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Project Scope / Objectives

The scope of work included architectural, archaeo-

logical and historical research, documentation and 

actual conservation of the Salah al-Din Palace. The 

implementation on site mainly concerned the con-

servation of the Islamic complex: the mosque, pal-

ace and hammam. Tourist infrastructure was also 

created.
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The Castle rises amidst spectacular landscape and, together with the Crac des 

Chevaliers, was included in UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 2006. Indeed, the 

site is one of the most famous monuments of Islamic architecture and one of the 

most visited places in Syria (around 100,000 visitors in 2008).

 Its successive occupants were the Byzantines, the Franks, the Ayyubids and 

the Mamluks. The site is the result of numerous construction phases and the 

record of changes is still recognizable in most of the structures. The monument 

represents a unique cultural heritage for the quality of its military architecture, the 

variety and quality of the materials, and for the complexity of the historical strati-

fi cations, as well as for its environmental surroundings.

 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 provide support in the restoration of three 

citadels in Syria (Aleppo, Masyaf and Salah al-Din). Since that time a consider-

able amount of work has been completed with the cooperation of the An tiq ui-

ties authorities.

 The Castle of Salah al-Din is perched at an altitude of approximately 450 metres 

on a long rocky spur stretching from east to west and divided into two plateaux 

separated by a steep ridge. Only 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 would continue work elsewhere using method-

ologies and skills acquired during the joint project implementation. The work has 

been developed according to international standards and methodology of restor-

ation and rehabilitation. The choices made were the result of in-depth analyses of 

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

conservation or rehabilitation status. 

 The Castle of Salah al-Din is a very large complex containing a series of 

buildings and monuments of different historical periods, 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. 

 The main structures are the moat and the needle; the main gateway; the ring 

walls; the towers and the master tower; the Byzantine fortress and ramparts; the 

This view of the Castle reveals its Frankish 

fortifi cations resting on top of cut bedrock, with 

the rectangular tower and the moat in the 

foreground.

Opposite page:

A guide shows visitors around the pillared hall 

constructed in the Islamic period.
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In terms of cultural site management, 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 pre-

dictable wear and tear.

 Furthermore, the Castle is still the subject of archaeological investigations and historic 

research. The main areas of potential research concern fi rstly, an area east of the Islamic 

complex, the Byzantine rampart, which is partially under excavation. Some Ayyubid 

structures appear, and some excavations in this area could be of interest. Secondly, the 

DGAM has partially cleaned the lower part of the Castle. The need and effect of these 

excavations is evident for understanding the whole of the Lower Town. And thirdly the 

industrial sector and the area north of the Byzantine fortress where some excavations are 

needed for a better comprehension of the economic activities in the Castle.

 The conservation work has been performed by local craftsmen. This choice seems 

successful, since, from the time of the HCP interventions, the DGAM in Syria, through its 

Department in Lattakia, is continuing this project with the restoration of certain Byzantine, 

Frankish and Islamic structures.

A bird’s-eye view of the Castle showing 

its position on a long narrow ridge 

encompassed by a gorge on either side.

Byzantine period

Frankish period

Ayyubid period

Mamluk period

Islamic complex (including the mosque, the palace and the public hammam); and the 

Lower Town, walls and towers and the two tower-gates.

 During the years of the mission of the Historic Cities Programme (HCP), detailed 

surveys were carried out with the analysis of materials and systems of decay. An exten-

sive programme of documentation, archaeological excavation, and historical and archi-

tectural analysis for the conservation and restoration work was carried out on the 

Islamic-era remains of the Castle, as well as the completion of tourism facilities.

 The conservation work concentrated on the Islamic complex, and particularly on the 

mosque, the public hammam and the residential palace. The archaeological excava-

tions, done in the palace to gain a better understanding of the complex, were led by a 

multidisciplinary team of Syrian and international specialists. The mosque and the adja-

cent building were rehabilitated as the visitor centre. Tourist paths and signage were 

exe cuted in complete respect of the environmental topography of the site. The entrance 

tower was upgraded to offer visitors a suitable ticket and information space; the cafeteria 

was also upgraded; sanitation facilities were installed outside the limit of the fortifi cations; 

and brochures and a guidebook were published.
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This plan illustrates the historical chronology 

of the Ayyubid palace area on the upper 

plateau to the east of the Byzantine fortress.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Standing against the striking backdrop of the Syrian 

coastal mountains, the Castle of Salah al-Din bears 

witness to more than 1000 years of history. The re-

mains date to the Byzantine, Frankish, Ayyubid and 

Mamluk periods. These successive occupants did not 

destroy their predecessors’ work, but instead strength-

ened existing structures and expanded the site to cre-

ate the largest enclosed fortifi cation in the Middle East. 

The only restoration of the site was performed by 

French architects in 1937 and 1940. A rare melange of 

architectural styles, the Castle, along with Crac des 

Chevaliers, was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site in 2006.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

Interventions needed to preserve the topography and 

vegetation that contribute to the site’s evocative atmos-

phere.

SITE CONDITIONS

Prior to HCP interventions, the site had been long 

abandoned. Located in an area of heavy rainfall, the 

site was severely eroded and overgrown.

INFRASTRUCTURE

Electric cables and telephone lines were installed at the 

Castle entrance and remedial lighting was provided in 

some areas by the Directorate General of Antiquities 

and Museums (DGAM). Aside from these interventions, 

there was no infrastructure on site.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

Except for the main tower and parts of the fortifi cations, 

the structure had suffered from more than 60 years of 

abandonment. The fi rst fl oor of the Ayyubid palace was 

no longer visible and the hammam was in ruins. Most 

roofs were not intact and water leakage affected most 

of the covered spaces.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Prior to the intervention of the Trust, site documentation 

consisted of several imprecise drawings. AKTC carried 

out architectural, structural and topographical surveys 

of the Islamic complex.  

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

A general plan for future interventions was based on 

strategies related to emergency measures, drainage 

problems, visitor infrastructure and phasing of the work.

PLANNING ISSUES

Improving tourist interpretation was a major concern. 

In addition to the design and execution of tourist trails 

and signage, a visitor centre was planned, including 

historical information panels, newly published brochures 

and guidebooks. 

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

The conserved Islamic-era structures include the Castle 

mosque, its minaret and the adjacent room; two levels 

of the Ayyubid palace, with its private hammam; the 

public bath; the Burg al-Banat, rehabilitated into a cafe-

teria; and the entrance tower rehabilitated to serve as a 

ticket and information space. 

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES

Sanitation facilities were built outside the fortifi cation.

 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

Accredited international and local experts employed 

by the AKTC conducted training sessions and pro-

grammes in up-to-date methodologies of documentation 

and conservation for the benefi t of the DGAM and 

other local staff, contractors and craftsmen. 

CONTRACTING METHODS

The bulk of the work was contracted. The choice of con-

tractors was based on tender procedures after selected 

invitations. Miscellaneous maintenance works were exe-

cuted by a team employed directly by the Trust.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums, Gov-

ernorate of Lattakia, Municipality of Haffeh.

Authoritative Framework 

On 1 December 1999 the Aga Khan Trust for Culture 

signed a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ with the 

Dir ectorate General of Antiquities and Museums of 

Syria for providing support to the ‘Restoration of Three 

Citadels in Syria’. One of these three sites was the 

Castle of Salah al-Din. 

Left, the monolithic pillar, or ‘needle’, left 

by the Franks during the excavation of the 

moat as a drawbridge support.

Opposite page:

The Ayyubid palace with the mosque 

minaret in the background.
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