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THE JAMAHIRIYA MUSEUM 
TRIPOLI 

PHOTOGRAPHS REPRODUCED BY 

COURTESY OF UNESCO, PARIS 

T he first museum devoted to 
Libyan history, the Libyan 
Arab Jamahiriya Museum, was 
opened in September 1988. 

The Project, instigated by the Libyan 
authorities almost ten years earlier, 
involved collaboration between the 
Libyan Department of Antiquities, 
UNESCO and the International Council 
of Museums (ICOM). The international 
team also included archaeologists from 
France and Italy, a Swedish specialist in 
museum education, a Portuguese architect 
specialist in museum architecture and 
engineers from Poland, Sweden and 
Switzerland. 

The aims were to preserve and display 
the country's movable cultural heritage, 
to fulfil a range of cultural functions and 
to serve as a centre for documentation and 
research. The museum therefore had to be 

Text by the editors, based on an account by 
Mounir Bouchenaki, a member of 

UNESCO's Division of Cultural Heritage. 

a lively place where visitors could find 
both recreation possibilities and sources 
of information and learning. 

The museum now houses relics of the 
many successive civilizations on Libyan 
soil, from the Lower Palaeolithic period 
to recent society up to the September 
Revolution of 1969. It is also the centre 
for Libya's extensive natural history 
collections. 

The building is situated in the Assaray 
AI-Hamra citadel (the red castle), one of 
the most important historic structures of 
Tripoli, built in the Ottaman era. Only 
fifty years ago its walls were lashed by the 
waves oft sea. Now an artificial lake has 
been built in front of the old castle wall 
and provides an ideal setting for a sound 
and light programme, organised with the 
assistance of UNESCO. 

The citadel itself has gone through 
several changes of use since its heyday in 
the eighteenth century, when it 
incorporated a court of justice , shops and 
mills. During the Italian occupation of 

Libya from 1911, it was used as the 
Governor's house, and a road was bored 
through from one side to another to create 
a thoroughfare that was sheltered from 
the sea. In 1934, after the citadel's defen
sive role was no longer necessary for the 
old city, an archaeological museum was 
built within the walls, and most of the 
premises were converted for use as 
museums of natural history and 
ethnography. 

The citadel ' s location in the old city 
of Tripoli and its proximity to the 
modern part of the town were significant 
factors in the choice of the site of the 
new Museum of the Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya. Overlooking the esplanade 
and piers of the harbour, the citadel 
walls form one of the boundaries of the 
famous Green Square - the city's forum 
and a focal point for all the country's 

Below: The main entrance to Libya's 
National Museum, built within the walls 
of the old castle. 
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major festivals. 
Carefully following rCOM's recom

mendations concerning scientific and 
architectural planning, and with advice 
from UNESCO, the directors of the 
project carried out a great deal of 
preparatory work between 1976 and 
1981. In that year the Edinburgh-based 
architects Robert Matthew, Johnson
Marshall and Partners were appointed to 
review a design prepared by the American 
consultants Henningson, Durham and 
Richardson International, and carry out 
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the project management for additions and 
altera'tions to the museum. The design 
proposals were for the renovation of the 
Archaeological Museum constructed by 
the Italians prior to the second world war, 
plus the construction of a new building 
approximately 4,600 square metres to 
form an integrated museum building of 
about 8,000 square metres. The 
subsequent tender resulted in the 
appointment ofShanska Cementgjuriet as 
the main contractor at the end of 1981. 

Site investigations in early 1982 
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Ground floor plan, cross section (above) 
and longitudinal section (top) of the new 
museum. 
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revealed that the foundations of the Italian 
building would require very extensive 
underpinning to support the proposed 
additional storey. Further structural 
investigation revealed evidence of severe 
deterioration of the stone over the full 
height of the rear walls, as well as voids 
in the walls and weak mortar. 

After detailed consideration of the 
financial implications, it was decided that 
the only satisfactory solution was to 
demolish the Italian Archaeological 
Museum and replace it with a building in 
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harmony with the proposed new 
building. The decision to replace the old 
Italian Archaeological Museum allowed 
major changes to be incorporated into the 
new building, including a mezzanine level 
to increase the gallery space by 2,000 
square metres, conservation laboratories, 
an education centre and a cafeteria. 

Great care was taken to integrate the 
old and new buildings. The new museum, 
a three storey building, is lower than the 
walls of the citadel, and its exterior walls 
are rendered and painted, following local 
tradition. The new building is linked to 
the older ones by a series of courtyards, 
archways and steps, so that the complex 

Top: A view of the new building, behind 
the north wall of the old castle. 

Left, above right and opposite: Patios, 
courtyards and external stairs link the old 
and new buildings. 

Below: Behind the old walls - a garden 
in the north-east corner. 
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is experienced as a continuous whole. 
The interior design was carried by 

Jasper Jacobs, then of Higgins Ney and 
Partners, London, who was responsible 
for all aspects of the interior, including 
display in the exhibition spaces. The floor 
finishes at ground level are marble, with 
terrazzo on the mezzanine level and the 
upper floor levels. 

Visitors emerging from the eastern 
access tunnel from Green Square find 
themselves in a spacious hall containing 

Below: Old arcades have been renovated 
- as have marble fountains. Some 

fountains of the 16th and 17th centuries 
have been moved from the old city to the 
courtyards of the castle. 
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exhibits showing Libyan civilizations. 
One of the Libyan-Punic tombs of Ghirza 
has been rebuilt in the hall, and the 
famous mosaic of Zliten from the first 
century AD has been set into one of the 
walls. Beyond the hall the visitor enters 
a gallery in which there is a specific object 
to signal each of the major historical 
periods. An axonometric plan using a 
colour system makes it easy to locate the 
different galleries of the museum, and a 
large illuminated map of Libya displays 
the country's great historical sites by 
means of flashing lights. 

Visitors have a choice of circuits. 
Whichever route they choose will take 
them through marble-paved rooms where 
they can see displays ranging from the 30 
million-year-old fossilized tree trunks 
from Wadi Ajal to modern Libyan 
development projects, with exhibits 
representing every stage of Libyan history 
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inbetween. Visitors may choose to take 
in a particular theme such as traditional 
agriculture, the interiors of a house in 
Tripoli or the interior decoration in the 
oasis of Ghudamis. 

The storerooms and a conservation 
laboratory have been housed in an old 
building adjacent to the museum. A 
fumigation room for conservation 
treatment of objects such as textiles has 
also recently been set up in the old 
premises. The museum's facilities also 
include a· conference room with 
simuiltaneous translation booths, an 
educational centre and documentary film 
facilities. 

Eighteen months after the official 
opening ceremony, the Museum of 
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya had become on 
of Tripoli's major public attractions. By 
early March 1989 over 50,000 people had 
visited the museum. 11m! 
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Below left: One of the ground floor 
exhibition areas, with displays dating from 
the Roman period. 

Below right: A view of the traditional 
costumes 'section on the first floor. 

Bottom: The entrance to the old 
ethnographic museum - one of the 
buildings which was turned into a museum 
by the Italians in the 1930s. 

Opposite: One of the secluded areas of the 
museum site : a stone staircase leads from 
the arcade to a small doorway in the castle 
walls. 

Opposite below: The first gallery of the 
museum leading from the introductory hall 
which contains symbols of ancient and 
modern Libya - the tomb of Ghirza and 
the First Manifesto read by the Leader of 
the Revolution of the first of September 
1969. 
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Established forty years ago, the company 
offers, a long experience on both technical 
and human resources, as well as a perma
nent guarantee of quality, from the rough 
block to the final product, being 80% of this 
to the foreign market. 

We have a diversified production, being able 
and accustomed to produce outside and 
inside wall claddings or pavers for the 
building industry; cubes, kerbs and rough 
pavers for municipal jobs; monuments and 
mausoleums for the building industry; and 
the most diversified decorative pieces, by 
the order of the customer. 

Very often, we have also orders from 
famous sculptors, like Professor Minoru 
Nizuma, with executed sculptors to Japan 
and United States; Mrs. Bernardine Silber
man for Cleveland, Ohio; Mr. Andre Volten 
from the Netherlands, Mr Harold Vogel with 
the 'Space Recovery'. On these jobs the 
dimensions and the high performance of the 
finishings were the proof of our capacity and 
our best promotion. 

The production capacity is 6001700 C. 
metres per month extracted on own Portu
guese quarries, some of them unique, being 
the foreign granites here publicised, sup
plied directly, on the base of a solid com
mercial relationship that we have been 
keeping with our suppliers and their repre
sentatives. 

The transforming capacity offers about 4000 
square metres of slabs and cut to size 
panels; 2001300 tons of rough cubes and 
kerbs and still a diversified volume of the 
above mentioned sculpted and decorative 
pieces. The monumental-industry produc
tion varies from 40 to 80 tons per month. 

Some of the building projects executed and 
which we can refer are the Waverley Market 
Plaza, Edinburgh; The Cleveland Heart Cli
nic, Cleveland, Ohio; Japan National Art 
Museums; The 3330 Washington Boulevard, 
Washington D.C. ; the Iglo West Berlin Foun
tain where we supplied the rough blocks 
only. 

ADDRESS: 
C.P.21 - 2716 PERO PINHEIRO CODEX 
PORTUGAL 

PHONE: 
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TELEGRAM: 
GRANITOS - PERO PINHEIRO 
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15294 GRAMAC P 

TELEFAX: 
(1) 927 07 15 
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