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Project Scope / Objectives

The goals of this restoration project are to train local 

Antiquities staff, engineers, contractors and crafts-

men in up-to-date conservation techniques. The 

programme provides guidance on proper environ-

mental protection and management of complete 

sites, the creation of visitor routes of tourist interest 

in neglected areas, and the creation of a visitor cen-

tre, equipped with documentation and guidebooks 

for visitors.
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Citadel of Aleppo
 ALE PPO,  SYR IA

The Citadel of Aleppo is one of the remarkable examples of military architecture 

in the Middle East. The recently discovered Temple of the Storm God dates 

human use of the hill from the beginning of the third millennium BC. The Citadel 

of Aleppo, which has been built on a natural limestone hill, is the result of numer-

ous constructive phases, large changes and destruction. The record of these 

changes is still recognizable in a few structures. Most of what remains today is 

from the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. The monument represents a unique 

cultural heritage for the quality of the architecture, the variety and quality of the 

materials, and for the complexity of the historical stratifi cations.

 The Citadel rises above the Old City of Aleppo, which since 1986 has been 

a UNESCO World Heritage Site. In the same time, the Citadel is the landmark for 

the new Aleppo, a city with almost two million inhabitants that attributes a strong 

symbolic value to the Citadel. Indeed, the site is one of the most famous monu-

ments of Islamic architecture and one of the most visited sites in Syria. 

 The Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) signed a ‘Memorandum of Under-

standing’ with the Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums in Syria 

(DGAM) on 1 December 1999 to propose support in the restoration of three 

citadels in Syria (Aleppo, Masyaf and Salah al-Din).

 The Citadel of Aleppo is a very large complex containing a series of build-

ings and monuments with different historical features, which call for a diversifi ed 

approach and different forms of conservation and maintenance targeted to the 

specifi c requirements of each structure or category of structures. These can be 

listed as the bridge and the main gateway; the ring walls and the towers; the 

mosques; the cisterns; the palace complex; the arsenal; the hammam; the bar-

racks; the tunnels; and the new theatre.

 Three major axes of implementation were developed by AKTC from 2000 to 

2008, after the fi nalization of the Master Plan in 2000.

 The main goal of the Trust was to develop several levels of intervention: 

upgrade the local staff in the preservation of the masonry; the development of a 

real tourist infrastructure; and intervention in place of the local Directorate of 

Antiquities when foreign expertise was needed.
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The bridge leads to the entrance complex.

Opposite page:

Above, the plan highlights the phases of work 

accomplished on the restoration of the Citadel.

Below, an aerial view of the Citadel that 

illustrates its position on top of a natural 

outcrop.
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status. During these years in fact detailed surveys were carried out with the analysis of 

materials and systems of decay. The reconstruction or restoration of structures has 

sought to avoid the creation of facsimiles of how they might once have appeared as 

much as possible. The limited reconstruction of specifi c elements has been carried out 

only where it was absolutely necessary.

 AKTC’s work started in 2000 on one of the towers of the ring walls. From 2000 to 

2008 the Trust initiated a large mission of surveys, to obtain documentation on the com-

plete site. From 2001 to 2004 the Trust carried out sizeable works on large sections of the 

walls, including underpinning and important structural stabilization, as well as the con-

solidation of the northern advanced tower. During the years 2001 and 2002 the western 

area was the subject of a mission of archaeological excavation and conservation of the 

Ottoman remains discovered. In 2002 and 2003 pilot projects were developed on some 

major gullies located on the glacis. From 2002 to 2004 an important effort was made on 

the preservation of the Ayyubid Palace, a large complex including residential and recep-

tion functions. During these works the pavement of the central part of the main reception 

hall was restored. From 2002 to 2006 efforts were also concentrated on the develop-

ment of the visitor infrastructure. In 2005 a reinforcement of the cladding stone of the 

glacis was implemented. From 2005 to 2007 the Trust worked on the conservation of the 

Ayyubid cistern and well, tasks that included structural reinforcement as well as architec-

tural interventions. In 2007 the portal of the throne hall was completely cleaned. During 

2008 a large mission of upgrading and cleaning the site was undertaken. The World 

Monuments Fund provided support for the work on the Ayyubid complex, some inter-

vention on the ring walls, and participated in the archaeological excavations in the area 

of the temple, the Ayyubid cistern and the portal of the throne hall.

 The Trust fi nalized its intervention by the defi nition of a cultural site management plan 

for the DGAM: a maintenance programme includes the routine upkeep of the structures 

and periodic checks to ensure that all mechanical systems are in working order, as well 

as repairs to materials and components that are subject to predictable wear and tear. But 

it was also important to include unplanned maintenance in this programme, in case 

A cross-section of the Citadel hill shows 

surface landmarks and underground spaces.
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The Trust initiated a restoration project that included the preservation of remaining elem-

ents. This task concerns essentially the preservation of the medieval ruins, and consisted 

in a traditional but necessary exercise of masonry conservation. These interventions 

were completed over the years, through the training of the Antiquities staff, local engineers, 

contractors and craftsmen in up-to-date conservation techniques.

 The Trust developed the visitor infrastructure, including the creation or upgrading of 

a ticket offi ce, a visitor centre, paths, rest points and view points, signage, sanitation 

services, brochures and a guidebook. Through this initiative, the Citadel, along with 

those of Masyaf and Salah al-Din, was the fi rst monument in Syria, to provide visitors with 

a comprehensive visit.

 The Trust invested its expertise in the preservation of some highly sensitive buildings, 

such as the Ayyubid cistern and well. Plural-disciplinary teams were involved in the con-

servation of these two subterranean structures. High-technology techniques such as 

geo-radar analysis were used. The results of these analyses permitted the Trust to 

choose suitable techniques of conservation.

 Since that time, in the Citadel of Aleppo, a considerable amount of work has been 

completed through cooperation with the Antiquities authorities. Only a number of histor-

ically or spatially coherent areas within the site were selected to become the focus of 

conservation efforts, with the intention that the DGAM would continue work elsewhere 

using methodologies and skills acquired during the implementation of the joint project.

 The work has developed along the lines of international standards and methodology 

of restoration and rehabilitation. The choices made were the result of a careful analysis of 

the monument’s history, of its present physical and fi gurative state, and of its conservation 

Top left and right, comparative views of 

the Ottoman room and Arsenal entrance, 

before and after restoration, exemplify 

visitor path reclamation. 

Bottom left and right, comparative views 

of the main qa’a of the courtyard of the 

Ayyubid palace, with a wall fountain in the 

niche inside the northern iwan.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The Citadel of Aleppo stands at the centre of the Old 

City of Aleppo, which was recognized as a World Heri-

tage Site by UNESCO in 1986. Situated on top of a na t -

ural limestone hill, the Citadel rises some 40 metres 

above its surroundings. Its high walls, imposing entry-

bridge and great gateway remain largely intact, and 

continue to dominate the Aleppo skyline, a powerful 

symbol of the city’s heroic past. The earliest archaeo-

logical evidence of occupation found in the Citadel 

date to the third millennium BC, although it is likely that 

the site was occupied even earlier. Most of what re-

mains today are the ruins of military, ceremonial and 

residential structures built by the city’s Ayyubid (12th to 

13th centuries) and Mamluk (13th to 16th centuries) rulers.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

In addition to its status as a cultural and tourist attrac-

tion, the Citadel of Aleppo, was, is and will continue to 

be an archaeological site of great importance. These 

require different but compatible strategies concerning 

architectural preservation, structural safety, archaeo-

logical excavations, tourism, cultural events and main-

tenance.

SITE CONDITIONS

The ring wall foundations of the Citadel were in poor 

condition. Most of the area within the walls, including 

remnants of old buildings, was covered with earth, 

deb ris and overgrown vegetation.  

INFRASTRUCTURE

The medieval drainage was full of debris and the long-

neglected landscape prevented surface rainwater 

drainage, resulting in major leakage at the foot of the 

ring walls. Although several high-power electrical lines 

cross the site, no suitable electricity network existed 

within the Citadel.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

A succession of invasions, bombardments and earth-

quakes have taken their toll on the area within the ring 

walls,  but amongst the ruins stand two fi ne mosques, 

a hammam and the remains of a palace and houses, 

dating to the Zengid, Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman 

periods.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

AKTC carried out architectural, structural and topo-

graphical surveys of the majority of the Citadel struc-

tures, moat and slopes. Areas of intervention were 

documented detailing conditions before, during and 

after restoration, conservation and rehabilitation works. 

Separate project documents were prepared in advance 

to any works.

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

Prior to the work, a Master Plan was defi ned for future 

interventions. This plan was based on strategies related 

to emergency measures, drainage problems, archaeo-

logical areas, visitor infrastructure and the logical 

phasing of interventions.

PLANNING ISSUES

One of the project’s aims was interpretation, to develop 

tourists’ understanding of the site. Particular attention 

was paid to developing a tourist route (with signage) 

linking the major historical monuments in the Citadel. 

The trail is interspersed with shaded rest points and 

viewpoints with panoramas of the Citadel and city. A 

new visitor centre was equipped with information pan-

els, brochures and guidebooks detailing the Citadel’s 

historical evolution. Rubbish bins were installed and 

efforts made with the Directorate General of Antiquities 

and Museums (DGAM) of Syria to achieve better on-

site waste collection but follow-up work is still required.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

A large sector of the Citadel has now been preserved. 

The main structures are the Ayyubid complex, the 

western area, sections of the ring walls, the Ottoman 

barracks, the Ayyubid cistern, the well and the medi-

eval paths. The monument’s preservation entailed the 

revival of traditional building methods (such as lime-

based mortar injection) that had disappeared during 

the last decades.

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES

Prior to AKTC interventions, there were no suitable 

structures for tourists. In cooperation with the DGAM of 

Syria, AKTC equipped the Citadel with a visitor centre 

and upgraded sanitation facilities in addition to rehabili-

tating the cafeteria located within the Citadel walls.

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

At the project’s outset, meetings were held with the 

DGAM of Syria to defi ne and agree on interventions for 

the Citadel’s major historical sites. 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

AKTC initiated training sessions and programmes to 

provide the DGAM of Syria, contractors and craftsmen 

with instruction in methodologies for documentation 

and conservation. Specialized and accredited inter-

national and local experts conducted the training.

CONTRACTING METHODS

The choice of contractors was based on tender proced-

ures after selected invitations.

 

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

Local codes and international standards.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums, Gover-

norate of Aleppo, Municipality of Aleppo, Directorate 

of Old City of Aleppo.

Donors 

World Monuments Fund. 

Authoritative Framework 

On 1 December 1999, AKTC signed a ‘Memorandum 

of Understanding’ with the Directorate General of 

Antiquities and Museums of Syria for providing support 

and expertise to the ‘Restoration of Three Citadels in 

Syria’. One of these sites was the Citadel of Aleppo.

Phasing  2000 Y Ongoing

Tower on the 

ring walls, 

surveys

Western area, northern 

advanced tower, surveys

Western area (continuation), 

northern area, northern part 

of the ring walls, Ayyubid 

palace, arsenal, barracks, 

gullies, surveys

South part of the western 

area, southern part of the ring 

walls, paths, Ayyubid palace 

(continuation), royal hammam, 

gullies (continuation), 

barracks (continuation), 

surveys

Al-Tawashi Palace, the 

market, visitor centre in the 

barracks and the arsenal, 

paths (continuation), the 

Ayyubid room, part of the 

ring walls (continuation), 

surveys

External retaining wall of the moat, 

Ayyubid cistern, Ayyubid 

well, visitor centre in the barracks 

and the arsenal (continuation), 

entrance tower, restoration of 

discovered metal pieces, surveys

Ayyubid cistern 

(continuation), 

Ayyubid well 

(continuation), 

public toilets

General 

maintenance

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Ayyubid cistern (continuation), 

Ayyubid well (continuation), 

portal of the throne hall
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structural or mechanical components of a building are seriously impaired without prior 

warning. In these exceptional cases, prompt and effective interventions using appropriate 

equipment and personnel are crucial. The main maintenance-related problems in the 

Citadel could be subdivided into two major categories: management and technical.

 Within the site, several archaeological excavations are still ongoing; the Citadel will 

be the subject of historical and archaeological research for several years. A fi rst example 

is the Storm God Temple. Here the excavations are now almost concluded with the last 

two years’ works funded by AKTC and the World Monuments Fund. The future use of the 

site once the work is completed should be considered beginning with the preliminary 

management phase. The most likely solution foresees the creation of an archaeological 

museum presenting the results of the excavations and the many important elements 

found during the excavations in the temple area, which will receive a ‘roof’ whose char-

acteristics are still to be defi ned. Another example is the eastern part of the citadel: the 

reopening of this large archaeological area could eventually be undertaken by the 

DGAM at a later stage.

Recent excavations and subsequent 

conservation work have preserved a 

substantial Ottoman residential network in 

the western half of the site. This settlement 

featured a well-developed street 

and drainage network, and substantial 

improvements have been made to visitor 

pathways to enable access.


