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The slope of the limestone hill upon

which the Citadel is built was made

steeper by the mediaeval builders.

Deep gullies have been cut into the

slope by rainwater runoff, and in

places these are threatening the

stability of the wall.

THE CITADEL OF ALEPPO

Plan of the Aleppo Citadel highlighting main visitor circuits (in grey and red) and view points, as well as priority areas for

intervention. In blue, current and planned conservation priorities along the enclosure wall and in the Ayyubid palace

complex. In red, future visitors’ facilities, particularly the Ottoman  barracks on the uppermost location of the site, to be

converted into a cafeteria and information centre.



The Citadel of Masyaf 
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he Citadel of Masyaf is the smallest and least well-known of the

three sites. It lies on the edge of the old town of Masyaf, which has

grown considerably over the past thirty years, in a dramatic natural setting

at the foot of the coastal mountains. Like the other sites, the history of

occupation at Masyaf stretches back through many phases, but it is chiefly

known as the stronghold of the Ismailis under the leadership of their ruler

Sinan, in the twelfth century. Much of what remains today dates from this

period of occupation.

The castle’s superstructure is largely intact although now crumbling,

damaged by armed assault and earthquakes, and within living memory,

several generations of townspeople who used it as their home and a place

to tether goats. From time to time, old men wander up to reminisce about a

childhood spent amongst the battlements. In places, the original plaster

still clings to the walls, bearing inscriptions or rough decorative patterns,

and massive basalt lintels support door openings. Like many structures in

Syria, building materials from earlier phases of construction have been

recycled, sometimes with surprising results: a beautifully carved Corinthian

capital, almost certainly dating from the Byzantine period props up one wall

in the entrance-way. The castle is not as elegant or refined as Aleppo, but

matches the mountains around in its rugged beauty.

The first builders on the site took advantage of a natural limestone hill

rising above the surrounding plain and village. Successive occupants added

layers to the structure, and exploited the natural crevices and hollows in the

limestone bedrock to create a series of subterranean passages and chambers.

Water management was a crucial aspect of defence in the seasonally arid

mountains and three enormous cisterns were hewn out of the rock and

connected to the surface by an intricate system of ceramic water pipes. At

the centre of the castle, on the highest level, is Sinan’s Throne Room, from

where, according to local legend, the Old Man of the Mountain ruled.

Whether or not this legend has any basis in fact is disputed, but the room

is certainly an eyrie, perched above the town and the plane beyond.

Conservation work at the Citadel began in 2000 on a section of the outer

wall, which had partially collapsed. Part of the wall had to be rebuilt to make

it structurally sound, using stones identical to the original taken from a

quarry nearby. Despite considerable technical problems, this restoration

work was completed in the autumn of 2000. A more comprehensive

consolidation and restoration programme for the entire structure, developed

in close consultation with the Directorate of Antiquities, commenced in

early 2001. The objective of this programme is to maintain the basic integrity

THE CITADEL OF MASYAF
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The Citadel of Masyaf, viewed from

the east. The Citadel was built upon a

natural limestone hill, rising above the

town and surrounding plane.
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Of many historic buildings only the

ground floors with the shop arcades

have survived. Urban design concepts

are being developed to help land

owners implement appropriate

restoration and infill projects, instead

of proceeding with demolition and

replacement. In cooperation with the

local shopkeepers, a renewal project

for the central suq has been worked

out, to be implemented on a

participatory basis.

(Perspective top right)



Emerging Strategic Issues 
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  or many years, tourism has been a neglected aspect of development

  in Syria, and perhaps not to the disadvantage of many surviving

sites. Today, however, the issue of how to capitalise on tourism is

emerging forcefully in the contemporary national debate. This, obviously,

raises the question how to reconcile conservation objectives with the

search for economic benefits derived from tourism. As is well known

from many sites all over the world, a misguided type of mass tourism is

capable of eventually destroying the very resources on which it is based

– only to move elsewhere, to other, yet unspoilt sites. How to keep the

“goose that lays the golden egg” alive is the key issue in dealing with

such sensitive sites.

In this situation, it is important to strike a correct balance between

conservation and tourism, and to ensure that conservation becomes an

integral part of any development scheme in areas with cultural potential.

Often, the problem is that development proceeds without any clear goals,

let alone guidance. Culturally sensitive areas, in particular, should not be

allowed to undergo haphazard or speculative development, but need to be

carefully planned with a comprehensive and integrated vision in mind.

Conservation of historic or natural sites and monuments can become an

important factor in the country’s economic development, but such

development has to be managed in ways which preserve the inherited assets

and make tourism sustainable.

During the preparation and implementation of the three Citadel projects, a

number of critical issues have come up which are discussed below. While

these issues always need to be resolved on site, case by case, they

nevertheless imply certain policy decisions, on which a consensus needs

to be developed.

• Reconstruction versus Conservation:   In many places around the

world, it is thought that imaginative reconstructions of missing parts increase

the appeal of a building to visitors. This, however, threatens the authenticity

of historic sites. In the Trust’s projects, reconstruction of missing elements

was replaced by proper documentation, consolidation and conservation of

existing features. Some exceptions were made in cases where clear evidence

existed, matching materials and techniques were available and structural

benefits could be derived from reconstruction. Instead, “virtual”

reconstruction by three-dimensional models or computer simulations will

be offered to visitors, whenever archaeological and historic research

provides sufficient information, as part of specially designed presentations

within or near the site.

EMERGING STRATEGIC ISSUES
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Detail of the Masayf Citadel showing

parts to be conserved with minimum

structural restoration.
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• Archaeological Works versus Site Management: Sweeping

archaeological investigation can be a temptation on many sites. But

archaeological works need proper scientific objectives and documentation

and should not permanently conflict with the potential of the site for visitors.

Therefore, they have to be limited to restricted areas, and be carried out one

at a time. Indiscriminate large-scale excavations without clear scope and

proper documentation should be discouraged in the interest of both the

monument and the visitors. Excavations which yielded historic evidence,

but no remains to be presented on a permanent basis, should be refilled,

while presentable features should be properly conserved.

• Creation of Protected Areas of National Interest around Historic

Sites:  While tourism is still underdeveloped in Syria, the dangers of

haphazard commercial development related to tourism (roads, hotels,

guesthouses, restaurants, visitor centres) need to be anticipated and

Protecting the natural environment is

an important aspect of planning for

the Citadel od Salah ed Din.

Urban planning in Masyaf includes

providing protection for historic

structures.
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controlled, particularly in pristine areas which  can become natural parks.

Local institutions do not have sufficient  authority or resources to achieve

this on their own and need support from national legislation relating to

what could be defined as “Cultural and Natural Sanctuaries”. Together with

such a legal framework, more stringent practical rules and guidelines need

to be developed, as well as specific land-use plans and appropriate design

concepts for the domain of specific  monuments.

• Coordination with Urban Development Plans and Land-Use Policies

around Landmark Buildings in Urban Surroundings:  Fragmentation of

administrative responsibility often allows master plans and development

plans to be conceived and sanctioned without any reference to cultural

heritage (or precious natural resources) contained in the area. Under the

umbrella of national legislation for particular historic sites, the various

governmental departments would need to cooperate towards achieving

integrated development plans, where cultural assets are safeguarded and

properly exploited. Special national and local expertise needs to be developed

in this regard.

• Promoting Financial Self-Sustainability: The development

component involved in the site management of specific monuments should

generate at least part of the income needed to maintain the structures

themselves. This is only possible if revenues derived from developed

sites (as well as fringe-benefits generated by tourism) are reinvested in

the same location or project, instead of being treated as general revenue

by central government, or being captured by speculative developers.

Recycling local revenues in explicit and visible manner will also boost

local commitment and encourage communities to take responsibility for

their cultural sites.

Over the coming years, the joint projects of AKTC and the Syrian Antiquities

Department will continue to deal with these strategic issues in a pragmatic

way, hoping that the various solutions developed within and around the

three above-mentioned sites will raise the necessary awareness and can serve

as pilot projects which may also benefit other important locations in Syria.
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