AZEM
PALACE

AZEM
PALACE

Damascus Syria, haremhk completed 1954, remainder under
restoration. Client: General Directorate of Antiquities and
Museums, Damascus. Architects: Michel Ecochard (before
1946), Shafiq al-Imam (since 1951). Director of workshop:
Zaki al-Emir (before 1946).
Master Jury's Citation: For the thirty-four years' efforts to preserve,

restore, and reconstruct a badly damaged eighteenth-century palace,
one of the masterpieces of Islamic architecture. The high quality of
the restoration is complemented by imagination in dealing with the
destroyed parts of the building. Such rebuilding as took place dem
onstrated respect for the existing structure and more generally for
the heritage of the period. Furthermore this palace now performs
an additional cultural service as a well-attended museum that has
helped to make people conscious of the beauties and values of the
Islamic architectural heritage.
This long project has been an important one in reestablishing
cultural identity and cultural continuity and in developing expertise
and artisan skills. The reconstitution of the Azem Palace has been
an important event in the Islamic world, its significance being more
than that of a case of restoration.
The purpose in restoring this badly damaged eighteenth-century Ottoman palace was twofold. First, there was the need
simply to preserve, restore, and reconstruct one of the mas
terpieces of Islamic architecture badly damaged by French
shelling during the Syrian uprising of 1925. Second, the client
wanted the palace to be more than just a fine example of res
toration by adapting part of it to serve as a folk museum.
Location and Access. The Azem Palace is situated in the old
city of Damascus not far from the qibla wall (which orients
the worshiper toward Mecca) of the Ommiad Mosque. Most
of the old houses surrounding it have been built around court
yards that contain pools and fountains and, together with the
old shops of the area, are generally constructed in stone and
wood with lime-and-gypsum plaster. The walls of poorer
buildings are usually made of mud brick, also used for the roofs
Pages 162—165: The courtyard of the haremhk, with its pools,
fountains, orange trees, and elaborately patterned floor of differentcolored marbles, is by far the largest of the four courts of this lavishly
decorated eighteenth-century palace. One of the buildings facing
this courtyard has a wide, arcaded loggia.

of all buildings, which are supported on timber poles carrying
wooden plank ceilings.
The palace is accessible from the suq, which is close to
the Ommiad Mosque.
Historical Background. It was as a residence for one of the
last great Ottoman governors of the province of Damascus,
Assad al-Azem Pasha, that the Azem Palace was originally
built in the mid-eighteenth century.
The palace is constructed around three courts, of which
the haremlik, or private family court, is the largest and central
one. To the southeast of the haremlik and about half its size
lies the men's selamlik, or public court where visitors were re
ceived and which was normally reserved for formal use and
business. To the north of the palace lies the smallest of the
three courts, surrounded by kitchens and storerooms. Origi
nally the selamlik acted as the entrance court, from which ac
cess to the haremlik was obtained. There was in fact no other
1 : As seen from the plan, the large palace fits into the irregular
pattern of the old city of Damascus, turning its back on its neighbors,
and facing inward onto a number of courts, the most important of
which is the haremlik. 2: The view from the loggia is into the
haremlik court, where the water and the trees help to cool the air
in the heat of the summer.
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access to the haremlik from the exterior except through the
two smaller courts.
In 1922 the French government, whose mandate over Syria
after the fall of the Ottoman Empire lasted from 1920 to 1946,
bought the haremlik for 4,000 gold liras. The craftsmen engaged
in the decorative work of this courtyard when it was purchased
were retained by the French to encourage the revival of tra
ditional crafts. It was during this period that a direct entrance
was opened into the haremlik from the original entrance portico
of the palace.
In 1925 the entire palace was extensively damaged when
the French shelled the old quarter of Damascus to quell the
Syrian uprising against their rule. The qa'a (main reception
room) and the baths of the selamlik were set on fire, its roof
burned and the upper parts of its walls destroyed. When hos
tilities ceased, the French set about reconstructing the haremlik.
Subject to certain limitations, these were restored exactly as
they had been. The limitations included a lack of evidence
concerning the original form of the building and a scarcity of
both the right materials and workmen with the relevant skills.
It was therefore necessary to accept a modified and less ornate
reconstruction.
In 1930 the French government gave its buildings in the
palace to the newly set up French Institute. A new house for
the institute's director was commissioned within the grounds
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and was built in a relatively empty area lying between the
selamlik and the haremlik and set back in a position where it
was hardly visible from the latter. The design was uncompro
misingly modern and the house was constructed of concrete.
By utilizing the original materials and plasters for the infilling
of the concrete work, however, the building blended perfectly
into its eighteenth-century setting. The institute was evacuated
from the premises after Syrian independence.
In 1946 the haremlik was handed over by the French to
the Syrian government and remained closed for the next four
years. Upon leaving the country the French agreed to pay fur
ther reparations for the damage done to Syrian buildings, in
cluding the rest of the palace, during the bombardment of
Damascus and other towns. No repair work, however, was
undertaken at this time on the extensively damaged selamlik,
which continued to be occupied by members of the Azem fam
ily. In 1951 the Syrian government bought the remainder of
the palace from the family for a sum of $30,000 (U.S.) with
the intention of creating a national folk museum there.
The work of conserving the palace still continues. In recent
years the authorities have been concentrating on the resto
ration of the kitchens and cellars of the palace with particular
attention to the latter in an attempt to reduce rising damp.
New drains have been introduced and the cellars cleaned and
replastered with the hope of utilizing some of them as rooms
for lessons in history and crafts.
The Process of Restoration. Since 1951 the director of all con
servation work has been the curator of the museum, Shafiq

al-Imam, whose approach has been to invent nothing. With
the help of master craftsmen he undertook a detailed study of
the palace, ascertained the original condition of the building
as well as the original techniques employed in its construction,
and gradually restored it as far as possible to its eighteenthcentury condition.
The work was done very economically. Stone and deco
rations were acquired for practically nothing from other build
ings of the same period that were either being demolished or
altered. Fortunately old materials often came on the market
during the 1950s and early '60s because of demolition work
being carried out in the old city to make room for the building
of new roads.
One of the first steps taken in the restoration process was
an attempt to hold the effects of humidity in check. Conse
quently the ground level around the palace was lowered and
a drain laid around the outside in order to reduce the damp
in the walls. At the same time a new water supply was intro
duced. The paving, which had become uneven, was lifted,
and the same stones relaid after the ground was leveled.
Restoration work on the selamlik was begun in the early
1960s. For evidence of its original structure and design, plans
made by the French in the early 1920s as well as descriptions
by members of the Azem family were relied upon.
The destroyed upper stories were rebuilt with new materials
and plastered. Here the roofs, like those in many of the build
ings, were constructed in the original way except for a rein
forced concrete slab instead of a layer of earth. Care was taken,
however, to ensure that this was not visible from below or

above. The parapet was covered with traditional plaster and
the roof surface given a finish of earth over the reinforced
concrete.
In 1964 a large-scale program was undertaken for the re
building of decayed and leaning walls. Once again the paving
was taken up after careful drawings were made. The system of
canals originally laid for the drainage and irrigation of the site
underneath the paving was uncovered, cleaned out, and re
paired to make it waterproof once again. This done, the paving
was put back in its original position.
Two separate underground cables were installed to provide
electricity, ensuring that, in the event of a power failure in
one part of the city, it would be possible to switch to an al
ternate electrical supply.
Conclusion. The restoration of the upper levels of the palace
by both the French and Syrian authorities does not follow the
original design exactly, but this does not seriously detract from
the general effect of these rooms or of the palace as a whole.
The introduction of the reinforced concrete slab above the
ceilings does not seem to have been harmful to either the
structures or their appearance, though the fact that some of
the ceilings are losing their paint may be the result of con
densation caused by the concrete slab. Concrete is an inferior
insulator to earth, so that extremes of temperature also may
be causing this deterioration. The earth surfaces have not been
maintained annually as they would have been when the build

ings were first erected, and the concrete slabs are not water
proof. The result has been that in the last few years bituminous
felt waterproofing has been laid over the concrete slabs. Un
fortunately this method of waterproofing has failed because
the bitumen soaks out of the felt during the heat of the summer.
It is also distressing to see that the same engineers have
undertaken to repoint small areas of the stonework in the haremlik courtyard using modern cement. This serves to highlight
the persistent care with which the building was restored during
the previous sixty years: only traditional mortars were used.
The restoration of the palace has been beneficial in more
ways than one, not the least of which is the revenue it has
earned. Environmentally it has helped preserve the traditional
buildings sunounding it. Although these are supposedly listed,
Shafiq al-Imam believes they would probably have fallen victim
to commercial exploitation had it not been for the presence
of the palace.
What has been particularly gratifying, however, has been
the remarkable response of the Syrian public to one of their
restored historical sites, evident from the large numbers that
visit the palace regularly. When the haremlik was opened to
the public as a museum in 1954, the crowds so exceeded ex
pectations that a new staircase had to be designed for the qa'a
to enable them to enter at one place and exit at another.
Ever since its opening to the public the palace has been
crowded with visitors. According to Al-Imam's records for
1961, during the relatively quiet season from January to May
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there was a record number of 161,000 visitors, which averages
out to about 3,800 daily. The revenue collected from entrance
fees for the period amounted to $4,000 (U.S.), which is com
mendable since many of the Syrian visitors to the palace are
not required to pay the fee. In that same year there was an
average of 5,000 to 6,000 visitors daily during the peak period
of September. Today the annual income from the palace is
somewhere near $27,000 (U.S.) Over the last thirty years,
therefore, the Syrian government has got back in revenue four
to five times the amount it has spent on restoring the palace.
The presence of the folk museum is a mixed blessing. While
it certainly attracts some of the interest of the Syrian public,
its displays are inconsistent with the character and original
use of the buildings. The curator hopes that a proposal for the
acquisition of neighboring properties will be implemented,
thereby allowing him to move some of the more alien exhibits
out of the palace so that it can be furnished in the proper
traditional manner. In this way he hopes ultimately that the
Azem Palace will be seen as a great house museum, preserving
once and for all the atmosphere and detailed character of a
lost Damascene way of life.
3: This detail from the two-stary building that separates the haremhk
from the courtyard with the 1936 annex is an example of the elab
orate care taken in the restoration. 4: The haremhk is now used
for a folk museum. 5: Over the rooftops of the haremhk courtyard
a minaret of the neighboring Ommiad Mosque can be glimpsed.

