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CIRCLES OF POWER: PALACE, CITADEL,
AND CITY IN AYYUBID ALEPPO
BY YASSER TABBAA
CITADELS WERE INTENDED TO DOMINATE CITIES, AND IN

this respect the citadel of Aleppo perhaps succeeds a little too well. Built over a partly natural
outcrop with numerous building levels, it soars
above the city like a great cone with a chamfered
top. Its massive elliptical base, measuring 450
meters on its east-west axis and 325 meters on its
north-south axis, tapers steeply to a smaller but
still quite large ramparted ellipse, 285 by 160
meters (fig. 1). Nearly fifty meters high with its
ramparts intact, its already dominant image would
have been immeasurably more powerful when its
glacis was still paved with polished limestone and
its moat filled with water.
Its height, impregnability, and apparent timelessness have long fascinated poets:
A citadel whose base was embraced by the Pleiades
while its peaks surpassed the orbit of Gemini
Its watchtower would be counted among the celestial
bodies were it only to move in their courses
Arrogant, it laughs in the face of Time,
who has long ridiculed such lofty buildings.'
But this hyperbolic imagery of power seems
flawed or, one might say, it is inhabited by a
number of paradoxes. The citadel ofAleppo, like
other urban citadels, was notjust a military garrison but also the royal palace and the center of
government and administration. Although constructed materially and metaphorically as a closed
system, it had by necessity to interact with the city
and its population. Furthermore, it was a hard
shell with a soft center, an image of power and
dominance that envelops and protects an atmosphere of royalty and elegance, the palace of the
Ayyubid dynasty of Aleppo. 2
These visually arresting contrasts between impregnability and linkage, militarism and luxury
may be taken at face value as true reflections of
the distant and strained relationship between
ruler and ruled in the Islamic Middle Ages. Foreign, in this case Kurdish, dynasties rule an Arab
population; their illegitimate status and distance
from the population are manifested in the semiotics of the very architecture of power that they
create. While this is generally true, this paper
attempts in the first place to provide nuance for

this seemingly stark separation between the enclosed and the displayed, between citadel and
city, and consequently between ruler and ruled. 3
This will be done by examining the religious,
pietistic, ceremonial, and administrative links
the citadel had to the city. In the second place,
the paper examines the Ayyubid palace in the
citadel, proposing that, despite its modest proportions, it was formally and iconographically
associated with a well-established iconography of
power, an iconography that was first conceived in
classical Islamic palaces and later perpetuated in
the palaces of the Ayyubid and Artuqid dynasties.
Before proceeding with this investigation, it
seems necessary to stress the fact that the institution of the palatial citadel is not contemporaneous with the beginning of Islam but represents
the third stage in a series of discrete urban transformations. The first stage is represented by a
centrally located palace (daral-imara)adjacent to
the great mosque, as in Kufa or the Round City of
Baghdad. 4 In the second stage the palace shifted
to a suburban location, a development initiated
by the Abbasids in Samarra and imitated by many
tenth- and eleventh-century dynasties, including
the Hamdanids ofAleppo. 5 The third and equally
pivotal stage occurred when the Samarran model
for royal architecture was gradually supplanted
by that of the citadel palace. Aleppo was the first
city to undergo this transformation, which occurred in the middle of the eleventh century
under the Mirdasids. 6

Contexts
The fortification and building ofvarious parts
of the citadel continued unabated during the
successive periods of the Seljuqs, the Zangids,
and the early Ayyubids. But the citadel-in fact
the entire fortification of Aleppo--did not come
into its own until the time of al-Zahir Ghazi
(1186-1216), the most important architectural
patron in the medieval history of the city. Contemporary sources and epigraphic evidence (in
the form of five preserved inscriptions inside the
citadel) 7 attest to the fact that he was responsible
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for the total rebuilding of the citadel, including
its impressive ramp and entrance block, its
mosque, and its palace, and for the restoration of
the Maqam Ibrahim. Indeed, one might even
suggest that nearly all subsequent work on the
citadel and the fortifications of Aleppo by his
successors proceeded in accordance with his plan.
At the highest point in the citadel, al-Zahir
Ghazi in 1214 built a mosque whose lofty minaret
even today dominates the city (fig. 2). It was one
of the first mosques in an urban citadel, and
although more symbolic than functional, it served
as a model for most other citadels, including
those in Damascus and Cairo. As the primary
Islamic institution, the mosque at this site declared Islam triumphant in a city that a century
earlier had almost fallen to the Crusaders, while
it also affirms the role of the Ayyubids as guardians of the faith. The great height of the minaret
(21 meters), on top of 40 meters for the citadel,
created a towering structure visible from every
corner of the city. Conversely, many parts of the
city were at least potentially visible from the
minaret, which, from the vantage point of the
inhabitants, could have meant a tower of observation and surveillance. That function has been
attributed to the minaret of the Juyushi mosque
of 1085 in Cairo, and it was perhaps more common than we might imagine.8
Nearly midway between the mosque and the
palace stood the small but highly significant
Maqam Ibrahim (fig. 3). First built by Nur al-Din
and his son Isma'il, this shrine underwent some
restorations and additions during the reigns of
Ghazi and his son Muhammad. 9 As the patron
saint ofAleppo ° and the traditionalist figure par
excellence, Ibrahim was venerated by the Zangids
and the Ayyubids in order to enhance their authority and legitimacy by deepening their roots in
Aleppo and to reinforce their image as the safeguards of Sunni Islam. Another even more important shrine for Ibrahim stood about one kilometer south of the city, and it also was the object
of some attention by the Ayyubids."
Another component of the citadel's context
actually lay outside its confines in the region
commonly known as Taht al-Qal'a. Under alZahir Ghazi, a systematic attempt was begun
to convert this region into an extension of
the citadel, or better into a zone of official exchange between the Ayyubids and the city. Two
major institutions contributed to the official image of this region, which is locatedjust east of the
citadel's entrance block or directly opposite the

palace. These are the still extant intramural funerary madrasa of al-Zahir (al-Sultaniyya) and
the dar al-'adl (court of grievances or tribunal),
which has disappeared almost without a trace.
The Sultaniyya Madrasa was founded for both
Hanafis and Shafi'is by al-Zahir Ghazi, who died
in 1216 before completing it (fig. 4).1 It remained in its unfinished state for five years, at
which time the atabek Tughril completed it in
1221. He was most likely responsible for the two
rows of student cells that extend between the
portal and the tripartite prayer hall. Ghazi's mausoleum, which was ready to receive him at the
time of his death, stands at the southeastern
corner of the building. It projects slightly into the
urban space and has windows with inscriptions
on three sides (fig. 5). With its minaret-topped
portal facing the citadel and Ghazi's mausoleum
originally facing the d7ir al-'adl, this two-madhhab
madrasa reaffirmed the traditionalist orientation
of the Ayyubids and reinforced their links with
the ulama. The location of Ghazi's mausoleum
confirms the existence of a street next to it, since
urban mausoleums in Syria and Egypt nearly
always had street frontage.' 3 This street would
have run parallel to the old wall of the city,
passing through the southern gate of the Bab alMaqam, and ending at the Maqam Ibrahim and
the nearby Ayyubid madrasas.
Where the dar al-'adlin Aleppo was has been
the subject of some debate. Some writers place it
to the west of the citadel's entrance block' 4 and
others to the east of it.' 5 It suffices here to say that
both archaeological evidence and a number of
statements by Ibn Shaddad leave no doubt that it
was located to the east of the entrance block,
underneath the present municipality building,
between the old and the new eastern wall of the
city. The wall seems to have been shifted slightly
to the west for no other reason than to create a
defensible space for this important institution."
It was also provided with a wall on its southern
side; its northern side faced the moat of the
citadel. These walls were pierced by four gates:
the Bab al-Jabal, the secret gate connecting the
dar al-'adl to the palace; the Bab Dar al-'Adl on
the south, for the procession of al-Zahir Ghazi;
and the two gates called Bab al-Saghir near the
edge of the moat, one in the old wall and one in
the new (fig. 6).'7
The dr al-'adlcommunicated directly with
the palace through a subterranean passage. The
passage itself has largely disappeared, but its
location may be determined by following in a
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southerly direction the vaulted corridor that currently separates the bath from the arsenal (fig.
13). After making a 90-degree turn to the right,
this corridor ascends to the level of the lower
ramparts, where itwould originally have connected with a vaulted passage that led directly to an
arched opening that still remains in the curtain
wall (fig. 7). Peering through this opening, we
glimpse the modem municipality building directly ahead of us and leading in its direction,
remnants of stairs, at the end of which are ruins
of a vaulted tunnel. With a little reconstruction,
we can postulate that the stairs leaving the palace
area would have led directly to a vaulted passage
which would have gone through an opening in
the wall of the citadel and descended to the daraladL' 8
The palace, the symbol of absolute authority,
therefore literally presided over the dar al-'adl
and was directly linked with it through a secret
passage. Underground passages, known to have
linked various parts of Abbasid palaces in Baghdad,' 9 are rather commonplace in Islamic citadels. Most often they are used for escape in time
of danger or to reach provisions, but the link
between palace and tribunal is rather unusual
and seems to have more serious implications. On
the surface it simply facilitated the sultan's movements between palace and tribunal during his
routine audience on Monday and Thursday, visits
that were intended to foster the essential link
between authority (mulk) andjustice ('adl).In his
important treatise, the Siyasatnama, Nizam alMulk (d. 1092) expatiates upon the concept of
justice, which he saw as the foundation of stately
power and the primary attribute of correct government.
It is absolutely necessary that on two days in the week
the king should sit for the redress of wrongs, to extract
recompense from the oppressor, to give justice and to
listen to the words of his subjects with his own ears,
without any intermediary. It is fitting that some written
petitions should be submitted if they are comparatively
important, and he should give a ruling on each one. For
when the report spreads throughout the kingdom that
on two days in the week The Master of the World
summons complainants and petitioners before him
and listens to their words, all oppressors will be afraid
and curb their activities, and no one will dare to practice injustice or extortion for fear of punishment.20
A decade later Ibn al-Balkhi expressed a similar
view: "Those possessed of learning have said:
'When a king is adorned by religion and his rule
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is stable because of justice, kingship will not
disappear from his house unless, God forbid,
some disorder appears in religion or he commits
tyranny.' "21
The daral-'adlwastherefore a direct outgrowth
of formulations that were themselves based on
earlier conceptions of Islamic rule. Despite its
physical separation from the citadel and its relative importance under the Ayyubids and the early
Mamluks, the dar al-'adl was by no means an
autonomous institution subject to its own charter
and body of laws. It was an appendage of royal
power, and it received its ultimate authority neither from the city elders, as was the case in the
communal courts of medieval Europe,2 2 nor from
the chief justice (q7z4 al-qudat) but from the
sultan, who alone embodied the state and was
responsible for directing its affairs in accordance
with the Sharica. 2 3
The invisibility of the link between the palace
and the tribunal has further covert implications,
in that the sultan could presumably observe the
proceedings at the dar al-'adlanytime he wished
without being seen and could even interrupt
them if he heard something not to his liking.
The secrecy of the ruler's movements through
this passage would make it more a vehicle for
monitoring and surveillance than for observing with detached interest the progress of
justice. This surveillance should be understood
in terms of control and coercion, directed at
curtailing the authority and independence of
the judges.2 4
The street between the Madrasa al-Sultaniyya
and the dr al-'adl originally proceeded southwards, where it left the city through the Bab alMaqam and ended at the shrine of Abraham.
Unlike all other medieval Syrian gates, which
have a single bent entrance between two towers,
the Bab al-Maqam is a straight tripartite gate
without towers, a form that could not have served
any defensive functions (fig. 8).25 Most likely it
was built as a ceremonial gate that stood in the
middle of the street connecting the secular and
religious domains of the Ayyubids. 2 6 The Ayyubid
palace in the citadel was, then, linked to the city
and the southern suburb on a number of levels:
physically through the tunnel and the southern
road; ceremonially through the dar al-'adl and
the Bab al-Maqam; pietistically through the Abrahamic connection; and religiously through the
double madrasas of al-Zahir Ghazi, one facing
the citadel and the other near the Maqam Ibrahim.
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Precedentsfor the Palace
and Its Contemporaries
The palace complex is located in the southern
part of the citadel to the right of the ascending
ramp that begins at the entrance block and ends
at the mosque of al-Zahir above. Before reaching
it, one has to pass through the colossal entrance
block, one of the most impressive gates in the
medieval world (fig. 9). Built in its entirety by
Ghazi between 1189 and 1214,27 this entrance
block has three monumental gates, two of which,
the Gate of the Serpents and the Gate of the Two
Lions, are interesting for their figural sculpture3
The first gate has inscribed in its voussoir a relief
sculpture in the form of two knotted and intertwined dragons, each with two heads (fig. 10).
This is one of four roughly contemporary gates
with intertwined dragons on them,29 suggesting
that this protective emblem was thought in some
way to contribute to the power, impregnability,
or even good fortune of the structure. The fantastic and ferocious aspects of the dragons would
have enhanced the imagery of power, while their
mysterious knotting would have suggested a magical apotropaic symbolism.3
The third gate is flanked by a pair of recumbent
lions which jut out like consoles from the masonry of the door jambs. They have schematic features typical of sculptural representations of lions
in medieval Islamic art, such as those on the
Fountain of the Lions at the Alhambra Palace.
Lions, like dragons, were commonly used in medieval Islamic sculptural ornament, including
several examples on military and palatial monuments in Anatolia and Aleppo (see Redford, figs.
1, 8, 11) .1 Indeed, their use in pairs as guardian
figures can be traced back to the ancient Near
East, one of the earliest instances being the two
terra-cotta lions flanking the entrance to the
early-second-millennium palace at Tell Harmal.3 2
All this suggests that lions were associated with
kingship and royal glory, which is quite appropriate in the case of the Aleppo citadel, given their
proximity to the palace.
The palace is entered from the west through a
monumental portal fronted by a fairly spacious
area that may have served a ceremonial function.
Though traditional in form, the portal is striking
in its richness and complexity, combining as it
does striped masonry,joggled voussoirs, and geometric ornament within the standard format of
the muqarnas entry (fig. 11). It consists of a
recessed doorwhosejambs and lintel are made of

joggled voussoirs, which are all overlaid by a
network of geometric ornament. A superb muqarnas vault of four tiers and a scalloped halfdome rises above the lintel and is crowned by a
panel of black and white stone marquetry. Two
rectangular windows topped by a braided motif
are symmetrically placed on either side of the
portal.
Although related to the portals of contemporary religious structures, it differs from them in its
higher degree of elaboration and complexity. In
fact, the only other comparable portal known to
me is that of the Ayyubid palace at Qal'at Sahyun
in the 'Alawite mountains 33 (fig. 12). In addition
to their overall formal similarities, both portals
contain an element of structural mystification,
especially apparent in their joggled voussoirs.
Although too small a sample for any definite
conclusions, the occurrence of such suspended
forms in other palatial contexts suggests that they
may have had royal or authoritative associations.
The palace comprises a rectangle, approximately 45 meters north-south and 40 meters eastwest, which is bordered on its western and northern sides by access streets (fig. 13). Three fairly
distinct functions are contained within this rectangle: a palace in the northern two-thirds; a bath
in the southeastern corner; and what appears to
be guard rooms and arsenals in the southern
third. The palace proper consists of two cruciform units of unequal size centered around squarish courtyards, the smaller being about 4.5 meters
per side and the larger 9.5 meters.
Much has been written about the problem of
cruciform plans, particularly in reference to the
madrasa, although the form has not been discussed within the context of palatial architecture.
At the center of the controversy regarding cruciform four-iwan plans is Creswell's theory about
the strict correspondence between the four Sunni sects and the number of iwans in Cairene
madrasas. s4 Critics of this hypothesis have stressed
the Persian ancestry of this plan, seeing it originally in the vernacular architecture of eastern
Iran.35 But this hypothesis is equally problematic
in at least two other respects. The first is that it
rests on the faulty assumption that vernacular
architecture is changeless, so that the existence
of four-iwan village houses in the late nineteenth
century suffices as a proof for their existence in
the tenth century. The second is that the hypothesis is based on a transmission from vernacular to
monumental, the opposite of the far more likely
process of vernacular architecture appropriating
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the basic design idea of contemporary monumental architecture, perhaps that of an important palace.36
What is missing in all these four-iwan hypotheses is any mention of palatial architecture as a
possible prototype. This omission is especially
striking when we consider the relatively large
number of extant palaces from the pre-Islamic
and early Islamic periods and the fairly continuous history of four iwans and other quadripartite
forms in their plans. Such a quadripartite division
is first seen in the Parthian palace at Assur (first
to third centuries A.D.).

37

The type becomes espe-

cially common in early Islamic palaces, including
the seventh-century dar al-imara at Kufa, the
Umayyad palace at the Amman citadel,3 8 the
palace of Abu Muslim at Merv from 750-55, 39 and
the so-called Victory Monument of Harun alRashid (786-809) at Hiraqlah40 (fig. 14). The last
two examples represent a variant of cruciform
planning, in which four iwans converge on a
square chamber that is usually covered bya dome.
Both variants of cruciform design are found at
Samarra (833-92), whose palaces display a bewildering array of innovations and original combinations. In all five primary palaces-Jawsaq alKhaqani, Qasr al-Jiss, Qasr al-Haruni, Qasr
Balkuwara (fig. 15), and Qasr al-'Ashiq--a cruciform design occupies the center formed by a
domed throne hall with four axial iwans.4 It
should also be added that, whereas none of these
palaces has the traditional four-iwan plan with an
open court, the plan nevertheless does exist in
the official architecture of the period, as is demonstrated by a recently excavated example, the
so-called resthouse of Caliph al-Mutawakkil. That
building was located adjacent to the mihrab of
the Abu Dulaf mosque and consisted of two
courtyards, each with four iwans. 4 2
It is clear from this brief look at early Islamic
palatial architecture that cruciform plans played
a dominant role in their design, occupying the
most privileged part of the palace and imparting
a sense of order and monumentality to the courtyard form. What functional or symbolic values lie
behind this formal order? And how did these
ordered forms in turn contribute to the iconography of power? The quadripartite division as a
symbol of universal power is deeply rooted in the
ancient Near East, where it can be traced back to
the time of the Akkadian sovereign Naramsin (ca.
2250 B.c.), who called himself the "King of the
Four Quarters of the World." 4 3
Although no medieval Muslim caliph or
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sovereign is known to have borne this exact
tide, 44 the underlying concept of universal rule is
quite explicit in the form of the Round City of
Baghdad, 45 and somewhat less so in the ceremonial practices of the Abbasid caliphs and their
successors and emulators, the Ghaznavid kings.
Cursory references in Hilal al-Sabi '46 and somewhat more detailed ones in Baihaqi 4 7 paint a
picture of a formalized court ceremonial in which
the caliph is described as surrounded on the four
directions by contingents of honor guards
(ghulaims). Within the fourfold composition of
the throne hall, contingents of ghulams, whose
distinctive clothing and headdress made specific
references to different parts of the Islamic world,
defended the right, left, front, and rear of the
sovereign." It seems fairly certain, therefore, that
the cruciform divisions of the courtyards and
throne halls at Lashkar-i Bazar and somewhat
earlier at Samarra played an important role in
organizing the form of the ceremonial and in
codifying the roles of its participants. Conversely,
the complex ceremony and its highly conventional character would seem to recharge the
meaning of an ancient symbol, converting it from
a static symbol of royalty to a dynamic attribute of
authority.
Given the royal and authoritarian associations
of the four-iwan plan, its predominant use in
medieval Islamic palaces comes as no surprise. In
fact, it is used in eight other palaces that I know
of, ranging in date from ca. 1170 to 1260. 49 These
are: the so-called Qasr al-Banat in Raqqa (fig. 16),
possibly built byNur al-Din; 50 the early-thirteenthcentury Ajami palace in Aleppo (fig. 17); the
Ayyubid palaces at Qal'at Sahyun 51 and Qalcat
Najm near Raqqa; the so-called sarayin the Bosra
citadel, the Ayyubid palace at the Kerak citadel,
the late Ayyubid palace on Roda Island,5 2 and the
Artuqid palace in the Diyarbakir citadel.5 3 Of
course, the essential difference between these
palaces and their early Islamic predecessors is
their reduced scale, a question to which I will
return.
The northern facade of the Aleppo palace
consists of an iwan flanked by narrow doors surmounted by arched windows, a composition repeated by the eastern and western facades (fig.
18). This tripartite composition is nearly standard in this period; it appears in all the eight
medieval palaces. The same composition is also
used in pious buildings, including madrasas and
bim7rist7ins beginning with their earliest examples in Syria: the madrasa of Guimfishtekin in
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Bosra (1136) and the Bimaristan al-Nuri in Aleppo, datable to ca. 1150.
Tripartite courtyard facades have a long history
in Middle Eastern architecture; the composition
is first seen in Parthian temples and palaces, such
as the Parthian palace at Assur.5 4 Possibly originating in Roman gates and triumphal arches, this
composition is combined in Parthian and Sasanian architecture with the iwan form. Subsequently, tripartite iwan compositions are documented
at a number of early Islamic palaces, including
those at Kufa, Ukhaidir, Samarra, and Lashkar-i
Bazar, which is known to have been modeled
after Samarran prototypes. In view of the pivotal
importance of Samarran and east Persian palaces
for the overall development of the medieval Islamic palace, one may propose that the tripartite
facade of the latter owes its origin to classical
Islamic prototypes.
But a closer and somewhat more concrete prototype is provided by the early Christian churches
of northern Syria, which contain several examples of this composition in their facades and, even
more closely, in some of their interior divisions. 5 5
The medieval specimens closely resemble their
late-antique predecessors in the quality of their
stonework and the use of lintels, but differ from
them in the use of the iwan for the central space.
It would therefore seem that the tripartite-facade
composition as known in medieval Syria and the
Jazira was ultimately based on the fusion of the
eastern tripartite-iwan composition with the local
architectural tradition of northern Syria.
To what extent can we attribute any specific
meaning to this highly ubiquitous form? Although
one might reasonably argue that the Parthian
palace at Assur still retained some of the specific
meanings associated with the triumphal arch, the
medieval examples are too chronologically and
culturally removed to allow for any such associations. At this point the most we can say is that by
the middle of the twelfth century this form had
become one of the necessary elements of a royal
palace or aristocratic residence, perhaps even an
important component of palatial iconography.
Also part of this aristocratic iconography may
have been the elaboration of the voussoirs of the
arch framing the main iwan, as we see in a single
outstanding example in Aleppo, about 200 meters
west of the citadel (fig. 19). This site is commonly
called the ma.tbakh (kitchen) of al-'Ajami, but
there is no doubt that it was originally a palace,
perhaps belonging to the Banu al-'Ajami, a noble
family of Aleppo.' The voussoir of the arch has

here been transformed into two staggered rows
of arrow-shaped pendants, creating a powerful
and luxurious effect. Although there is no supporting archaeological evidence, it seems reasonable to assume that the arch of the northern iwan
of the palace was elaborated in like manner.
The northern iwan is also distinguished from
all the others by having in its rearwall a muqarnas
vault beneath which once flowed a sh7adinrwan
fountain (fig. 18). Only traces of this fountain
exist, but a passage in a later medieval text describes how the water flowed down a marbleinlaid shiidirwan, into a channel beneath the
iwan, and finally emerged as a water jet in the
middle of a pool.5 7 This type of fountain was quite
common in medieval Islamic palaces from Iran to
North Africa.' In addition to its association with
images of paradise and fertility, the elaborate use
of water in palatial courtyards must also have
reflected the power and sophistication of the
patron. In the specific case of Ghazi, this fountain
also celebrates his outstanding efforts at expanding the underground water network in the city
and within the citadel, where he was responsible
for enlarging a vast underground cistern.5 9
It becomes clear from this discussion of five
components of the medieval palace-sculptural
ornament, muqarnas portal, four-iwan plan, tripartite courtyard facade, and shadirwnn fountain-that they were all part of the repertory of
significant forms in medieval Islamic palaces and
that, with the exception of the muqarnas portal,
they all echoed well-established formal types in
early Islamic palaces. 6° Indeed, the correspondences between the two kinds of palaces are at
times so striking that they have almost led us to
forget about the crucial difference of scale. This
essential difference can best be understood by
comparing in table form the courtyard dimensions of some early and medieval Islamic palaces
(table 1).
The average courtyard dimensions of a medieval palace come to approximately 7.57 x 7.25
meters; those of an early Islamic palace come to
a gigantic 62.17 x 42.50 meters. Dividing the
corresponding average linear dimensions of the
two groups, we get an average linear ratio of
approximately 1 to 8 (8.21) for the longer (usually north-south) dimension and 1 to 6 (5.85) for
the shorter one. What this in effect means is that
the surface area of the courtyards in early Islamic
palaces is on the average 48 times that ofmedieval
ones, a striking disparity that clearly underlines
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TABLE 1. Courtyard Dimensions of Some Early
and Medieval Islamic Palaces
Medieval Palaces

Early Palaces

name

court dimension

name

court dimension

Banat

9.95 x 9.15 m

Kufa

37 x 37 m

Sahyun

6.65 x 6.73

Ukhaidir

32.70 x 29

Aleppo

9.72 x 9.49

Jawsaq

110 x 62

Diyarbakir

3.50 x 3.80

Balkuwara

105 x 67

CAjami

9.10 x 9.90

al-'Ashiq

40 x 23

Najm

7.05 x 7.05

Lashkari
So. Palace

60.5 x 47.5

Bosra

8.05 x 6.38

Roda

6.50 x 5.50

Ghazna
Palace
Mus'ud III

50 x 23

average
linear
dimension

7.57 x 7.25

average
linear
dimension

62.17 x 42.50

average
area

54.88 sq. m

average
area

2642.23 sq. m

the basic differences between the two groups of
palaces and hence between the two periods in
which they were built.
This difference in scale is so startling that it
should lead us to reevaluate all the implied similarities and the overall relationship of the two
classes of palaces to each other. Clearly, what we
have is not a relationship of equals, but rather
one of petty dynasties looking at a distant golden
age-ninth-century Samarra or tenth-century
Baghdad-which they are unable to supersede
and yet unwilling to ignore." The palaces they
built were notjust miniature versions of classical
Islamic palaces, but essentially constituted a new
palace type, some of whose most important forms
and images were derived from the past. The
originality of these palaces stems not so much
from their smaller size as from the fact that this
down-scaling in itself seems to have led to the
sharpening of the appropriated images and the
enhancing of their iconography. This is easily
observable in the precision of the plans, the
complexity of portals, the dramatic use of water,
and the employment of a variety of architectural
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devices, such as muqarnas and pendant arches,
whose desired effect was to induce wonder and
amazement in the viewer.
I have attempted in this paper to place the
Ayyubid palace in Aleppo within a complex matrix of relationships that included its urban context, its typological parentage, the symbolic associations of some of its forms, and its links with
contemporary and classical Islamic palaces. What
distinguished this palace from all its cognates was
not so much its formal qualities as its contextual
relations, both inside and outside the citadel. Its
overall significance derived equally from its formal and typological associations and from its
multiple links with Aleppo, its history, its patricians, and its general population.
Viewed from this multifaceted perspective, the
citadel appears less impregnable and isolated
and more firmly linked with the city. Through
overt and subtle means, it broadcasts political
and religious messages that were heard throughout the town. Conversely, the soft and luxurious
image of the palace and even its smallish size are
partly modified by the apotropaic and authoritative symbolism of its gates and the royal associations of its plan and forms.
To some extent, however, the contradictions
between the image and intent of citadel and
palace remain unresolved. And this may be seen
as a reflection of the special situation of the
Ayyubid dynasty of Aleppo, an alien dynasty that,
perhaps more than any other, attempted to integrate its authority with that of the city.6 2 Painfully
aware of their arriviste status and of the limitations of brute force, the Ayyubids ofAleppo seem
to have left no stone unturned in their attempts
to establish the foundations of their rule while
effectively and justly dealing with an urban population. The measure of power and dominion
that they attained was not simply handed to them
through their noble lineage and their links with
the Abbasid court, but was constructed through
historical, social, pietistic, and symbolic means.
The resiliency of this construction ensured a
century of prosperity and relative stability for
Aleppo, butits inherentweakness could notwithstand the onslaught of the Mongols and the more
centralized rule of the Mamluks.
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