THE RESTORATION OF
AL-AQSA MOSQUE
A L - H A R A M AL-SHARIF,
JERUSALEM
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Completed 1983.
Client: Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock
Restoration Committee.
Restoration: The International Centre for the Conservation
and Restoration of Monuments, ICCROM.
The Award is made for
the high quality of the conservation work of this mosque and
in the Haram al-Sharif generally.
Until recently the state of this, one of the three most im
portant monuments of Islam, was a sorry one. Extensive altera
tions took place in the 1950's and 1960's in the name of
"restoration", which only resulted in the creation of adverse
conditions. In particular, the dome of the mosque was recon
structed in concrete and covered with anodised aluminium
instead of the original ribbed lead sheeting.
Following explosions and fire in the mosque in 1969 which
severely damaged the fourteenth-century paintings and the
timber construction of the inner dome, together with the
aluminium external cladding, al-Aqsa Mosque and Dome of
the Rock Restoration Committee undertook, with the
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Left: Al-Aqsa Mosque showing the courtyard and landscaped approach
from the north-west.
Overleaf: Aerial view of al-Haram al-Sharif area with al-Aqsa in the
foreground and the Dome of the Rock in the background.
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Exterior of dome before and after restoration.
continuous assistance and involvement of ICCROM in Rome,
a programme of extensive conservation beginning with the
damaged dome and its paintings.

From the purely technical point of view, taking into
consideration the methodology, analytical precision, structural
and constructional features, and criteria related to the principles
of scientific restoration, most of the works which were done,
and which are being done, are of very high quality (including
the exterior works, mosaics, masonry work and windows). The
ribbed outer covering of the dome was replaced in lead to
match the original. The restoration of the inner decoration of
the dome is exceptional and aesthetically satisfying.
In the courses of conservation, it was possible to bring to
light the original painted decorations of the dome which were
hidden under later layers and which at the outset seemed to be
irreparably lost. It was thought necessary, because of the
religious significance of the building, the repetitive nature of
the decoration and the significance of the calligraphic
inscriptions, to have a complete reconstruction of the paintings
on the dome. The wooden inner dome construction was
repaired, gaping holes closed with timber cladding, and a relief
plaster surface to match the original was added. The missing
paintings were executed using the tratteggio technique, a
complete and exact reconstruction using fine vertical lines to
distinguish reconstructed areas from original ones. For this
purpose, water colour was employed as the medium.
Parallel to the works in the dome, other restoration works
were done and these are still continuing. They consist of the
consolidation and restoration of inner and outer wall surfaces;
the restoration of columns and capitals which were either
damaged by fire or ageing or badly restored during earlier
works; the restoration of decorated marble panels; the
decoration of the ceilings of the naves (mosaics and paintings);
the restoration of leaded glass decoration windows; the
restoration of marble mosaics and the restoration of pavements.
Finally, work similar to that on the exterior dome is being
done on the pitched roof of the nave. It consists of stripping
the aluminium sheets and removing the heavy concrete roof
construction which was introduced during the engineering
"restoration" works of the 1950's and thereafter replacing the
aluminium with lead.
Besides the ambitious restoration works in al-Aqsa Mosque,
a series of other restorations have been done or are being done
or are programmed within the Haram area.

Section through the dome, showing the
construction system and the inner dome.

O B J E C T I V E S . The main objectives included: rejuvenating

the Haram area, by restoration, by landscaping, and by re-use
of spaces and monuments that have symbolic value for the
Muslim community; also improving the quality of the structures,
including the covered mosque of al-Aqsa and the Dome of the
Rock, that were menaced by careless restorations and damaged
by fire in 1960.
Al-Aqsa Mosque is located within the Haram alSharif, the noble sanctuary which is in the south-eastern part
of the Old City of Jerusalem. The Haram is about 140,000
square meters which represents one-sixth of the area of the
Old City. It consists of the Dome of the Rock, al-Aqsa covered
Mosque, the Dome of the Chain, other minarets, schools,
Waqf and other old public buildings, fountains, riivacjs and
iwans, mastabas, arches, and underground structures dating
mostly from the Abassid, Fatimid, Mamluk or Ottoman periods.
Monumental fortified gates give access to the holy site.

SITE.

Courtyard on the western side of al-Aqsa.
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Jerusalem
has been fraught with battles, conquests, and occupations.
After biblical times, the Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Seljuks,
Crusaders, Mamluks, Ottomans, and British reigned in
succession. The Arabs and Israelis finally occupied both sides
of the divided town. The Haram area was at the centre of the
dispute. Despite the Israeli occupation, the area remained the
heart of Muslim presence in the city.
The site and design of the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa
Mosque originally had to do with conceptual/cosmological
relationships from which these monuments and the Haram
area took their historical symbolism and holiness for different
religions: The Central Point, site of the sacrifice, source of the
four rivers of paradise, and the site of Mohammed's night
journey to Heaven (miraj).
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE SITE.
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Reconstruction of the dome: before and after structural work.

C U R R E N T R E S T O R A T I O N W O R K . Al-Aqsa Mosque and

Umayyad Khalif al-Walid
built al-Aqsa Mosque in 711 A.D. After an earthquake, the
Abbasid Khalif al-Mahdi rebuilt the mosque with major changes
in its dimensions. The existing structure of the main building,
the pendentives, and the drum of the dome are probably part
of al-Mahdi's works. Fatimid Khalif al-Zahir restored the
hypostyle structure in 1034 A.D. after another earthquake.
The dome is on the eastern part of the central nave and
comprises an inner and an outer timber structure.
Tremendous changes occurred during the Crusaders'
occupation between 1099-1187. After Saladin's major
restoration in the twelfth century, the size and plan of the
building basically did not change.

HISTORY OF THE BUILDING.

Meticulous craftsmanship goes into reconstructing delicate mosaic work to
restore it to its original splendor.

the Dome of the Rock Restoration Committee makes decisions
for the Haram area. It is a semi-governmental body established
by Jordanian law. Five of its members live in Jordan, four in
Jerusalem.
Improvement of the outer dome covering has
involved replacing the silver coloured aluminium sheets that
were already damaged by the explosions during the fire, and
putting back the original covering material which was lead.
Although the timber ribs were generally intact, some
portions of the inner boards were seriously damaged by fire
and explosions, with some holes exceeding one metre. Damage
was also caused either by water or insects. This was all replaced
in the first phase of the restoration of the inner dome. The
seams between the boards were caulked with twist made from
vegetable fibres soaked in glue. In the adjusted boards, epoxy
glue was used for the joints and brass screws for the fixing to
the timber ribs.

The Dome.

In their first inspection, international experts
regarded the situation as hopeless because of the fire damage,
but after the re-painted layers were completely removed it was

The Paintings.

Painting severely damaged by the 1969 fire.

found that they had helped protect the inner layer from the
fire, and it was decided to complete the work.
The restoration was carried out in four phases: The first
phase was devoted to the consolidation and reattachment of
the preparatory layers of plaster and flaking pictorial surface.
The preparatory plaster composed of gypsum and glue presented
serious problems of adhesion between the various layers and of
separation of the whole from the wooden support. Dangerous
loose areas were readhered with injections of a synthetic resin
emulsion applied with hypodermic syringes. This work was
coordinated with the restoration of the wooden elements.
During the second phase, there were problems encountered
when removing the layers of repainting which completely
covered the original pictorial surface. The superimposed layers
were insoluble and therefore paint removing compounds had
to be used. Old but relatively recent stuccoes obscuring original
decoration were also removed.
During the third phase, consolidation and cleaning was
done and then the missing areas of decoration were repaired.
After the final consolidation of the surface, plastering of lost
areas was carried out. The missing parts were reconstructed,
the reliefs remodelled, and lacunae were filled. A technique
similar to the original was used. Firstly, palm fibre was used to
cover the wood surface, secondly a scratch coat of gypsum
plaster was applied on which preparatory drawings were made,

thirdly brass screws were inserted to act as a mechanical key to
attach areas in relief and lastly relief decoration was sculpted.
In addition, other small lacunae were filled and the
reconstructed reliefs were gilded with gold leaf.
The final phase consisted of pictorial reintegration. A
thorough reconstruction of damaged paintings was carried out
employing the tratteggio technique, an exact reconstruction
using fine vertical lines to distinguish reconstructed areas from
original ones. Water colour was used as the medium.
The restoration work throughout adheres to the most rigorous criteria of
scientific restoration. The results (overleaf) are spectacular.

Above: The prayer space is imbued with serenity and spirituality.
Opposite: The interplay of light and shadow highlights the dramatic qualities
of the structural system.
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LANDSCAPING, REHABILITATION, AND RE-USE
PROGRAMMES IN THE HARAM AREA AND OTHER
RESTORATIONS. The Committee has enlarged the scope
of the project beyond al-Aqsa's restoration to include other
parts of the Haram. The annex building next to al-Aqsa was
converted to an Islamic museum and library. The fortified
gates of the enclosure (the Gate of the Chain, the Gate of
Iron, the Maghrabi Gate and the Golden Gate) were restored,
along with the Mamluk building façades on the inside.
Underground structures were excavated and restored for re-use
as the Committee's documentation centre and offices.
Restoration work has begun on the structure and decoration at
the Dome of the Chain. The women's mosque which is
presently used for offices will be integrated with the complex
and restored. Other restoration work now in progress includes
foundations, mastabas, arches and other minor buildings. The
development of a large-scale scientific restoration for the Dome
of the Rock similar to al-Aqsa is also planned.

It is
difficult to estimate the local and foreign contributions to this
large, multi-faceted programme. The part played by the local
team is very important and has been increasing. Two local
experts, the resident architect and the master technician, have
participated in educational restoration programmes abroad.
The international teams set up workshops, which are still in
operation, to train their local collaborators in building
techniques and the latest scientific research methods. The
international experts introduced sophisticated-techniques of
which the tratteggio technique brought by ICCROM is an
example. Except for a few materials such as resins, adhesives,
coatings, marble, some marble mosaics and gold leaves, most
materials were obtained locally. Technology was also basically
local. The local team is now able to undertake most types of
restoration work on its own. Over a dozen local master
craftsmen are now employed in ongoing restoration work such
as gilding, masonry, mosaics, leaded-glass work, gypsum work,
lead sheathing, drawing and painting. Training in these
workshops has enabled the local team to develop large-scale
restoration projects elsewhere. Some of the local craftsmen
and artisans have moved on to other restoration projects.

T E C H N O L O G Y , MA T E R I A L S A N D PE R S O N N E L.

According to all known cri
teria, related to scientific restoration, the work is of very high
quality. It is impeccable in its thoroughness, precision, structural
and construction features. The restoration of the inner
decoration of the dome is particularly exceptional and
aesthetically imposing. In addition, one must consider the less
obvious but equally impressive achievements of the scientific
approach, that is the training of the personnel, the improvement
of their motivation and the systematic and scientific spirit
which now pervades more and more new works.
The successful restoration of the dome decoration is an
outstanding example of the application of tratteggio techniques.

TECHNICAL ASSESSMENT.

Opposite: Other restoration and re-use prolamines in the area inelude the
Fakhriyya Minar et and Islamic Museum (top) and the Sabil of Qaythay
(ivith scaffolding) in the western courtyard (bottom).
Above: Installing marble wallfacings.

This is especially true when the extent of the damage being
repaired is taken into account. The restoration programme
and organisational framework are also worthy of commendation
and emulation for other large scale operations. It is a further
tribute to the managers of this enterprise that they were able
to adhere so faithfully and sensitively to the lofty objectives
while working in a delicate political context which was never
allowed to mar the integrity of the undertaking.
The short term objectives of restoring the
dome to the most exacting standards were achieved. More
importantly, this success was conducive to achieving long
term objectives. It enlarged the scale of interventions, built up
an impressive local capability for state-of-the-art restoration
work, and provided a boost to the participation of Muslims in
the protection and conservation of their cultural heritage.
Positive commentary appeared in the local press during
and after the restoration works but it still represents the attitudes
of a cultural elite. Foreign visitors, especially professionals and
scholars are increasingly attracted to and positively react to
the works. The Committee and local Muslim community
leaders are proud of the restoration. But these positive responses
are still superficial, and there is still a long way to go before
this appreciation is sufficiently broadly based, internationally
as well as locally, so as to ensure that the gains made to date
are not threatened, and that the systematic and scientific
approach used here becomes the standard methods of
approaching restoration work.

CONCLUSION.

The restoration of al-Aqsa Mosque is not only an
outstanding technical achievement representing the best of
international and local cooperation, it is also an event of
momentous religious and cultural import for Muslim
communities everywhere. It is therefore all the more gratifying
that under the able leadership of Isam Awwad, the Resident
Architect, this enterprise has been so successfully undertaken.

