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KAIROVJAN REHABILITATION 
PROGRAMME 
KAIROUAN, TUNISIA 

Conservators and Planners: 
Association de Sauvegarde de la 
Médina de Kairouan 

Brahim Chabbouh, President 
Mourad Rammah, Secretary General 
Hedi Ben Lahmar, Restoration 
Architect 

Completed: 1979 and ongoing 

Kairouan was founded in the 7th century by Uqba bin 

Nafi, a famous commander and close companion of 

the Prophet. It was the first Arab city in the Maghreb 

and lies inland approximately l60km south of 

Carthage on a flat and arid plateau. It became the 

capital of the Aghlabids in the 9th and 10th centuries 

when it was transformed into a brilliant town, a centre 

for research and for the dissemination of knowledge 

and ideas. During the next centuries, its prosperity 

diminished and it was not until the 18th century that 

the town re-established its prestige as well as its 

commercial prosperity and industrial base. 

Today, Kairouan is a medina protected by ramparts, 

with a network of narrow, winding streets, mosques, 

blind alleys and white-washed buildings, imposing 

portals, minarets and cupolas. The buildings of this 

traditional urban town are built almost exclusively of 

brick, bonded by a lime and earth mortar. The white

washed façades give the town its homogeneous 

texture. 

When the Association de Sauvegarde de la Médina 

de Kairouan (ASM) was established in 1977, the town 

was in a serious state of neglect. Important monu

ments were in imminent danger of collapsing or had 

been converted into makeshift houses. An extensive 

restoration and rehabilitation programme was initiated, 

with important monuments taking top priority: 

Mosque of Ibn Khayrun 

Built in the 9th century, this mosque is a fine example 

of Aghlabid architecture with a rare carved stone 

façade. ASM dismantled the front façade stone by 

stone and rebuilt it after consolidating the foundations. 

Fissures, cracks and the roof were also repaired. 

Khan Barrouta 
Built in the 18th century, the two-storeyed khan is 

reached through a stone, arched portal decorated with 

Typically, larger structures have been placed at the 
intersection of streets in the medina, as here, where a 
high vertical element helps to define space and distance. 



I . V 
•Vi 



floral motifs. The building was in such a ruinous 

condition that it had to he restored one section at a 

time. 

Mosque of Al Bey 

Founded by Mohammed Bey in the 17th century, the 

mosque was built over a covered suq and suffered 

from multiple fissures. It was carefully restored. 

Bir Barrouta 

Dating back to the founding years of the town, the 

Barrouta Well (bir) was first restored in the 17th 

century. A two- storeyed building, it is covered by a 
simple dome on the upper floor. There is room 

enough for a camel to circle the well so as to draw up 

the water. It has been completely restored. 

Mausoleum of Sidi Khcdidi 

The mausoleum was built in the 18th century but had 

become dilapidated and deserted. A unique, double-

bent access leads into the single courtyard, prayer hall 

and funerary chamber, which has a painted ceiling. It 

was largely rebuilt, and is now used as a school for 

the deaf. 

Mausoleum of Sidi Abid al Ghariani 

Built in the 14th century, the tomb consists of a two-

storeyed building clustered around three courts. It was 

the first restoration done by ASM. It had suffered from 

neglect, so parts of the walls had to be demolished 

and rebuilt. 

Mausoleum of Sidi "Amor" Abada 

Popularly known as the "Mosque of the Swords", this 

building was built in the 19th century and had been 

recently used as a dispensary. A small part has been 

restored to function as a crafts museum. 

Mausoleum of Sidi Sahib 

Dating back to the 7th century, the mausoleum 

reputedly contains the remains of Abu Jama'a Al-

Balawi, one of the companions of the Prophet. A large 

part of the present building was rebuilt in 1629, the 

minaret and madrasa in 1685, and the whole was 

greatly restored in the 19th century. The restoration of 

the large entrance court, the colonnaded vestibule to 

the mausoleum court and the mausoleum itself is 

complete, but work on the madrasa is still in progress. 

Suq of Cisterns 

This 14th century market consists of sixty shops lining 

a street covered by a tunnel vault. It fell out of use in 

the 1960S but has now been restored as a market. 

A variety of materials and styles hare been used on the 
doorways of houses and other buildings, with each design 
being unique. Layered views through a series of archways to 
a melon ribbed dome in the distance help to provide scale to 
the city. 





Water Basins of the Aghlabids 

Built in the 9th century by Abu Ibrahim Ahmad, the 

larger of the two basins is 128 metres in diameter 

while the smaller is 37.4 metres in diameter. They 

have been water-proofed and restored. 

Ramparts 

The existing walls of Kairouan were built in the 18th 

century, roughly following the contours of the adobe 

walls of the 11th century. Foundations have been 

consolidated, the walls have been restored, and the 

gates have also been rebuilt. 

The rehabilitation and restoration of these important 

monuments in Kairouan has been carefully accom

plished with due respect for their historical qualities. 

Only traditional and local building techniques and 

materials have been used. Funds for restoration were 

obtained only from entrance fees to the monuments. 

By using unsophisticated technology and simple and 

available materials, the ASM were able to restore and 

upgrade not only the monuments of their historic town 

but also to improve the physical welfare of the people. 

With the increase of tourism, more jobs are available 

to the residents. 

This enlightened and simple approach to the 

restoration of a historic town will serve as an inspira

tion to others. 

The Jury praised this project as follows: 

The transformation of a passive, protectionist bu

reaucracy into a concerned and dynamic association 

for the conservation of the city has ensured, over the 

last fifteen years, the continued integrity of an 

historic urban fabric. The programme repaired and 

restored numerous shrines and religious buildings as 

well as their dependent spaces and introduced new 

functions while respecting historic importance and 

religious significance. More than twelve individual 

sites have been redeveloped in this fashion to house 

functions such as a school for deaf children, offices, 

social services, and crafts centres. The expertise and 

experience gained in the programme were developed 

entirely from local initiatives and resources, and are 

now available to private owners for the repair, 

upgrading and restoration of their properties. The 

restored and reactivated sites have become an attrac

tion for visitors as well as providing improved services 

for the inhabitants of the city. The programme sets an 

excellent example for adapting an existing urban 

fabric to contemporary requirements. 

Crenellated walls and high,colonnaded gates delineate the 
boundary of the medina. 
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Narrow, tightly spaced streets provide shade, which can 
significantly lower temperatures during the hottest time of 
the day. Latticework screens also provide privacy; BELOW: 
Plan of the Suq of Cisterns. 





ABOVE L TO R: The qibla of the Great Mosque of Kairouan; 
A detail in the Dar M'Rabet; BELOW: Site plan of Kairouan; 
OPPOSITE: The mi ubar of the Mosque of et Bey ( 1683), 
which is the only Hanefite mosque built by the Ottoman 
governor Mohammed Bey. 
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ABOVE L AND R: The Ferbat Cemetery; BELOW L TO R: A 
dome near the water basin; The Water basin; OPPOSITE: 
The minaret of the Great Mosque of Kairouan. 
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ABOVE: Formal and informal entrances into Sidi Sahib; 
BELOW: Sectional-elevations of the Sidi Sahib Mausoleum; 
OPPOSITE: The inner courtyard of the Mausoleum of Sidi 
Sahib. 
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ABOVE: Looking toward the dome of the Mausoleum of Sidi 
Sahib; BELOW: Plan of Sidi Sahib; OPPOSITE: TUework 
inside an arcade in the Mausoleum of Sidi Sahib. 



•»fcss 



L<S&5>£ 

/4 Zi Ora': Weill and column details inside the Zaouia of Sidi 
Abid; BELOW: Plan of the Zaouia of Sidi Abid al Ghariani; 
OPPOSITE: Courtyard of Sidi Abid. 
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ABOVE L TO R: The Three Door and Zitouna mosques; BELOW: 
Plan of the Ibn Khayrun or "Three Door" mosque; OPPOSITE: 
Main entrance of the Okba Mosque. 
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ABOVE L TO R: The 18th Century Mausoleum of Sicli Kheclidi 
and the 19th Century Mausoleum of Sidi Abdelkader; BELOW: 
Ground floor plan of the Sidi Khedidi Mosque; OPPOSITE: The 
domes of the Mausoleum of Sidi "Amor" Abada, in the north
western part of the medina, outside the wall. 


