawings and analysis of existing conditions, was launched prior to commencement of physical works

Fig. . A new stone waterspout for the Ayyubid complex
in Aleppo citadel being sculpted in the old ways with the shahuta.

Fig. . Conservation of an old timber door found in the added
Mamluk tower of Aleppo citadel and now kept in the arsenal
museum.

on site (see chapter ). Where appropriate, investigation of original materials and decay processes were carried out. As far as possible and in the vast majority of cases, repairs were undertaken using techniques and
materials matched as closely as possible with the original techniques and materials of the medieval builders.
At all times, great care was taken to preserve the original detail, texture and form of the historic fabric, even
where this was, on the face of it, in a ruined condition. Fragments of plaster, surface tool marks, the pattern and appearance of mortar joints between stones, and the crumbling shape of a broken wall head – all
of these remains contain historic information that animate the stones and place them within a historical
narrative.



Many parts of the citadels conserved by the HCSP had undergone earlier phases of repair carried out over
the past twenty years, or in some cases during the French Mandate period. In some cases, elements of earlier conservation or restoration interventions were not undone but respected as part of the historical record
of the monument. However, where modern repairs were both technically inappropriate and aesthetically
unacceptable (for example cement pointing in original masonry), this was undone and made good using
more appropriate techniques (in this instance, a lime-based mortar): in other instances, earlier repairs were
made less obtrusive by limited treatment of surfaces (for example shahuta hammer finish applied to modern
stone replacements).
REUSE OF HISTORIC STRUCTURES

Preserving the monuments and the history they embody, both for today and into the future, was one important objective of the projects undertaken by the AKTC and the DGAM at the citadel sites. Just as important, however, was their enhancement as destinations for visitors. Tourism, both local and, increasingly in
Syria, international, is a significant source of revenue on a national and local level. The citadel of Aleppo, for instance, is one of the foremost visited sites in Syria, as befits its status as a major monument of
Islam, with around , people visiting it in . The citadel of Salah al-Din had over , visitors in the same year. Numbers visiting Masyaf are much lower, but its location suggests this may change
in the future. Given proper planning, historic monuments can transform the economic prospects of surrounding neighbourhoods, which in the developing world are often poor, the affluent middle classes
having moved to modern houses and open spaces at the periphery of the city. In this respect, investment in
developing tourism and enhancing the experience of visitors can pay significant dividends in improving
the living standards of the urban poor.
At each of the citadel sites, the AKTC has invested substantial resources in improving visitor infrastructure.
Paths and signage have been installed across the sites to provide a guided route. New guidebooks will be
published linked to the tourist circuits to tell the story locked in the stones. Visitor centres have been created
at all three sites to explain and interpret the history of the citadels. Other facilities such as cafeterias and toilets have been improved and modernised. The objective in all these interventions has been to enhance the
experience of visitors, with the expectation that this will, over time, result in increased numbers.
But whilst growth of visitation will result in an increase in revenues and in longer-term dividends for the
local community, it is not without a cost. So many hands and feet wear away the delicate exposed surface
of the historic fabric. An important objective of the conservation process at each of the sites has thus been
to limit potential damage from visitors, strengthening exposed wall tops and installing more durable surfaces, particularly where traffic is likely to be heaviest across floors and around pathways.
TRAINING, MAINTENANCE AND SITE MANAGEMENT

During the conservation work, great importance was given to the training of local staff – both from the
Antiquities Department and private contractors – in order to ensure that best possible conservation practices will continue to be applied on site, particularly with regard to the essential maintenance work. A constant war of attrition is waged by the elements against the delicate historic fabric, creating a need for cyclical maintenance even in those areas where conservation has been carried out. In implementing the projects



at the citadels, the AKTC has tried to ensure that on completion the local authorities have the tools at hand
to continue the process, as well as extending it to other sites in Syria. Creating a benchmark, a standard of
excellence and a range of appropriate repair methodologies have been discussed above; training local
Antiquities staff and craftspeople was of equal importance, to ensure that decision makers demand high
standards and contractors have the skilled workforce to deliver them. Moreover, assisting local masons and
craftsmen in achieving the highest work standards was seen as a matter of building pride, awareness and
commitment.
If the citadels are to fulfil their potential without irretrievably damaging the very thing visitors have come
to see, effective management will be essential. In the past, conservation, archaeological investigation and
tourism have all vied for space in the citadels, sometimes creating conflicts, but coexisting. As visitor numbers grow, this laissez-faire approach may no longer work; more visitors means less space, more rubbish,
higher maintenance requirements, and so on. The AKTC has worked together with the DGAM to develop
management plans for the sites, covering issues such as solid waste management, allocation of resources,
maintenance planning and tourism development.
The general themes described above – a conservation approach, investment in training, reuse planning –
were common to the projects undertaken at each of the citadel sites. But each site is different: different qualities of construction, from the exquisite sculptural form of the muqarnas in the royal palaces at Aleppo and
Salah al-Din to the more coarsely defensive block-work of the fighting castle Masyaf; different scales of
intervention, from the very focused work at Salah al-Din to the more general sweep at Masyaf; and different types of problems, from piecing together the jigsaw of mosaic pieces in the floor of the second qa’a at
Aleppo to relaying cyclopean blocks in the eastern wall of Masyaf. In all cases, however, the underlying
enemies are much the same: disintegration, neglect, water, wear and tear.
CONSERVATION OF THE CITADEL OF ALEPPO

The citadel of Aleppo rises majestically above the ancient city of Aleppo. Built upon a natural limestone
tell some fifty metres above the surrounding streets, it continues to dominate the skyline, like an imperial
throne surveying its subjects. The city has long since broken beyond its walls, swelling to over two million
inhabitants, but before the walls were breached and before new high-rise buildings created a competing
skyline, the citadel must have been an awe-inspiring sight. For men reaching the city along the ancient caravan routes from the flat deserts to the east and rolling plains to the west, its sudden scale and height, dominating the surrounding landscape, must have been a potent symbol of imperial power and magnificence.
Inside the walls, a long history of bombardments, pillage and earthquakes have taken their toll. Most of the
buildings that once made up this city within a city, built on the gently sloping crown of the citadel are now
in ruins, although a number of more recent structures have survived and others were rebuilt in recent times.
Most of what remains standing today was built by the Ayyubid rulers of the city, descendents of the great
Salah al-Din, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and the Mamluk emperors who ruled Syria from their
base in Egypt from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century. Despite the destruction, the citadel remains one
of the foremost monuments of Islamic architecture, and is a central piece of the historic city of Aleppo,
which was recognised by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site in .



Fig. . Comprehensive view of the citadel hill and its moat in Aleppo, dominating the historic urban landscape.

The AKTC’s Historic Cities Support Programme (HCSP) began conservation projects at the citadel in
. The site is huge, and it was not in its brief to conserve the citadel in its entirety. Rather, a number of
historically or spatially coherent areas within the site were selected to become the focus of conservation efforts, with the intention that the DGAM continue work elsewhere using methodologies and skills acquired
during the joint project implementation. The areas selected were either technically challenging, demanding
a level of technical expertise not normally available in Syria; of great historic and artistic significance, therefore warranting state-of-the-art conservation methodologies; or structurally in very bad condition, threatening the survival of a larger part of the monument, and therefore in urgent need of repair. The main
areas selected were the Ayyubid palace complex (including its underground cistern), the western section
of the citadel plateau and the main curtain wall surrounding the site (including a number of attached towers
and other structures). Conservation work in these areas was partly co-funded by the World Monuments
Fund, through the Robert Wilson Challenge Grant. Additional resources were invested in modernising
and improving visitor infrastructure across the site. Each of these components is described in detail below.
The Ayyubid Palace Complex
The most significant period of the citadel’s long history as a fortress was under Ayyubid rule, after the conquest of Aleppo by Salah al-Din in , and during the rule of his son, Malik al-Zahir Ghazi, from
 to . At that time, northern Syria was an independent Ayyubid region, and the citadels of Sahyûn
(now known as the citadel of Salah al-Din) and Aleppo were the focus of Ayyubid power, acting as both
garrison and sophisticated residence. Malik Ghazi’s palace at Aleppo, located to the east of the main spine
running the length of the citadel crown, was praised in a medieval Arabic hymn as the “Palace of Glory”



(Dar al-Izz) with its outstanding beauty, precious interiors and
magnificent gardens. According to an inscription, the palace
burnt down during the ruler’s wedding night in , and was
later rebuilt as the so-called “Palace of Pictures”. These pictures, possibly sculptures of stone or wood, or perhaps murals,
disappeared in - when the Mongols sacked the citadel.

Fig. . A detail of the mosaic floor in the main
courtyard of the Ayyubid palace in its 
condition, with loose individual components.

Fig. . Consolidating the remaining pieces
of the mosaic floor in a lime mortar bed.

Although now in ruins, enough of the historic fabric remains
to establish a picture of the palace’s original form. It consisted
of a large courtyard, a central fountain, adjacent baths and an
intricately decorated portal recess. Several elements of Persian
architecture were incorporated into Ayyubid building design
in this period, influenced by the Seljuks who had taken power
in Baghdad in . One typical feature of Persian palatial architecture – the central courtyard with four iwans – is found in the
palaces at Sahyûn and Aleppo. The symmetrical courtyard
formed the focal point of the palace. The iwans are vaulted
spaces on each side of the courtyard and open to it, providing
shelter from the sun. They contribute to the cooling of the surrounding air, in combination with the sophisticated fountain
system that includes a salsabil (water cascade on an inclined and
ornamentally treated marble slab) in the northern iwan. The
floor of the courtyard was covered with multicoloured stone
tiles and at its centre was an octagonal fountain.
Conservation work at the palace commenced in the central
courtyard. As in many parts of the citadel, joints between original stonework had been repointed with cement mortar during an earlier phase of conservation, which is not only unsightly
but can cause long-term damage through salt infiltration. The
cement mortar was removed and replaced with lime-based mortars. Modern stone repairs dating from the s have been
left in place, but where appropriate were treated with a shahuta
hammer (similar to a bush hammer) to create texture. The
small but very fine muqarnas vault covering the salsabil was carefully recorded and then dismantled and cleaned. One stone of
the set that had been damaged beyond repair was removed and
replaced with a replica.

The conservation of the pavement of the courtyard presented particular difficulties. Once it was made up
of intricately patterned marble tilework, but today only a very few original fragments remain, loosely held
in place by earth fill. The pavement is at the heart of the palace complex and continuously crossed by visitors. A comparison with photographs taken in the late s revealed that a significant amount of ori-



Fig. . The heart of Aleppo citadel, with the main spine leading up to the main mosque, and the old barracks on the left
with the entrance portal to the Ayyubid palace on the right.

Fig. . Plan of Aleppo
citadel indicating
main interventions
and conservation areas.



ginal material had been lost in the intervening years. Given the wear and tear in this space, and as long as
the remaining original pieces were exposed and their edges unsupported, it seemed very likely that losses
would continue. A decision was taken together with the DGAM at the outset of the project to preserve the
surviving fragments of paving by reintegrating them into a restored pavement area. The process commenced
with excavation of the thin layer of earth fill that had accumulated over the former bedding plain followed
by a detailed survey in order to determine as accurately as possible the original pattern of the floor. Based
on the surviving marble pieces, evidence from the excavations and precedents elsewhere in Aleppo and the
Middle East, and after a long period of evaluation with the DGAM, a solution was adopted that retraces and
represents the basic geometric grid of the original pavement. This solution is based upon the existence of
clear evidence and does not attempt to restore more detailed areas of marble pattern or mosaic-work for
which no sufficient traces exist.
Similar problems were encountered during the conservation of the pavement in the second smaller courtyard adjacent to the main courtyard. Once again, few fragments of original tiled floor remained, loosely
held in place by earth fill, and these were being gradually worn away. Drainage in the area was also a problem causing pooling of rainwater. Restoration of the original design was never considered, principally because the courtyard is separated from the main visitor pathway and therefore not subject to such heavy wear
and tear as the main courtyard. The principle challenge of the conservation exercise was to create a durable
bed for the remaining tiles, with a slight fall for better drainage, whilst ensuring that the arrangement of the
tiles, even where made haphazard by time, was not altered in any way. The process commenced with a very
detailed survey at : scale to record the exact location of each piece. Once each piece had been precisely
located, the bigger elements were lifted out individually, whilst areas of smaller fragments were affixed to
a thin mesh and lifted out in groups. A thin lime-stabilised screed was laid over the existing mortar base
with a slight fall. The pieces were then returned to their original position and grouted in place. Another
layer of screed, carefully mixed to achieve the desired colour and texture, was laid between the fragments
to secure them in place and create a durable surrounding surface.
The entrance portal of the Ayyubid palace complex represents a landmark in the history of Islamic architecture. Built by Salah al-Din’s son Malik al-Zahir Ghazi in the late twelfth century, it is an extraordinary
testimony to the craftsmanship and sheer opulence of the palace to which it once gave entrance. The ornamental stonework on the face of the portal, alternating stripes of dark basalt and light limestone, is typical
of architecture of this period. At its centre, framing the doorway, is a finely wrought four-section muqarnas
vault. In their volumetric form and absolute geometric precision, the muqarnas speak of the sculptural imagination and total mastery over matter achieved by sophisticated medieval stone masons.
The significance of this vault required that conservation of the portal (which had been partially restored
in the s) be undertaken with great care and precision. The process commenced with detailed documentation, analysis of materials and systems of decay. Whilst the portal is structurally stable, it had been
damaged by earthquake and further affected by water ingress and the action of the elements on surface
stones. The objective of the conservation exercise was to slow the processes of decay by making the portal
more resistant to water ingress, clean stone surfaces and repair where appropriate. A new capping was put
in place on the exposed top of the portal, using lead sheet as a damp-proof course. A poultice of weak lime
mortar was applied to the portal face to leach out sulphates, following which the bands of stone were cleaned



using nebulised mist-sprays and hand-held
brushes. Where fragments of the surface stone
were loose or flaking, these were reattached by
drilling and introducing molten lead to act as a
stitch. Surface cracks were carefully filled using
lime-based mortars mixed to match the stone
substrate in colour and texture. Some areas of
flaking stone were re-affixed using adhesive lime
mortar.
The delicate sculpted stones of the muqarnas presented particular problems for conservation.
Much of the surface was decayed and covered
with a black deposit consisting of dirt and sulFig. . The scaffolded entry portal of the Ayyubid palace
phates. The projecting cornices between the stone during conservation work, Aleppo.
elements were crumbling in places. Larger fractures likely to detach at some future date were secured in place by stainless steel dowels set into an annulus
of hot cast lead. Smaller fractures and lacunae were grouted with lime and brick dust via hypodermic syringes. Where required the mixture was coloured by the addition of lime-fast earth pigments.
A major cause of decay within individual stones was the presence of a thick and disfiguring black sulphation crust which was severely inhibiting the passage of water vapour through the surface and resulted
in mineral salts being deposited as a crypto-fluorescence in the substrate. The corresponding pressure had
in places caused a breakdown of the surface. Although waterproofing the roof would do much to reduce
the rate of deterioration, there still remained a need to alleviate differential tensions in the masonry face by
removing the sulphation and accumulation of soluble salts behind. This was achieved by the use of nebulised mist spray preceded in places by deionised water and magnesium silicate poultices. An acceptable
level of surface consolidation was achieved by repeated application of calcium hydroxide.
Conservation work was also undertaken in the royal hammam, which is adjacent to the main courtyard, and
was substantially rebuilt in the s. Several areas outside the palace but part of the overall palace complex were also conserved. An area to the south, which was probably used as an arsenal, and still bears the
scars of the catastrophic fire that burnt the palace to the ground on al-Zahir Ghazi’s wedding night in ,
was substantially conserved and will be reused as a museum. An adjacent area, known as the Tawashi
palace and originally built as a servants’ palace, less grand than its neighbour, but an important part of the
whole, was also included in the conservation project.
The final element making up the Ayyubid palace complex, but not normally seen in the context of the
whole, is the extraordinary Ayyubid cistern lying underground close to the palace. Over nineteen metres
deep, with a floor surface eighteen by sixteen metres, and with four mighty pillars rising from the floor to
support the vaulted roof, the cistern is an impressive structure. Together with the main entrance gate, it is
the most substantial covered space still standing from the Ayyubid period in the citadel. Along with the
forty-six-metre-deep well in the northern part of the citadel and the remains of the smaller Byzantine cis-



tern under the royal palace, the Ayyubid
cistern is the heart of a complex water supply system designed to provide potable
water to several thousand soldiers and
civilians during times of siege. Its storage
capacity is approximately . million litres.
Half of the volume of the cistern is carved
into the bedrock on which the citadel is
built, and the remainder is built of large
limestone blocks set in lime mortar and
once finished with plaster cut with fragments of ceramic pots to make it more
waterproof.
In-depth engineering studies suggested
that the four main pillars carrying the
vaulted roof of the cistern had serious
structural flaws, probably the result of
movement caused by a relatively recent
earthquake. The objective of the project is
Fig. . Plan for shoring up the arches in the Ayyubid cistern
to stabilise and strengthen the pillars in situ
during structural stablisation.
without destroying or removing substantial amounts of historic material, and minimising the visual impact on the space. A detailed survey was
carried out together with an analysis of the condition of the pillars and surrounding walls using geo-radar
imaging. The approach adopted by the engineers involves the insertion of a substantial number of stainless steel dowels horizontally into the pillars on alternate courses, secured at the end by nuts and washers
that will be visible on the surface. This will provide substantially greater stability. Conservation work commenced in spring  and is expected to be completed by mid .
Curtain Walls and Citadel Slope
First built in the closing years of the twelfth century (and rebuilt after the Mongol attacks in  and ),
the outer walls of the citadel are an impressive and important element of the historic landscape of the World
Heritage City of Aleppo. Although bearing the scars of bombardment and earthquake, and in places partially collapsed, the wall and towers still dominate the skyline, an imposing reminder of power and the ferocity of its enemies. Perhaps less glamorous than other interventions in the citadel, the conservation of the
curtain wall is no less important, both as a symbol of the city and to protect the integrity of the site as a
whole.
Throughout the length of the curtain wall, the initial destruction caused by sudden and dramatic military
events continued at a slower but no less damaging rate through steady erosion by the elements. Broken wall
heads and the partial collapse of sections of stonework allow rain to penetrate into the wall core, which is
generally composed of loose rubble fill, thus slowly washing away finer particles and leading to loss of stability. Uncontrolled plant growth exacerbated the problem. In some cases, sections of wall had become



Fig. . Typical condition of the crumbling inner side
of the ring wall of Aleppo citadel before conservation
and reconsolidation.

Fig. . The deep gullies that have eroded the Aleppo citadel
slope due to uncontrolled rainwater discharge, which need
to be refilled and consolidated.

structurally unstable. It was not within the HCSP’s brief to conserve the curtain wall in its entirety, but large
sections underwent a process of ongoing masonry conservation which will be continued by the Syrian counterpart. After a detailed survey, recently applied cement pointing was removed between stone courses and
replaced with more appropriate lime-based mortars. Voids within the wall were grouted. Earth and other
debris were removed from wall heads which were then capped with stones set so as to shed water and replicate the rhythm and form of the naturally exposed core. Missing stones were replaced and walls deep-tamped
with lime mortars. In limited instances, partially collapsed sections of wall were rebuilt to give structural
stability and in others unstable stones were pinned in place using stainless steel dowels.
On the exterior face of the defensive tower located in the north of the citadel, below the Ottoman barracks,
an important inscription was found seriously damaged. The inscription band is approximately one metre
high and seventeen metres long, written in a cubic kufic script made of black basalt stones. It records the
construction of the tower by the Mamluk sultan Qaitbay in the year /. Using a boson’s chair suspended perilously above a sheer drop, the inscription was painstakingly conserved. The stones making up
the inscription were cleaned of cement mortar and vegetative growth. After careful recording, they were
dismantled and the voids that had formed behind were grouted. The stones were then refixed in their original place, and the void behind grouted.



The foundations of many curtain wall sections also presented serious problems, since the wall footings and
soft chalk bedrock on which they were built had been exposed by erosion and water run-off. Examination
of erosion processes across the citadel slope showed a clear correlation between erosion at the foot of the
wall and the formation of deep gullies further down the slope. In combination, this created a potentially
unstable situation. A pilot project was undertaken to repair soil erosion beneath the towers, which involved
filling the gully-heads, repairing and re-covering exposed foundations and bedrock, and creating a flat surface at the foot of the walls to distribute rainwater run-off in a more even manner.
Further down, a number of experimental techniques were piloted for filling the gullies that have formed
over many years in the surface of the citadel slope. Since geological conditions vary across the slope, different repair methodologies had to be developed accordingly. Where the ground is chalk a series of steps were
cut into the chalk of the gully floor. These platforms were used as a base for building up rough chalkrubble masonry, filling the gully to just below the surface level of the surrounding earth. Where gullies
formed in the compacted earth over the chalk-limestone substrate, the repair process began by removing
loose topsoil until fresh soil or weathered stone was revealed, in order to establish a solid surface at the base
of the gully. A series of steps were cut back into the base of the gully and horizontal layers of earth fill, stabilised with small quantities of white cement and lime, were built up on the steps.
Western Citadel Sector
Throughout its long history of occupation, the citadel has been used both as a residence and a garrison. Its
walls have sheltered a city within a city, occupied by the ruler surrounded by his army, a nexus of power
and privilege. Entering the citadel today it may be hard to imagine but up until the disastrous earthquake
of  the gently sloping ground of the upper western citadel plateau was densely covered with buildings.
(This may also apply in part to the eastern plateau which, for the time being, has not been investigated.)
Travel reports from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries speak of approximately two thousand people
living on the citadel. The French traveller Volney, who visited Aleppo in the s, noted that the citadel
housed up to  Janissaries, the supposedly elite force of the Ottoman army, together with their families,
although he went on to observe mockingly that they seemed more interested in tending their shops than their
weapons. After the earthquake in , many of the citadel’s inhabitants left. Stones from the citadel were
used to build other structures in the surrounding city.
When the conservation work on the curtain wall commenced in , it became apparent that there was
a serious drainage problem affecting the foundations of the wall. Rainwater was draining out towards the
wall and down the slope, eroding the substrate and foundations, instead of inwards to the sophisticated
drainage and rainwater collection system within the citadel walls. Initial clearance of earth fill in one section of the western part of the citadel revealed a complex system of standing ruins dating from the most recent period of Ottoman occupation. Once these were exposed, it created another set of conservation problems as they could not be left unprotected. Further interventions in the western part of the citadel to create
paths for a visitor’s circuit around the site revealed other areas of standing ruins. Conservation of these ruins
developed into an important aspect of the conservation programme at the citadel.
The excavations clearly reveal different types of courtyard houses of various sizes. The houses are generally well built and have tiled and, in some cases, multicoloured floors. Here and there, even the untrained eye



Fig. . View of the western sector of Aleppo citadel from inside, with the consolidated curtain wall, as well as the excavated
and conserved foundations of Ottoman houses with rediscovered old street pavement in between (see fig. ).

can identify kitchens, bathrooms and toilets. Several layers of plaster on the walls indicate that the buildings were continuously well maintained. Some of the courtyard houses had wood-panelled walls. During
the Syrian-German dig in the centre of the citadel, some Ottoman houses were also excavated, and remains
of nails, probably used to fix the wooden panels to the walls, were found.
Conservation of this site presented numerous problems, since the remains occurred on various levels comprising soil banks and mounds. The ruins could survive while contained inside a stable and well-drained
soil substrate, but once exposed to the elements it was likely that failure would occur within the space of a
few winters, potentially destroying the remains of the whole urban complex. To prevent this eventuality,
retaining walls of stabilised earth were constructed, sometimes resembling the site topography prior to
excavations, which were in places textured and sculpted to resemble the archaeological excavations. Furthermore, weak soil mortar within the walls of each building was replaced with lime mortar and the wall
fragments were capped to resist frost and snow. Extensive remains of wall render, some of which bore decorated floral images in red pigment, required conservation treatments. This involved reattachment to the
stone substrate with stainless steel or glass pins set in lime/brick dust grout, the grouting of voids with a
similar mixture and the capping of the fractured upper edge. Friable and dusting material was consolidated with multiple applications of calcium hydroxide.
A number of house ruins also contained delicate lime plaster floors, which would not survive if exposed
to the elements. They were reburied after detailed documentation. However a replica floor was laid above



in order to retain visitor interest and the very real sensation that the complex of buildings was once a living community.
Visitor Infrastructure

Fig. . Consolidated ruins, as well as uncovered and restored
original pathway in the southern section of Aleppo citadel.
Left, the Mamluk defensive tower and, far in the distance,
the entrance to the courtyard of the Mamluk throne hall.

Developing and implementing a coherent strategy for
visitor infrastructure at the citadel was a key aspect of
the conservation programme. After close consultation with the DGAM, a visitors’ circuit was laid out
across the citadel linking the major points of interest.
Whenever possible, surviving original stone-paved
roadways, possibly dating from the Ayyubid period,
were integrated in the circuit. In other sections, new
pathways and steps made from stabilised soil screeds
were installed. A number of information points,
which will eventually receive shade from newly
planted Melia trees, were built at key locations, and
a series of viewpoints providing spectacular views
out over the surrounding historic city were created on
the curtain wall and in the Ottoman windmill. A
guidebook has been developed linked to the circuit
and signage has been installed throughout the site (see
chapter ).

Interpretation of history for visitors has become a key
aspect of historic-site management in recent times. At
the citadel of Aleppo, a new Visitor Centre was inFig. . A typical, newly established viewing point
stalled in the conserved Ottoman barracks at the
on the western edge of Aleppo citadel.
northern edge of the site, including a small exhibition describing the history of the site, an audio-visual room and a modernised cafeteria. In addition, the
small museum in the citadel has been modernised and moved to the newly conserved arsenal building and
adjacent tower close to the Ayyubid palace.
CONSERVATION OF THE CITADEL OF MASYAF

Approached along the Hama road across the plains to the east, or from the north along the Orontes valley,
the citadel of Masyaf comes suddenly into view. The Jabal al-Bahra mountains rise steeply behind. Perched
over the surrounding fields and town, and silhouetted against the higher ground, the citadel seems to stand
sentinel, guarding access to the mountains. High above, just visible on a spur is the white-domed mausoleum of Rashid al-Din Sinan, the “Old Man of the Mountain” made famous by Crusader tales, who
once ruled over Masyaf and the Nizari Ismaili state that clung tenaciously to the mountain land behind.
Although the history of occupation at the citadel of Masyaf dates back to the Byzantine period, it was as
an Ismaili stronghold, ruled by Rashid al-Din Sinan, that it achieved its greatest significance.



Fig. . Typical structural problems in Masyaf citadel: collapsed roofs due to water infiltration and frost, erosion of old mortars,
bulging walls and uncontrolled plant growth in the cracks.

It is a very different structure from the citadel of Aleppo. Where Aleppo has the refined character of a
princely residence in a major centre of urban civilisation (and a platform of international trade), the citadel
of Masyaf is a fighting castle. It is more rugged, less refined, without pomp and ceremony, built not to entertain princes but to defend, at the boundary of hostile territory. Just as the mountains dominate the landscape around Masyaf, so they profoundly affect its climate. Cold in winter, wetter than many areas of the
country and buffeted for nine months of the year by fierce winds blowing along the valley floor, it can be a
very inhospitable place.
When the HCSP commenced conservation work at the citadel in , the structure exuded an air of dereliction and decay. Whilst neglect and poorly conceived repairs accounted for some of the problems, the
greatest enemy was the harsh climate and constant assault by the elements. Collapse of masonry structures
and loss of water-shedding surfaces left walls and vaulted spaces saturated with rainwater, which was the
major cause of structural problems throughout the site. Rainwater percolating through structures built using
lime-based mortars leaches lime from the mortar, gradually reducing its strength and causing it to crack
and bulge.
The citadel is one of the most complete medieval fortresses surviving in Syria. Most of what remains
standing dates from the period of Ismaili occupation in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, although parts
of the central core are recognisably Byzantine, and there are several later Ottoman additions (see chapter
). The citadel once stood just within the eastern confines of the medieval town walls. Modern Masyaf has



grown dramatically over the past thirty years and has sprawled
beyond the medieval walls. Apartment blocks now line the
roads leading out of the city to the north and south, but fragments of the historic town remain and it retains a provincial
charm. Mercifully, the fields immediately to the east of the
citadel have not yet been built upon and it is still possible to get
a sense of how it once appeared, on an edge with the fields
giving way to the rock and scrub of the plain beyond.
The site was selected in consultation with the Syrian authorities as the most famous, and possibly most significant, example of Ismaili built heritage in the country. Unlike the projects at Aleppo and Salah al-Din, the conservation project at
Masyaf encompassed the citadel as a whole. Whilst relatively
well preserved for a medieval structure, Masyaf is a ruin, like
the other citadel sites, and the overriding objective of the physical conservation work was to conserve this historic character
whilst adding support and strength where required. Every
space in the castle was included in the conservation project,
and the following description of the work describes processes
employed throughout, as well as focusing on specific themes
and key areas.
Fig. . The back wall of the Ottoman residence
on the eastern plateau of Masyaf citadel,
after partial collapse.

Structural Repairs

Initial survey work at the citadel revealed a number of serious
structural problems, the most urgent of which was a substantial area of collapse in the eastern curtain wall
of the castle. Damage in the outer wall had resulted in loss of compression to the vaulted gallery spaces behind, leaving them unstable. Furthermore, stones continued to fall on a regular basis, thus reducing the delicate equilibrium between the outward thrust of the vaults and the compression applied by the wall. The
resulting situation not only endangered visitors to the site but also created the risk of a catastrophic collapse
of a large section of the lower eastern part of the citadel. A decision was taken together with the DGAM to
focus all initial efforts in this area.
Any solution had to include tying back or otherwise counteracting the active overturning forces generated
by the outward thrust of the vaults of the chambers behind the area of collapsed wall. Two possible treatments were available: the first, less radical option involved core drilling the remaining stones of the wall
and pinning them back with long steel dowels, but this was quickly discounted as impractical under the
circumstances; the second option was much more direct, and involved rebuilding the fallen section of masonry. Whilst technically viable, this raised issues of conservation philosophy: would restoration be acceptable in this context? To further compound the problems faced in rebuilding, the entire east elevation of
the curtain wall had taken on a magnificent sepia colouration derived from traces of iron from within the
stones, leached by centuries of exposure. Work undertaken here would require similar skills to those of the
picture restorer, in addition to those of the building conservator.
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. View of the central part
of Aleppo citadel c. ,
during the conservation campaign.
, . The state of Aleppo citadel
(looking north to the barracks
and looking south to the back
of the Mamluk throne hall) c. ,
photographed by E. Herzfeld,
when large sections of the plateau
were still not excavated.
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, . The courtyard of the Ayyubid palace in Aleppo citadel
before and after conservation.
, . An old pathway passing west of the Ayyubid palace complex
towards the southern ring wall, before and after conservation.
, . Interior of the arsenal in the Ayyubid palace (future museum)
before and after conservation.
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.

.

. View of the western section of the Aleppo citadel plateau
(from the north) with the consolidation of the ring wall
and the excavations of the Ottoman residential district
(see plan on p. ) in progress.
, . The floor of the courtyard in the Ayyubid palace,
as recorded in the s (left) and after conservation
and partial restoration (right).
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-. Various conservation activities in Aleppo citadel.
In the left column, various methods of wall repair, with stone replacement
and grouting. In the right column, cleaning and grouting of a stone arch (above)
and a stone mosaic in the portal of the Ayyubid palace (centre).
At the bottom, a consolidated section of marble floor mosaic in the Ayyubid palace,
showing a lime mortar bed protecting the remaining fragments.

.

.

. The hall of the Ottoman barracks
in Aleppo citadel (future Visitor Centre)
after cleaning and repointing the walls
and replacing the leaking roof.
. The pillars of the Ayyubid cistern
in Aleppo citadel being enveloped
in scaffolding for structural
consolidation works (see also fig. ).
. Aleppo. The top of the wall
fountain niche in the rear
of the northern iwan of the Ayyubid
palace (detail of pl. ), with cleaning
procedures being applied to extract salts
due to water infiltration into the masonry.
Meanwhile, the leaking roof was also
repaired to prevent further damage.
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.

-. Above, the pathway ascending to the eastern terrace
of Masyaf citadel, before and after conservation.
Below, the pathway emerging from the entry complex
of Masyaf citadel, before and after conservation of walls,
arches and pavements.

.
. The street on the city side
of Masyaf citadel before the removal
of abusive modern housing on the rock
of the citadel, looking northwards.
. View of the citadel
(looking in the opposite direction)
after removal of the abusive housing
and reinstatement of the ascending
natural rock.
. Detail of the barbican entrance
after reclaiming the old soil level
and exposing the Byzantine columns.
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.

.

.

.

.

, . The core of the Ayyubid palace in the citadel
of Salah al-Din, before and after conservation
and partial restoration (for structural reasons).
, . The muqarnas in the entry portal of the palace,
before and after conservation.

Figs. , . The eastern section of the ring wall of Masyaf citadel with the collapsed tower and the resulting open wedge (left);
the same section after restoration with matching stones (right).

Fig. . Drawing showing detailed stone replacement in the infill section shown above.



The practical difficulties of any other approach left little option but to rebuild the wall, but, in doing so,
tremendous care was taken to impact the remaining historic fabric as little as possible, to recreate the form the
wall would have originally taken, but to impose a ruination on it so that its appearance blended with the context of the monument as a whole. In preparation for the
rebuilding work, the remaining wall was surveyed, and
the infill section designed stone by stone. Finding suitable cyclopean stones that matched the colour of the
original and of sufficient size proved difficult. When
originally built, stone was almost certainly quarried from
rocky outcrops close to the site, but this was no longer
possible. Suitable stones had to be located and brought
from as far as Hama, forty kilometres to the east. Once
on site, these were squared to the required dimensions
(leaving the face untouched), lifted into place using a
large crane, and bedded on lime mortar. Stainless steel
dowels, set in an annulus of hot poured lead, were incorporated into the stones to fix them both in the horizontal and the vertical sense. Prior to fixing the new
stones, it was necessary to stabilise the remainder of the
original wall to which the new work was to be attached.
Extended grouting was needed in order to unify the components of the wall and to reinstate some sort of structural continuity. To complete the work, bright new lime
mortar joints were given a lime and iron oxide wash
matching the tone of the standing historic wall.
Further work was required to rectify structural problems
created by the recent partial reconstruction (carried out
by the DGAM) of a section of ruined defensive tower located further to the north of the eastern curtain wall.
The work had been undertaken in order to stabilise the
ruin but had in effect placed it in some danger, since the
new work was slowly rotating outwards and pulling
Figs. , . The endangered section of the wall
with it the original structure – an action that created verat Masyaf after reconstruction. A large crane was used
tical fractures between the tower and the curtain wall
for placing the stones and for pointing.
and would eventually have caused major structural collapse. The recent restoration work had to be entirely dismantled and a programme of gravity grouting set
up to unify the connection between the ruined tower and the curtain wall. This was followed by the insertion of stainless steel ties connecting the tower to the curtain wall, which was further consolidated and buttressed by the construction of a replicated wall core to the interior. The scope of critically sensitive struc-



tural repairs was completed with repair work on the south-west tower, which had begun to drift slowly to
the west, opening masonry joints and giving rise to alarming fractures. The movement had most likely resulted from the collapse of a large section of the gatehouse vault that utilised the base of the tower as its easterly abutment.
Masonry Conservation
Large amounts of debris from recent collapse, as well as earth fill, had accumulated in many of the rooms
of the fortress – in some cases impeding access for visitors, adding structural surcharge to potentially unstable vaulting, hindering drainage and obscuring understanding of the structure. Debris was carefully removed, in some cases with surprising results, since a number of previously unsuspected spaces were revealed. For instance, off the long covered corridor behind the western wall of the fortress (which is part of
the bashura or dog-legged sequence of entrance spaces), a deep hole was discovered sunk into the bedrock,
probably originally used to store grain.
Archaeological investigations led by the DGAM
were carried out alongside the conservation
work, which also yielded a number of interesting discoveries. In one sequence of rooms on the
south-west end of the site, the remains of a brick
oven were discovered beneath the earth fill. Towards the end of the project, a sectorial archaeological survey on the exposed crown of the
citadel revealed traces of tiled floor, suggesting
that at one time the castle was at least one storey
higher, and that the top level was probably oc- Fig. . Removing cement from old walls and repointing
cupied by more formal rooms. Was this the re- with lime mortar.
ception hall of Rashid al-Din Sinan, the “Old
Man of the Mountain”? Unfortunately, the timing of this discovery and the technical and logistical problems implied by a full excavation of the roof meant that these questions could not be answered.
Earlier attempts to repair the fortress had resulted in a number of interventions that would not be considered appropriate in modern conservation practice. A substantial amount of effort went into rectifying
or minimising the impact of these repairs. Cement pointing, which is not only unsightly but can cause
long-term damage through the introduction of salts, was systematically removed throughout the citadel and
replaced with lime-based mortars. Rather more demanding were the problems posed by the large number
of reinforced-concrete lintels that had been cast over doorways and window openings. In some cases, where
replacement was impractical or more destructive, these were disguised. In others, where technically feasible or absolutely essential, they were replaced with traditional timber lintels. In the second room of the
main entrance, a large stone lintel over a doorway had been replaced with an ugly and technically ineffective reinforced-concrete beam. A decision was taken early in the project to replace this with a new stone lintel, carved from the hard black basalt of the region, as it would have been used originally. Fixing the new
element posed considerable technical and logistical problems: the combination of weight, limited headroom and access, pushed available resources to the limit. To overcome these problems the massive piece of rough



Fig. . Reconstructing a collapsed arch on the inner side of the entrance complex at Masyaf, using matching stones
and traditional construction techniques (see fig. ).

basalt was worked immediately beneath its ultimate resting place, and when complete was slowly lifted
into position. This lengthy and painstaking task involved progressive lifting and packing of both ends until
they reached the desired location. Planks and rollers were then employed to roll the lintel into position.
In several areas, partially collapsed vaulting was structurally undermining parts of the building – and potentially endangering visitors through falling stones or sudden collapse. Limited reconstruction took place
in these areas using, wherever possible, fallen stones. The north entrance to the upper castle (spaces E
and E) were originally finely vaulted, but the vaults had mostly collapsed; what remained of the original ceiling was supported precariously on four small stones in one wall. If they fell, the remaining structure would all disappear. In this instance, a section of the wall was rebuilt, although great care was taken
to conserve traces of original plaster and a set of holes that probably supported a timber platform. Sections
of the vault were also taken down and rebuilt, using stainless steel dowels set in lead. The remainder was
deep-tamped, using lime mortars and grouted.
Water percolating through vaults and walls left the structure saturated and exposed to damage by freezing
during the winter, and this was clearly one of the major causes of decay. Various modern treatments were
considered for waterproofing the exposed upper surfaces, many of which were the remains of buildings
never built to withstand the elements. The solution finally adopted, however, utilised the same technology
as the original medieval builders and has been used in the roofs of vernacular buildings until recent times.



A source of water-resistant green clay was identified not far from Masyaf. Samples were collected and tests
set in place to determine how best to employ it as a waterproofing agent. (No one could be traced in the region who still possessed the necessary knowledge.) It was discovered that a mixture of one part lime to four
parts clay with an addition of one part coarse grit worked very well and the mixture was added to all weathering surfaces. The treatment was completed by the addition of a screed of stabilised earth, added to protect the clay from erosion by visitors’ feet. The result has withstood the test of time, keeping the vaults dry
through several winters. It will require maintenance, particularly to prevent roots breaking the surface, but
if looked after should keep the structure dry into the foreseeable future.
Relatively little original finish plasterwork remained in the citadel, and great care was taken to conserve it.
Ancient plaster in a damp setting is often soft and friable with a surface very vulnerable to damage by abrasion. Although a number of modern materials are available to stabilise and consolidate plaster in this condition, a decision was taken to apply limewater, a very simple and effective traditional treatment. Decisions
about the composition of the new plaster used for the repair were guided by scientific analysis. When working with weak historic materials, it is essential that new material added to them possesses almost identical
physical qualities. It should be specifically designed to be weaker and thus to act in a sacrificial role, by protecting the original.
Work on plaster conservation also extended to the delicate cleaning of an important inscription in one of the
rooms of the entrance tower, and to an ornamental stucco pattern in the ceiling of the south entrance hall of
the upper castle. Cleaning ancient porous building materials is a notoriously difficult task and should only
be undertaken if the existing soiling is likely to result in damage to the ancient surface, and if it is possible to remove it
without causing greater harm. In this instance, surfaces of
both vault and inscription were encrusted with tightly
packed, tiny black ‘stalactites’ of dirt. Microscopic examination of the substrate revealed minute cracks which in
places were combining to isolate tiny triangular islands of
render, loosening and detaching them. It was clear that conservation would necessitate removal of the dirt.
On-site tests were done to establish the species of soluble
mineral salts present in the ‘dirt’, to determine both its nature and possibly the forces holding it in place. Both sulphates and carbonates were found to be present, suggesting
that the ‘dirt’ component comprised airborne particles of
dust cemented to the surface with calcium sulphate, a watersoluble salt. The solution to this problem was to remove the
deposit by slowly dissolving the calcium sulphate, thus releasing the dust it held. This could be achieved with minimal danger to the historic surface, treating the crust with a
mist of nebulised water. However, in Masyaf the team did
not have access to the corresponding tools – a problem that



Fig. . Careful removal of the crust of dirt
from a rendered vault interior.

was overcome by employing paint-spraying equipment to generate a water mist. Although improvised, the
process worked perfectly, permitting removal of the dirt by gentle use of a toothbrush.
Work on the Hammam
The long flight of stone steps leading up to the main entrance of the citadel were known to have been added
at a later date. The presence of wall heads just above the surface of the adjacent earth mound, and, more
mysteriously, a very finely carved Byzantine capital lodged in the side of the stairs, suggested that another
structure might be hidden beneath. Archaeological excavations in the area of the earth mound commenced
in , and gradually revealed the remains of a small hammam, consisting of two main spaces and a furnace room. It appears to have been constructed in two phases, the earliest phase dating from the Ayyubid
period, and later modified during the period of Ismaili control of the citadel. Large areas of original wall
plaster were revealed and, most interestingly of all, a painted decorative band in red pigment was still clearly visible on the surface of the plaster.
Once the archaeological investigations were complete, the issue of how to preserve what had been uncovered presented the AKTC with a serious dilemma. To simply recover the exposed remains would deprive
historians and archaeologists of a valuable piece of historical data. Leaving the remains as they were was
not an option. A decision was taken with the DGAM to construct a new enclosure over the original remains,
using the original exposed wall heads as a basis. Traditional materials – stone and lime-based mortars –
were used to build the walls and vaults, thus applying traditional techniques to complete the structure.
The Esplanade Area
The citadel once formed the eastern edge of the medieval town of Masyaf, with the ramparts wrapping
around the base of the citadel. To the west, aerial photographs taken in the s show that the citadel was
separated from the urban fabric by a rough rocky outcrop. Sometime over the past forty years, this intermediate zone between citadel and town was lost, submerged by a rash of ‘illegal’ concrete-block buildings
that obstructed the view of the citadel from the city centre. As part of a more comprehensive urban rehabilitation project involving the improvement of public spaces and the central suq, the AKTC and the
local municipality were able to persuade the occupants of the houses to move, assisted by generous compensation packages. In , the houses were demolished, restoring the so-called “esplanade area” as a landscaped, rocky buffer-zone. Taking the houses away has removed a barrier, bringing the citadel back into
the life of the town.
Visitor Infrastructure
Enhancing the experience of visitors to the site was an important objective of the project, also in order to
put the city of Masyaf on the cultural map of Syria – a country which is making increasing efforts to attract foreign visitors to its many impressive sites. Within the citadel, the AKTC has invested in creating a
small Visitor Centre, which contains an exhibition explaining the history of the site and its more famous
occupants. Equally important, a visitors’ circuit has been laid out to guide visitors around the site. Paths
have been defined, new steps or ramps built, signage and lighting installed. Whilst the numbers of people
visiting Masyaf are currently modest, future initiatives will be implemented to raise its profile in line with
its historic importance, which will hopefully bring new economic impulses to the region.



Fig. . View of the Islamic period buildings in the citadel of Salah al-Din, with the restored mosque to the left
and the entrance to the palace on the right.
CONSERVATION OF THE CITADEL OF SALAH AL-DIN

The natural setting of the citadel of Salah al-Din is spectacular. It rests high on a ridge between two deep
ravines, clinging to the landscape in defiant isolation. It is surrounded by the densely forested slopes of the
Jabal Ansariya mountain range, and far in the distance the Mediterranean sea glistens in the sunlight. No
wonder it has been registered as a World Heritage Site (together with Crac des Chevaliers) in .
Two gates and the remains of a chapel in the western part of the site may form the core of a primitive settlement dating from the early Byzantine period. We know for sure that the site was occupied during the
medieval era, to protect the road from Apamea in the south to Lattakia on the coast. The Byzantines kept
the site until the arrival of the Crusaders in about . By , the castle had become the property of
Robert of Saone, a knight of French origin, and it was during this period of Crusader control that the castle’s awesome defences assumed their current form, as part of one of the greatest Crusader building enterprises of the twelfth century, second only to the construction of the Crac des Chevaliers. In , due to a
lack of manpower and the impossibility to properly defend such a vast position, the fortress quickly fell to
the armies of Salah al-Din (Saladin), and it is in honour of this victory, part of Salah al-Din’s conquering
sweep through the Levant in the late twelfth century, that the castle is now named (for more historic details
see chapter ).
After its conquest in , its new occupiers undertook numerous fortification work. The ‘palace complex’ is the most important achievement of the Arab era, dating from the early Ayyubid period, shortly



after the castle’s conquest in , and from the Mamluk period post-. It is comprised of a mosque
with its minaret, a vaulted gallery transformed into a room with an unknown function, the Qala’un hammam and a palace complex with a hammam. It is this grouping of buildings at the core of the castle that
formed the focus of the HCSP’s conservation project, undertaken jointly with the DGAM.
Work began in  with a detailed condition survey of the buildings to be conserved. Once again, the
themes underpinning all projects undertaken in Syria by the HCSP – a state-of-the-art conservation approach, training of local professionals and craftsmen, investment in visitor infrastructure – defined the project. The palace complex forms a relatively small but significant part of the citadel site as a whole, and by
working closely with local DGAM staff and their contractors, everything has been done to ensure that the
standards of conservation practice and appropriate methodologies demonstrated in this project will be applied at the site and elsewhere in the region.
Mosque and Minaret
Conservation work on the mosque, its minaret and the adjacent madrasa commenced in  (see plans in
figs. , ). The minaret posed particular problems: an earthquake had broken the top of the minaret
apart, causing it to partially collapse, and many loose stones in the top section were in danger of falling. The
team painstakingly recorded the position of each stone, and then slowly took the top apart, not an inconsiderable feat given the size and weight of the stones. The top of the minaret was then rebuilt using the ori-

Figs. , . Salah al-Din. The minaret of the mosque as found (left) and with scaffolding
during the conservation/restoration process (right).



ginal stones and knitting-in a small number of other stones that had fallen earlier and were recovered from
the ground. Different problems were tackled in the madrasa and mosque. Both buildings were structurally
stable, but successive phases of modern repairs using inappropriate materials had altered and damaged the
historic fabric. Where feasible, the modern interventions were carefully removed, and walls, ceiling and
roofs were then repaired and finished using materials and techniques identical to those employed by the
original medieval craftsmen, thus making the buildings sound without detracting from their historic character. The conservation process was successfully completed in the autumn of .
Ayyubid Palace
During , work commenced on the conservation of the remains of the Ayyubid palace and baths (see
plans in figs. , , ). A large inner courtyard formed the core of the reception space (qa’a) of the
palace, and its centre still contained the remains of an octagonal fountain. On one side, a number of small
private rooms adjoin the courtyard, and on the other the ruins of a bath or hammam are found. Little of the
superstructure enclosing the main courtyard has remained, although the private rooms have retained more
of their original structure. In both sets of adjoining spaces, archaeologists working with the project uncovered the remains of a sophisticated piped water system, which was probably to feed a salsabil (an inclined
and carved stone panel flooded with fresh water, to cool the air and refresh the senses) as well as the fountain and the hot and cold water systems of the bath. A brick furnace leading to an underground hypercaust circulating warm air under the floor of the bath was also uncovered.

Figs. , . The minaret after completion of works (left) and a detail of its top section
showing inserted new cornice stones (right).



Fig. . View of the palace complex of Salah al-Din from the south with the remains of the hammam in the front, the courtyard
of the qa’a in the centre, and a side elevation of the entrance complex on the right end.

The entrance to the palace is still largely intact, and consists of another smaller qa’a with two shallow iwans
and a skylight made of finely carved stones. Perhaps the most impressive aspect of the complex is the entrance portal with its fine muqarnas or stalactite carvings. Over the years, movement in the structure has prised
open the joints between the massive stones of the portal, providing a glimpse into the extraordinary skill
and geometrical precision of the craftsmen who built it.
Conservation work on the palace was preceded by a detailed archaeological survey of the ruins carried out
by a team from the Sorbonne University in Paris. Their research resulted in a much more detailed understanding of the formal organisation of the palace. Important pottery fragments from the twelfth century
were found, which will be exhibited on site. Conservation work in the palace and baths did not attempt to
restore or reconstruct earlier hypothetical conditions. Ruins were carefully stabilised as found, and rebuilt
only as required for greater structural stability. Recent repointing of masonry joints with cement was carefully removed and replaced with lime-based mortars. Vaulting and walls were stabilised with deeptamping (driving mortar deep into open joints) and then pointed with lime mortars. Very few areas of original finish-coat plaster remain, and these were carefully cleaned and where necessary reattached to the wall
using grout injected with syringes.
The French architect and archaeologist Michel Ecochard had carried out extensive restoration of the entrance area in the s, and whilst this work is in spirit very different from the less interventionist approach



of today, it has been respected as an integral part of
the historic texture of the site. The interior of the
palace entrance had suffered extensively from the effects of percolating rainwater and salt-laden moisture rising from the ground. The latter gave rise to
thick efflorescence, a combination that in concert
with occasional strong winds had given rise to alveolar decay in many of the magnesian limestone
blocks. The situation was alleviated by a combination of remedial measures. Further rainwater
ingress was prevented by application of the same copper rich clay screed as used in Masyaf and the rising
moisture problem cured by simply improving
drainage away from the building. Having removed
the catalyst of decay – water infiltration – conservation of the stones was undertaken by brushing off efflorescence from the surface. This was followed by
desalination in the hope of removing harmful mineral salts from the immediate substrate. To achieve
this, a cycle of poulticing was introduced: four lime
poultices were applied, each remaining in place for
four weeks, on completion of which electrical conductivity readings suggested that salt levels had been
successfully reduced. Conservation concluded with
the application of sacrificial lime mortar repair to the
most badly eroded stones, a process intended to mitigate further erosion by attracting decay to the fill and
leaving the stone intact.

Fig. . Salah al-Din, consolidation works on the vault
of the interior passage leading from the entrance
into the courtyard. The imprints of the former central fountain
and its hydraulic system are also visible.

Fig. . View of the restored annex to the mosque – a former
Frankish vaulted structure – now serving as an exhibition hall
for visitors at Salah al-Din.

Ruined walls on the remainder of the site were stabilised and capped with stone in order to exclude
rainwater – a work that involved the removal of soil and vegetable growth from within the wall, followed
by grouting and placing protective stones (similar to those inside the wall core) on the broken wall head, so
as to shed water whilst retaining the character of the ruin.
Visitor Infrastructure
The citadel of Salah al-Din is already an important destination for tourism in Syria: during the year ,
over , people visited the site. Government policy calls for growth in the tourism sector and whilst regional instability may delay this, it is likely that over time the number of visitors to the citadel of Salah alDin will increase. Accordingly, the project improved the visitor infrastructure to enhance the experience of
the site, as well as to protect the historic fabric from excessive wear and tear. New pathways have been laid
out around the site, to create a visitor circuit and to encourage visitors to keep off delicate or dangerous sections of the monument. A Visitor Centre has been installed in the former mosque and madrasa buildings,



explaining the history of the site and its famous namesake, Salah al-Din. A local entrepreneur has been assisted in modernising the existing small cafeteria that occupies the Burj al-Banat (maiden’s tower) at the
centre of the site.
Whilst projects might come to an end, conservation never does. The citadels have never been finished products and even today they continue to change and to require attention. Much remains to be done by the Directorate of Antiquities, using skills and methodologies developed and demonstrated by these three joint
conservation projects. Moreover, those areas that have been included in the projects at the citadel sites should
not now be crossed off the list and ignored; regular and skilled maintenance is essential. In this way, these
monuments to the great and small narratives of history that have swept over the mountains and plains of
Syria will be preserved for future generations.



. Implementing New Visitor Facilities at Aleppo Citadel
KNUT LOHRER AND ANETTE GANGLER

A

s implied in the philosophy of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture’s Historic Cities Support Programme (HCSP), the conservation of historic sites and buildings cannot be limited to safeguarding their physical remains. Either old functions have to be revived, or new functions have
to be found to keep the monuments alive, that is, to make them meaningful for resident citizens and/or foreign visitors. In the case of the three Syrian citadels featuring in this book, the old defensive function has become obsolete and new functions which would be compatible with the historic shell can only be found in
the civic, cultural and educational domains.
SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVES OF REUSE PROJECTS

In Aleppo, particularly, the citadel is an object of civic pride and still remains a focal point of the urban
landscape. The views to and from the citadel provide a
sense of urban identity, and the wide interior space, the
amphitheatre and certain facilities such as the throne
room offer spaces for prime public events. Its cultural importance, for residents and tourists alike, is evident, since
the surviving traces – from ancient Oriental to Roman,
Byzantine and Islamic cultures – constitute a formidable treasure trove. The citadel’s educational potential is
equally clear, since the various historic layers of the site
constitute a three-dimensional, open-air history book, as
it were, providing opportunities for visitors to immerse
themselves in the past – a much more tangible experience than books can ever offer.
Seeking ways to inform, educate and fascinate visitors of
restored monuments is therefore a complementary task
to physical conservation. In the case of Aleppo (as in
the other two sites) this was achieved by designing a basic
visitors’ circuit with attached facilities which would fulfil three functions: first, identifying and linking the most
important archaeological components and buildings
and explaining them in more detailed ways; second,
choosing and describing significant viewpoints overlooking the surrounding historic city in order to clarify



Fig. . Old poster (c. ) promoting Aleppo
as a tourist destination.

the urban context of the citadel; and third, providing areas of rest and social interaction, combined with
learning opportunities, such as a Visitor Centre, an open-air cafeteria and various didactic exhibitions integrated into individual buildings.
To increase the visitors’ experience of the site, proper pedagogic ‘translation’ and integration of visual facts
into contextual historic patterns are needed. This task is the main raison d’être of the new Visitor Centre located at the highest point of Aleppo citadel. Here, exhibition panels provide the basic background information, which is further detailed in a guidebook which visitors can acquire. An ‘animated’ three-dimensional model of the citadel is also projected in the Visitor Centre, showing the site both from a bird’s eye
view and as seen from the underground spaces. Creating this type of more elaborate Visitor Centre, combined with a food and beverage outlet and shaded outdoor recreational areas within the historic site is a new
practice in Syria and this project fulfils a pilot function in this respect.
THE VISITING CIRCUITS

All visiting circuits through the citadel of Aleppo are conditioned by the sole entry/exit point – the majestic Ayyubid gateway and entrance complex with the superimposed Mamluk throne room described in
chapter . After crossing the bridge over the moat and ascending the large, dark vaulted ramps of the entrance complex with their five subsequent right-angle turns in different directions – forming a sort of Ssequence – one finally reaches the upper plateau of the citadel at its lowest point. This is the beginning of
the ascending main spine of the inner citadel which provides a direct connection between the entrance complex and the upper mosque and the so-called “old barracks” on top of the plateau, which now serve as the
Visitor Centre and cafeteria.
Along that spine, a number of important
sub-sites such as the suq, the Byzantine cistern, the small mosque of Abraham, and
the depressed archaeological site of the ancient temple of the storm god can be seen.
The Visitor Centre is associated with a
landscaped esplanade on its southern side,
where visitors can rest and eat or drink
under the shade of newly planted trees.
The esplanade forms a wide balcony from
which one can visually embrace the complete citadel site. Nestled into the slope beneath is the modern amphitheatre, which
Fig. . Example of one of the shaded ‘focal points’.
is occasionally used for concerts or public
events and now benefits from the association with the new Visitor Centre.
The northern edge of the Visitor Centre espouses the rampart of the citadel which provides views to the
other side of the city. From there, the main circuit continues eastwards along the northern ramparts and
passes by the windmill, which was restored and reused, with its roof terrace now offering the highest
panoramic viewpoint of the citadel complex.



Fig. . Site map created for visitors showing the circuits and facilities.

The main circuit then leads the visitor down again to the Ayyubid palace complex, including the Ayyubid
cistern, the palace itself and the royal hammam and other annexes. In one of these annexes, the so-called “arsenal”, a small museum showing different artefacts (stone inscriptions, metal and ceramic pieces) and explaining the architecture of the Ayyubid palace has been installed. Shortly before reaching the Tawashi
palace, another annex, a special exhibition on military defense techniques in one of the defensive towers
can be accessed. Finally, one can proceed through a bent pathway and an elevated forecourt to the heavily
restored Mamluk throne hall that sits on top of the monumental entry gateway to the citadel. From there,
courageous visitors may engage in a somewhat perilous descent through the defensive chambers and galleries, using the narrow interior staircases of the entrance complex to return, through a small hidden door,
to the main portal of the citadel.
Branching off the described main spine, visitors can engage in an extended panoramic tour which leads
along the ring wall of the citadel and offers various spectacular views of the surrounding city. In the western sector of the tour, one can get a view to the suq area and the Umayyad, or Great, mosque – the core of
the walled city. A view to the north is also very impressive, while at the end a view over the whole city, its
modern extensions and the surrounding landscape opens up.



All visitors’ facilities, such as restaurant, toilets,
recreational areas and tourist information, are integrated in this concept. Rooms for archaeological
archives and magazines are also provided. In the
western part of the citadel, where substantial portions of the ground walls of the former housing patterns of the Ottoman area have been exposed by the
project, the visitors’ trail is based on the existing historic street network. The original pavement was restored and this circulation system, complemented by
new sections with clearly different textures, directs
the tourists and protects the archaeological areas. In
the eastern part of the citadel, landscaped paths follow more or less the soft contours of the existing
ground – which is mostly based on debris.

Figs. , . Aleppo. Interior views of the new Visitor Centre
in the old barracks, with counter and exhibition panels.

The visiting circuit inside the citadel relies upon a
system of twenty-six focal areas of special interest
which have been highlighted using a common modern design vocabulary. Individual briefs for the physical and visual differentiation of the focal areas, the
viewpoints and the paths have been established. Important orientation points on top of the citadel are
marked as ‘green points’, where visitors have the possibility to rest in shade (fig. ). A signing system
with numbers, identifies the focal points and the visitors’ facilities. The numbering of all these elements
corresponds to the guide book.

The focal areas cover all the archaeological sites and monuments relate to different historic periods, but their
visiting sequence does not reflect historic chronology. Therefore, special pedagogic devices are needed for
visitors to understand the history of the citadel and its outstanding complexity. Three specific exhibitions
have been set up in key locations of the citadel: the Ottoman barracks, the arsenal of the Ayyubid palace
and the Mamluk tower. All the objects presently on show in the former citadel museum have been redistributed and complemented by new objects according to thematic units.
THE VISITOR CENTRE IN THE BARRACKS OF IBRAHIM PASHA

The main Visitor Centre in the Ottoman barracks was established in combination with new recreational
areas that are concentrated on its southern front terrace, overlooking the whole citadel plateau and the amphitheatre. The visitor can stay in the restaurant or visit the bookshop to find specific information in the form
of plans, brochures, books and postcards. On the western half of the terrace, new trees have been planted
to provide shaded outdoor sitting areas. The eastern half of the big terrace is used to present various stone
fragments formerly scattered around the citadel in the form of a geometrically laid out lapidarium (fig. ).



Fig. . Plan of the Visitor Centre in the old barracks, Aleppo.

On the northern side of the barracks, a second terrace, occupying the top of the northern flanking tower,
provides additional recreational space.
The exhibition inside the Visitor Centre gives an overview of the history of the citadel, from pre-historic
times to the Ottoman period, based on archaeological research and remaining physical evidence. Here, the
visitor can also find information on aspects of Aleppo’s topography and the location of the citadel within
its urban context. The exhibition hall is connected with a multimedia room for the projection of the visual animation on the citadel, which can also be used for lectures, receptions and other cultural events. In
the basement of the barracks, a model of the citadel is exhibited, together with panels illustrating the recent
conservation work.
The design concept of the new Visitor Centre (figs. , ) responds to the clear structure of the building with its two rows of arcades and the regular sequence of windows that define its elongated north and
south elevations. The exhibition layout adopts this strong rhythm of the architectural shell. The exhibited
objects provide an overview of the history of various historic periods through architectural fragments, such
as a sarcophagus, a Byzantine false door, column and window fragments, and other stone objects. These
pieces are presented in chronological order along the walls, whereas a number of capitals are located in the
lateral naves of the arcades. The capitals, fixed on simple metallic pillars, give an impression of the variety
of columns used in the past.
The modern furniture for the museum, the cafeteria and the information desk is made of grey coated steel,
combined with wood. These materials do not interfere with the limestone structure of the walls and floor
and the wooden beams of the ceiling and create a harmonious ensemble. The order of the new metal pillars holding the stone capitals emphasises the rhythm of the arches of the building, which is also reflected
by the blocks of the lapidarium outside, where the remaining capitals are exhibited.



Fig. . Plan of the landscaped esplanade in front of the Visitor Centre, Aleppo.
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The didactic concept of the exhibition on the ground floor is based on six panels relating the history of the
citadel, arranged in historical sequence and interspersed with actual objects. The themes are:
- The citadel and the city
- The citadel in the historical context
- The citadel in ancient times
- Aleppo and the citadel in Antiquity
- Aleppo and the citadel in the early Islamic period
- Aleppo and the citadel in the late Islamic period

The didactic concept of the exhibition in the basement of the barracks relies on a model of the citadel and
on a number of exhibition panels relating the procedures and various aspects of recent archaeological and
conservation work in the citadel (see chapter ). The five panels show:

- Early excavations and conservation
- Syrian-German excavations since 
- Projects of the Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture
- Structural consolidation methods
- Architectural conservation methods
THE MUSEUM IN THE ARSENAL OF THE AYYUBID PALACE

The arsenal is located in an annex of the Ayyubid palace and can be accessed through a small door not far
from the entry portal of the Ayyubid palace – one of the main visitor attractions in the citadel. The building has several rooms which were easily converted into closed exhibition spaces where visitors now find in-



formation on important topics about the
Ayyubids and the architecture of the palace.
The rooms are oriented towards a central
courtyard with two lateral arcades, which creates a pleasant interaction between interior
and exterior spaces and remains true to the
character of this palatial annex.
In the first two rooms stone inscriptions found
in the citadel are presented, as well as two
panels explaining the political role of the
Ayyubids in Syria and the nature of Ayyubid
fortifications and Ayyubid palaces. The arcades between the two small rooms and the
courtyard are used to exhibit other Islamic inscriptions found on top of the citadel, while a
larger room near the entrance is reserved for an
exhibition on arts and crafts under the Ayyubids and the Mamluks. The objects on show
consist of ceramics and metalware from the
former museum in the Ottoman barracks, as
well as pieces newly found during the excavations in the area of the citadel’s main spine,
in front of the al-Nuri hammam. These pieces
are presented in four showcases together with
information on the Ayyubid and Mamluk
rulers as patrons of the art.

Fig. . The outdoor zone of the cafeteria in the Visitor Centre, Aleppo.

THE EXHIBITION IN THE MAMLUK TOWER

Above the Ayyubid palace area, not far from
the arsenal and accessible from the path along Fig. . The open-air ‘Lapidarium’ in front of the Visitor Centre.
the eastern ring wall of the citadel, lies the entrance to the impressive multi-cornered tower that stands east of the monumental gateway to the citadel.
This defensive tower was built during the Mamluk period, hiding the earlier entrance to the citadel (still
visible from inside) which had become obsolete after the construction of the new monumental entry complex by al-Zahir Ghazi. A panel explains the architecture of this former entrance, and also illustrates medieval warfare as an art and a science. Medieval weapons and a large model of a trebuchet, as well as cannons,
spearheads and a collection of metal bowls found in various places inside the citadel are also exhibited in
this space.
FUTURE TASKS

In the future, the Syrian-German archaeological excavations of the temple of the storm god will be integrated into the existing tourist circuits and in relation to other structures, such as the underground spaces



Fig. . The underground spaces of the citadel – an additional and unexpected attraction for visitors.

of the citadel. The temple of the storm god is of unique importance providing a rich cultural ensemble
with many historical layers and vestiges, but it poses equally important preservation and display problems
due to its present low-lying location, up to thirteen metres below the current ground surface. Whenever exposed, the important remains will inevitably suffer from differential humidity which would destroy them
in the long run. Several ideas and possibilities for the conservation of the temple reliefs, including the possibility of building an attractively designed shelter that would preserve the artefacts in their original location and act as an archaeological museum, are under discussion. The implanting of a new structure of any
nature in this environment will require careful architectural and structural research.



. Changing Paradigms in Urban Conservation in Syria
ADLI QUDSI

O

ld Aleppo, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is also a living historic city with approximately
, inhabitants still residing in thousands of traditional old houses. Throughout the centuries, it has been an important commercial, political and cultural centre and its relatively wellpreserved historic fabric counts among the most outstanding urban structures in the Muslim world. In the
article that follows, the author relates his personal experience of growing up in such a historic environment,
witnessing the changes that occurred over the past decades and initiating various efforts to preserve the substance and the ‘spirit’ of the Old City of Aleppo.
THE HISTORIC FABRIC

Here, like in other historic Islamic cities, centuries of accumulated experience in living and social interaction have articulated a highly sophisticated type of urban fabric, relying on the courtyard house as a basic

Fig. . The roofscape of the urban fabric of the Old City of Aleppo, as defined by its many interior courtyards and domes of qa’as.



Fig. . Axonometry of a traditional Aleppine residential unit.

component. An architectural unit endowed
with essential human qualities, the courtyard
house provides an ideal setting for the intricate
patterns of prevailing cultural traditions.
Through its physical structure, it combines
outdoor and indoor living with complete
measures of safety, privacy, environmental realism and comfort. Built back to back, adjacent courtyard houses form small neighbourhood clusters that can only be accessed by narrow feeder alleyways. Larger streets contain
the concentrated commercial and public services, connect the various neighbourhoods
and engulf the monuments and social facilities, thus constituting well-defined areas of
public domain. The ‘organic’ style of such
urban aggregations prevailed in most historic
Islamic cities and helped establish a corresponding mould of cultural attitudes.

Having been born in the Old City, I lived there for thirteen years in an extended family complex of courtyard houses in the district of Farafrah. The courtyards were thick with citrus trees, jasmine, roses and plenty of space to play. Although I was an only child, I hardly missed the presence of other children, who were
always within easy reach. A child could enter every house in the vicinity and find friends to play with. The
narrow alleys were children’s heaven. Besides being safe and friendly, they encouraged an open-door policy towards neighbours and visitors.
THE IRRUPTION OF MODERN PLANNING IDEOLOGIES

Since the nineteenth century, modern styles of living created new challenges, requiring new architectural
responses. Meanwhile, the dormant social-political environment of the Arab world during the Ottoman
period did not allow for proper modernisation of indigenous techniques in planning and architecture. The
only models that became available were therefore those of modern European cities.
In the late nineteenth century, new urban extensions, planned and built according to contemporary Western paradigms, began to emerge to the north and the west of the Old City and its historic suburbs. At that
time, the moat north of the city walls (between the Bab al-Hadid and the Bab al-Faraj area) was still in existence. In , the Ottoman administration filled up the moat and created a street adjacent to the walls.
Large sections of the wall were also levelled. Buildings two to three storeys high with beautiful stone facades and wooden mashrabiya rose on both sides of the street, most of them still visible today.
In the same period, a new commercial area emerged in the Bustan Kullab district to the west of the Old
City, planned according to a grid pattern of narrow streets with two- to three-storey-high commercial buildings containing shops, workshops and offices. It was continued, further west, by the district of Jamilia with



its residential apartment blocks. To the north of the fifteenth-century suburb of Jdaideh, another commercial-cum-residential area emerged along Western modes of planning. Later, during the French Mandate, more buildings of European architecture were constructed. Many of the beautifully designed and detailed buildings of the turn of the century have since disappeared, but a few examples still remain and are
protected by registration and building regulations.
In spite of these recent extensions, the Old City with its traditional architecture and life style continued to
hold its own through the first half of the twentieth century. In the early s the majority of Aleppo’s
quarter of a million inhabitants still resided in traditional courtyard homes within the historic quarters.
Thus two paradigms of urban patterns coexisted side by side.
Soon, however, the balance would tilt in favour of the European model, for at that time the Westerneducated city leaders did not understand the high social and environmental qualities of life within the residential fabric of the Old City. Accordingly, they ignored the potential for adapting the historic areas to
modern living standards, but instead opted for spending all available municipal funds on the development
and beautification of the modern districts. This intensified the exodus of upper and middle-income families out of the Old City, which now fell into a spiral of decline and deterioration after having been stagnating for some time.
Radical new planning initiatives reflecting the Modern Movement were introduced by the French planner
André Gutton in the early s. They ignored the intricate social and physical character of the Old City,
and no care was taken to protect the environmental assets of the historic quarters. The new Master Plan for
the whole of Aleppo, adopted in , envisaged a number of major new road channels dissecting the Old

Fig. . Old view of new urban extensions built under late Ottoman rule (c. ) near Bab al-Faraj, north-west of the Old City,
Aleppo.



Fig. . Plan of the Old City of Aleppo towards the end of the th century.

City in sensitive areas. An east-west axis with two branches would interconnect the Damascus highway
west of the city with the Raqqa highway to the east. One road would cross the northern suburbs, another
would run through the southern neighbourhoods. Gutton’s ‘grand’ idea was to build a straight connection
“from the desert to the sea” (fig. ), cutting through the Old City fabric on both sides of its historic core,
as defined by the Umayyad mosque. A third road was to incise a major channel north of the Great Mosque
all the way through the northern suburbs, in addition to the road that had already been constructed from
the Great Mosque eastwards, towards the citadel.
The latter work had taken place even before the Master Plan was completed and adopted. The results were
devastating for the historic neighbourhood of Farafrah. Scores of traditional courtyard houses were lost,
many of which were of high architectural value. Beside the major objective of facilitating vehicular traffic,



Fig. . Plan of the Old City of Aleppo c. , after completion of the late Ottoman extensions
(the dotted line marks the tramway lines).

this road was designed to expose the Umayyad mosque and create a square in front of it. Originally, the
mosque – a typical inward-looking building – was embedded in the fabric of courtyard houses and small
alleys that coalesced with its exterior walls. After completion of the project, only artificial stone elevations
faced the new square and the new road introduced to the north of the mosque. The open space between the
street and this new facade, originally occupied by beautiful courtyard homes, became a parking lot.
This intervention (figs. , ) destroyed the path I used to take four times a day between my traditional courtyard house and my school, a beautiful late Ottoman building facing the citadel. I was too young
then to understand the true impact of this event but I was upset and confused every time I had to cross this
large devastated area. I always wondered why this should happen to some of my friendly playgrounds – the
narrow alleys that had disappeared along this oppressive new channel.



THE FANTASY OF RESUSCITATING THE ROMAN STREET GRID

During the long Islamic period, the cities of Damascus and Aleppo had continued building upon the urban heritage received from the Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine times, transforming and overgrowing an
originally orthogonal grid layout with ‘organic’ urban patterns that were derived from fundamentally different concepts of civic life and social attitudes rooted in the behavioural codes of Islam. This adaptive reuse
process, so evident in the structure of the Great Mosques and the suqs (see chapter ) was accompanied by
a permanent rebuilding and renewal process dictated by natural decay, by new social and economic factors
or, worse, by earthquakes and war damage – a process which confirmed and strengthened the Islamic urban pattern as the top layer of a complex, historically grown artefact.
In , Michel Ecochard, who had been active as an architect in the French protectorates of Morocco and
Syria, developed a new planning concept for Damascus, the Syrian capital, which created a fatal collusion
between an artificial archaeological ‘reconstruction’ (that is, the reversal of centuries of historic development) on the one hand, and modern urban development principles based on the primacy of vehicular traffic, on the other. His idea was to dissect the historic urban fabric into insulae by introducing vehicular roads
that would follow the former alignment of the old Roman avenues, which had long been covered by Islamic housing clusters. Most of the roads would end with car parking squares adjacent to the major suqs
and monuments. Although more subtle and intellectually more appealing than Gutton’s crude concepts
for Aleppo, the implementation of these plans would still have spelled the ultimate doom for large parts of
the existing historical urban fabric which was to be torn apart according to completely alien structuring
principles.
G. Banshoya, a Japanese disciple of Ecochard, transferred the same design principles to Aleppo, where he
established in  a new Master Plan which combined some of Gutton’s earlier ‘achievements’ with
Ecochard’s Damascus planning principles. A shortcoming common to both plans, however, was the fact
that they did not consider the drawbacks of dramatically increased vehicular accessibility. As known from
the recent experience of many other historic cities in the world, ceding to the pressures of vehicular traffic
releases a dynamic process which can no longer be controlled and inevitably paves the way for rampant destruction of the traditional urban fabric.

Fig. . Aleppo. The new road and development axes
“from the sea to the desert” proposed by A. Gutton in .

The partial implementation of the road projects contained in the  Master Plan (figs. , ) destroyed considerable sections of the Old City of
Aleppo and accelerated the exodus of its residents.
The high-rise buildings that were erected along the
wide development strips planned on both sides of the
road channels deprived the adjacent courtyard houses of privacy, sunshine and clean air. Large sections
of the remaining fabric were isolated from the rest of
the Old City and became subject to rapid decline.
Many important houses lost their inhabitants and became industrial workshops, warehouses, or were totally abandoned to neglect and decay. Clusters of



Figs. , . Plan of the district of Farafrah in Aleppo, near the Umayyad, or Great, mosque, before and after new roads were
cut through and modern buildings were constructed along the roads.

courtyard houses providing effective and coherent residential spaces were disrupted and infected with harmful commercial and industrial functions.
In the Bab al-Faraj area – on the north-western corner of the old city that was most exposed to modern development pressures – a whole historic district framed by new vehicular roads was cut out from the historic
fabric. Scores of traditional houses were demolished (fig. ) to be replaced by a commercial development
with high-rise towers – an ill-conceived statement of modernity which would have been just the first step
to the progressive demolition of further parts of the historic fabric.
THE MOVE TOWARDS URBAN CONSERVATION

The excesses of the proposed Bab al-Faraj project in the late s made it obvious to many that the survival of the Old City as a whole was at stake and thus constituted a watershed in the history of the Old
City. Prompted by the dramatic situation, a group of conservationists (public and private) began a campaign to save the remaining fabric of the Old City. Fortunately the executed portions of the Master Plan
had only destroyed less than twenty per cent of the total fabric of the Old City at that time. Large and important areas were threatened, but still untouched.
The conservationists were just in time to stop the full execution of the larger and most damaging sections
of the Master Plan. In  they began their lobbying efforts by convincing the Ministry of Culture to issue a decree naming the Old City as a national monument. This in effect stopped further execution of the
Master Plan. The group was also behind the formation of the Old City Committee, an official body representing the City administration, Antiquities and all other parties concerned. Eventually, the Committee, where the conservationists had the upper hand, was given the powers of an executive council over the
majority of the municipal affairs of the Old City. To mobilise international support, the Committee invited UNESCO to take part in suggesting appropriate conservation policies. Two UNESCO reports in 



Figs. , . Aleppo. Left, the road proposals of the  Master Plan by G. Banshoya cutting through the Old City.
Right, the current state, with only partly executed road schemes.

and  (established under the leadership of Stefano Bianca) spelt out the necessity to abandon the Master Plan and presented alternative options focused on urban conservation and rehabilitation.1
The s witnessed a consolidation of conservation measures in all their forms. The Master Plan for the
Old City was officially abandoned. The high-rise commercial project in the north-western corner of the
Old City was suspended, even after the execution of parts of its foundations. It was then totally revised in
favour of a low-density service oriented scheme which re-established, as much as possible, the old pedestrian connections and attempted to re-knit the broken urban fabric.2 An Old City office was initiated within the City administration. The historical suburbs extra-muros were included in the zones protected by
registration. Old Aleppo was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Finally, a special code for restoration and rebuilding was developed and officially adopted.
The consequences of all these measures were mainly positive. The pace of destruction of the courtyard
houses that constituted the fabric was dramatically reduced. Public awareness of the social and cultural values of the Old City increased. The City and other administrations awarded more attention to Old City
matters. On the negative side, however, the measures taken were not enough to slow down the deterioration of the overall environment of the historic fabric. The rate of the exodus of the residents continued to
increase and the population decreased from over , in the early s to below , in .
THE SEARCH FOR A NEW FORMULA

For many centuries, the continuity of the historic fabric had relied on consistent cultural patterns and a natural process of self-revitalisation. In the past, state authorities presented very little in the form of general
public services. Their main concern was the provision of religious or administrative monumental structures that presented some general services to the public in addition to their basic functions. Although every



now and then a ruler or potent would restore and
upgrade whole sections of the fabric, the major
burden of its social and physical continuity lay on
the residents. The varied social-economic mix in
each neighbourhood facilitated for the smooth
upkeep of homes and public space. This process
was clear and did not require much explicit definition throughout the ages.
However, the arrival of the new culture and the
pressures of ‘modernisation’ changed all that.
Immediate, untested new social and economic
factors were difficult to accommodate within this
natural process of revitalisation. Such new considerations brought the process to a screeching
halt. The residents who could afford to leave the
Old City did so. This created an economic imbalance in favour of poverty and further dilapidation of the homes and fabric. It became obvious that what had grown naturally before now
needed specific rules, definitions and legal enforcement.
The new city grew very rapidly but without the
benefit of sufficient administrative and commercial outlets. With its thriving medina markets and
major administrative centres, the Old City now
Fig. . Aleppo. Bird’s eye view of a model showing the largely
had to serve as the principal core of a metropolis destroyed
Bab al-Faraj district, cleared in the late s
with currently over two million inhabitants. This for the intended construction of a modern high-rise complex.
imposed great pressures on the Old City, and
problems of traffic congestion, pollution, increase of industrial and commercial functions, and so on, added
to the physical deterioration of the historic fabric. It became clear that the traditional process of orderly continuity was no longer functioning and that a new one needed to be developed. To set a new course would
be an immense undertaking that could have serious consequences unless handled with great care.
In , in my capacity as a member of the Old City Committee since its inception, I prepared an internal paper to summarise existing conditions in the Old City and to advance a new rehabilitation scheme,
coupled with a request for funding. The proposed experimental pilot project would start with a physical,
social and economic survey of the historic fabric. The results would then be used for the development of a
comprehensive rehabilitation scheme. Simultaneously expanded studies and physical rehabilitation of a
pilot area would be implemented to test and harness the potential for soft rehabilitation approaches and to
serve as models for future activities.



The basic objective of the proposed project would be to upgrade public services and support the residents
in the improvement of their living environment. The paper also stressed the importance of the participation of the residents in this process and spelt out the anticipated economic and cultural benefits: “Such a
pilot project where people-participation is highly stressed can easily become an active example of rehabilitation through self-help. Residents would realise the great value of their living environment and the administration would become aware of the economic benefits of restoring an area rather than destroying it
and building a new one. The historical and cultural importance of such a move in one of the World Cultural Heritage Sites can have very positive reverberations on the international level.”3
After being approved by the City of Aleppo and the Old City Committee, this document was used to
mobilise international donors and seek financial support for a comprehensive Old City Rehabilitation Project. Through various personal contacts, the German government and the Arab Fund for Economic and
Social Development were approached with the support of the Syrian authorities, and both reacted positively. Eventually, the City of Aleppo formed an organisational set-up of technical and administrative staff

Fig. . Aleppo. New traffic scheme by the Old City Directorate to reduce vehicular through-traffic in the historic centre
and particularly in the citadel sector.



to direct the project and supplies funding for the imvplementation. The German government commissioned the German Agency for Technical Cooperation (GTZ) to administer the German contribution.
GTZ provided international and local experts, training for the project staff, technical equipment and
funds for implementation of rehabilitation measures
in pilot areas plus funds. The Arab Fund grant was
earmarked for technical equipment, international expertise and training programmes.
The German government has granted about eight
million dollars since the start of the project. The
Arab Fund granted one million dollars at the start
and added another grant of one million dollars. The
City of Aleppo has spent similar amounts on rehabilitation measures throughout the Old City. The
Friends of Aleppo Society in Germany (created by
Heinz Gaube) has granted the project eighty thousand German marks so far to be used in the loan fund
system.

Fig. . The premises of the Old City Office in a historic
th-century mansion.

THE PROJECT FOR THE REHABILITATION
OF OLD ALEPPO

The project was implemented in , starting with
a general survey. A pilot area was selected and a detailed social, economic and physical survey performed. Detailed land-use assessments were carried
out and a land-use plan drafted. The surveys and
resident opinions highlighted the need for social services. Infrastructure studies indicated the need for the
full replacement of the sewage and water systems.
Traffic surveys and subsequent studies resulted in the
development of a new traffic scheme for the area.
Urgent physical interventions were initiated imme- Fig. . Infrastructure improvement and house repair
diately before completion of the studies. Infrastruc- in the Old City, Aleppo.
ture replacement began shortly after the choice of the
pilot area and is now almost complete in that area, the streets having been re-paved with the traditional cobblestone. A historical religious school was restored to function as a community and health centre. A kindergarten was also introduced and technical assistance was offered by the project for the restoration of three
historical mosques in the area. A successful traffic plan for the area has been enforced, sharply reducing
heavy through-traffic and limiting local traffic to certain major alleyways.



There were many lessons learned from this first
pilot project that enhanced the overall studies
and the procedures of handling the new interventions, now named Action Areas Projects. A
second area in the neighbourhood of Jdaideh has
been rehabilitated in a similar fashion and a third
project in the neighbourhood of Farafrah is now
being implemented. A development plan for the
whole Old City with a general land-use plan
and a revised building code for the Old City
have also been completed, along with special
guidelines for restoration and rehabilitation.
Technical, administrative and language capacities of project staff were dramatically upgraded through serious training programmes locally and abroad. The project was supplied with
the latest technical equipment and a process for
resident participation in project activities became
important policy.
A loan fund for the rehabilitation of residences
was developed. Over eight hundred small loans
were advanced to limited-income homeowners
for emergency structural repairs. The loans are
interest free with an easy repayment plan. The
project also provides the studies, supervises the
execution, exempts the owner from permit fees
and assists in the acquisition of inexpensive maFigs. , . Aleppo. Rehabilitation of the Shibani school
terials from government sources. A new larger
as a civic centre – a major achievement of the Old City Project.
loan fund with a partial grant component is now
open to houses with endangered traditional architectural features. Another loan fund will support small,
employment generating and environmentally wholesome businesses within the old city.4
On the institutional side, the City created a special administration called the Old City Directorate to handle almost all the municipal affairs of the Old City, including the rehabilitation project. This move dramatically cut down the bureaucracy for related public and private dealings with Old City affairs. The administration and staff of this directorate have slowly merged with those of the project, while gaining from
its experience and capacities. With the financial support from the City, the infrastructure in several areas of
the Old City has been replaced and the streets re-paved with the traditional stones according to the priorities of the overall development plan.
In , the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC), which had been involved since  with the conservation work in the citadel, joined the rehabilitation activities of the Old City Directorate, with a view to



upgrading the surroundings of the citadel, highlighting them as a major civic space of the historic city centre, and protecting the adjacent residential areas from undesirable development trends.
As one of the Area Development Projects of the AKTC’s Historic Cities Support Programme, this recent
endeavour builds upon the more general planning concepts of the Old City Directorate, particularly as far
as traffic management is concerned. One of its major objectives is to divert through-traffic away from the
old city centre, to propose an efficient public transport system, to provide appropriate car parking, and to
set the basis for an environmentally attractive design of the newly gained pedestrian areas between the citadel
and its surroundings.
A general land-use concept designed to control the tourist and other economic functions involved detailed
plot-by-plot surveys to collect basic data on existing land use, physical conditions of structures, ownership,
social, environmental and topographical conditions, and infrastructure deficiencies. This concept will be
vital for protecting the residential and historical environment of the area. The study also includes detailed
projects with regard to the upgrade of public squares, pavements, lighting and infrastructure, the enhancement of the ring-road, the connection to the adjacent plots, the definition of suitable accesses to the
historical monuments and major buildings, the creation of a pedestrian zone with green areas, and so on
(for more details see chapter ).
The study was completed in . The City of Aleppo, the German government and the AKTC will provide funding for this $ million project. Upgrading infrastructure in the areas of the project already began in late , and full-scale execution of the landscaping concept is now underway.
EPILOGUE

Not all is as well as it sounds. There are still many problems and difficulties to be surmounted. Although
the beginnings have definitely been successful, the scope and involvement have to be expanded and refined.
A better and more independent organisational set up has been proposed but is yet to be adopted by the authorities. While resident participation has given good results so far, it should be intensified and institutionalised. Awareness campaigns on city and country levels should be widened and increased at the levels
of schools, universities, public and private institutions and the media. Funding of course is a subject of
great importance in its own right. Although the commitments so far have been substantial in relation to
previous allocations, they seem miniscule in relation to the tasks at hand. In order to ensure such capacities
the following steps are advised:

- Securing much higher participation and involvement by the local private economy, whether in the form
of investment or on the level of national pride related to the protection of history and tradition;
- Reaching out for the involvement of more international donors and institutions while safeguarding the
involvement of the present ones and encouraging their continued participation as the vanguards of the
process of rehabilitation;
- Encouraging local and national authorities to allocate more funding, by convincing them that the process
of rehabilitation yields high economic benefits and returns for the city and country – above and beyond its
cultural importance.



However, in spite of possible and desirable improvements, it must also be said that the success of the rehabilitation efforts in Aleppo have helped foster a new sense of urban conservation in Syria – not only of
its necessity in ideal terms, but also of its actual feasibility in practical terms. In the past years, for instance,
a dedicated planning office for the Old City of Damascus has been established in parallel to that in Aleppo, and various successful rehabilitation initiatives were launched by private owners there, particularly with
regard to rehabilitation and adaptive reuse of old courtyard houses. However, a comprehensive planning
and rehabilitation framework for the Old City of Damascus is still lacking.
Beyond the conventional conservation of single monuments, evidence has now been provided by the Aleppo project that complete historic districts are still viable – or can be made viable again with improvements
which do not destroy their substance and their unique intrinsic qualities. It is hoped that such insights will
be absorbed by wider professional, administrative and educational circles, so as to inform new planning
and design policies which will be able to overcome the dichotomy between conservation and modern
development.

1

See S. Bianca et al., The Conservation of the Old City of Aleppo, Unesco, Paris , and S. Bianca et al., The Redevelopment
of the Bab al-Faraj Area, Unesco, Paris .
2
See chapter  in S. Bianca, Urban Form in the Arab World Past and Present, Thames & Hudson, London/New York
.
3
Unpublished internal report.

Selected Publications on the Old City Conservation Project
include: The Rehabilitation of the Old City of Aleppo – Urban Development in a Cultural Heritage Site, Aleppo ; Old City of
Aleppo – Conservation and Development Strategy, Directorate of
the Old City and GTZ, Aleppo and Berlin ; Keeping Our
Cultural Heritage Alive, GTZ, Berlin .
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. Designing Public Open Spaces Around Aleppo Citadel
ANETTE GANGLER AND JÖRG ESEFELD

M

uch has already been said in this book about the history of Aleppo, the importance of its citadel
and the overall urban planning and development concepts for the Old City. The character and
qualities of the urban spaces surrounding the citadel are inevitably linked to the historic development of Aleppo as a whole. They reflect changes in function and life style, particularly those that have
occurred since the late nineteenth century, when the city started growing into a modern metropolis, far beyond its medieval walls.
HISTORIC PARAMETERS

Urban development is by no means a modern prerogative. A significant change in the relation between the
citadel and the city of Aleppo already took place during the Middle Ages, with the citadel hill gradually
taking a more central, rather than a peripheral, position with regard to the point of gravity of the urban development. During the Ayyubid period (-), many important structures were built in the areas

Fig. . View of the area in front of Aleppo citadel, c. .



south and west of the citadel. In the age of sultan
Nur al-Din, a big square or maydan was created
in the south of the citadel in the area of the city
gate of Bab al-Iraq. In this time the citadel was
accessed by a simple upward path somewhat east
of today’s entrance (see fig. ). When sultan alZahir Ghazi came to power, he added the monumental entrance block to the castle which was
accessed from the south-west by a bridge across
the moat. Opposite the citadel entrance, the Sultaniya madrasa and the Dar al-Adl (palace of justice) were built.
During the Mamluk period, with the expansion
of the city eastwards the open space to the south
of the citadel became the centre of political activities. The old eastern wall of the city (which
had held in its grip the citadel hill from the north
and the south) was removed and replaced by a
new city wall further east, along the old Roman
trench, thus making the citadel the focal point of
the newly walled city (see fig. ). The new eastern urban development was supported by the
construction of important religious buildings.
The Tawashi mosque was built to the south of the
citadel and the mosque of Aqbougha al-Atroush
was erected on the location of a sheep market to
the south-east of the citadel. This was an important step in giving the citadel and its surroundings its current central position in both physical
and social terms.

Figs. , . Aleppo. The former horse market at the foot
of the citadel in the late Ottoman period, early th century.

Later, under Ottoman rule, the thriving suq of the medina was extended by the construction of new caravanserais and other public buildings. This process began with the establishment of the waqf (foundation)
of Khosrow Pasha, along the straight axis from the citadel to the western gate, Bab Antakiya (fig. ). During the Ottoman period the citadel was abandoned and the earthquake of  probably destroyed the
Ayyubid palace and many other buildings in the surroundings of the citadel. The area at the foot of the
citadel hill turned into a large, barren open space and was gradually encroached upon by the open-air markets, where horses and farming products from the countryside were sold.
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the growth of Aleppo as an expanding modern city,
as well as the rise of new administrative functions introduced during the late Ottoman period. No wonder
then, that a progressive reoccupation of the flattened lands in the south and the vacant buildings around



Fig. . Aleppo. The street around the moat of the citadel c. 
(old postcard).

Fig. . Aleppo. View of the Akbogha mosque
in the vicinity of the citadel moat (Poche).

the citadel was initiated. The horse market was moved out of the city and the available surface used for a
number of government buildings, where administrative functions could be accommodated. Between , the Old Serai was built to the north of the citadel. It was later replaced by the New Serai to the south
of the citadel, built in the s during the French Mandate (fig. ). In the s, the Old Serai and the
old jail connected to it were demolished to make way for a new vehicular road introduced by the Banshoya
Master Plan (see page ), which was only partly implemented. Other important structures built around
the citadel were the vocational training school built in about  and the Awqaf Office, the al-Zarb suq
and the national hospital. New law courts were constructed in the late s near the New Serai.
Until recently, the surroundings of the citadel continued accommodating the administrative centre of the
city. With the rapid urban growth of modern Aleppo, the role of the historic centre changed, and the administrative functions serving the whole metropolis (for example Directorate for Technical Services, Health
Institute, Justice Palace, Emigration Office) expanded considerably. As a result, they not only required
more space, but also caused an increasing amount of traffic congestion – particularly in connection with
pressures from vehicular traffic attempting to cross through the old city centre.
In the s, the City of Aleppo started building new premises for the Municipality’s administrative offices in the modern urban centre west of the Old City, which had developed and strongly expanded since
the turn of the century. While the construction of these new premises took over twenty years to complete,
this now means that most of the current central administration facilities at the foot of the citadel are (or will
soon become) obsolete. The impending move of central functions begs fundamental questions concerning



Figs. , . Matching panoramic views from the top of the citadel of Aleppo downwards to the esplanade in , before
the start of the improvement works. The big building on the left is the New Serai which may be converted into a hotel at a later stage.

existing and future land use in the historic city centre; it also opens up new opportunities for civic public
open spaces and recreational functions. Decisions on such issues can, however, only be reached on the basis of more comprehensive urban planning efforts.
Since the s, the rapid expansion of metropolitan Aleppo had indeed called for large-scale strategic
planning concepts covering the whole of the old city and the modern districts, as well as the connections
between both. Some of the resulting planning schemes were not very respectful of the historic fabric (see
chapter ). It appears therefore a happy coincidence that in  the Rehabilitation Project for the Old
City of Aleppo was initiated under the auspices of the newly established Directorate of the Old City. As
a consequence, the detailed planning for the surroundings of the citadel – the subject of this article – became integrated into the framework of a wider planning effort. In particular, land use, vehicular traffic
planning, public transportation, car parking, pedestrian areas, public facilities, infrastructure and so on
had to be developed in close coordination with the all-embracing urban rehabilitation project led by the
Directorate of the Old City.
The centre of the Old City of Aleppo still serves, to some extent, as the centre of the whole agglomeration
and has remained a focal point for the rural districts around it. This also means that it is exposed to serious
new development pressures which must be controlled and managed in order to ensure the balance and the
survival of the Old City – both in physical and in social terms. The threats are manifold: an uncontrolled
spread of commercial functions puts adjacent residential areas at risk; tourist functions create welcome economic opportunities but can also become highly disruptive; unrestricted vehicular traffic through the historic areas and around the citadel is highly detrimental to environmental quality. In this context, the improvement of a major and public open space at the heart of the Old City is an intervention with many ramifications that offers new opportunities: it can help correct undesirable trends and, what is more, become a
catalyst for positive change in the Old City.
AREA DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT FOR THE SURROUNDINGS OF THE CITADEL

The open space in front of the citadel with the adjacent historic monuments and public buildings has always been, and still is, of prime significance for the civic life of Aleppo. Recent trends towards encroach-



Fig. . Aleppo. Site plan showing the citadel hill, the moat and the new low-traffic area south of the citadel
with the newly landscaped pedestrian esplanade south of the citadel.



ments by vehicular traffic and uncontrolled commercial functions need to be reversed in order to reclaim it
as a representative core zone, commensurate with its historic importance. Accordingly, the main planning
and design objectives were to manage the inevitable transformation of this key area of the Old City in ways
that are compatible with the heritage of the past. Responding to contemporary needs should go hand in
hand with enhancing the site’s architectural heritage and environmental assets, in order to maintain and
reinterpret the authenticity of the place. In this context, the surroundings of the citadel should not be limited to a representative open-air museum, but also become an attractive, well-designed public open space
coping with the recreational needs of residents and visitors. Conservation of existing historic buildings of
various periods should take into account new uses which would keep the area alive and striving.
The surroundings of the citadel are structured in two layers: the inner circle of public open space and the
outer ring of residential areas that is part of the wider urban fabric. Beyond enhancing the public open
spaces around the citadel, it was considered essential to protect and improve the quality of life in the residential areas behind this circle, by reducing vehicular through-traffic and by introducing proper traffic
management measures. Disturbances in the old housing areas should be eliminated by diverting and channelling through-traffic into the main axes on the periphery, while ensuring adequate service access to individual neighbourhoods.
Both issues, that is, the concern for the enhancement of a prime civic space and the desire to protect the residential districts around it from disturbing impact, led to the decision that the area in front of the citadel
should be cleared of through-traffic and random car parking in order to maximise the potential for alter-

Fig. . Aleppo. Comprehensive urban design and landscaping project for the area below the citadel entrance
and around the New Serai, based on extensive pedestrianisation of the area.



Fig. . Aleppo. Rendering of the design for the new pedestrian esplanade looking across the gateway to the citadel (left)
towards the New Serai (right).

native landscaping. An improved and custom-tailored public transport system will connect all existing
and future facilities, public and commercial areas and historic monuments. Well organised car parking
spaces have been planned to the rear of the major public buildings and public open spaces.
The growing interest in Aleppo shown by international tourism is regarded as a vital tool for the improvement of the local economy and will also boost self-assurance amongst the residents by increasing their
awareness of the values of the Old City. In this regard, the strategy was to concentrate and to contain tourist
activities in the perimeter of the citadel as part of an overall urban management system. The development
of complete visitor circuits, focal points for tourists and a service system with hotels, restaurants, shops, museums, cultural and recreational sites was undertaken, acknowledging that the citadel perimeter will necessarily become the main tourist hub of Aleppo.
While the urban planning concept for the citadel area was conditioned by the all-embracing objectives spelt
out above, it also relied on comprehensive surveys of existing conditions and detailed site analysis. These
surveys (covering demography and housing, quantitative and qualitative aspects of land use, as well as
building typology, infrastructure and structural conditions) became resources for developing different strategies with regard to architectural preservation, structural safety, archaeological excavations, tourism, cultural events and maintenance.



Among other things, the surveys enabled the planners to articulate the specific character of various subareas and neighbourhoods around the citadel. The western and southern parts are currently defined by
commercial use. Administrative buildings, historic monuments and tourism activities are dominating this
area from the entrance of the suq to the hammam. The quarters in the east are residential areas featuring the
typical traditional urban fabric. In the north there is a somewhat chaotic area featuring the derelict Emigration Office, the ruined Old Serai, as well as new apartment buildings and a confusing land use. The
open spaces in the vicinity of the citadel are dominated by uncontrolled traffic and wild car parking. Various conflict areas between tourist functions, commercial use and residential use have also been identified.
Environmental analysis made it clear that the moat is predominantly used as a garbage dump, rather than
a landscape element mediating between the citadel and its urban surroundings.
In preparing the urban design concept for the citadel perimeter the various negative factors to be corrected
have been taken into account. In an attempt to harmonise future land use, the area was articulated into three
different zones. The northern and eastern zones of the perimeter were earmarked as recreational areas for
the residents living in high density neighbourhoods near the citadel. The northern and eastern part of the
moat, including the slope leading down to it, should become a green area providing access to the lower level by stairs in the north and rows of sitting-steps in the east. Groups of trees should guarantee some shade
and protect the residential areas from dust. The southern part of the whole citadel perimeter should become
the major component of the network of tourist attractions in the Old City, providing adequate tourist functions and services. New archaeological excavations on the slope of the moat will increase the interest of this
section near the main access to the citadel. The gateway and bridge leading up to the citadel is to be emphasised by a representative public esplanade (figs. , ).
This new esplanade, the key element of the whole urban design concept, will act as a cultural zone linking the important historic monuments, archaeological sites, tourist facilities and commercial activities. With
its symmetrical layout centred around the entrance of the citadel and the series of wide, shallow steps leading down to the Sultaniya madrasa, this major new public space will become a focal point of public life.
The square is enhanced by the imposing presence of historic buildings of different styles and sizes, like the
bridge to the citadel, the Sultaniya madrasa, the Khosrowiya mosque and the New Serai. Several rows of
high palm trees in front of the Sultaniya madrasa and the hammam and the group of lower trees in front of
the Serai will harmonise the architecture, structure the space and help produce interesting perspectives. The
alternation between shaded vegetal areas and exposed mineral areas will provide an attractive rhythmical
experience and help articulate different kinds of recreational niches. The main pedestrian paths, the pavement of the streets and the pedestrian areas, the benches and the massive railings towards the moat are made
of black and white stone, as a reference to the old local building tradition of Aleppo.
The historic monuments in the area require restoration and maintenance. A first step of intervention could
be to reuse historic buildings and to open them for new cultural and tourist opportunities. Social and cultural facilities are vital for urban life, and concerts, lectures, art exhibitions and other cultural events should
be organised. In parallel, the improvement of the facades of the buildings and the restoration of historic
monuments in the surrounding of the citadel are necessary.



TRAFFIC AND TRANSPORTATION CONCEPT

The traffic concept around the citadel was
conditioned by the overall strategy to turn this
area into a central, largely pedestrianised civic
open space. The new scheme was connected to
city-wide traffic plans, and based on detailed
traffic surveys and the analysis of the existing
traffic situation. Basic information was gained
by discussion with the experts of the traffic police in Aleppo and by the inclusion of experienced local experts in the traffic planning
group and by transportation surveys. A calibrated traffic assignment model, which took
into account the forthcoming dislocation of Fig. . A typical section of the new pavement and stone balustrade.
certain administrative functions, enabled the
planners to anticipate the future situation around the citadel and to develop appropriate traffic concepts.
The surroundings of the citadel are to become a low-traffic, largely pedestrian zone which serves as the
heart of the historic city and interconnects its various paths and social and economic networks, including
the suqs and the residential alleyways. The pedestrian character and the environmental quality of the Old
City will be protected by establishing an appropriate traffic management system, that is, excluding throughtraffic via the citadel in both west-east and north-south directions (fig. ). Residents and visitors are granted privileged access, and service access will always be possible without congestion, thus ensuring the longterm viability and attractiveness of the historic core.
Parking facilities are provided on both sides of the central suq. In reorganising the traffic patterns south of
the New Serai, additional possibilities to integrate both surface and underground parking were found in
that area. A tourist bus station is also provided there, in combination with other facilities, such as tourist
information, a bank counter and rest rooms. All existing and future tourist facilities, public and commercial areas and historic monuments will be interconnected by an attractive public transport system serving
the Old City as a whole.
URBAN DESIGN VOCABULARY

The landscaping concepts for the immediate surroundings of the citadel were the result of an intensive
search for a contemporary design language that would still incorporate and interpret the local idiom. The
corresponding urban design vocabulary was based on an intensive analysis of the traditional architectural
language and its design detail, and construction materials. Significant elements and characteristics were
translated into a contemporary style that harmonises with the historic architectural environment while clearly denoting a modern intervention.
Urban furniture, such as benches and waste disposal facilities, was designed in the same local limestone
used for pavements and railings. The lighting, signage and didactic information systems are also integrat-



Fig. . The big new public square in Aleppo at the foot of the citadel during implementation.
In the foreground, the stepped levels leading down to the Sultaniya madrasa with the first palm trees being planted.

ed into this aesthetic concept. The basalt stone in the pavement, as well as the consistent choice of stone for
urban furniture, will enhance the prospects of long-term durability of all these elements.
The massive stone balustrade around the moat makes reference to the monumental character of the site, as
dominated by the citadel. While clear limestone is the prevalent material of the balustrade, its long sequences
are sometimes interrupted by short stretches of dark basalt stone. The change of black and white breaks
the monotony of the long moat enclosure and is to highlight specific visual or functional events to passersby, such as particular views of the citadel, access points to the moat, or connections with the suq. Through
its consistent shape, the balustrade provides aesthetic unity to the variety of the public spaces around the
citadel and creates a dignified setting for this unique architectural jewel (fig. ). The landscaping and its
architectural vocabulary, it is hoped, will thus contribute towards reclaiming and sustaining the cultural
significance of what will become the prime public open space of the Old City of Aleppo.
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