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Aleppo: A struggle for conservation 

O n the night of September 
28, 1983, 250 people, in
cluding speakers from 
fourteen nations, gather
ed in the courtyard of an 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii~ ordinary Arb house in 
the Bayyadah quarter of the old city of 
Aleppo intra mu1'OS, for a concert of tradi
tional Arab music. The event was part of 
the International Symposium for the 
Conservation of the Old City of Aleppo, 
held during the last week of September. 

Trus particular house and a few hun
dred others in trus quarter would have 
been subject to demolition to make way 
for a trurty-metre wide street, called for 
in the 1974 Master Plan, drawn up for 
the Municipality by Gyoji Banshoya, a 
Japanese planner. In fact , two-trurds of 
the east-west relief road, along with the 
north-south axis leading to the Great 
Mosque, has been executed, leading to 
the destruction of a very large portion of 

Aleppo intra muros: a) Existing network jor 
vehicular and pedestrian movement around and in
side the walled city. 
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Farefrah and Bandarah, wruch were the 
richest and best preserved residential 
quarters of the old city. The remaining 
portions of these quarters were isolated 
and surrounded by multi-storey blocks 
on both sides of the new roads . 

The Symposium was the culmination 
of years of effort by the conservationists 
to save the traditional fabric and cause 
the abandonment of the Master Plan. 
The house in Bayyadah remained natur
ally tucked into its preserved neighbour
hood, dominated by the powerful pre
sence of the ancient citadel nearby. 

Aleppo possibly owes its existence on 
trus particular site to two natural ele
ments - a small water source, the 
Kuweik River, and a natural tell for de
fence. Historians differ about the date the 

Below: Bahram Pasha l\!Iosque sun'ounded by the 
organic jabric oj the old city with the covered so~/ks 
~fthe Madinah in thejoreground. 

b) Vehicular traffic network proposed by the Mas
ta plan oj C. Banshoya. 
Source: UN ESCO report. 



tell became a fortification, but it was well 
before the Seleucid period (3rd century 
B.C.) . Although the city increased in 
importance during this period, acquiring 
the gridiron street pattern apparent in the 
Medina's commercial centre of today, it 
experienced its strongest architectural 
and artistic prominence during the 
Ayyubid period of the 12th and 13th 
centuries. Important mosques, madrassas 
and bimarestans were constructed. The 
citadel acquired higher walls, new tow
ers, a majestic entrance, and a throne 
room and a royal palace within. 

Aleppo lost a great deal of its political 
importance during the Mamluke and 
Ottoman periods, but many prominent 
monuments were constructed neverthe
less. In the 16th and 17th centuries Alep
po reached the peak of its commercial 
importance. It was the third largest city 
in the Ottoman Empire and comman
ded and outstanding position in east
west trade. 

The Levant Company and the British 
Factory were set up in Aleppo in the 
16th century. The French and Italians 

established a large commercial presence 
shortly after. The residential districts 
continued to expand within the walls 
and broke out into new suburbs. The 
largest and best preserved suburb, 
Jdeideh, sprang up north of the walled 
city and became the Christian quarter. 
Today it still contains the most beautiful 
houses in Aleppo. 

In the Master Plan, Jdeideh was also 
endangered by the continuation of the 
north-south road axis and by the wide
ning of most of its major alleys. In 1980, 
a UNESCO report, dealing with the 
problems of the old city as a whole, 
devoted a full chapter to Jdeideh. The 
report, entitled "The Conservation of 
the Old City of Aleppo", was prepared 
by a team of experts, headed by the 
well-known Swiss planner, Stefano 
Bianca; and included Jean-Claude David, 
the French geographer and historian 
who worked in Aleppo under the au
spices of the French Institute of Arab 
Studies and who offered all his docu
ments and immense knowledge of Alep
po's history and buildings to the project. 
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Left: Aleppo, the majestic entrance of the citadel. 
Above: A tortuous alley in Jdeideh. 

The report's alternative plan for 
Jdeideh advocated the abandonment of 
the north-south road axis and its connec
tions, and called instead for a policy of 
service zones located in the badly dilapi
dated sections on the fringes of the 
neighbourhood. New construction in 
the service zones would strictly adhere to 
building codes designed to keep it in 
total harmony with the existing fabric, 
while providing the suburb with the 
needed public services, such as schools, 
shopping and parking. This plan has 
now been adopted in its entirety by the 
new city administration. 

The UNESCO report dealt primari
ly with the problem resulting from the 
clash between the drive for modernisa
tion and the desire for conservation. The 
relative obscurity of Aleppo since the 
18th century, due to the loss of its com
mercial importance, culminating with 
the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, 
has helped preserve the old city. The 
increased contact with the West, and the 
establishment of the first western-style 
municipality in 1868, led at the end of 
the 19th century to the growth of Azi
ziah, Jamiliah, and Ismailia, districts to 
the west and north-west of the old city. 
The Ottoman administration trans
formed the moat round the city walls 
into a m::yor street, linking the walled 
city with its suburbs and destroyed most 
of the walls in the process. 

The first town-planning schemes 
were produced under the French admi
nistration by R. Danger and M. 
Ecochard in the 1930's. They proposed 
new areas which would have imposed a 
street grid cutting through the old city. 



UNESCO Report 1980- Recommended scheme 
a) Improve existing ringroads for maximum use as 

protective device to sheild old city.from traffic. 

c) Shift centre of gravity of new town to avoid 
conflict and offer larger development potential for 
new centre. 

b) Improve north-south arterials for use as "bar
rier" to channel traffic away.from west-east axis 
flowing into old city. 

d 

d) Articulate transition zones as "filters" between 
new central area and old city. 

Comparative maps of the area north of the Great Mosque (scale 1 :5'000) showing change and 
demolitions as occurred since 1945. Fara.fra, Bandarah and Great Mosque areas . Source: UNESCO 
report. 
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The proposal was never implemented, 
but a new and more dangerous Master 
Plan was laid out in 1954 by the French 
architect, Andre Gutton, for the new 
Syrian Municipality. Although the au
ther claimed that he wished to protect 
the historical character of the towns cape, 
(a sentiment which was nevertheless 
peppered by the dangerously romantic 
notion that the proposed east-west road 
cuts would make a connection, as he put 
it, "de la mer au desert"), it is apparent 
now that most of the destruction of the 
historic fabric and its replacement by in
appropriate development stem from this 
Master Plan. 

Gutton's plan gave way to Ban
shoya's in 1974 with a few insignificant 
changes. Important portions of both 
plans were executed between 1954 and 
1975, causing the total destruction of 42 
hectares of the historic fabric and the 
encirclement and deterioration of even 
larger areas. The final stage of the Master 
Plan was ripe for execution in 1978 when 
serious resistance by conservationists 
(official and private) began. 

The first success of the conservation
ists was to persuade the Department of 
Antiquities to register the whole of the 
old city intra muros as a national monu
ment, thereby, freezing the execution of 
the Master Plan. The Old City Com
mittee, a mixed group from the Depart
ment of Antiquities, the Municipality 
and the private sector, was then formed 
and asked to resolve the conflict between 

New highrise blocks 
(existing and proposed) 

New roads cut through 
the fabric 

Interior courtyards 

Traditional pedestrian 
paths 

1 Great Mosque 
2 Khal al Wazir 



the Master Plan and the registration de
cree, and to control all building permits 
within the historic quarters. The Com
mittee requested UNESCO's assistance 
via the General Director of Antiquities, 
and work on the first UNESCO report 
was started in late 1979. 

The Municipality, however, was not 
satisfied, and tried to enact new legisla
tion that would counter the registration 
decree, in order to proceed with the ex
ecution of the Master Plan. The conser
vationists, who dominated the Commit
tee, used delaying tactics until the UN
ESCO report was completed. Fortu
nately, a new administration took office 
shortly after. Naji Otri, a member of the 
city council in the former administration 
and a staunch conservationist, became 
Mayor in early 1980. An architect, born 
and raised in a courtyard house of the old 
city, Otri knew why its historic fabric 
must be preserved. The Committee was 
strengthened and the UNESCO report, 
which offered guidelines for a new Mas
ter Plan and a total conservation scheme, 
became an important reference in all de
cisions. 

The north-west comer of the old 
city, the Bab El Faraj area (the subject of 
the next article by Sherban Cantacuzino) 
had become isolated by the new roads 
and was almost totally destroyed by the 
Municipality in 1979 in favour of a new 
high-rise commercial development. 
Construction had already begun in 1982 
when the foundations of the A yyubid 
walls and the lower portion of a tower 
were discovered along the western peri
meter of the site. All work on the project 
was stopped; the very form of the new 
development was opened again to dis
cussion; and UNESCO, with Stefano 
Bianca again in charge (he was working 
on projects of a similar nature in the holy 
city of Madinah and Baghdad) was in
vited to prepare a new report dealing 
with 'Bab El Faraj . The new report, 
completed in July 1983, proposed in out
line how to incorporate and safeguard 
the remaining historic fabric and new 
archaeological discoveries, how to pre
serve the surrounding historical neigh
bourhoods and how to create a new cen
tre linking the old city with the new. 

The discussion on Bab El Far~ in
volved officials at the highest level of 
government. The Prime Minister, him
self an architect, finally instructed the 
Municipality to abandon the present 
project and find a suitable alternative. At 
a special session of the Symposium, 

attended by many officials and a capacity 
audience, all speakers agreed that the 
present project should be discontinued 
and a new one based on UNESCO's 
recommendations adopted. 

As the traditional Arab music and 
songs floated through the Bayyada 
house on that beautiful evening, express
ing the resurgence of cultural values, as 
well as elation over the success of the 
Symposium, it was difficult to realise 
that the old city remained in great 
danger. 

So unless a new Master Plan is drawn 
up, a rehabilitation and restoration prog
ramme enacted and executed, both pri
vate and public destruction due to lax 
law enforcement stopped, an extensive 
programme of cultural education, cou
pled with economic and social incentives 
for the,residents and users of the old city, 
put into operating - unless the pre
servation of the old city of Aleppo is 
given first priority by the local and 
national administrations, by its people 
and interested international organisations 
- future generations will only be able to 
learn about the old city through books 
and documents. 
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Left: A commercial tower 
alongside new road 
overshadowing Khan 
Al-Wazir and obscuring the 
citadel ramparts from below. 
Left, below: Remnant of a 
farade in Rajab Pasha Palace 
destroyed for the Bab El 
Faraj development, with high 
rise commercial buildings in 
the background. 
Photographs: Dr. Ihsan 
Chiite. 

Adli Qudsi, a Syrian 
architect, is consultant to the 
Akwciff and other government 
bodies. He hasJor many 
years, championed the 
restoration and reviwlisation 
if old' Aleppo. 


