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Abstract 

 

Drawing upon my experience as a Syrian migrant from Aleppo, this practice-based research 

seeks to reassess the important contribution of hammams (public baths) and bimaristans 

(traditional ‘hospitals’) to a Syrian cultural identity and collective memory. It focuses on two 

historical sites in the old city of Aleppo: hammam Yalbugha and bimaristan Arghun. These 

structures were both badly damaged during Syria’s civil war, and are currently unusable and 

left to fall further into ruin. Reflecting upon the significance of such hammams for the local 

community – and their connection to bathing – the thesis addresses how temporary 

interventions within such structures might articulate questions of healing, affect and 

participation through the use of water (the supply of which they are entirely dependent). The 

contention is that these interventions would aid the processes of memory reconstruction 

through the reciprocal interactions they engender. 

Such a proposal takes place within the context of a continuing water crisis in Syria, where 

the historically significant water supply infrastructure has been partially destroyed, and the 

supply of water has been both targeted (through acts of war) and politicised. In emphasising 

the importance of water in terms of its relation to rituals of bathing crucial to a collective 

memory, the research seeks to bridge between function and aesthetics in the design of 

interventions that explore the notion of usership and the application of speculative design 

ideas to real-world problems.  

As such, the thesis not only examines these buildings as artefacts, but will research how a 

process of temporary rehabilitation might utilise water through mnemonic devices, while 

providing solutions for water collection in order to make the interventions self-sufficient. The 

proposed site-specific, temporary architectural interventions (as prototypes) are intended for 

the transitional phase of the rehabilitation process, but also aim to inform the longer-term 

restoration of these important cultural artefacts. The propositional design practice utilises 

condensation systems to collect water for the local community and those involved in the 

reconstruction process, and in so doing evoke poetic connections to embedded memories 

through sound and other sensory engagements. 

The early stages of the research focus on documenting the current condition of the 

structures and the historical development of sophisticated water infrastructures within 

Aleppo. The presentation of this material – integrating maps, photographic documentation, 

texts and video footage – is an integral part of the practice. The later stages involve the 

design of the interventions, realised through drawings, models and scaled prototypes. 
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Introduction  

 

The context for this research is something I have had direct experience of, as a Syrian 

migrant from Aleppo. I was forced to leave Syria in 2016 and move to London in search of 

safety and opportunity. The Syrian civil war started in 2011 and has had a devastating 

impact, particularly on the urban city of Aleppo and its community at large. 

The war has resulted in over 500,000 deaths (according to the Syrian Observatory for 

Human Rights, 2018), and has led to multiple human rights violations and a massive refugee 

crisis. Millions have lost their livelihoods and are struggling to meet their basic needs, 

including accessing clean water, electricity, food, medical care and shelter. During the 

writing up of this thesis, the already dire situation has been significantly worsened by the 

devastating earthquake in February 2023. 

While the humanitarian consequences are rightly the focus of much discussion about the 

impact of the conflict (and the subsequent earthquake) on Syrians, this thesis addresses a 

less well-known consequence of the destruction: namely, to the cultural infrastructure. My 

particular concern is the loss of hammams (public baths) and bimaristans (traditional 

‘hospitals’), and the impact of such a loss to a Syrian cultural identity and collective memory. 

Many of these structures have been badly damaged during Syria’s civil war, and yet despite 

their important social role they are considered a low priority in terms of the reconstruction 

process. Not only are these important secular buildings under-researched as institutions, but 

the issue of their restoration or reconstruction is marginalised in comparison to governmental 

and religious sites. Many such buildings are unstable structurally, and are tragically being left 

to fall further into ruin. This is the particular area of research that I have chosen to focus 

upon, and given the lack of systematic research into both their past significance and future 

viability, I claim this as an important contribution to knowledge.  

This thesis therefore focuses on two emblematic historical sites in the old city of Aleppo, 

Syria: hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri (a public bath) and bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili (a 

traditional ‘hospital’). While both sites are researched, I seek to co-opt aspects of the 

traditional healing role of water in the bimaristan into a design proposal for hammam 

Yalbugha al-Nasiri. This will constitute a temporary intervention that will shore up the badly 

damaged structure, provide a forum for debate by creating a gathering space in the spirit of 

the Islamic "Sabil": a public drinking fountain that provides free, clean drinking water to the 

general public. I therefore concentrate the practice component of the research on designs for 

this important structure. However, in proposing a temporary intervention within the hammam,  
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Fig 1. Daniel C. Waugh, General view - Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri. 2010. Digital 

photograph (source: archnet.org). 

Fig 2. Bgag, Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili. 2001. Digital photograph (source: wikimapia.org). 
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which is intended to articulate questions of healing, affect and participation through the use 

of water (the supply of which is absolutely crucial to the viability of the original hammam), I 

believe that the project acts as an exemplar that would potentially be applicable to other 

damaged structures. My contention is that such interventions would aid the processes of 

memory reconstruction through the reciprocal interactions they engender, and this approach 

offers a model that could be replicated elsewhere. 

The research investigates the historic importance of these two buildings, and the potential 

role of architectural interventions into such structures for contributing to, and helping to 

define, a Syrian collective memory and social identity associated with their original use. The 

research emphasises the role that bathing traditionally plays through its focus on the 

historical and socio-cultural aspects of such structures, set against a context of the symbolic 

and pragmatic role of water in the current Syrian water crisis. These buildings are 

considered an iconic embodiment of our historical culture and traditions. As a Syrian migrant 

with my own experience of using these baths, the aim for my practice is to highlight the 

importance of preserving such buildings by re-imagining their temporary use. Drawing upon 

the past and an uncertain present (and unpredictable future), I aim to enable a new sense of 

belonging by re-establishing the centrality of their role within the local community through the 

importance of generating clean water: a new function that nevertheless refers back to 

sensory memories of bathing and the healing role of water as used in the bimaristans, as 

well as evoking the role of the Sabil as a traditional meeting place that crosses social and 

economic boundaries. 

As an interior and spatial designer, the practice component therefore constitutes a form of 

speculative design (Dunne and Raby 2013), in that it imagines a potential future and social 

dreaming. This is a tool to generate not only physical design solutions but speculative ideas 

which nevertheless address real social issues. Such an approach is allied to the notion of 

what Fred Scott (2008, 64) refers to as an interventionist approach (which he contrasts to 

restorative approaches). Here, temporary site-specific interventions within the ruined 

structures evoke experiences and memories of such spaces specifically through the use of 

water. The aim is to reconstruct an affective relationship between the body and space in 

ways that recall the affect (physical, mental and emotional) once associated with these 

culturally significant buildings. The interventions aim to extend the debate about the eventual 

architectural restoration of such structures in ways that engage a wider community beyond 

that of professional specialists, and in so doing fuse the functional (by generating a clean 

water supply) with the poetic (evoking the ‘healing’ sounds once associated with such 

buildings).  
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The research objectives are to: (1) assemble historical documentation of the buildings and 

their use, including the healing roles once played by hammams and bimaristans; (2) gather 

survey information on the current damaged condition of the sites (thereby establishing a 

network of interested parties still in Aleppo); (3) conduct primary research into the cultural 

significance of hammams to a displaced community, including face-to-face interviews 

(manifest as a series of transcripts); (4) design a temporary intervention, as a test case or 

prototype, that replicates the experience of the original buildings during the reconstruction 

process; (5) engage the current water crisis so that any intervention is sustainable, and does 

not place an extra burden on the existing water infrastructure.  

The thesis, therefore, will consist of five main components, namely: 1) interviews with local 

government officials and experts, 2) memory mapping exercise and public and engagement 

consultation activities, 3) historical research on the buildings, 4) the proposed intervention 

design, and 5) a film. 

 

Research question  

The main question underlying the research is:  

• How can temporary interventions articulate questions of healing, affect and 

participation, and aid processes of memory reconstruction through the reciprocal 

interactions they engender? 

However, there are various distinct aspects to this question. This includes: 1) generating 

speculative designs for architectural interventions that serve as a memory of the hammam’s 

original function; 2) referencing the historical and cultural aspects of the site and generating 

prototypes that incorporate new contemporary technologies that generate clean water; 3) 

gathering together documentation and historical archival material that potentially has a 

significance beyond the remit of the thesis, and making such material available to a network 

of other researchers engaging the reconstruction of Aleppo; 4) using the ‘virtual’ design to 

stimulate discussion about the potential reconstruction of these culturally significant 

structures.  

The intervention prototypes thus seek to connect the historical aspects with a pertinent 

contemporary issue, narrating the story of such buildings through the role that water plays. 

Given logistical constraints (which have been exacerbated by the Covid 19 Crisis), the 

design is to be realised as a digital design, but then (post-submission) shown to a Syrian 

audience in order to gather their responses (see Appendix 1, p.117). As an interdisciplinary 
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project, the research straddles site-specific installation and architecture through the notion of 

the site intervention, hence bridging the aesthetic and the functional (addressing real-world 

issues). I will here reference: Arturo Vittori’s Warka water installation that generates water for 

isolated countries subject to drought; Doug Aitken’s sonic fountain installation; the canopy 

for Kufstein Fortress Arena by SEFAR Architecture. In addition to the multi-disciplinary 

research group, Forensic Architecture offers a precedent for the role of digital documentation 

within such an approach that combines information collecting, mapping through mixed 

media/computer rendering in ways that uncover the complexities of underlying political and 

cultural forces. The Egyptian architect Hasan Fathy offers a precedent for such community-

focused architecture (within an Islamic context). 

 

Research context 

The research focuses on Aleppo's old-city area, the most culturally significant but affected 

area, where archaeological sites, historic houses, mosques and markets became a 

battlefield. As reported by the World Heritage Centre and the Advisory Bodies in 2015, ‘the 

Old City of Aleppo has been severely damaged due to the armed conflict and very large 

portions of the property appear to have been completely destroyed. Some experts estimate 

that 70% of its core zone has been affected by this large scale destruction and compare it 

with Berlin and Warsaw after World War II.’ Progressive efforts are being undertaken to 

rebuild the city. Many projects and international organisations are engaged, but only a few 

proposed studies have been implemented, such as Suq Al-Saqatiyya rehabilitation in the old 

city (2018-2019)1, which is the first post-conflict conservation project of this scale in Aleppo 

to have suffered minor damage as a result of the February 2023 earthquakes. 

My own research addresses the transitional stage between immediate disaster-relief and 

long-term reconstruction, emphasising the cultural and psychological aspects during the 

transition stages of a city’s reconstruction. The hammams are recognised as an essential 

aspect of Aleppo’s sense of identity (Altenbi 2011), and the role of temporary interventions 

(entirely reversible) is to re-establish something of that identity - to reintegrate aspects of 

traditional healing principles through the use of water. These temporary spaces are 

proposed to be located within the ruined building during the period of staged rehabilitation, 

                                                             
1 The project was carried out by the Aga Khan Foundation in partnership with NGOs and various 
administrations such as the DGAM (Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums), which supervises 
conservation projects in the ancient city, the municipality, the Governorate, the Ministry of Tourism, and the 
Syria Trust for Development (Syria Trust For Development, 2020). 
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and to act as a focus for funding for the eventual architectural restoration of the structures, 

while engaging the local community by offering a forum for discussion.  

Despite its common usage in the field of social practice, where the term intervention 

'denotes any sort of deliberate effort to alter a human situation in some desired direction' 

(Sieber 1981, p. 9), I use the idea of intervention in a specific way relating to architectural 

and spatial design. The notion of intervention in this study is therefore taken as a vehicle for 

rehabilitating heritage buildings in such a way to engage spatial, temporal and social 

contexts. For this reason, I do not refer to 'intervention' as it is commonly understood in 

social practice, but rather to describe a particular attitude towards intervening into existing 

architecture in contemporary spatial practice (particularly in historically sensitive situations). 

Perhaps the most influential definition is that of Fred Scott (2008), who adopts an 

interventionalist approach utilising terms such as the 'prop': an armature the function of 

which is to stabilise a fragmented structure. In this regard, the role of the interventional work 

provides support, protection and indication to what is missing, and it aims to do this not in a 

way that engages ‘style’, but ‘in a straightforward, honest and non-rhetorical manner' (Scott 

2008, p. 118). And, importantly, it is an approach that can be reversed, allowing the 

possibility for more permanent architectural responses if and when funding is made 

available. 

 

Methodology and methods 

My research is practice-based is an approach undertaken ‘in order to gain new knowledge 

partly by means of practice and the outcome of that practice’ (Candy 2006, p. 3). As will 

become clearer later, the impetus behind the spatial practice of proposing a temporary 

design installation within the ruined structure of hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri is not to 

emphasise a singular ‘output’ as such, but to develop a transferrable approach to such 

historically sensitive sites, specifically during the period where the structure themselves are 

still unstable (requiring temporary props to shore them up). Such interventions form part of a 

practice committed to engaging community discussion, such that the designs facilitate not 

only a stabilisation of the structure (preventing further damage), but in so doing (1) evokes 

memories of the site (and its original function) through the use of water, and (2) provides a 

forum for the community to be involved in discussions about the culturally important 

structure’s future rehabilitation.   

The written thesis adapts a multidimensional, interdisciplinary approach in its research 

methods, analysis, and use of sources of information. The aim is to provide a 
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comprehensive and contextualised perspective on the current problems facing two of the 

most important historical sites of Aleppo. In this regard, the research process involves 

different stages. These include: 

1) historical research into the architecture and traditional therapies associated with 

hammams/bimaristans through a literature search, and by developing a network of relevant 

professionals; 2) gathering survey material on the post-war architectural condition of the 

potential study sites, using contacts in Aleppo; 3) collecting qualitative data through online 

and personal interviews, and evolving participatory design strategies with participants from 

Aleppo; 4) thinking about the visual presentation of research materials as a form of practice; 

5) a digital prototyping process: setting a framework of strategies for the development of 

architectural interventions; 6) evaluating the effectiveness of the architectural design through 

a systematic review using my network of expert bodies with specialist interests in heritage.  

During the initial stages of my research, I aimed to develop a comprehensive framework that 

combines elements of archaeological theory, architectural reconstruction, heritage studies, 

social and cultural anthropology. However, the published studies on historical site 

preservation (in a Syrian context) largely focus on the physical and technical aspects of 

reconstruction, and the current intervention policies do not provide flexibility for public 

engagement in post-war recovery. For that reason, my research employs qualitative 

research methods through interviews and participatory practices in order to gather various 

perspectives (from participants of different backgrounds) toward preserving archaeological 

sites in Aleppo and supplement conceptual discussions for the literature and practice review. 

This emphasis on preservation will then be contrasted with my own concern with intervention 

at a transitional measure. (Refer to Appendix 1, p.117 for detailed information on the 

interviews and participatory practices). 

In addition to the interviews, a literature analysis will be undertaken to identify current 

approaches of site preservation and intervention strategies around the world (see chapter 

one) and outline the potential methods which could be applicable in the context of 

rehabilitation in Syria. The theoretical basis of this study comes from multiple sources, 

including: Fred Scott’s theory of architectural alteration as a process of intervention (2008); 

Ignasi de Solà Morales’s (1985) concept of architectural intervention as analogy; the notion 

of social design and design for the real world (Papanek 1971); Dunne and Raby’s theory of 

speculative design (2013). Of course, there is a substantial literature on the wider aspects of 

conservation and preservation, going back to classic texts such as John Ruskin’s The Seven 

Lamps of Architecture (2005 [1849]), where he sets out his opposition to the practice of 

restoration, describing it as 
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the most total destruction which a building can suffer: a destruction out of which no 

remnants can be gathered: a destruction accompanied with false description with the 

things destroyed. Do not let us deceive ourselves in this important matter; it is 

impossible, as impossible as to raise the dead, to restore anything that has ever been 

great or beautiful in architecture. (Ruskin 2005 [1849], p. 353) 

However, upon reviewing this literature, it was clear that most of the 

conservation/preservation policies originate from western studies, indicating a much stronger 

focus on site preservation in Europe and a disconnect between European and middle 

eastern interpretations in historic preservation. The International Centre for the Study of the 

Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Policy (ICCROM), for instance, conducted a survey 

of conservation literature (including architecture) from 1992-2016, and discovered that 

89.2% emerged from first authors based in Europe and North America, with only 0.7% 

originating from first authors in Arab states (ICCROM n.d, accessed 12 July 2023). ICCROM 

is an intergovernmental organisation that attempts to stimulate debate to include countries 

where the subject of conservation is marginalised. Since 2004, their Architectural and 

Archaeological Tangible Heritage in the Arab Region programme has been central to their 

mandate, becoming an important force for cultural heritage in the region.  

As a result of the under representation of Arabic perspectives on conservation (let alone 

Syrian perspectives), the study will supplement a wider analysis of methodological 

approaches to site preservation with a more informal narrative analysis of the ideas and 

responses that emerged from my own interviews: conducted with specialists and non-

specialists, which add ‘an element of personal interaction between the researcher and the 

respondent not present in other forms of data collection’ (Simister 1995). It is hoped that the 

new knowledge produced would not only complement the previous studies on preservation 

(in a Syrian context), but develop a constructive dialogue between designers, community, 

and policymakers. This study addresses the knowledge gap relating to i) under-

representation of Arabic or Syrian perspectives against the overrepresentations of 

Eurocentric perspectives; ii) informal narrative analysis (one-to-one interviews) as opposed 

to wider quantitative analysis.  

Few studies have investigated the influential role of hammams as institutions within a Syrian 

culture (such as the manuscripts of Khayer al-Din al-Asadi 1940-1970). However, there is 

limited information regarding their traditional practices and spatial use, both in eastern and 

western literature. There is a gap in knowledge around the cultural context and complexities 

of such institutions, particularly their role in promoting social and cultural integrity. This gap 

was identified through the extensive research on traditional hammams, where I investigated 
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historical and contemporary perspectives covering the years 1885-2018. For that reason, I 

collect information from various resources extending beyond existing literature, which only 

briefly describes the hammams in Aleppo and their major features.  

I have conducted historical research on documents from both Middle Eastern resources and 

European orientalists' collections, newspapers and magazines such as Al Adeyat (1931-

1940). It should be noted that the secondary sources for this approach were mainly based 

on Arabic literature that I translate into English. The main problem of collecting these 

materials (exacerbated by Covid restrictions) is the limited availability of such resources 

online and the lack of access to government materials of architectural records. This led me 

to conduct interviews to further explore the research subject by using contacts from Aleppo, 

professors, and architecture students who also helped provide materials and images that 

reveal the current situation of the historic sites.  

The role of documentation as an archival practice forms an integral part of my research. I 

gather and investigate a number of visual materials, in particular, images gathered from 

contacts in Aleppo and the visual archive of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, as well as 

documentation conducted by westerners, such as the archival materials of Ernst Herzfeld 

Papers on northern Syria (1908-1930), the photographic collection taken by the architect and 

planner Michel Écochard (during the French mandate of Syria), when he worked on a range 

of restoration projects of monuments in Aleppo in the 1930s and 1940s. Furthermore, I 

gather images from my own family photographic collection, which serve a significant role as 

part of this visual research.  

This visual and material evidence allows for the exploring of untold narratives that reflect the 

political and socio-cultural representations of the past. Thus, this historical approach is not 

limited to describing past events only but rather building an interpretation and analysis of 

different elements of the past associated with such historical structures. That necessitates 

an understanding of the impact of the past on the present and future issues and 

developments. The argument is that these historic buildings have been marginalised in the 

context of recent discussions about the reconstruction of destroyed cultural heritage 

monuments in Aleppo. The absence of their architectural presence, loss, and destruction put 

them at risk of being forgotten. Therefore, the primary aim is to use this research as a tool to 

reconstruct a memory of a culture in danger of being lost. 

As a result, the process of the documentation combines two different approaches: 

1) the visual research methods which enable the evaluation of the current condition of the 

sites and the understanding of the socio-cultural aspects of the city. This comprises (a) 
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archaeological site mapping, collecting architectural records and hard information materials, 

such as images and drawings about the sites; (b) involving strategies for archival data 

collection to cover the historical, political, and social aspects of the research. This is 

considered as primary research including data gathered from site visits to Aleppo as well as 

interviews with various stakeholders. Establishing a network of both professional and family 

stroke personal contacts has been crucial to identifying the stakeholders. Word of mouth 

contacts have been important in establishing such a network; 2) qualitative research 

methods of data collection (secondary research); (a) oral history through analysing 

interviewees past experiences and applying memory retrieval strategies; (b) the data which 

emerges from semi-structured interviews. 

Integrated methods of participatory and visual research form a substantial part of the study. 

The documentation of interviews provided insight into aspects of lived experiences. The use 

of visual data collection informed the design practice and highlighted the concerns about 

post-war complexities, particularly the social and political aspects. Therefore, the research 

considers using design theories that address real-world problems, incorporating aesthetic 

design principles such as speculative design (Dunne and Raby, 2013) and the work of Victor 

Papanek on socially oriented design, such as the classic text Design for the Real World 

(1971). 

The book Toward a Lexicon of Usership (2013) by theorist Stephen Wright challenges art’s 

link with aesthetic function, prioritising ‘use’ and arguing that we should deactivate art’s 

aesthetic function (to render it inoperative) (2013, p. 19). Wright argues that ‘it is only by 

deactivating this debilitating, use-precluding function that [practitioners] can make way for a 

purposeful aesthetics of art; an aesthetics repurposed in the name of usership’ (2013, p. 19). 

Wright, in particular, proposes the benefit of what he terms a ‘1:1 scale’ (2013, pp. 3-5). He 

argues that: ‘Art and art-related practices that are oriented towards usership rather than 

spectatorship are characterized more than anything else by their scale of operations: they 

operate on the 1:1 scale’ (p. 3). For Wright, they are propositions of what they are, rather 

than scaled-down models that represent. Wright describes an approach that is very close to 

my own ‘usership-oriented’ initiative centered around the notion of the interventionalist 

proposition but that serves a function over and above its ostensible function of gathering 

water: 

When an art-informed practice is ramped up to the 1:1 scale, deactivating its primary 

aesthetic function and activating instead its usual or useful function, there’s no sure 

way of seeing it as art. There are certainly no perceptual properties to tip us off once 

its coefficient of artistic visibility drops to the negligible. To perceive such practices as 
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art requires some supplementary theoretical information, something that lets us know 

that the initiative, whatever it may be, is both what it is, and a proposition of what it is; 

some external knowledge letting us know that the initiative’s existence does not 

exhaust itself in its function and outcome, but that it is about something. It embodies 

meaning. (Wright, 2013, p. 6) 

The particular social issue and set of meanings to be addressed in this thesis is one of 

cultural memory of a particular ‘use’, specifically in relation to the role of the hammam’s in 

the life of ordinary Syrians living in Aleppo. So while this is also set against the context of the 

Syrian water crisis, with the proposition producing a very real function of generating 

drinkable water, the meanings it evokes go far beyond.  

The participatory and use-oriented research was therefore chosen to examine the roles and 

meanings of space and place of such institutions and their impact on people's everyday 

experiences. It is a community-based approach, and often it can be difficult for the 

participants to express themselves verbally and recall their past experiences.  

One method I have employed as a generator is a ‘memory map’ method, which I believe is 

appropriate for approaching the subject studied as it afforded another way of seeing how 

people perceived and experienced the spaces of Aleppo. The main idea here is to draw 

annotated maps for the site (hammam Yalbugha) and its surroundings from memory, then 

draw what first came to mind in terms of the image of the bathhouse space. The analytical 

component of this method helped to see how these physical spaces were remembered and 

imagined and, in so doing, informed the qualitative research in a socio-spatial dimension. In 

addition, starting the interviews with the mapping task helped the participants focus on the 

site and place themself within it, which enables retrieving information and details from their 

past memories. Throughout this practice, the sketch mapping technique was articulated to 

visually represent the participants' experiences and emotions toward the space, which, as a 

result, provided physical evidence for this research and allowed participants to express and 

share personal narratives throughout the rest of the interviews. (For a detailed discussion of 

the memory maps approach, see Appendix 1.2, p.139) 

In the initial stages of the thesis, I was planning to construct design prototypes, that were to 

be used to invite Syrian refugees and migrants in this country to engage in discussions in 

order to receive responses and design feedback. The visual and historical archive materials 

were to be used as a tool to inform non-specialist audiences and people who do not know 

the situation or some of the historical or cultural aspects of the hammams. However, Covid 

19 (and its impact upon the University’s workshops) put significant restrictions on the 

production of such prototypes, and the emphasis has instead been on generating digital 
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representations of the 1:1 scale proposition. After the submission of the thesis, it is intended 

to enact similar participatory sessions using the digital versions of the design. 

 

Contributions and Structure of the Thesis  

This study set out to assess the importance of public baths as cultural institution, intending to 

characterise the role they play in the social and cultural life of the ancient city. It is hoped 

that this research will contribute to a deeper understanding of the hammams as a physical 

manifestation of the cultural traditions, beliefs and values that link past narratives with the 

present and future. The practice element is manifest as an intervention into one of the 

destroyed hammams; I have developed this design as a prototype for an alternative way to 

experience ancient sites in the aftermath of a conflict. Thus, the design solution is a specific 

response to the Yalbugha bathhouse, but it is also an approach that could be replicated 

elsewhere.  

The research is presented in three themed chapters that describe how the study was 

conducted and developed. The analyses of chapters one and two will help this research 

present an in-depth understanding of the research problem, the issues facing the old city's 

historic fabric and lead this research to prepare appropriate recommendations for 

rehabilitation of the Yalbugha bathhouse, which will be presented in Chapter three. Each 

chapter opens a range of questions that can be used to generate further research in this 

area. 

Chapter one outlines the historical and political factors that shaped both the society and the 

urban fabric of the old city of Aleppo. It addresses the impact of conflict on individuals and 

the community as a critical element in the political debate informing the design thinking 

process. This chapter also illustrates the potential problems and challenges of post-conflict 

reconstruction debates. It is concerned with setting out the research design strategy and 

positioning it through a systematic literature review of different approaches to conservation, 

architectural attitudes towards interventions in historical sites. 

In this Chapter, the following topics will be discussed: 

• The effects of war on the archaeological sites. 

• Collective memory and the process of reconstruction. 

• Weaponising water as an instrument of war in Syria. 

• Water scarcity in times of crises (COVID-19). 

• The politics of conservation. 
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Chapter two investigates the historical, social, and cultural context of the research, with 

particular reference to the project sites (hammam Yalbugha and bimaristan Arghun).  

The first section of this chapter demonstrates the history of the Syrian bath and bathing 

culture, specifically in the old city of Aleppo. It will be centralised on its social, cultural and 

symbolic significance in the context of tangible and intangible heritage. Secondly, the 

chapter presents the architectural and healing methods of ancient bimaristans to understand 

the influence of design in promoting a healing environment. Site and context analysis will 

help this study find the appropriate methods and materials that can be used to tackle the 

problems and solutions in protecting such historical sites. 

The research provided an opportunity to study and understand the concept of domestic and 

public fountains in Aleppo, which raises many questions about the Syrian identities, and the 

social, cultural, and religious aspects of these identities. This chapter will elaborate further 

on the healing principles through water use and its spiritual connection to places, whether it 

was placed in the courtyards of traditional Syrian houses or placed in more prominent public 

spaces. It focuses on the links between water uses in architecture and the human 

experience of space, which combines elements of the past and the present. 

Chapter three presents the conceptual framework of the research, in and through practice. 

It describes previous work related to the current area of research, and by so doing, provides 

a critical evaluation of these works in reference to the research problem. This chapter aims 

to provide an in-depth analysis of the design proposal, introducing a new intervention 

approach for rehabilitating historical sites in times of war.   

The second part of the chapter will include methods for data representation (online archive) 

since the research outcome elements will be mapped to a timeline, a visual storytelling tool 

so that users can explore and connect the different events being investigated. 

Finally, the concluding chapter proposes a new method for architectural interventions, and 

rehabilitation of heritage sites. It will explain the significance of the research findings and 

setting out recommendations for future research. 

 

Summary 

This research offers valuable insights into developing a design approach for interventions 

within architectural sites of historical importance, which can play a vital role in protecting 

heritage properties in a war situation. While this is the primary aim of the research, it is also 
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hoped that if activated, this would contribute to the healing process after damage has been 

done. The findings suggested that the temporary structures could secure the protection of 

the built heritage and allow for dialogue and the recovery of the specific memory of place, 

engaging practicalities to facilitate post-conflict reconstruction. Furthermore, the proposed 

design intervention would have a significant impact, generating publicity and raising 

awareness of heritage protection and current real-world problems, particularly issues related 

to water scarcity.  

The thesis, overall, will be presented in two parts: a written text, drawings and images (part 

one), and a comprehensive documentation of my practice (part two). The latter includes 

historical images of key events, structured by the chronological stages of the research (as a 

form of a timeline design) to helps the reader draw connections between the presented 

events. Finally, the thesis will feature a video QR code that will directly lead scanners to my 

work and display video material once the QR code is scanned; a weblink to the site can also 

be accessed without a smartphone.  
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Fig 3. Michel Écochard, Aerial view of Citadel at Aleppo.1930s (source: Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture). 
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Chapter 1     Historical and Political Context, and the Politics of 

Reconstruction 

 

Any strategy for reconstructing Aleppo’s hammams and bimaristans must acknowledge the 

particular social and political context of Syria’s civil war. The war left a devastating legacy of 

destruction, with the city of Aleppo at the centre of some of the war’s fiercest fighting. Few 

buildings having been rebuilt since the fighting largely halted in 2016. And then, during the 

writing up of this thesis, another disaster struck the city, this time geological in origin. On 06 

February 2023, a Mw 7.8 earthquake struck western Syria (the epicentre located near 

Gaziantep, across the border in southern Turkey), followed by a second Mw 7.8 earthquake 

some 9 hours later. According to the International Blue Crescent (2023), 8,476 people died 

in Syria, with over 14,500 injured, with over fifty thousand deaths in Turkey. In addition to 

this devastating human loss, the damage caused by bombardment and fighting has been 

significantly added to by the collapse of buildings. Despite the importance of the earthquake 

and its aftermath, given its occurrence towards the end of my writing of the thesis, I will focus 

my attention on the earlier phases of destruction. 

Since the war was started in 2011, nearly 4.8 million people have left the country, an exodus 

that has had enormous cultural as well as economic and humanitarian consequences. 

Aleppo, the most damaged city, is the oldest and the largest city in Syria, a cosmopolitan city 

where people from different faiths lived peacefully. Known for its medieval architecture and 

rich cultural history, it is a United Nations World Heritage Site, named the ‘Capital of Islamic 

Culture’ in 2006. And yet much of this architectural heritage has been destroyed by the war 

and two earthquakes, and the city faces enormous logistical problems in relation to any 

proposed reconstruction of the city. 

In order to register something of the importance of bathing as a cultural institution, we need 

only note the sheer numbers of facilities afforded its inhabitants. Aleppo housed 177 

hammams during the medieval period (Al-Homsi 1983, p. 134), and while these numbers 

declined, up until the start of the war hammams formed an integral aspect of Syrian culture. 

The use of the therapeutic sound of water in fountains in structures co-related to hammams, 

called bimaristans, was integral to attempts to alleviate a range of psychological conditions. 

Most of these structures have now been destroyed or partially destroyed, including important 

architectural sites such as Hammam Yalbugha and Bimaristan Arghun (the focus of this 

thesis). This destruction is not just architectural in significance but represents a huge cultural 

and symbolic loss.  
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Given the scale of the problems faced by the processes of reconstruction, my research 

focuses on two sites within Aleppo's old-city area, which as noted earlier is the most 

culturally significant but affected area. Progressive efforts are being undertaken to rebuild 

the city. Many projects and international organisations are engaged, but to date none of the 

studies proposed have been implemented. Such a situation has been exacerbated by the 

earthquakes, which caused significant damage to some structures that had largely escaped 

war damage. It is hoped that the research will play a role in generating publicity about the 

importance of international funding for these buildings’ eventual reconstruction, and to raise 

the profile of the hammams as an important part of the secular cultural life of the city. 

As such, focusing on hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri and bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, my own 

research addresses the transitional stage between immediate disaster-relief and long-term 

reconstruction, emphasising the cultural and psychological aspects during the transition 

stages of a city’s post-war and post-earthquake reconstruction. The hammams are 

recognised as an essential aspect of Aleppo’s sense of identity, and the role of temporary 

interventions is to re-establish something of that identity - to reintegrate aspects of traditional 

healing principles through the evocative use of water. The practice element of the research 

therefore comprises temporary spaces that are proposed to be located within the ruined 

buildings during the period of staged reconstruction, and to act as a focus for funding for the 

eventual architectural restoration of these historic structures. 

 

1.1     The Historical and Political Context   

1.1.1  The aftermath of War and Destruction 

Hannah Arendt (cited in Bevan 2006, p. 13) argues: ‘The reality and reliability of the human 

world rests primarily on the fact that we are surrounded by things more permanent than the 

activity by which they were produced.’ To lose all that is familiar – the destruction of one’s 

environment – can mean a disorientating exile from the memories they have invoked. 

Arendt’s comment accurately reflects the current status of Yalbugha al-Nasiri and bimaristan 

Arghun al-Kamili, structures that have (albeit badly damaged) survived the civil war and 

earthquakes, while the activities of bathing they once housed have been marginalised, 

forced back from the public realm into private space. Privatised hammams have lost a sense 

of the collective experience so crucial to the role they played in Syrian society. 

Historically, Syria has experienced both the advantages and the disadvantages of its 

geographical position as a ‘crossroads’ between Europe and the East. It was, and remains, a 
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major trade route connecting east and west, which has economic benefits but makes it a 

desirable acquisition to external parties. Over the millennia, many powerful groups have 

seen Syria as an important factor establishing the viability of the route either west or east. 

Thus, Syria has been ruled by Amorites, Hittites, Assyrians, Akkadians, Greeks, Romans, 

Ubbayids, Ommayids, Mameluks and Ottomans at various times since the 2nd millennium BC 

(Al-Tabbakh 1925). Each group has left its mark on the cities, including Aleppo, which 

makes them a ‘living history book’. Now a UNESCO cultural Legacy site, Aleppo has 

survived numerous disasters but remained essentially whole as an architectural and cultural 

entity. Aleppo has evolved gradually over the centuries, but grew much bigger in the 20th 

century, expanding into the surrounding localities; the old historic centre, however, remained 

as a busy, active part of the city, with its social fabric intact and its baths, mosques, 

madrassas, souks and khans providing scenes of constant activity. This is what the civil war 

has threatened. 

This density has social implications. One former resident of the Farafrah district I spoke to 

remembered how, even as an only child, he was never short of playmates. The pattern of 

housing built back-to-back, where each unit is constructed around its own courtyard, meant 

children could freely go from house to house, while the narrow lanes between the houses 

were safe play areas, too narrow for most motor traffic. Here, there is a merging of private 

and public space. The groups of houses would open onto more open areas, with hammams 

and other public facilities, such as the mosques and bimaristans. These places took on an 

important role as public gathering spaces, as they served as multifunctional spaces where 

communities would meet and celebrate various occasions together (Hajjar 2010).  

The place this resident described is the result of long years of evolution, where courtyard 

houses offer a sophisticated urban lifestyle which provides an ideal setting for the intricate 

patterns of prevailing cultural traditions, perfectly adapted to Syrian climatic conditions. 

Through its physical structure, it combines outdoor and indoor living with complete measures 

of safety, privacy, environmental realism and comfort. It is not only practical for the climate 

but adaptable to modern living, to the extent that there are still many citizens who much 

prefer to live in such environments, though war damage means that few of the original 

110,000 inhabitants remain, and very many of the housing units are either destroyed or 

substantially damaged (as are the public buildings which graced these areas). Again, the 

recent earthquake has significantly added to this destruction, though the extent of this at this 

moment in time is difficult to ascertain. 

The recent relative stability has meant that it is feasible to now contemplate undertaking 

repairs to these badly damaged areas. It is useful to note the words of UNESCO’s Assistant 
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Director-General for Culture, Ernesto Ottone, when he states: ‘Culture and cultural heritage 

are powerful catalysts in overcoming the challenges of recovery and reconciliation for cities 

devastated by armed conflict. Inclusive dialogue, respect for cultural diversity and a sense of 

community ownership, helps cities recover from the trauma of war and secure a lasting 

peace’ (UNESCO 2018). 

As noted earlier, many efforts are being undertaken to rebuild the city. However, few of 

these plans have been enacted, and many that have been damaged by the earthquake. In 

particular, they are facing two major problems:  

1- financial: to reconstruct the area requires significant financial support which is 

currently unavailable (due to the financial and economic crises in the country). 

2- the matter of time: the reconstruction process of such places needs many years in 

order to be completed. The United Nations said that if the funding were provided it 

will take 10 to 15 years in order to rebuild the old city, maybe even more (UNESCO, 

2018).  

Such evaluations pre-date the earthquake damage, where an estimated 5.37 million people 

across Syria have been made homeless, with nearly half of its population affected. In Aleppo 

alone, there were 444 deaths (Zinklo, 2023) with numerous buildings collapsing. In 

particular, the Citadel of Aleppo was badly affected.  

Syria is, therefore, going through a cultural identity crisis, and our history and civilisation are 

at risk of being permanently erased. The destruction of the ancient city was substantial, and 

the reconstruction of what was demolished would take a considerable time (with many 

structures remaining unstable). The old city is well-documented, but the biggest obstacle is 

the lack of financial capability and lack of infrastructure. The effects of the war mean that 

there is also a shortage of skilled labour able to undertake such complex reconstruction 

processes.  

In addition to the huge financial and logistical challenges to reconstruction, there are also 

political and religious priorities when it comes to rebuilding and restoring certain areas in the 

old city. However, as a result of the current Islamic dominance, there seems to be financial 

support to rebuild religious sites such as the Great Mosque of Aleppo (the Umayyad 

Mosque) but not to support long-established cultural institutions such as the hammams. The 

former is funded by a charitable foundation run by Chechen funders, who are funding the 

reconstruction of some of the major historic Islamic buildings, such as Aleppo's landmark 

mosque (in collaboration with the Syrian Ministry of Religious Affairs) (Al-Olabi, 2018).  
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Fig 4. Hammam Yalbugha: Damage Assessment, 2017. Digital photograph, Left: The main 
façade of the hammam. Right: The northern façade of Hammam Yalbugha. Edited by 
Sally Hilal (source: www.UNESCO.ORG).  
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In terms of secular architecture, the government, along with the help of the community, is 

carrying out limited plans to reconstruct the old Souks and Khans in order to revitalise the 

commerce and industry in the area, hoping to boost the local economy, encouraging small-

scale traders. One of these examples is, the Suq al-Saqatiyya, will be considered later in this 

chapter. 

But what about other historic buildings with cultural significance? Hammam Yalbagha’s 

reconstruction, for instance, needs considerable financial support, as it was heavily 

damaged by war, and then by the earthquakes (see fig. 4). The rebuilding strategies are 

unlikely to be executed in the near future, as the Hammam is not currently considered a 

priority by the government, precisely because it would not generate any significant income. 

This prioritising of religious and economic factors means that the culturally significant 

hammams and bimaristans are therefore largely ignored. This is the context in which the 

practice component of the PhD is to be seen. This is discussed elsewhere, but it is worth 

noting here that the proposed site-specific, temporary architectural interventions (as 

prototypes) are intended for the transitional phase of the rehabilitation process (in distinction 

to the rehabilitation of Suq al-Saqatiyya discussed above), but also aim to inform the longer-

term restoration of these important artefacts, and to generate discussion to raise their profile 

as important cultural institutions. 

Robert Bevan, in The Destruction of Memory (2006), explores the wider subject of war 

crimes against architecture and their tragic consequences for a nation. Bevan investigates a 

series of case studies in which the war and conflicts’ main target was the destruction of 

architecture, such as the collapse of the World Trade Centre ‘Twin Towers’ in New York, and 

the destruction of the Old Mostar Bridge in 1993 during the Bosnian war (which will be 

investigated later in this thesis).  Bevan argues that the destruction of historical monuments 

and artefacts during war and conflict is therefore a deliberate act of war: there is an intention 

to erase a nation or an ethnic group by destroying its cultural identity, by erasing significant 

symbols that represent power, value and history of societies such as Mosques and libraries 

etc.. This relates to what happened in Syria (Aleppo in particular) during the latest civil war, 

when the rebels blew up tunnels under the city’s ancient quarter, claiming that they were 

targeting areas where the military was stationed. This is an example of cultural genocide, 

‘the intentional destruction of national groups on the basis of their collective identity’ (Jones, 

2006, p. 10). I believe that Aleppo’s important hammams and bimaristans need to be seen in 

such a context of cultural genocide, a situation exacerbated by the distorted prioritising of 

commercial and religious architecture over a secular activity facilitating not only everyday 
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rituals of bathing, but places that foster debate and discussion (places of resistance) outside 

of the control of the state or religious authorities.  

1.1.2    Weaponisation of Water: The Water Crisis   

Starting at the beginning of the civil war in 2012, the water crisis in Aleppo has been one of 

the major obstacles which is still affecting civilians, specifically those who live within the old 

city area, due to a substantial number of targeted attacks on its water systems. Water was 

used as a tool of war, in that various sides, including the armed militants, were responsible 

for aiding in the destruction of the water systems, which led to several problems such as the 

control of the main water pumping stations and the contamination of drinking water. 

Significantly, two main underground tunnels that supply water for the majority of the city 

were blown up, and, as a result of the explosions, sewage leaked into the clean water 

system.  

A reservoir on the River Euphrates, which rises in Eastern Turkey, is the only source of 

domestic water to Aleppo. The river is a crucial source of socio-economic development for 

Turkey, Syria and Iraq with Turkey controlling the flow of 90% of the river. During the recent 

war, the Turkish forces repeatedly decreased the water flow and, at times, completely cut off 

the water into Syria. Even now, according to the UN, the Euphrates River water supply is at 

40% of its previous level (Pedersen, 2021) due to deliberate human intervention. Still, it is 

excitative by climate change, which has also added to the problem. This ongoing conflict 

over the Euphrates water began in the 1960s. However, in the Syrian conflict, the water 

became an instrument of war and whole populations were deprived of drinking water. It 

should also be noted that the River Tigris, which also flows from Turkey through Syria is still 

being used in the same way, so that the Syrian town of Hassakah is frequently denied water. 

During the ongoing conflict, various armed parties controlled or targeted the main water 

stations in the region. For example, Aleppo’s key water treatment and pumping station, Al-

Khafsah (located on the western bank of the Euphrates River and held at the time by the so-

called Islamic State), was hit during an airstrike attack intended for the surrounding area, 

which led to the destruction of a significant part of the station.  

As a result of the water system issues, local people resorted to using the undrinkable water 

from the Queiq River (also known as the Aleppo River), which was previously the ancient 

water source for the city. The river arises in south-eastern Turkey and has also been 

controlled by Turkish dams since 1950, causing it to dry up completely in the late 1960s 

(Ayboga, 2019). However, pre-war, in 2008, water from the Euphrates was diverted to revive 

the dead river system as a resource for agricultural development. Due to the water system  
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 Fig 5. A water-filled hole at the site of an airstrike in Aleppo. September 24, 2016. 
Photograph: REUTERS/Abdalrhman Ismail (theguardian.com). 

 Fig 6. Civilians fill containers with water in Aleppo, Syria. December 14, 2016.    
Photograph: REUTERS/Abdalrhman Ismail (mitchellrepublic.com). 
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issues caused by the conflict, local people were forced to use the undrinkable water that still 

flows in this system. 

One solution to the lack of water in the taps has been to deliver water directly to dwellings 

using water trucks. However, providing water in this way is costly, while the trucks 

themselves can also cause problems in that previously, these trucks were mainly used to 

transport fuel oil, which can contain toxic components and are difficult to clean. The results 

have been seen in an increase of waterborne disease leading to deaths, mainly of children 

and the elderly (Davison 2015). Resulting from this situation, the locals drilled a great 

number of wells to attempt to secure drinking water, which led to the scarcity of groundwater 

in Aleppo due to unregulated drilling. At the same time, besides the spread of waterborne 

diseases, these phenomena have led to widespread poverty. The water system issue also 

indirectly contributed to serious inflation in the price of livestock and agricultural goods. With 

support from non-governmental organisations such as the Red Cross and the United 

Nations, the Syrian government received assistance to drill wells in multiple locations 

throughout the region as well as supporting the filling of water tanks. However, the well and 

tank water in Aleppo, ‘is not nearly enough to sustain the needs of the population,’ according 

to the U.N. Resident and Regional Humanitarian Coordinator for Syria (2016).  

During the active part of the conflict, people struggled to obtain water and lined up in long 

queues waiting for their turn at public wells (this is something of which I had direct 

experience before coming to the UK in 2016). Such tasks frequently took hours, and carrying 

water cans for long distances requires a substantial amount of time and a great effort. This 

typically involved women, children, and elderly people, and as a result of this strenuous 

activity, health and physical problems occurred.  

In 2019, the government started restoring the damaged water station and water systems. 

The city gradually started to recover and the situation had started to improve, at least 

marginally. However, the damage to and contamination of the clean water networks require 

time and it may not be possible to restore a sufficient supply. The issue of water scarcity 

puts the region at great risk in the future and requires immediate action. The water level of 

the Euphrates River is decreasing year on year, and the groundwater is less. Therefore, it is 

necessary to find alternative sustainable water systems for the community that integrate 

economic, social and ecological considerations.  

This situation has been worsened by sanctions, and then Covid 19. The economic sanctions, 

initially imposed on Syria by the United States in 2019, shared one purpose, the eradication 

of the reigning regime. While these measures were intended to be punitive measures solely 

aimed toward the governing body, aiming to weaken it into utter submission, they later 
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demonstrated the devastating results of the inhumane dystopia enforced upon the Syrian 

people. In addition to over 80% of the citizens being pressured into the lowest living 

standards of poverty, the economic crisis also finds itself echoing between the walls of 

hospitals which lack any medical equipment or preparations that would stand a chance of 

success in fighting the threatening pandemic.  

The Covid crisis hit Syria in 2020. In the period between 2020 and 2022 many people 

struggled to find essential first-line medications commonly used to fight covid-19, such as 

paracetamol and other types of pain relief, mainly because of the deteriorating national 

pharmaceutical industry that caused a shortage of these products. Furthermore, any import 

of medical drugs from foreign laboratories was strictly forbidden by the protocols of the 

sanctions against Syria. The rapidly increasing number of COVID-19 fatalities in this period 

reflected not only the suffering of a population, but the demoralising imminent doom of a 

nation that was once known for its rich culture and history. Among other issues were the 

shortages of personal protective equipment (masks and sanitisers) that were only 

infrequently found and are sold at outrageous prices. There was a growing concern 

regarding the awareness of people, as the majority chose to completely disregard any social 

distancing protocols and methods despite the government’s attempt to introduce several 

restrictions. After years of war, the inadequate living conditions, increasing poverty along 

with the pandemic, the people of Syria found themselves in a dire situation; stay at home 

and starve or work and risk being infected.  

One of the most effective methods of preventing the spread of the Covid virus is simply 

washing the hands thoroughly, and while Covid rates have fallen this is still a pressing need. 

Though it may seem strange, even this seems to be considered a privilege, as clean water 

does not reach most households and is frequently cut off completely. Those who are lucky 

enough to have access to water need to purify and sterilise it first, using boiling techniques 

that require gas, which along with petrol and as a result of those same sanctions, is nowhere 

to be found at reasonable costs. The situation is beyond tragic and needs urgent intervention 

to secure the most basic human rights. The United Nations Committee on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights stated, ‘The right to water clearly falls within the category of guarantees 

essential for securing an adequate standard of living, particularly since it is one of the most 

fundamental conditions for survival’ (2002). Designers and planners may not have the 

authority to change systems, but they do have the knowledge to encourage public spaces as 

a platform for participation and debate for change. 

Another crisis then hit Aleppo in 2022. On 10 September 2022 the Ministry for Health 

officially announced a cholera outbreak in Aleppo (UNICEF 2023), after 15 confirmed 
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laboratory cases. According to UNICEF report of 16 January 2023: ‘tens of thousands of 

suspected acute watery diarrhoea (AWD) cases have been reported in all governorates’. 

This situation was exacerbated by the floods which affected camps in Idlib, where many had 

fled to escape the fighting elsewhere. UNICEF and the Ministry of Health instigated a 

successful vaccination programme to curb the spread of cholera, starting on 04 December 

2022. One of the responses (with direct relevance to my own intervention) is the instigation 

of oral rehydration points throughout the city: 

According to Dr Reem, a Department of Health worker responsible for oral rehydration 

points in Aleppo, awareness on staying safe from cholera is the ‘first line of defence 

against the disease’. “Simple hygiene practices can keep people cholera-free. Also, it 

is important to highlight these practices for women who are breastfeeding and help 

them to keep their babies and families healthy”, she said. Patients with cholera 

symptom, including acute watery diarrhoea, are referred to oral hydration points and 

provided oral rehydration salts to ease symptoms. 

The report continues 

“Having oral rehydration points at health centres has been very important during the 

spread of cholera. For many patients with cholera symptoms the centre was far more 

accessible - in terms of transportation and financial costs - than hospitals. At the 

rehydration points, they received the care and treatment they needed to ease their 

symptoms. For severe cases, we’d refer to hospitals,” explained Fatima, 24. She 

receives patients with cholera symptoms in an oral rehydration point at the UNICEF -

supported Department of Health centre in As-Safira. 

However, despite these efforts, when, on 06 February 2023, a Mw 7.8 earthquake struck 

western Syria, followed by a second Mw 7.8 earthquake some 9 hours later, an already 

extreme situation was made considerably worse. Apart from the other devastating effects, 

the earthquake severely disrupted what had been a successful vaccination campaign, 

causing further widespread damage to water supply and transport links. Camps and 

reception centres, such as those at Idlib, are especially vulnerable to a resurgence of 

cholera and other waterborne diseases, with the underlying cause being a lack of clean 

water supplies (requiring major infrastructural changes). 

Reporting on this situation in The Guardian, the journalist Ruth Michaelson describes the 

cholera resurgence after the earthquake, despite earlier efforts to contain the spread. She 

records, on 21 April 2023, how the earthquakes compounded the worsening living situations 
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by destroying infrastructure and further displacing the population. In a citation worth quoting 

at length, she reports: 

The devastation of the earthquakes make a resurgence in cholera inevitable. By early 

April, more than 13,000 cases and at least 23 confirmed deaths had been recorded in 

the region. 

“We did our best to contain the outbreak”, says health official Hussein Bazaar, bowing 

his head in the corridors of the Bab al-Hawa hospital, on the border with Turkey. A 

supply of cholera vaccines arrived in Idlib 10 days before the earthquakes, he says. 

“The cholera outbreak got cast aside as bigger things happened, given our limited 

capacity”. 

“I’m worried, as the earthquakes affected the water supply, any basic infrastructure 

was destroyed”, says Dr Wajih al-Karrat, as he moves between beds in a makeshift 

hospital that was once a school, in the town of Haram. Around him, children wail in 

their beds, the lack of basic supplies evident on the shelves about them. Chipped paint 

covers the walls as nurses scrub the corridors. 

The resurgence of cholera across Syria … over the past year, feeds on long-term 

infrastructure problems that plague the north of the country, as well as disrupted aid 

supplies. (Michaelson 2023) 

The article accurately reflects a worsening situation, where the earthquakes have added to a 

water crisis that was first weaponised by war. This is the reality of the context for my project.  

 

1.2      The Politics of Conservation  

1.2.1 Preservation/restoration 

Within Syria's current economic and political situation, the process of post-war and post-

earthquake reconstruction itself raises questions about rebuilding; is it better to repair, 

restore or reconstruct the monuments destroyed by war? I want to first reflect upon historic 

preservation theory (making references to some key historic texts), then assess how such 

approaches play out in actual conservation efforts in Aleppo, before proposing a different, 

interventionalist approach. 

Traditionally, preservation and restoration specialists are usually opposed to the idea of 

‘reconstruction’. They believe that it may lead to falsification or distortion of history as it 
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creates alternative realities and new forms that never existed in the past, characterised as 

‘fake replicas’. This view has a long history which can be traced back to a position first 

developed by John Ruskin (1819-1900), who described the restoration practices in his book 

The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) as ‘the most total destruction which a building can 

suffer: a destruction out of which no remnants can be gathered: a destruction accompanied 

with false description of the thing destroyed’ (Ruskin, 1849, p.184). Ruskin believed that the 

actual value of a building lay not just in its physical materials but in its age and historical 

significance. He emphasised that the passage of time and the accumulation of history 

imbued a building with a unique character and aesthetic. Ruskin’s focus on the importance 

of “Age” as a significant aspect of a building’s value influenced his stance on restoration. 

Thus, he argues: 

 

For indeed, the greatest glory of a building is not in its stones, nor in its gold. Its glory 

is in its Age, and in that deep sense of voicefulness, of stern watching, of mysterious 

sympathy, nay, even of approval or condemnation, which we feel in walls that have 

long been washed by the passing waves of humanity. It is in their lasting witness 

against men, in their quiet contrast with the transitional character of all things, in the 

strength which, through the lapse of seasons and times, and the decline and birth of 

dynasties, and the changing of the face of the earth, and of the limits of the sea, 

maintains its sculptured shapeliness for a time insuperable, connects forgotten and 

following ages with each other, and half constitutes the identity, as it concentrates the 

sympathy, of nations : it is in that golden stain of time, that we are to look for the real 

light, and colour, and preciousness of architecture. (Ruskin, 1849, 234) 

Ruskin’s position develops a critique of advocates of restoration such as the French architect 

and theorist Eugène Viollet-le-Duc (1814-79), who famously restored many medieval 

buildings and landmarks in France, including those destroyed or abandoned during the 

French Revolution, including Notre-Dame in Paris. In sharp contrast to Ruskin, Viollet-le-Duc 

argued that: ‘To restore a building is not to maintain it, repair it or remake it: It is to re-

establish it in a complete state which may never have existed at any given moment’ (Viollet-

le-Duc1866, p. 14). Viollet-le-Duc believed in restoring buildings to their idealised state, often 

incorporating his creative interpretations (Clark 1989). His restoration approach involved 

repairing the damaged elements and recreating missing or decayed components. He saw 

restoration as a means to complete and enhance the original design, even if it meant 

introducing new elements or altering the historic fabric; he believed that an architect’s 

additions or modifications could enhance and complete a historical structure, going beyond 

strict adherence to historical accuracy. Viollet-le-Duc therefore championed an interpretative 
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approach to restoration. His theories sparked debates about the appropriate methods for 

preserving and restoring historic structures in the 19th century to the present time. 

Viollet-le-Duc’s viewpoint, however, faced early opposition from Adolphe Napoleon Didron, 

an esteemed nineteenth century French art historian and archaeologist (Lasc, 2018, pp.1-

288). Didron advocated for a more cautious and conservative approach to restoration, 

emphasising the importance of consolidation and repair over extensive reconstruction. He 

posited that it was better to preserve the existing elements, repair any damages, and only 

resort to restoration when strictly necessary. He suggests that consolidation, which involves 

stabilising the existing structure, should always be preferred over extensive repairs. 

Furthermore, if repairs are necessary, they should aim to rectify specific damages rather 

than attempting a comprehensive restoration. According to Didron, restoration should 

therefore be undertaken only when essential, focusing on preserving the historical 

authenticity and integrity of the monument. Didron thus argued that restoration should aim to 

reveal the historical layers of a building rather than recreating missing elements. He believed 

that every historical structure carries its unique story, and alterations should be limited to 

stabilising the existing fabric without introducing subjective interpretations.  

In particular, Didron criticised Viollet-le-Duc’s tendency to impose his creative vision on the 

restored buildings, the latter suggesting that such an approach improved the authenticity and 

integrity of the original design. By contrast, according to Didron, restoration should be guided 

by meticulous research (rather than creative imagination), relying on historical 

documentation, archaeological evidence, and expert analysis to ensure faithful preservation. 

The contrasting perspectives of Viollet-le-Duc and Didron highlight the ongoing debate in the 

field of restoration regarding the appropriate balance between historical accuracy and 

architectural interpretation. Generally, Didron’s opposition to Viollet-le-Duc’s approach 

highlights the importance of authenticity, historical accuracy, and minimal intervention in 

restoration practices. His emphasis on thorough research and respect for the original fabric 

of a building provides valuable theoretical points for considering architectural interventions in 

damaged historical sites. Thus, for Didron: ‘For ancient monuments, it is better to 

consolidate than repair, better to repair than to restore, and better to restore than to 

reconstruct’ (cited in Cameron, 2017). This brief statement encapsulates Didron’s viewpoint, 

prioritising consolidating and preserving existing architectural elements over extensive 

repairs or reconstructions. His stance emphasised the significance of safeguarding the 

original fabric of a building while minimising interventions that could alter its historical 

integrity. 
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This debate is relevant because it sheds light on the ongoing tensions between two 

contrasting restoration philosophies. To summarise, Viollet-le-Duc’s approach advocated for 

the reinterpretation and completion of historical buildings, guided by the notion that the 

architect’s interventions could help revive the structure’s original essence. By contrast, 

Didron’s viewpoint stressed preserving the building’s authentic character, promoting the idea 

that minimal interventions were preferable to extensive restoration. 

The clash between the two represents a pivotal moment in restoration history, highlighting 

divergent opinions on approaching architectural conservation. Their differing perspectives 

continue to shape the discourse and practices surrounding restoration, prompting critical 

reflections on the delicate balance between preserving the historical fabric of ancient 

monuments and the creative interpretation necessary to breathe new life into these 

architectural treasures. 

Echoing Ruskin’s contention that the issue is not just historical accuracy, but rather that ‘the 

greatest glory of a building is not in its stones’ but rather ‘in its Age’ (Ruskin p. 177), Georg 

Simmel (1858-1918), a German sociologist and philosopher, likewise explored the romantic 

aspects of ruins. Simmel regarded ruins as symbols of the transience of human existence 

and the interplay between nature and culture. His writings on ruins offered a philosophical 

perspective on the aesthetic and emotional experience they evoke. Simmel’s ideas resonate 

with Ruskin’s emphasis on the value of age and history in architectural appreciation. This 

way of thinking was clearly reflected in various research studies and practices on 

archaeological properties and conservation debates, such as the contribution of the Italian 

architect Camillo Boito (1836-1914), who defined eight heritage preservation principles in his 

1883 book Prima Carta del Resturo, stressing the need to maintain transparency and 

integrity while restoring missing parts of a building damaged to its former state. In other 

words, he advocated for a balanced approach that aimed to preserve architectural 

monuments’ authenticity and historical value while allowing for necessary interventions. He 

also emphasised the importance of understanding the historical context and artistic 

significance of a building before undertaking any restoration work. Hence, Boito (like Ruskin 

and Simmel) rejected Viollet-le-Duc’s approach of adding non-historical elements, arguing 

that restoration should be based on rigorous research and respect for the original design. He 

also acknowledged the influence of John Ruskin’s ideas on the importance of age and 

patina in architecture.  

Importantly, Boito’s theories influenced the Italian debate on restoration, emphasising the 

need for careful and informed decision-making in preserving cultural heritage. His approach 



 32  

paved the way for a more scientifically grounded and context-sensitive restoration practice in 

Italy, which continues to guide preservation efforts today. Boito’s work contributes to the 

broader understanding of restoration as a delicate balance between preserving the historical 

fabric and ensuring the long-term viability and appreciation of architectural heritage. His 

ideas eventually found expression in the twentieth century Venice Charter, the (1964) 

International Charter on Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites, providing 

an international framework for conservation, which also formed as a foundation of (ICOMOS) 

the International Council on Monuments and Sites. And Article 9 of the Venice Charter 

explicitly states that work carried out on an historic building ‘must be distinct from the 

[original] architectural composition and must bear a contemporary stamp’. 

In the same vein, the World Heritage Committee's Operational Guideline for the 

Implementation of the World Heritage Convention followed the same guidelines of the 

Venice Charter when it states: ‘In relation to authenticity, the reconstruction of archaeological 

remains or historic buildings or districts is justifiable only in exceptional circumstances. 

Reconstruction is acceptable only on the basis of complete and detailed documentation and 

to no extent on conjecture’ (UNESCO 2017).  

A key example of such an approach is the revitalisation of Warsaw's old town in 1945, after 

the Nazi troops systematically demolished its historic centre to the point of almost complete 

erasure. This case exemplified the effectiveness of such an approach in twentieth-century 

post-war reconstruction, while acknowledging the emotional connection to place. Despite the 

immense destruction, where everything other than the building foundations were removed, 

the Polish government and the neighbourhood started a large-scale project to rehabilitate 

the old town (Kalman 2017). The reconstruction efforts were guided by meticulous research, 

historical documentation, and adherence to traditional building techniques. Expert artisans 

and architects reconstructed buildings, streets, and public spaces to produce a replica of the 

old architecture. In addition to the resilience and bravery of the Polish people, the Old Town 

of Warsaw was restored to show the need to preserve cultural heritage in the face of 

tragedy.  

 

There are more contemporary examples of such a research-led approach, responding to 

attacks targeting UNESCO protected cultural sites in several locations, particularly, such as 

in Syria and Iraq. As a result, there was a shift in the international attitude toward post-

conflict historical reconstruction sites. One example is the 2004 reconstruction design of the 

old bridge (Stari Most) in Mostar. The original 16th-century Ottoman bridge was destroyed 

during the Bosnian War in 1993, causing significant cultural and symbolic loss. The 

reconstruction of Stari Most was undertaken with great care and respect for the bridge's 
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historical and architectural value, including the sourcing of the stone used in the 

reconstruction. The process involved an extensive research phase, including examining 

historical records, photographs, and expert consultations. The reconstruction design aimed 

to recreate the bridge's original form and construction techniques, utilising traditional 

materials and craftsmanship. The revitalisation of Stari Most restored a vital transportation 

link, brought together communities, and symbolised the process of healing and 

reconciliation. This example underscores the importance of meticulous research, community 

involvement, and a commitment to preserving a place's cultural and historical identity.  

How might the reconstruction of the old city of Aleppo draw inspiration from these principles 

to ensure that the revival of its architectural heritage aligns with the city's rich history and 

cultural significance? After considering examples of conservation efforts in Aleppo, I want to 

investigate the potential impact of architectural intervention as a temporary measure in order 

to generate a debate around reconstruction, in preserving cultural heritage and fostering 

resilience in war-torn cities like Aleppo. This approach, with this emphasis on dialog is very 

different from the approaches of Ruskin and le Duc’s. By considering the historical and 

political context and engaging in the debates surrounding preservation, restoration, and 

reconstruction, architects and policymakers can make informed decisions about the future of 

the historical sites and the broader revitalisation of Aleppo's old city. 

1.2.2 Conservation Efforts in Aleppo 

The Old City of Aleppo has been designated a UNESCO World Heritage site due to its 

exceptional universal value and significance (Alsalloum 2019). The urban area possesses a 

distinctive and irreplaceable cultural asset due to its historical and architectural legacy, 

encompassing notable features such as the ancient citadel, mosques, baths and markets. 

Preserving the Old City of Aleppo holds significant importance in safeguarding Syria's 

abundant cultural heritage, nurturing a sense of national identity, stimulating tourism, and 

facilitating the social and economic rejuvenation of the surrounding area. 

Aleppo has some remarkably well-preserved ancient buildings, but the city's recovery has 

been typically slow (not unlike other countries impacted by war). With all the financial 

challenges and a set of conservation policies that have themselves been 'weaponised', 

rebuilding the entire historical fabric of the city in a short span of time is logistically and 

financially impossible. Of course, as mentioned earlier, this situation has been severely 

exacerbated by the earthquake in 2023, which has undone earlier attempts at restoration. 

Even when attempted, in many cases across the city, historical buildings' reconstruction has 

failed, such as the case with Bab al-Ahmar bathhouse, an ancient Hammam situated in front 
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of Aleppo’s citadel. Unfortunately, the Hammam structure has been modified, to which 

additions, such as brick tiles, now conceal its original dome, thereby compromising its 

historical integrity (fig 7). The utilisation of red tiles presents a discordant element that is 

incongruous with the aesthetics of Islamic architecture and the characteristics of the old city. 

And despite the building's historical significance, the bath owner decided to integrate 

elements that were in direct opposition to the architectural principles as manifest in the 

ancient city; this posed a threat to the historical authenticity of the bath, as it gave the 

impression that the alterations had always been a part of its original form. By contrast, I am 

arguing that rehabilitation that preserves the original integrity of the architecture is essential 

in the case of Aleppo. Furthermore, finding a systematic approach that contributes to 

economic, social, and political rehabilitation is essential for post-conflict reconstruction's 

legitimacy and effectiveness, alongside restoring physical infrastructure for supporting 

inclusive development. 

Thierry Grandin is a French architect consultant. He moved to Aleppo in 1982, where he 

worked extensively with international organisations on the preservation and restoration of 

listed buildings in Syria. He currently continues to work closely with the United Nations and is 

also a member of the International Council on Monuments and Sites. During a conference 

led by the United Nations in Turkey (2019), Grandin stated that ‘UNESCO’ has failed in 

protecting the archaeological sites in the old city of Aleppo, as the conflict parties refused to 

cooperate with the efforts made by the organisation. He believes that without local 

authorities' engagement, the UN's meetings will remain in vain, despite the efforts made over 

the past few years.  

Furthermore, Grandin, who supervised the major restoration project of Aleppo Citadel in 

1999, pointed out that the reconstruction and restoration process will take a long time. Many 

cities that have been destroyed by war took more than half a century to be rebuilt; this is 

evident in the case of Dresden's old town in Germany, where the restoration work continues 

to the present. Syria’s current economic situation and political uncertainty is not what is 

required for a substantial rebuilding of damaged areas. In conjunction with America's range 

of sanctions on Syria that came into effect in June 2020 (signed by President Trump), 

Known as the ‘Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act of 2019’, externally-funded reconstruction 

from Russia and Iran has also been halted. As the Guardian’s Martin Chulov writes in June 

2020, ‘US “Caesar Act” sanctions could devastate Syria’s flatlining economy’ (Chulov 2020). 

Chulov argues that ‘on the eve of its implementation, the new [Caesar] law has been 

interpreted as a catch-all for a broader push that aims to crush two of the regime’s main  
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Fig 7. The dome of Hammam Bab al-Ahmar. 2023. Aleppo, Syria (source: The Hammam 
owner). 
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backers, Iran and Hezbollah’ (Chulov 2020). The devastating earthquake has made the 

situation much worse, with the Syrian Arab Red Cross and other aid organisations appealing 

for an end to western sanctions that all too often brutalise not the regime but its citizens. 

Notwithstanding the wider financial and political issues, when discussing culture, value, and 

public policy, Alrifai further criticises the government's regulations to protect the cultural 

heritage, both tangible and intangible. He argues that Syria is considered one of the 

countries with a vibrant history of archaeological sites and monuments; moreover, it is the 

richest with many aspects of cultural heritage. This, in turn, represents a cultural and 

economic wealth that distinguishes this country from the rest of the world; however, he also 

emphasised that this would be only possible if the government carefully managed and 

preserved those places of cultural significance. Unfortunately, the cultural sector in the city 

does not receive the required financial support from the state, even though it has long term 

economic benefits for the city. Investing in culture contributes to economic growth, and it has 

always been seen as an integral and essential component of sustainable development. For 

this reason, changing policies is a crucial strategy at this stage; the main point is to focus on 

sustaining cultural values and employing them to contribute to cultural, social, and economic 

development.  

One notable example is the rehabilitation of Suq al-Saqatiyya, a UNESCO world heritage 

site listed in 1986. The restoration project of the suq serves as an exemplary model for the 

strategic planning of archaeological site reconstruction in Syria. The project was realised 

through collaboration between the Aga Khan Foundation for Cultural Services in Syria and 

national and local authorities, including technical bodies such as the Aleppo Old City 

Directorate, the General Directorate of Antiquities and Museums, as well as private bodies 

represented by The Syria Trust for Development. 

Suq al-Saqatiyya is located south of the Great Umayyad Mosque in Aleppo's old quarters. It 

is one of Aleppo's 37 historical markets, the world's longest and oldest network of suqs 

dating back to the fourth century BC, with a combined length of 15 km and covering an area 

of approximately 16 hectares, the majority of which suffered severe structural damage to the 

point of near destruction. Before the war, the suq was a thriving market famed for its lively 

ambience, elaborate architecture, and various businesses offering anything from textiles and 

spices to traditional crafts. It possesses a long history and has served as an important 

economic centre and a meeting place for the neighbourhood populations. 

Suq al-Saqatiyya is characterised by its narrow, winding alleys and covered passageways, 

creating a labyrinthine network of interconnected spaces. The arches and vaulted ceilings 

are prominent architectural elements, providing structural support while adding aesthetic  
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Fig 8. Suq al-Saqatiyya after restoration. 2020. Digital photograph (source: 
thebestinheritage.com).  
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beauty to the suq (see fig. 8). The facades of the buildings within the suq display a variety of 

architectural styles influenced by different periods of construction and renovation. These 

facades often incorporate decorative elements such as carved stone, elaborate woodwork, 

and intricately designed metalwork, adding visual interest and showcasing the craftsmanship 

of the artisans who contributed to their creations. Furthermore, the suq encompasses a 

variety of shops and market stalls, each displaying its unique architectural character. These 

spaces are designed to accommodate the specific needs of different types of trade, with 

some featuring open storefronts while others have enclosed interiors. The design of the suq 

promotes a vibrant and interactive atmosphere, inviting visitors to explore its narrow streets 

and experience the sensory delights of the bustling marketplace. 

Overall, the architectural features of Suq al-Saqatiyya combine traditional Syrian and Islamic 

influences, showcasing the intricate craftsmanship and attention to detail of the artisans of 

the time. The unique combination of architectural elements contributes to the suq's charm 

and cultural significance, making it an important heritage site within the Old City of Aleppo. 

According to the Syrian Deputy Minister of Tourism Nedal Mashfej, the decision to 

reconstruct Suq al-Saqatiyya was influenced by several factors, including the historical 

significance of the suq, its architectural importance, and its potential as a pilot project for 

wider restoration initiatives within the Old City. However, the primary reason for selecting this 

particular suq was its suitability for rehabilitation rather than a complete reconstruction, as 

the destruction in this area was less than in other parts of the suq. Suq al-Saqatiyya project 

aimed to showcase the effectiveness of restoration techniques and generate momentum for 

future projects. 

However, the prioritisation of Suq al-Saqatiyya over other severely damaged suqs faced 

criticism. Some individuals questioned the decision, arguing that the reconstruction efforts 

should have been more evenly distributed across the seriously affected suqs. They maintain 

that focusing on a single market is at the expense of the restoration needs of other 

significant historical sites. Furthermore, some argue there have been apprehensions about 

the processes of decision making, arguing by contrast the necessity of enhanced 

communication and increased public participation in decision-making procedures concerning 

reconstruction strategies. Establishing transparent and inclusive decision-making processes 

is of utmost importance to effectively address the community's wide range of interests and 

concerns. This criticism highlights the challenges of decision-making in post-war 

reconstruction and the need for a balanced approach that considers the broader restoration 

needs of the city. An article published in 2020 by the International Council on Monuments 

and Sites (ICOMOS) provides insights into the evaluation and success factors of the 
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reconstruction efforts. While acknowledging the positive outcomes of the restoration of Suq 

al-Saqatiyya, such as revitalising the market and preserving cultural heritage, it emphasises 

the importance of the need for comprehensive social reconstruction. This includes 

addressing the social aspects of the area and rebuilding the social fabric that was disrupted 

by the conflict. 

Moreover, the impact of the conflict on the social and economic life of Aleppo is significant. 

Despite the relative success of the reconstruction of the suq, some business owners are still 

hesitant to return until the overall economic situation in the city improves. This underscores 

the interconnectedness between the physical reconstruction and the revival of the social and 

economic spheres. It highlights the need for holistic approaches beyond the restoration of 

buildings and prioritising the recovery of the city's social and economic vitality. So while the 

reconstruction of the suqs is a significant step, the impact of the conflict on the wider social 

and economic life of Aleppo extends well beyond the physical restoration efforts. The city's 

economy needs to be revived to attract business owners' return and ensure the area's 

sustainable revival. Moreover, the social aspect of the community needs to be reconstructed 

to rebuild trust, cohesion, and a sense of belonging among the residents.  

This brings me back to the issue of the Hammams. Neglecting historical sites like the public 

baths in the discussion of reconstruction plans highlights the need for a comprehensive and 

inclusive approach that encompasses all aspects of cultural heritage and community needs. 

Aleppo's conservation efforts must show a diverse strategy considering historical relevance, 

community involvement, and reusing materials from war debris. While the restoration of Suq 

al-Saqatiyya serves as a pilot project, addressing the criticisms regarding prioritisation, lack 

of communication, and the need for comprehensive social and economic reconstruction is 

essential. By safeguarding and revitalising the Old City of Aleppo, it is possible to preserve 

Syria's cultural heritage, stimulate local economies, and promote social cohesion in the wake 

of the devastating war.  

Perhaps, even more importantly, this thesis argues for a deeper connection to place. 

Women's active participation in the post-World War II clearing of bombed cities in Germany 

is a prime example of the critical role that community engagement played in the post-war 

reconstruction, after the horrors of fascism. This contributed to a breakdown in traditional 

gender roles, given the mass displacement and psychological damage of many former 

soldiers. It was a response to the enormity of the destruction caused by Allied bombings and 

firestorm damage. The so-called Trümmerfrau or "rubble women," who helped with cleaning 

debris (a time-consuming and laborious process) significantly aided the city's rehabilitation. 

While many were paid, many also volunteered, and the women worked in all weather 
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conditions, organised into groups of between ten to twenty that formed a lines where bricks 

were passed from hand to hand. Their involvement facilitated the physical rebuilding and 

symbolised resilience and community solidarity during a time of immense hardship. It 

symbolised not only a rejection of the former regime but constituted an extraordinary 

example of resilience and self-organisation where women (rather than men) played a central 

role. This example underscores the importance of including the local community in 

reconstruction processes and empowering them to actively contribute to restoring their city.  

In Altering Architecture (Scott 2008, 202-4), Fred Scott gives a moving example of such a 

poetic and yet material connection to place in the wake of destruction caused by war. This 

was the post-war reconstruction process of the Alte Pinakothek in Munich, heavily damaged 

by Allied bombing in 1944. The restoration (or, more accurately, rehabilitation) was carried 

out by the architect Hans Dollgast, who wanted to commemorate the work of the 

Trümmerfrau. Following its severe damage during World War II, the museum was 

reconstructed using salvaged materials, including re-salvaged bricks. The rehabilitation is an 

exemplar of a particular connection to place, with the rhythm of the new façade (constructed 

in reclaimed bricks) echoing (without attempting to mimic) the pattern of the original 

stonework, designed by the building’s original architect Leo von Klenze. This approach 

honoured the history and memory of the original structure and provided a tangible 

connection between the past and the present. Reusing war rubble material in reconstruction 

projects holds significance in preserving collective memory and creating a sense of 

continuity. And as Scott states: ‘When Dollgast fimally came to mend the façade in 1952 with 

such reclaimed bricks he made a frank commemoration of the aerial destruction of Munich 

and of the austerity that followed, and provided a memorial to the women who with their 

hands had begum the reconstruction of their homeland after the disasters that has fallen it’ 

(2008, p. 203). It is an approach that will inform my own practice, as we shall see later. 

1.2.3     An Interventionalist Approach  

This research is not proposing a solution for reconstruction practices but rather constitutes 

an approach to developing interventions in culturally significant buildings that are 

marginalised in discussions about Aleppo's reconstruction. The notion of intervention, 

‘literally and metaphorically’, will be used as ‘an instrument of interpretation’ (MacCormac 

1991). 

A growing body of research recognises the adaptive reuse of heritage buildings, which 

combines new contemporary elements within existing historical structures. One such 

example is the transformation of the Reichstag building, New German Parliament, by 
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Norman Foster Associates. In my opinion, this method remains critical in many aspects, 

even though it is rarely feasible to retain the original function of historic buildings. While such 

an approach is hard to accept by those convinced that heritage is valued entirely by its 

qualities inherited from the past, and should always be left as it is, adaptive reuse is a way to 

reanimate a building that has lost its function. This approach differs from that of Viollet le 

Duc, as it is not a recreation or reinterpretation but a new intervention that does not claim to 

replicate the original architecture. 

Previous studies on conservation philosophy suggested different approaches to rethink the 

future of ruins. According to Fred Scott: ‘The ruin is the means by which a building 

addresses its past, present and future’; in his view ‘The altered building is an inhabited ruin’ 

(2008, p. 126). In the case of Aleppo, each historic building has its own characteristics and 

value. Moreover, the recent conflict left numerous marks on Aleppo’s ancient walls, and this 

21st-century tragedy is part of Aleppo’s history now. Therefore, while respecting the integrity 

and authenticity of such monuments, the design must protect and preserve the building’s 

historical value and modify its function to meet current and future needs. A notable example 

of such an approach is the Wazir Khan Hammam Conservation in Pakistan, discussed later 

in the thesis. 

In his book On Altering Architecture Fred Scott (2007) challenges the notion that 

preservation and restoration should strive for historical accuracy and proposes an alternative 

approach that embraces rehabilitation through change and adaptation. Scott argues that 

buildings are not static entities but living entities that continuously evolve and adapt to the 

needs of the society inhabiting them. 

In the case of Aleppo, such an approach is particularly relevant due to the extensive 

destruction caused by the war and the recent earthquake in the city. As a symbol of cultural 

heritage and communal identity, Hammam Yalbugha, for example, requires more than just 

restoration to its original state; rather, as we shall see later, it necessitates an intervention 

that acknowledges the scars of the conflict while revitalising the space for contemporary use. 

Scott’s approach emphasises the importance of understanding the inherent qualities of a 

building and its context rather than being bound by rigid notions of preservation. He 

suggests that alterations should be guided by a deep understanding of the building’s 

essence, cultural significance, and the community’s needs. This approach allows for a more 

flexible and adaptive intervention that respects the past while embracing the present and 

future. It acknowledges the layers of history and the scars of conflict while allowing new 

narratives to emerge. 
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By considering Scott’s theory of architectural intervention in the restoration or rehabilitation 

process in Syria, architects and policymakers can approach the reconstruction process with 

sensitivity and creativity. The interventionist approach encourages them to consider the 

layers of history embedded in the ruins and to envision the bath’s transformation as a living 

space that responds to current needs. This approach fosters a dialogue between the old and 

the new, allowing the historical bath to regain its significance as a vibrant and functional part 

of the city. 

Scott’s theory also highlights the potential for architectural interventions to contribute to a 

place’s social and economic revitalisation. In the case of Aleppo, the reconstruction and 

adaptive reuse of the Hammam can catalyse community engagement and economic 

development. By incorporating contemporary amenities, such as a space for public debate, 

education or exhibition spaces, the building can become a vibrant hub for cultural exchange 

and learning, fostering a sense of pride and ownership among the local population. 

Besides, an interventionist approach encourages sustainable design practices. The 

reconstruction of Aleppo’s historical Hammams can integrate sustainable technologies and 

strategies that align with current environmental considerations. Incorporating renewable 

energy sources, water conservation systems, and passive design principles can ensure the 

intervention’s long-term viability and ecological sensitivity. Additionally, Interventionist 

strategies that encourage the reuse and repurposing of existing materials and structures can 

minimise waste and resource consumption. This involves avoiding unnecessary removal of 

existing elements and reducing the need for extensive rebuilding. Such practices contribute 

to overall project sustainability, ensure reversibility, and prevent additional costs associated 

with demolition and reconstruction. 

However, Scott’s approach reminds us that it is crucial to approach intervention with 

sensitivity and respect for the site’s historical fabric and cultural heritage. The interventionist 

approach should not disregard the intrinsic value of the original structure but rather seek a 

harmonious integration of old and new. Scott’s theory underscores the need for a thoughtful 

balance between preservation and innovation, aiming to create a dialogue between the 

existing context and contemporary interventions. 

In general, I believe that Fred Scott’s theory on architecture and alteration offers a relevant 

and comprehensive framework for approaching the intervention and reconstruction of the 

historical baths in Aleppo. By embracing an interventionist approach, architects and 

designers can go beyond mere restoration and engage in creative reinterpretations that 

address the current needs and aspirations of the community. Scott’s emphasis on 



 43  

understanding the historical context, fostering community engagement, promoting 

sustainability, and finding a harmonious balance between old and new provides valuable 

guidance for revitalising Aleppo’s architectural heritage. Through sensitive and innovative 

interventions, the historical Hammam can regain its significance as a vibrant cultural space 

and contribute to the overall revitalisation of the old city of Aleppo. 

Another theorist arguing for an interventionalist approach is the Catalan architect Ignasi De 

Solà Morales. Solà Morales’s concept of architectural intervention as an analogy provides 

further insights into the interventionist approach. Utilising a linguistic term, Solà Morales 

proposes that architectural interventions should be understood as analogies rather than 

imitations (Nesbitt, 1966). Rather than replicating historical styles or mimicking original 

structures, interventions should be designed to establish a meaningful dialogue between the 

existing context and the new additions. He writes: 

Here the analogical procedure is not based on the visible synchronism of independent 

orders of form, but on the association made by the observer over the course of time. 

By this means situations of affinity are produced and, thanks to the connotative 

capacity of the languages evolved in the intervention, relations or links are established 

between the historic building - real and/or imaginary - and the elements of design that 

serve to make the building effectively dependent. (Solà Morales 1985, 43) 

This linguistic idea of analogy is critical of approaches to intervening that merely draw a 

contrast between the new and existing; rather, he states: ‘As an aesthetic operation, the 

intervention is the imaginative, arbitrary and free proposal by which one seeks not only to 

recognise the significant structures of the existing historical material but also to use them as 

analogical marks of the new construction’ (Solà Morales 1985, 45). 

Applying Solà Morales's concept to the intervention in Aleppo implies that the new elements 

introduced to the historical building should respect the original architecture while not merely 

expressing their contemporary nature, but seeking analogies that establish an affinity. This 

approach promotes a harmonious coexistence of old and new that places value on 

interpretation, where the intervention becomes an integral part of the historical fabric without 

overpowering or diminishing its inherent qualities. 

However, in addition to such an interventionist approach, guided by Scott’s theory and De 

Solà Morales’s concept of analogy, we should also encourage architects and policymakers 

to engage with the community and stakeholders throughout the reconstruction process 

(Gonç & L 2020). This statement underscores the significance of participatory design and 
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community engagement in guaranteeing that the intervention aligns with the requirements 

and ambitions of the populace of Aleppo. Architects can acquire valuable insights and 

design spaces that mirror the identity and aspirations of the city’s inhabitants by engaging 

the community in decision-making processes. This allies an interventionalist approach to 

lessons learnt by participatory design. Additionally, the interventionist approach should also 

allow for sustainable and adaptive reuse of resources. Rather than starting from scratch, 

architects can integrate elements of the existing ruins and employ sustainable construction 

practices. This approach reduces the environmental impact and preserves the authenticity 

and material heritage of a city such as Aleppo. 

In conclusion, an interventionist approach advocated by Fred Scott and Ignasi De Solà 

Morales is highly relevant to architectural interventions in the historical sites in Aleppo. This 

approach encourages a creative and adaptive response to the destruction caused by the 

war, considering the community’s needs and the evolving nature of architectural heritage. By 

embracing change and alteration while respecting the essence and context of the building, 

an interventionist approach can contribute to the reconstruction and revitalisation of one of 

Aleppo’s historical baths as a vibrant and meaningful space for the future. 
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Fig 9. Hammam Yalbugha Al-Nasiri: Before and after Aerial image, 2010 – 2017. 
Republished by UNESDOC (source: unesdoc.unesco.org). 
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Chapter 2     The Archaeological Sites  

 

The northern Syrian city of Aleppo has a significant cultural and historical past. Historic 

public baths, or hammams, have been integral to city dwellers’ everyday lives and social 

networks for millennia. In Aleppo, Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri is a notable historical 

landmark. The hammam has a long history dating back to the Mamluk Sultan al-Nasir 

Yusuf’s rule in the 13th century. It played a significant part in the cultural and social fabric of 

Aleppo by serving as a gathering spot for residents and guests to cleanse and mingle. 

The public baths in Aleppo have a long history going back to when the city was a significant 

Silk Road trading hub (Boggs 2022). Aleppo developed a vibrant and diverse cultural milieu, 

the busy trade route drawing traders, tourists, and intellectuals from around the globe to its 

cosmopolitan city. The need for public hygiene and bathing facilities arose naturally, leading 

to the establishment of communal bathhouses throughout the city. 

For several reasons, preserving the memory of places like Yalbugha is crucial, representing 

the ancient city’s social and cultural character. These institutions are primary physical 

reminders of a community’s rich history and heritage. They act as a living record of earlier 

generations’ traditions, customs, and way of life. We ensure that future generations can 

connect with their origins and comprehend the historical context in which they exist by 

conserving them. As Bettina Kolb and Heid Dumreicher write (2008, p. 17), ‘the Islamic 

public bath has a double value from the point of view of cultural heritage: it is a valuable 

historical building with a rich architecture and specific cultural phases. It is also a socio-

cultural heritage’. 

These institutions significantly shape the social structure of a community. They serve as 

meeting places which promote a sense of community, solidarity, and engagement. Public 

baths like Hammam Yalbugha were not merely places for physical cleansing but also as 

important social hubs where people from different backgrounds would come together, 

exchange stories, and build relationships. Preserving these institutions allows for the 

continuation of such social practices and reinforces the community’s cultural identity. 

In addition, these architectural gems contribute to the unique character and charm of the old 

city. The numerous architectural ideas, materials, and crafts utilised in their creation attest to 

the originality and genius of previous generations. They are commonly used as metaphors 

for the region’s architectural legacy and to demonstrate the cultural influences that have 

shaped the city. By maintaining historic structures, an environment of serenity is produced, 
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as well as a tangible link to the past, which contributes to the aesthetic integrity of the urban 

fabric. 

In 2008, the International Journal of Architectural Research publishes a special issue of the 

tradition of hammams in the Mediterranean. In the editorial, guest editor Magda Sibley 

(2008) argues that the issue ‘addresses a research subject that has been far too long 

neglected’ (2008, p. 10). Noting the gendered importance of such institutions, she argues 

that ‘hammams played a key role not only in providing washing facility for the conduct of 

major ablutions necessary before praying but also a venue for social interaction and rituals, 

marking religious celebrations and major events in the life of women’ (2008, p. 10). She 

contrasts this reality to the fantasies of European imagination, and the erotic imagery of a 

painter such as Ingres. Sibley’s article includes an image of Hammam Yalbugha prior to its 

destruction. And crucially, she notes of a successful earlier effort to restore Hammam 

Ammuna, a small neighbourhood hammam in Damascus, which was a direct result of the 

HAMMAM project of 2007:  

This building has been saved from closure and decay as it has been purchased by a 

local private investor who restored the building and re-opened it as a working 

hammam for women with the introduction of contemporary facilities and services. This 

hammam has become a focal point for the local community. Its restoration and re-

opening, have brought new hopes for this otherwise neglected neighbourhood. It has 

also triggered new local initiatives for improving the urban environment of the extra-

muros historic neighbourhood of Al Uqaiba. (Sibley 2008, p. 10) 

This hammam is remarkable in having survived both the war and earthquakes, and is still in 

use today. In October 2014, Roula Aboukhater wrote a conference paper on the hammam, 

entitled ‘Role of participatory process in the rehabilitation of an Ayyoubid bath in Damascus, 

Syria’ (Aboukhater 2014). Aboukhater remarks on how central were participatory 

approaches to the design process. The hammam’s original reputation had deteriorated, and 

it was in a poor physical condition with weak social connections to the local community. She 

emphasis the role of trust building, and this involved instigating a women’s group meeting 

including women who had been excluded from using hammam Ammuna for a long time 

period. A public presentation was criucial to the project’s success. As her paper concludes: 

The rehabilitation work, the activities and the realized small projects in the 

neighbourhood are tangible and sustainable results of successful participation. 

Hammam Ammuna became more integrated in the historic urban fabric and it 

corresponds to the local people’s wishes. People are now proud of having it as a 

valuable cultural heritage in their neighbourhood. What happens in Damascus through 



 48  

the HAMMAM project was a first step and many lessons were learned concerning 

community participation in development projects. It is a good example of the effective 

role of participatory approach on rehabilitation of cultural heritage. (Aboukhater 2014, 

n.p.) 

Such a participatory approach will also be crucial to my research and the proposed 

intervention into Hammam Yalbugha. 

 

2.1     Hammam Yalbugha is one of the most impressive public baths in Syria, built in the 

mid-fifteenth century by the Mamluk governor of Aleppo Amir Yalbugha al-Naseri (Archnet, 

n.p). Built close to the entrance to the Citadel, it was originally constructed on the ruins of a 

previous hammam which had been destroyed during Timur’s raid of Aleppo (Archnet, n.p.). 

Renovated several times, and used as a felt making factory (fig.10), it was finally bought by 

the Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums in the 1960s, who carried out minor 

renovations, and then restored by the Syrian Ministry of Tourism to be reopened again to the 

public in the late 1980s. Sadly, it has again been badly damaged, almost destroyed, in the 

present fighting in 2014.  

Except for the time when it was destroyed by Timur (Tamerlane)2 , and a time in the 

20th century when it was unusable, the hammam was in use continuously throughout its 

history. Generally, the hammams were an important part of the social life of the city, most 

often located next to a mosque, so worshippers could be ritually cleansed before saying their 

prayers, as the prophet Mohammed had wished. This is an important difference from the 

Roman baths, which were centralised social centres for meeting and socialising while 

cleansing. Another difference can be noticed in the structure. Whereas the Roman bath used 

the cold room as an introduction, the Islamic/Turkish model used it as a recovery phase at 

the end of the bath. Again, the Romans were fully immersed in the cold water, but this was 

regarded as a ‘filthy’ habit, effectively sitting in one’s own dirt; by contrast, the Islamic model 

used bowls of running water to be poured over the bathers while they were scrubbed, 

soaped and generally cleansed (Keshishian, 2006). 

                                                             
2 1336–1405, Mongol conqueror of the area from Mongolia to the Mediterranean; ruler of Samarkand (1369–
1405). He defeated the Turks at Angora (1402) and died while invading China. 
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Fig 10. Michel Écochard, Yalbugha Baths Restoration. ca. 1905. B & W prints (source: Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture). 
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As a typical Mamluk3 hammam, the Hammam Yalbugha had three sections: the frigidarium, 

tepidarium and caldarium, each section under a large central dome and with four iwans 

(chambers), or seating areas, around the walls. Entry was through a symmetrical entrance 

with traditional Mamluk courses of black and yellow stone on the walls, known in Arabic as 

ablaq decorations, and a fine tiled floor. The domed and vaulted washing areas were lit by 

saucer-shaped glass plugs set into the domes and giving an evocative light inside (Hajjar, 

2010). When it was last restored, in the late 1980s, much care was taken to use traditional 

materials and methods in order truly to restore the structure to its former glory, and a 

laundry, café, kitchen and other service rooms were added at the back of the building. 

Throughout its history, until the late 19th century, this hammam was used by local people and 

merchants from outside the city, remembering that Aleppo was one end of the great trading 

routes from the far east and so had many visiting merchants, who typically stayed in the 

nearby khans while doing their business.  

The very early hammams were strictly restricted to men. However, exceptions began to be 

made for women who were sick, then for those who had given birth, so that by the medieval 

period they were for both men and women, though strictly segregated either in structure or 

by allocating separate gender-specific times for men and women. We have an account by 

Formby (2018) of an old woman from Aleppo, who talked about her hammam visits at the 

beginning of the 20th century. She belonged to a prosperous family, and one day each week 

they took over the Hammam al Ahmar, near to the Hammam Yalbugha and also close to a 

small mosque. In the morning the men would go to the bath, accompanied by male servants, 

and with female servants carrying food and clean clothing. The same afternoon it would be 

the turn of the women; again, this would include all the females in the house, carrying clean 

clothes, food and fruit. She mentioned especially Kebbe, a local meat dish, and oranges as 

the preferred diet. In winter they travelled the few hundred metres by carriage, but in the 

summer, they walked there, around one side of the citadel and she remembered it as the 

highlight of her week (Formby 2018). 

It is clear that the hammams were important social centres, allowing women to escape from 

the isolation of their houses. In fact, it could be grounds for divorce if a husband forbade his 

wife visits to the hammam. They were also places for social occasions: from parties where a 

potential bride could be ‘checked out’ for ‘physical defects’ by the mother-in-law, to post-

partum celebrations for a new mother. A young man would be taken by his friends for a pre- 

                                                             
3 Relating to the Mamluk dynasty, which ruled Egypt and Syria from 1250 to 1517.  
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Fig 11. Yalbugha Baths Restoration, 1989. B&W drawing - Section and Ceiling Plan, Edited 
by Sally Hilal (source: archnet.org). The original draughtsperson cannot be 
unattributed.  
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nuptial bath, the very ‘clean’ version of a ‘stag night’, and then he would be brought by them 

to his wedding. An English doctor of the 17th century also wrote of the practice of taking a 

patient who had survived cholera to be cleansed at the bath, showing that he was well, and 

ready to be reintegrated into society. 

In order to truly experience the bath, it was necessary to have the correct accessories, and 

Umayyad4 pictures show women carrying baskets and bags with them to the hammam. 

These might have contained oils, soap and scrapers to remove the dirt. In Aleppo, the local 

olive oil soap was used, perfumed with bay oil, while fuller’s earth clay (with its natural 

capacities to remove grease and dirt) is still used for the hair, and parties would be 

incomplete without henna for hair colouring and skin decoration, to go along with the music 

and the food. Special sandals, a flat foot-piece supported on two pieces of wood, fore and 

aft, kept the feet from the floor, and some of these are finely decorated with inlaid mother of 

pearl. There were also towels, the best being beautifully embroidered wraps, and black 

pieces of rough cloth for scrubbing off the dirt. During cleansing, it is more practical to be 

naked, but afterwards bathers are wrapped in special cloths, or change into their own 

clothes to rest and recover (Altenbi 2011).  

The city has long been known for its ancient hammams which were characterised by their 

unique rituals and architectural design. After the war only 18 hammam have survived: left 

partly damaged but not completely destroyed. The Syrian archaeologist Maher Hamid said 

‘Rebuilding a Hammam such as Yalbugha, requires seven or ten years of continuous work’ 

(ALabed, 2016). 

Traditional Architecture and the Bathing Culture: The architecture of 

Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, an iconic historical bathhouse in Aleppo, Syria, is a testament 

to the grandeur and sophistication of Mamluk architecture during the 13th-15th centuries. 

This magnificent structure exemplified the fusion of Islamic and Mamluk architectural styles, 

showcasing intricate details and exquisite craftsmanship. 

Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri was designed as a lavish and opulent bathhouse, reflecting the 

social and cultural significance of public bathing in Aleppo then. The bathhouse consisted of 

interconnected spaces, each serving a specific function and contributing to the overall  

 
                                                             
4 Relating to the Umayyad dynasty in Damascus that ruled from A.D. 661 to 750.  
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Fig 12. Sally Hilal, Bathing objects. 2019. Photograph (source: Author’s Archives). 

Fig 13. Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri. 1983. Digital photograph. Left: the dressing room - 
Right: the heating room (source: archnet.org). 
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bathing experience. The entrance of the hammam featured an elaborate portal adorned with 

decorative motifs and inscriptions. This grand entrance transitioned from the bustling streets 

of Aleppo into a tranquil and luxurious oasis of relaxation. The portal was embellished with 

intricate carvings, geometric patterns, and calligraphic designs, showcasing the mastery of 

Mamluk artisans. 

Upon entering the hammam, visitors entered a large vestibule known as the al-Barani. This 

space served as a reception area, where bath attendants greeted guests and guided them 

through the various sections of the bathhouse. This space was characterised by high domed 

ceilings and decorative arches, creating a sense of spaciousness and grandeur with a 

central fountain in the middle.  

From this section, visitors would proceed to the dressing rooms. These rooms were 

designed to provide privacy and comfort to bathers as they prepared for their bathing 

experience. The rooms featured alcoves or niches where bathers could store their 

belongings and change into bathing attire. The walls were adorned with intricate tile work 

and decorative plaster, adding a touch of elegance to the space. 

The heart of the hammam was the central bathing area, known as the al-Wastani. This 

space was a large, square area and was adorned with beautifully crafted marble, mosaic 

tilework, and stained-glass dome openings, creating a mesmerising play of light and colour. 

Surrounding the central bathing area were more private rooms known as al-Khelwa. These 

rooms were designed for individual or group bathing and featured smaller pools or basins, 

and were adorned with decorative arches, intricate plasterwork, and mosaic tile patterns, 

creating an intimate and serene atmosphere. 

The hammam also featured a heated room called al-Juwwani, where visitors could 

experience a warm steam bath. This room had a heating system, fuelled by wood or coal, 

which circulated hot air through pipes to warm the space. It was decorated with ornate 

stucco plasterwork and marble accents. 

Throughout Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, the architecture showcased a harmonious blend 

of Islamic and Byzantine influences. The use of intricate geometric patterns, calligraphy, and 

arabesque designs exemplified Islamic artistic traditions, while the arches, domes, and 

ornamental details reflected Byzantine architectural elements. The architectural work is a 

poignant reminder of Aleppo's rich history and cultural legacy. Its intricate details and 

exquisite craftsmanship represent the pinnacle of Mamluk architectural achievements, and  
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Fig 14. Aga Khan Trust for Culture, Yalbugha Baths Restoration. 1989. Aerial view (source: 
archnet.org).  

Fig 15. Schematic plan of Hammam Yalbugha, 2020. drawn by Sally Hilal.  
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its rehabilitation would not only reinstate an architectural gem but also contribute to the 

revitalisation and healing of the city's spirit. 

The Renovation of the Bath: Before the war in Aleppo, efforts were made to renovate and 

restore Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, aiming to preserve its historical and architectural 

significance. These renovation projects were carried out to revive the bath and ensure its 

continued existence for future generations. Previously, extensive research and 

documentation had been conducted to understand the original structure and design of the 

bath, relying on historical records, photographs, and archaeological investigations by the 

Syrian Military Housing Establishment in 1982. 

The restoration work was first conducted by the Department of Antiquities in 1960, with the 

stabilisation of the existing structure only, without any concern about the possible future use 

of the hammam. This involved reinforcing weakened walls by using cement, repairing 

damaged foundations, and addressing structural issues caused by age and natural wear.  

The hammam remained closed until the late 1970’s, when the Ministry of Tourism showed 

interest in restoring the hammam to its original function and invited architects from the Old 

City Directorate office to rehabilitate the site to its former glory. The expertise of architects 

and engineers played a crucial role in ensuring the structural stability of the bath. Following 

the stabilisation phase, the focus shifted to meticulously restoring architectural elements. 

Over time, architectural features which had been damaged or lost were reconstructed, based 

on historical evidence and archaeological findings. This involved recreating decorative 

motifs, arches, domes, and other architectural elements using traditional craftsmanship. The 

aim was to revive the bath's original grandeur and aesthetic appeal. In parallel with the 

architectural restoration, efforts were made to reinstate the functional aspects of the bath, 

including refurbishing water channels, repairing the central pool (bayt al-ma), and ensuring 

proper plumbing and heating systems. The goal was to recreate the authentic bathing 

experience that the hammam had once provided. 

Throughout the renovation process undertaken by the Ministry of Tourism5, community 

engagement and local involvement were vital. The restoration of Hammam Yalbugha al-

Nasiri was seen as a collaborative effort, with community members contributing their 

knowledge and expertise. This encouraged a sense of pride and ownership while ensuring 

that the rehabilitation reflected the cultural values and requirements of the neighbourhood. 

                                                             
5 The restoration project of Hammam Yalbugha, led by the architect Nabil Kassabji, was considered and 
shortlisted for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 1989. 
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The hope was that this hammam would become once again a place for communal gathering, 

relaxation and social life, and a centre for the preservation of cultural traditions (ICOMOS-

ICCROM 2020). 

Unfortunately, the outbreak of the war in Aleppo and the recent earthquake have together 

disrupted the renovation efforts and caused further extensive damage to the bath. The work 

that had been accomplished before the war was significantly affected, and the future of the 

restoration project remains uncertain due to the large number of ancient buildings needing 

post-war and post-earthquake repair, the situation being exacerbated by the general 

shortage of funds. 

The Bath Heating System: Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri's heating system was crucial in 

providing visitors with a comfortable and enjoyable bathing experience. It offers valuable 

insights into the bath's functional aspects and demonstrates the ingenious engineering 

techniques employed in traditional hammam design.  

Historically, traditional hammams utilised a heating system known as a hypocaust. This 

system involved an underground furnace or boiler that generated heat through pipes or 

channels embedded in the bathhouse walls or floors. A central furnace known as the al-

Qamimi was one of the heating system's most important components. This furnace 

produced the heat necessary to heat the bath water and surroundings, and it was often 

installed in the basement or in a separate room. To facilitate heat distribution, the bath 

incorporated a network of channels and pipes known as the Qanat. These channels carried 

the hot air and steam from the central furnace to different areas of the hammam, ensuring an 

even distribution of warmth throughout the bathing rooms. The heat warmed the bathing 

areas and created a steamy and relaxing atmosphere.  

There were underground water tanks, known as Birka, which served as reservoirs to supply 

water for heating. These tanks facilitated water circulation and acted as thermal stores, 

releasing heat gradually to maintain a consistent temperature (al-Asadi 1981). 

During the renovation process, efforts were made to retain the authentic elements of the 

original heating system while incorporating modern technologies for improved efficiency and 

sustainability. The restoration team carefully inspected and repaired any damaged or 

deteriorated sections of the hypocausts, ensuring proper insulation and airflow. 

In some cases, where the original heating components were beyond repair, replicas were 

created using traditional craftsmanship techniques and materials to maintain the historical 
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integrity of the bath. These replicas were integrated into the existing system, preserving the 

architectural authenticity while ensuring functionality. 

To enhance the energy efficiency, insulation materials were introduced to minimise heat loss 

and optimise heat distribution within the bath. This helped create a more sustainable and 

environmentally friendly heating system. 

Furthermore, the renovated heating system was equipped with modern controls and 

monitoring systems to regulate temperature and ensure the safety of visitors. These allowed 

for better heating system management, optimising its performance and providing a 

comfortable bathing environment. 

Overall, the renovation of the bath heating system before the war aimed to balance 

preserving the historical character of Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri and incorporating modern 

technologies for improved efficiency. The restoration focused on repairing and replicating the 

original components while introducing insulation and modern controls to enhance 

functionality and sustainability. By reviving the bath heating system, the renovated 

Hammam Yalbugha could once again provide visitors with a truly authentic and comfortable 

bathing experience. 

The Bath Water System: Historically, this hammam had a sophisticated water system 

supplying the visitors' bathing needs by providing a hygienic and enjoyable bathing 

experience within the hammam. The water supply for the bath was sourced from natural 

springs. The water was carefully channelled into the hammam through underground 

aqueducts or pipes which ensured a steady water flow to various bath areas, Including 

bathing rooms, fountains, and pools.  

The bathwater system incorporated hot and cold water supplies to accommodate different 

bathing preferences. The hot water was typically heated using the bath's heating system 

(described on p.57). The heated water was then directed to the bathing rooms and pools, 

providing warmth and comfort to visitors. On the other hand, the cold water sources were 

supplied through separate pipes or channels to balance the temperature and ensure a 

constant flow for rinsing and cooling purposes, providing a refreshing bath. 

The water system of Hammam Yalbugha aimed to provide a regulated and controlled 

bathing experience. Various features, such as water valves and controls, allowed bathers to 

adjust the water flow and temperature according to their preferences. To maintain hygiene, 

the system incorporated efficient drainage systems that removed used water and waste from 

the bathing rooms and pools. The wastewater was then carefully channelled through 
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drainage pipes or channels, preventing accumulation or contamination within the bath 

complex.  

Overall, the bathwater system was designed to provide visitors with a seamless and 

comfortable bathing experience. With hot and cold water supplies, regulated controls, and 

efficient drainage systems, the system ensured cleanliness, temperature control, and a 

soothing bathing environment within Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri. 

The Current Situation of Hammam Yalbugha: The unfortunate events of the war and the 

recent earthquake in February 2023 have left Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri in a state of 

severe destruction. It will be difficult to restore the building, formerly a significant 

representation of Aleppo's cultural legacy, to its previous state because it has received 

irreversible damage. A very few original architectural features remain and its stability has 

been seriously compromised. 

First the fighting and then the earthquake severely damaged the building's walls, roof, and 

internal areas. The destruction is made worse by the failure of critical structural elements, 

including domes, vaults, and supporting columns. These events have left the hammam in 

ruins, making it structurally unstable and unsafe to enter. 

Given the extent of the damage, restoring the building to the state it was before the war and 

earthquake is not feasible at the moment. The complexity of the architectural features, the 

loss of original materials, and the challenges posed by the site's current condition make it 

impractical to reconstruct the hammam to its former glory in the Immediate future.  

However, despite the impossibility of restoring the building at the moment, it is crucial to 

recognise and preserve the memory and significance of Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri. The 

ruins serve as a poignant reminder of the cultural and historical heritage of Aleppo. The site 

can be transformed into a space where people can gather to reflect, pay homage, and 

commemorate the importance of the hammam in the city's social and cultural identity. 

Efforts should be focused on stabilising the remaining structures to prevent further 

deterioration and collapse. While the physical reconstruction of Hammam Yalbugha al-

Nasiri may not be possible due to the substantial cost, preserving its memory and creating a 

space for reflection and dialogue can contribute to continuing its legacy within the city. 

Through such interventions or rehabilitations, the spirit and cultural identity associated with 

the hammam can be honoured and remembered despite its current unfortunate damaged 

condition. 
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Fig 16. Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, Earthquake destruction. Aug 2023. Digital photograph: 
Sally Hilal. 
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Fig 17. Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, main facade. Aug 2023. Digital photograph: Sally Hilal.  



 62  

2.2     Bimarisatn Arghun is one of the most important historical hospitals in the Islamic 

world, built in order to treat mental and physical illnesses. The healing technique they used 

was primarily based on the sound of water, light and music. There is a misconception about 

the meaning of the word bimaristan, which is of Persian origin, resulting from blending two 

words: bimar meaning 'ill person' and stan meaning 'location or place' (al-Asadi 1981). Some 

people falsely believe that a bimaristan equates to what in the West was traditionally referred 

to as a lunatic asylum, while the word was used in medieval Islam to indicate a place that 

provides medical and surgical treatment for patients. However, it is the case that in every 

bimaristan there was a ward dedicated to treating mental illness (Al-Ghazal 2007), which has 

contributed to the confusion. To put it another way, a bimaristan was the historical equivalent 

of a modern general hospital, treating a range of conditions.  

The bimaristan is one of the most significant landmarks of the Middle Ages, springing up all 

over the Islamic empire, every Islamic city having its own health institutions to provide 

medical education and free healthcare. The first-ever hospital in the Arab world was founded 

in Damascus by an Islamic ruler named Walid ibn Abdulmalik. Established between 706 and 

707 CE, its purpose was to treat people with chronic diseases such as leprosy and 

blindness. The hospital provided those patients with free treatment and accommodation, 

especially those who came from impoverished areas. It was one of that group of foundations 

built by caliphs and sultans as charitable institutions for the 'public good,' and to honour their 

memory (Nagamia, 2003).  

Conditions in a hospital were described in the letter of a young Frenchman letter from a 

bimaristan in the 10th century:  

Dear father, any place in this hospital is extremely clean; beds and pillows are covered 

with fine Damascus white cloth. As to bedcovers, they are made of gentle soft plush. 

All the rooms in this hospital are supplied with clean water. This water is carried to the 

rooms through pipes that are connected to a wide water fountain; not only that, but 

also every room is equipped with a heating stove. As to food, chicken and vegetables 

are always served to the extent that some patients do not want to leave the hospital 

because of their love and desire of this tasty food. (Translated by Al-Arshdy, 1990). 

In the Islamic golden age, the bimaristans were advanced in providing medical services to 

the public. They were more like modern teaching hospitals, in which doctors study all types 

of specialised treatment and surgical procedures. According to ancient travellers, there were 

two systems of receiving healthcare treatment, including both inpatient and outpatient care.  
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Fig 18. Max von Oppenheim, Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili - The main courtyard. 1899. black 
and white photography (source: arachne.uni-koeln.de). 
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In addition, some of them included places designated for those who needed permanent or 

semi-permanent care, such as homes for the elderly, or those who require special care and 

must be completely socially isolated, such as leprosy patients and people with mental and 

psychological disorders (Hajjar 2010). Due to constantly accommodating such medical 

conditions within the institution, the public associated the bimaristan or 'Morstan' - a name 

sometimes mistakenly used by so-called ‘commoners’ - with the mental asylum. 

According to later chroniclers, Ibn Butlan, a Christian physician from Baghdad and a 

traveller, who visited the Emirate of Aleppo in the mid-fifth Islamic century 440 AH - 1048 

AD, described exhaustively an ancient bimaristan within the city in his medieval book 

Taqwim al-Sihhah (The Maintenance of Health), which means that health services had 

begun in Aleppo in earlier times. Later, the most prominent of these was the Arghun Al 

Kamili, completed in 755 AH, corresponding to 1345 AD. Moreover, this bimaristan as it 

stands today is considered living evidence representing the cultural changes and the brilliant  

architecture of the ancient city of Aleppo and the Islamic world as a whole. It was registered 

on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1986 as part of the ancient city of Aleppo.   

The bimaristans are among the world's most advanced structures when built, where early 

Islamic Arabs greatly excelled in their construction methods, besides the invention of various 

devices which also supported the water supply systems and gave a supply direct to local 

people. Arghun al-Kamili hospital is a prominent example utilising such advanced 

techniques, in that it was designed to resist earthquakes and to be a naturally ventilated 

space. The structural design system is based on the concept of having separated halls, each 

one of which was used for a particular specialty (for instance, the care ward service for 

women). The bimaristan was intended to be used by men and women, the women 

occupying a special section, giving privacy and excellent humanitarian medical practices, as 

described by Arabic and Persian scholars and poets' texts.  

In the Middle Ages, the Arabs were pioneers in various types of sciences, including medical, 

engineering, and this is registered in the historical records. Their lands contained the most 

advanced engineering knowledge at the time, while the institutions they built provided 

medicine, medical instruments and a body of research knowledge, making a major 

contribution to the historic development of medical practice and literature. This included a 

knowledge of the dangers of infection. In this light, it is useful to recall Abu-Bakr al-Razi's 

method when he chose a location to build a bimaristan in Baghdad by ‘hanging a piece of 

meat in several places for a few days and deciding in favour of the place where meat was 

found to be least infected’ (Al-Ghazal 2007, p.3). 
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The public utility service genuinely cared for human health during this period, providing all 

they had to serve patients with food, clothing, medicine, and care throughout the year. This 

coincided with the dark ages in Europe, where the mentally ill were mistreated, sometimes 

being viewed as being possessed by evil spirits: abused, banished, and tortured (Shaath 

1991).  

Timeline: The Aleppo bimaristan is recognised as one of the greatest architectural feats in 

the history of the early Islamic world, which prompted the Aleppo Directorate-General of 

Antiquities and Museums to employ it as a Museum of Medicine and Science in the Arab 

World. Pre-civil war, the museum showcased a collection of wax sculptures representing 

famous physicians from early Islamic times. It was also dedicated to displaying inventions of 

surgical instruments and medieval medical manuscripts.   

The building's core structure dates back to the Middle Ages when it was built on a residential 

palace site, bought by the deputy of Aleppo sultan Arghun Al-Kamili. Additions and 

alterations to the existing building were made between 1454 to 1456 during its in-use period. 

In later years, the historical hospital was neglected and poorly maintained until 1884, when 

restorations and repairs were made under the rule of the Ottoman sultan Brahim Pasha.   

The hospital remained in use until 1914. At that time, it was officially closed and left to fall 

into ruin. However, as mentioned by Shaath (1991), a humble family lived there as property 

guardians. They built two shelters for themselves in the southern chamber, as seen in 

(fig.19). In his book, Allen O. Whipple (2003) also noted that following his visit to the 

bimaristan in 1959, he could not inspect the inside thoroughly as three Arab families 

occupied it.   

After the bimaristan was abandoned, parts of it were demolished or repurposed when the 

Ottoman empire came to an end. These included a prayer room and a sabil-fountain with an 

underground cistern that provided the building and passer-by with drinking water. The 

building was in a state of disrepair. However, it was eventually restored and returned to its 

original condition by the Directorate of Antiquities, which later converted it into a museum.   

Main gate entrance and location: The bimaristan was located at the heart of the ancient 

city of Aleppo, surrounded by busy public spaces such as markets, baths, and mosques (as 

the bimaristan fund relies on the Islamic endowments and the donations made by merchants 

and philanthropists). Even so, it was a quiet place that offered respite from the noise of city-

centre living. It was built in the quarter of the south-eastern side of the old city, near Bab 

Qinnasrin gate, one of the historical gates in ancient Aleppo. 
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Fig 19. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili - The main courtyard: two shelters in the southern   
chamber. ca. 1921. black and white photography (source: arachne.uni-koeln.de). 
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It was originally a palace built for the Ayyubid emir of Aleppo and bought by emir Arghun al-

Kamili during the Mamluk period. A great part of the building was removed, but the main 

gate remained and was incorporated into the current building, the original gate boundaries 

can still be seen today. On each side of its entrance facade wall there is an Arabic inscription 

in thuluth script, which includes the provisions of the bimaristan endowments. The first/main 

gate is located on the west side of the building. It is a half-dome entrance with three rows of 

decorative muqarnas (ornamental moulding) containing engraved Mamluk motifs and 

blazons 6 on the underside. These are primarily to indicate the person responsible for 

supervising the construction of the bimaristan. 

The first section: From the first entrance of the building, you walk through an area 'a 

hallway' to get into the main section of the bimaristan. This area contained three wings 

providing different public services, such as consulting rooms and a pharmacy (on the left 

side), with windows overlooking the street to provide medical care services for outpatients, 

inpatients, and physicians. To the right side, this space includes a waiting area - two rooms 

with seating where people can wait or be checked for a range of minor illnesses (Tabbaa, 

2010). 

The second section: The main hall consists of a central courtyard (an open-air space) 

surrounded by smaller rooms on the east and west side. In addition, roofed colonnades were 

built on both sides, providing shaded access to those single rooms which open onto the 

courtyard. Each porch stands on four stone columns.  

In early Islamic times, engineers invented an earthquake-resisting structural system since 

the city of Aleppo is set on major earthquake fault lines. Therefore, within the bimaristan, 

they applied a resistant construction method by bridging the columns that hold up the porch 

roof through the use of wooden planks between the capitals and the arches (fig.53). In so 

doing, it holds the building together and provides structural strength and stability, the 

structure absorbs and withstands the forces of the earthquake. For that reason, the building 

survived strong quakes. The 1138 AD earthquake is known as one of the most devastating 

earthquakes in recorded history, and it has seen times of war and conflict, but the bimaristan 

remained standing.  It is still standing today, despite the damage accrued from the recent  

                                                             
6 A blazon (Mamluk Rank) is an emblem adopted by sultans and rulers to denote the role of courtiers serving 
the sultan, their duties, and ownership. They date back to the sixth century AH until the beginning of the ninth 
century AH. Typically it was worn on their shields and turbans as part of their outfits. In addition, it is seen 
carved on stone walls and buildings’ facades, as is the case for the bimaristan.  
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Fig 20. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili - The main courtyard. 1983. Photograph: Christine 
Delpal.  
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devastating war. We find examples of similar architectural systems in complex buildings 

within the city, which were built around the same era, such as the Ottoman and the Al-

Firdaws Schools, and others.   

The courtyard has a large limestone pool with a fountain situated in the heart of the space. 

According to Al-Tabbakh (1988), in ancient times, flowers and medical herbs were planted in 

pots placed around the edge of the central pool (the pool beam), blending the architectural 

beauty with nature to bring a sense of serenity. According to al-Asadi (1981), the scented 

plants in the courtyard were used as a natural remedy to help reduce stress and anxiety, and 

to promote calmness.   

The courtyard has two vaulted chambers 'iwans' which open on one side to the court. They 

are placed along the central axis of the building, facing each other. The southern iwan is the 

grand hall which served as a lecture and meeting hall. It was a place where the students 

could observe and learn from more experienced doctors. In contrast, the northern iwan had 

a wall fountain 'salsabeel' feeding a water channel connected to the central pool. This 

salsabeel had a carved stone slab, on which the water flowed down the surface of the 

northern iwan to reach the pool through a narrow covered channel (which unfortunately no 

longer exists). Recently, remains of terracotta channels have been discovered in the back 

wall of the iwan. They are believed to be connected with the qanat tunnel, the bimaristan 

main water supplier.   

Additionally, patients would sit there listening to the music performed by a group of 

musicians employed to assist the patient's recovery process by creating a pleasant and 

relaxing environment. The two domed chambers (iwans) rise one step above the courtyard; 

thus, patients are protected from sun and rain. The space has the ideal architectural 

acoustics in the building for sound and music. Therefore, it has been used as a venue for 

folklore performances which share musical experiences with tourists, in a place where you 

can witness the Aleppien culture through space, time, and music. These performances 

include folk and dervish dancing (fig. 20). 

This section leads to the third part of the building, through a narrow corridor that separates 

the courtyard area from the rest of the building, leading to three different wards. (It is 

believed that these wards were designated for psychiatric and neurological diseases.) 

The third section: Islamic civilization placed great emphasis on cleanliness and purity of the 

body, mind, and soul. Water is referenced many times in the Quran, God said: 'we made 

from water every living thing' (Surah 21: Al-Anbya, verse 30). Therefore, water features were 

found throughout the land in public gardens, hospitals, and mosque courtyards.  
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Fig 21. YasserTabbaa, Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili - Small northern courtyard: view of open 
dome from below. 1983. Color slide (source: archnet.org). 

Fig 22. YasserTabbaa, Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili - Top View of Octagonal Courtyard and 
Fountain. 1990. Color slide (source: archnet.org).  
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In medical practices, they respected the physical, psychological, and spiritual needs of 

patients. Therefore, each ward has a central opened dome that allows light, fresh air and 

rain to enter, and a corresponding pool below in order to bring comfort and tranquillity to 

patients. Thus, the therapeutic sound of water was the most important part of the treatment, 

after herbal medicines and remedies.   

This section has three wards with several rooms. Each has its own courtyard, where music 

was played during the daytime or religious songs at night so the patients would not feel 

alone. They also placed a water fountain in every section, and changed the water flow three 

times a day depending on the time. For example, it would be more active in the morning, and 

it would become very soothing and gentle by sunset. They used this technique as a practice 

of meditation, in addition to carving certain patterns and designs on the fountains’ corners, 

aiming to shift the patients’ attention toward it.   

Every section in this bimaristan was built in a precise way with certain details to treat 

different illnesses (see the plan on Appendix 2, p 145). For example, the first ward of this 

section was made to treat difficult mental disorders; the dome (skylight) opening is smaller 

than those in other sections, as it was built to reduce the amount of light that is entering the 

rooms. It was believed that light increases the level of tension and stress in such cases 

(Hajjar, 2010). The design does not allow the noise of the patients to escape, nor does it let 

the outside noise disturb the patients in the bimaristan, it was designed and built to act as a 

sound insulator.    

The second wing is in the shape of an octagon. It includes eleven rooms that have no 

openings except for their entrances, surrounding a more spacious courtyard with a domed 

ceiling opening which allowed for increased access to light and air. The third wing was 

dedicated to treating women in separate rooms from men. It is a rectangular space that 

includes four rooms plus two small chambers (iwans). Additional facilities and services were 

available, including a kitchen, storage room, and shared bathrooms.   

The stylistic semiotic approach in design, embodies water and light in a way that was not 

only decorative but also more spiritual. This is evident in the Mamluk-era architecture (the 

same period in which Hammam Yalbugha and Bimaristan Arghun were built). Such 

understanding was influenced by similar investigative case studies in Turkey (as Aleppo was 

a part of the Ottoman Empire) and Egypt, both like Aleppo, were under the rule of the 

Mamluks. The design details of such buildings have greater meaning, related to spirituality 

and healing. There is a 'divine presence' symbol, represented by different elements such as 

the domes/skylights and the water basins in the courtyards. 
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Fig 23. Qastal Ali Beik. 1907. Drinking fountain in Aleppo (source: archives.eure.fr). 
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2.3     Water Supply Infrastructure 

One cannot talk about the role of the hammam and bimaristan without discussing the water 

supply infrastructure on which they were entirely dependent. 

Since the founding of the city, the primary source of drinkable fresh water in Aleppo has 

been from harvested rainwater and streams, supplemented by water reaching Aleppo from 

the River Queiq and the Hailan spring (Al Ghazy 1922). The latter sources supplied public 

baths, drinking fountains, mosques, schools and private households through pipeline and 

aqueduct systems for more than 5000 years until the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Meanwhile, the water of Aleppo’s wells was used for industrial purposes only, as it was not 

drinkable. That is the reason why Aleppo is considered ‘poor’ when it comes to water 

resources, hence the high value of water in the city throughout history (Kasmo 2018).  

Despite these limited sources, Aleppo had many public fountains and public water 

reservoirs, and this system allowed people throughout the city access to water. The water 

fountains were decorated with carvings and engravings that showcased the 

excellent Aleppine workmanship, with characteristics that differed according to the era in 

which they were built. The literary engravings and carvings on the arches and walls of the 

water fountains are considered a living record and proof of the city’s history, as it was the 

custom to write on them the name of the person who built them and the date that 

construction was completed. These public fountains and water reservoirs also played an 

essential social role, as all the citizens of different social status were obliged to gather 

around these water resources. Unfortunately, in the first half of the 20th century, more than 

90% of them were repurposed as shops, or warehouses for nearby shops (see fig. 24).  

In traditional courtyard houses, the Aleppines collected rainwater for domestic use; the 

rooftops collected the winter rainwater which then drained into pipes leading to water tanks 

beneath the buildings. The tanks were carved out of (or built into) the bedrock and their 

water remain both pure and drinkable. The wells, by contrast, were used to provide 

water primarily for cleaning and watering, and for agriculture, as its saltiness made it 

undrinkable. 

Studying the history of Aleppo’s water infrastructure and understanding the traditional 

methods and techniques which were adapted to provide water is essential. These methods 

were an effective and environmentally responsible solution to securing the clean water 

needed for each family, where historically methods (such as collecting rain water through an 

underground reservoir in each house as described above) provided the water needed for 

daily use. These historical methods of supplying and collecting water in Syria provide  
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Fig 24. Gabriel Bretocq, Absher Pasha Sabil. 1920 – 1970. Water-drinking fountain in 
Aleppo repurposed as a shop (source: archives.eure.fr) 
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numerous concepts in answer to the problem of water shortage, and, in my opinion, these 

methods need to be re-examined and adapted to the current situation to provide necessary 

clean water. However, climate change and unsustainable agricultural practices have 

worsened the situation, leading to groundwater depletion and the drying up of rivers. A 

decrease in rainfall and runoff has further strained water resources, increasing the risk of 

water scarcity in the country. 

Until 1910, as mentioned earlier, the city was supplied with water through an open canal that 

originated from the waters of Hailan spring, which then fed large water tanks 

(Qastal or Sabil) and was distributed to multiple areas of the 

city (Abdulrazak 2013). The Qastal (public fountain) is an integrated structure, 

which usually consists of a large underground water tank built of stone, with two openings. 

The first allows entry to the person responsible for cleaning the tank (usually once a year), 

and a second, in the middle of the tank, is to allow it to be filled. Built above the underground 

water tank is a structure which has one or two domes that help to cool the temperature (due 

to its thermal performance) in summer and to keep it comfortably warm during the winter, in 

order maintain a cold-room atmosphere for the water. This room contains small tanks that 

service street users from faucets on the exterior of the building). Unfortunately, after the 

water reached the city's residential areas in 1955, most of these structures were destroyed 

and are no longer in use. Furthermore, very few water structures survived the recent conflict, 

and those that did are substantially damaged and obsolete without any recognition or 

protection. 

In 1896 a mechanical generator system was added to the design of Qastals in Aleppo. Six 

tower structures were built, designed to allow citizens to extract groundwater. This was done 

using windmill turbines/towers in order to provide the Qastal, forming the base of the 

structure, with water (see fig. 25). There is only one complete tower structure left, which is 

not in use, and another that is a ruin in a different area of the city. These structures, while 

performing a different function, offer a useful prototype to the proposed temporary site-

specific intervention and will be discussed further in chapter three. 

The value of water in Islam, along with its conservation and dispensary, holds great 

significance within the religion, and has influenced water supply infrastructure development 

in Islamic cities. Al Ghazy, in his book The Gold River in the History of Aleppo (1922), 

provides valuable insights into the cultural and architectural aspects of water supply systems 

in Aleppo. This section explores the value of water to Islam, and the definition, origin, and 

architecture of the Sabil, a public drinking fountain. 
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25. Al-Azizieh windmill, drinking fountain. 1901. Republished by Alaa Alsayed (source: 
National Archive of Aleppo). 

26. Aleppo, Al-Azizieh, ca.1920 during French mandate (source: Archives Departementales 
de l’Eure. Fonds Gabriel Bretocq). 
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The Value of Water in Islam: 'We made from water every living thing' (The Prophets 

21:30). Water has a profound spiritual and practical significance in Islam (Faruqui, Biswas, & 

Bino 2001). It is considered a blessing from God, necessary for sustenance and purification. 

Islamic doctrine places a high value on water as a gift from God and promotes its 

conservation and wise usage. The essay emphasises that the Qur'an is filled with verses 

that discuss the importance of water, its place in creation, and our duties as stewards of this 

precious resource. In Islamic belief, water is connected to cleanliness, purity, and spiritual 

cleansing. It is vital in various religious rituals, such as ablution (wudu) before prayer and 

ceremonial cleansing. Water is also mentioned in the Quran as a gift from God and a source 

of sustenance not just for humans, but for all living beings. The Islamic tradition strongly 

emphasises the preservation and protection of water resources as an act of stewardship, 

which has clear ecological associations.  

Conservation and Dispensing of Water: The concept of "israf," meaning excess or 

extravagance, is discouraged in Islam, and Muslims are encouraged to conserve water daily. 

This principle informs the design and management of water supply systems in Islamic cities, 

where efficient infrastructure and practices are employed to minimise water waste (Amery, 

2001: pp.481–489). Al Ghazy discusses various traditional practices and techniques 

employed in the city to save and manage water, such as using qanats (underground 

channels), cisterns, and innovative irrigation systems. These systems aimed to optimise 

water distribution, minimise wastage, and ensure equitable access to water resources. 

Definition and Origin of the Sabil: A "Sabil" is a public drinking fountain that provides free, 

clean drinking water to the general public and is common in Islamic communities. Sabils 

initially arose in the early Islamic period and rapidly became an essential feature of urban 

infrastructure, generating unique forms of street architecture. According to 

Ibn Shaddad (1953), the concept of the Sabil stems from the Islamic idea of "Sadaqah," 

which emphasises charitable acts and the provision of public services for the benefit of 

society. 

In Islamic societies, the Sabil holds great cultural and religious significance. It represents a 

tangible manifestation of generosity and social welfare, reflecting the values of compassion 

and benevolence promoted by Islam. The establishment of Sabil reflects the commitment to 

ensuring that the basic need for water is met by providing it freely to all, irrespective of their 

social or economic standing. This is a principle that I will return to when developing my own 

design interventions. 

 



 78  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 27. Two Syrian women drink from an ornate fountain, 1946. Photographed: W. Robert 
Moore (source: www.nationalgeographic.com.au).   
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The strategic location of Sabil ensures easy access for individuals in need of water. They are 

often located in open areas close to mosques, hammams, marketplaces, or major 

thoroughfares. The Sabil plays a vital role in fostering community interaction and inclusivity 

by providing free drinking water. It becomes a hub where people from diverse backgrounds 

can gather, interact, and engage in acts of charity and social exchange. Again, these are 

functions that my own design interventions refer back to. 

In summary, the Sabil is a public drinking fountain originating in Islamic societies, rooted in 

charity and community service principles. Its design, architecture, and strategic placement 

reflect Islam's cultural, artistic, and egalitarian values. By providing free access to clean 

drinking water, the Sabil serves as a symbol of generosity, social welfare, and communal 

harmony, ensuring the basic needs of individuals are met and fostering a sense of shared 

responsibility within a rich tradition of using water to generate a sense of community. 

The Architecture of the Sabil: The architecture of the Sabil reflects the rich Syrian cultural 

and architectural heritage. The design and construction of Sabils varied across different 

regions and periods, showcasing local architectural styles and influences. They were 

typically constructed as stand-alone structures near mosques, markets, or other public 

spaces. They were designed to be visually appealing and served as landmarks within the 

urban fabric. The architecture of Sabils often incorporated intricate decorations, calligraphy, 

and geometric patterns, displaying the artistic skills of craftsmen of the time. 

Ibn Shaddad (1953) describes in detail the water dispensing mechanisms used in Sabils, 

including using faucets, spouts, or basins. Some Sabils also featured storage tanks or 

underground cisterns to ensure a continuous water supply. The architectural design 

of Sabils also considered the comfort of users, providing shaded areas, seating, and 

sometimes even ablution facilities for ritual purification. Again, functional, symbolic and 

metaphorical aspects merge. 

In conclusion, water has always held a significant place in Syrian culture and history, and its 

conservation and responsible use are integral to Islamic teachings, and embedded within its 

rituals. Of real significance to my own project, the Sabil, as a public drinking fountain, 

represents the principles of charity and community service. Its architecture showcases the 

artistic and architectural heritage of the city, while its practical function provides access to 

clean drinking water for the public. Understanding the value of water in Islam and the 

architectural features of the Sabil contributes to a broader appreciation of the cultural, 

religious, and architectural aspects of the water supply infrastructure in the old city of 

Aleppo. 
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Chapter 3     Practice Review  

 

Chapter one laid out the historical and political context of the project, and investigated the 

politics of conservation. Specifically, I developed an argument for an interventionist approach 

to the problems faced in Aleppo of the destruction of cultural institutions such as the 

hammams and bimaristans. In this chapter, I develop such an interventionalist approach 

further through the notion of temporary architectural interventions, proposing an exemplar 

project that will act as a model that could be applied elsewhere. In the previous chapter, I 

then investigated the wider functional and symbolic properties of water through the historical 

spatial and social practices within the city of Aleppo. I discussed the characteristics that 

distinguish the hammams and bimaristans as cultural institutions, and their significant role in 

contributing to and influencing the development of cultural identity. However, I now return to 

the notion of intervention in the context of rehabilitating the historical fabric in the ancient city 

of Aleppo, specifically the Yalbugha bathhouse, which has received little attention so far in 

the reconstruction plans for rebuilding the old city. This chapter aims to identify approaches 

and methods of rehabilitation by investigating existing literature focused on specific 

examples which may contribute to a broader debate in the dialogue between historical 

heritage and the process of creative reconstruction. 

 

3.1     Temporary Architectural Interventions   

My research investigates the connection between aspects of water infrastructure and the 

need for clean drinking water, together with a designed response to issues relevant to the 

restoration/reconstruction of Hammam Yalbugha and Bimaristan Arghun. I am proposing a 

series of temporary interventions within the ruined hammam structure, which will not only 

provide safe access and facilitate rehabilitation rather than reconstruction, but also produce 

a limited supply of fresh water (and ultimately evoke memories of the original use of the 

building). This is consistent with the multisensory experience of bathing which played such a 

key aspect in the lives of Aleppo citizens prior to the war.  

The research employs aspects of speculative design (Dunne and Raby, 2013) as an 

approach, applied to address the particular problematic situation of water and to lead design 

thinking to open up new possibilities for imagining the potential futures of the post-conflict 

recovery and restoration of historical sites. In their book, Speculative Everything (2013), 

Dunne and Raby proposed normative concepts that use design practice as a tool for 
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speculating how things could be in possible futures. They provided ideas and alternative 

scenarios that address the use of design to support and enhance the human experience as 

a means of social change. For them, 'design can play a role in highlighting what might 

happen if behaviour does not change, what can be achieved if it does, or simply 

communicating what needs to change and how' (p.161). Everything starts with the ‘what if’ 

question. 

Thus, Dunne and Raby’s interest lies in ‘the idea of possible futures and using them as tools 

to better understand the present and to discuss the kind of future people want, and, of 

course, ones people do not want’ (p.2). In other words, Speculative design suggests an 

approach seeking to create future-based debates situations that aim to engage the wider 

public and collectively to challenge the present real-world problems. It provides a critically-

oriented method, essential to both my research and practice.  

As such, the initial stages of my practice-research developed strategies for community 

engagement to better understand the research subject and to acquire greater insights based 

upon the interviewer’s perception (see Appendix 1, p.117). Through interviews, participatory 

and visual practices, this research has influenced and informed the design thinking. The 

interviews provided new lenses for looking into the research problem from the perspective of 

the public, who are considered key stakeholders in this study and ‘participants in the 

construction of their own futures and not only participants in the design process simply as 

users or consumers’ (Staszowski, Brown and Winter 2013, p. 31). 

The design aspect of my research proposes temporary structures that will (at least in 

conception) be installed during the post-war reconstruction planning until the financial 

resources for the eventual long-scale reconstruction are available. The project itself is 

envisaged as generating interest in this ultimate reconstruction. The architectural practice 

juxtaposes ancient methods to supply potable water integrated with new technologies such 

as devices to extract water from the air. This latter method was developed in the 1960s by 

the engineer Carlos Espinosa Arancibia.  

The original construction of the building facilitates the use of such hybrid techniques. As 

mentioned earlier, historically, the hammams were filled with water from springs, wells, and 

underground tunnels (qanats). Therefore, as structures they were built below ground level to 

facilitate the transfer of water into the building – as the water tanks must be lower than the 

water channel level. The thermal performance of the original building promotes the formation 

of condensation, being built partly underground, and contained by thick walls that secure the  
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Fig 28. Arturo Vittori, Warka Water Towers. 2015. Bamboo structure to collect and harvest 
rainwater (source: warkawater.org). 
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building against changes in the weather, winds, and storms (Dashti, 2016). These factors 

helped to maintain an even temperature within the building in all seasons. These early 

means would be described today as ecologically responsible, though they were also highly 

cost-effective.  

One important reference here is the Warka Water Tower, a design by the architect Arturo 

Vittori, which provides an alternative source to supply water in communities having no 

access to running water. It is a lightweight bamboo structure covered with polyester mesh 

material that helps to collect rainwater and harvest water dew into a reservoir at the bottom 

of the structure (see fig. 28), and can easily be constructed and replicated by local 

communities without the need for professional builders or complex tools or equipment. The 

design itself is available through open source means, publicly accessible so that anyone can 

download and repeat. The structures soon became not just a source of safe drinking water 

(a pressing issue in the North East region of Ethiopia where the project was first developed) 

but social gathering places, and it was this aspect of the design which felt relevant to the 

situation I was dealing with in Aleppo. Similar design principles applied to Carlos Espinosa’s 

Macrodiamante fog catcher, developed in Antofagasta, Chile, in the late 1950s. One of his 

three-dimensional prototypes, a ‘mist trap’, captures the humidity by channelling water from 

the clouds to the ground. (fig. 29) 

My proposed intervention draws upon the technology of the Warka Water Tower 7and the 

Macrodiamante fog catcher, but adapts it to the urban situation of Aleppo and the structural 

condition of the hammam. The main architectural intervention will be located within the inner 

room of the bath (the caldarium): an octagonal shaped room surrounded by four vaulted 

bathing chambers (Iwans). It was designed to be the hottest room in the hammam, 

traditionally heated by a hypocaust underfloor heating system, which consists of ducts and 

tunnels placed within the walls and under the caldarium floor and heated by a furnace at the 

back of the building (where the water cisterns are located), circulating hot air within the 

space (Abdulrazak 2013).  

Pre-war, the room had a large domed ceiling decorated with small geometric glazed 

openings - in the shape of a star (known as Qamariyyat). These are considered a key  

 

                                                             
7 It is worth noting that the Ethiopian Water Tower project was shortlisted for an Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture in the 2000s; however, it did not win an award as it was not found to be very efficient in 
generating sufficient quantities of water. In contrast, my design project takes a different approach. Rather 
than aiming for a permanent solution like the Warka Tower, the water in my design plays a more symbolic 
role, where the quantity of water is not so crucial.  
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Fig 29. Carlos Espinosa, Macrodiamante fog catcher. 1970. Fog catcher installation (source: 
integradoatrapanieblas2011.blogspot.com). 
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feature of the hammams, allowing natural light to enter and adding an aesthetic quality to the 

space. This section of the building complex is the most affected by war, as the central 

domed roof collapsed when tunnels were blasted under nearby historical buildings which 

connected with the tunnels beneath Yalbugha (fig.30).  

At the heart of my design response is to bring together two functional imperatives: (1) to 

provide safe drinking water for the local community, and to develop a social gathering place 

to encourage debate and discussion about rehabilitation and future reconstruction; (2) to 

provide temporary support for the badly damaged structures, preventing further collapse and 

facilitating safe entry. In turn, these functional imperatives also perform an imaginative role 

as reminding the community about the rituals of bathing through the sound of water.   

Therefore, the temporary intervention will take the form of a timber frame structure to provide 

essential structural support to the building. The frame will reference the formwork for 

rebuilding the original dome, but with different characteristics. It will be a domed frame that 

holds the water tower structure, but also encourages the airflow circulation in the room and 

provides a natural cooling effect. Thereby, when the warm air cools down, the water vapour 

in the air turns into water droplets, eventually fall through gravity, providing safe drinking 

water.  

The practice thus responds to both social and ecological considerations, and the 

environmental factors in the city: the seasonal variation in temperature and the amount of 

rainfall. Thus, the design will utilise a kinetic canopy as a device able to adapt to various 

climatic conditions. It collects rainwater in winter and serves as shading canopy in summer.  

As noted above, the design will also provide a safe path for people to access the hammam, 

through connected mesh walkways, raised above the ground, and continue to merge in a 

circular structure with stairways that serves as a miniature amphitheatre: a seating space 

where people can gather in order to share stories of their own experiences of the hammam 

(i.e. a place of exchange, stimulating debate and idea generation). 

Crucially, a central drinking fountain will provide potable water, which will be harvested from 

the rain in winter, dew, and fog in summer. The water drops fall into a collector made of 

natural fabric and then pass into a water tank through a funnel, with a metal filter container. 

These phenomena will generate sounds, produced by the water drips when they hit the 

container surface. In doing so, it becomes a sound installation intended to evoke memories 

of the building’s original use. Furthermore, the run-off water would avoid the normal route of 

urban mains drainage and instead flow into a purification bed of ecological planting of reeds 

and herbs, hereby also supporting regenerative ecology surrounding the site.  
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Fig 30. Omar Sanadiki, Blossomed vegetation on the damaged Yalbugha bathhouse. 2019. 
Aleppo, Syria (source: cnbc.com) 

 

 

 

 

Fig 31. Sally Hilal, Hammam Yalbugha, Conceptual architecture diagram. 2023. 
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The water-collector will be made of wool felt (a fabric from goat hair), which references the 

historical felt used in the hammam. As mentioned before, the hammam at one point was 

used as a felt making factory (ca. 1905). This use of felt also references the use of such 

fabric qualities to harvest fresh drinking water, such in the design of The Nomad Pavilion in 

Jordan desert by Dina Haddadin and Rasem Kamal in 2018. They used a similar concept to 

the Warka Tower but in a different context; in a dry environment they used a breathing skin 

made from woven goat hair, similar to the materials used in Bedouin tents. Such a reference 

to traditional craft is something that I am keen to use in my own design.  

The interventions design thus aims to draw attention to the importance of preserving the 

hammam. It will not only provide a source of drinking water for the community, but is also 

designed to create a public and social space where people can gather, rest, and reminisce 

about the past. The design is shaped to mimic the aesthetics of the original architecture, and 

to reinforce the value of the bathing culture of the hammams to a society traumatised by war. 

Rethinking the future of such historical buildings provides frameworks for new methodologies 

which might be applied to similarly situated practices within the old city of Aleppo.  

 

Examples of Architectural Interventions in Historical Buildings 

Three rehabilitation interventions from different countries were reviewed in this study. Two 

examples are from Europe, namely Spain and Switzerland, while the third is from Pakistan. 

The latter was chosen to illustrate an Islamic city with a pre-Islamic history, like Aleppo. In 

my terms, these interventions are intended to rehabilitate the buildings rather than restore or 

renovate them to their previous state. Their architectural language also distinguishes 

between the intervention and the pre-existing architecture. The aim, in other words, is to 

make the building usable again while preserving its former significance and restoring it at a 

certain stage in its history. 

Wazir Khan Hammam Conservation in Lahore, Pakistan  

This site was restored by the Aga Khan Historic Cities Programme which is an initiative from 

the Aga Khan Trust for Culture to help cities revitalize historic areas in a way that is 

beneficial in social, economic, and cultural aspects (Aga Khan historic cities programme 

(2023).  
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Fig 32. Shahi Hammam Restoration. 2006. Lahore, Pakistan (source: Aga Khan Trust for 

Culture).  
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The Wazir Khan Hammam site, located in Lahore, Pakistan, is a great representation of the 

architectural legacy of the Mughal era common in the 1526-1858. It fuses various styles like 

Central Asian, Indian Hindu, Persian, and Turkic. The site was built in 1634-1635 CE by 

Wazir Khan, a governor of Lahore at the time under the reign of emperor Shah Jahan (Wazir 

Khan hammam Conservation Lahore, Pakistan, n.d). It was intended to serve as a Turkish 

bath for the general public and given it stood between the Delhi gate and the Wazir Khan 

Mosque, it served as a stop over to visitors to the city’s mosque (Qureshi 2018).  

The site fell into ruin around the 17th century following the decline of the Mughal empire. It 

started being misused functioning as different things in time including a primary school, 

recreation centre, dispensary, municipality office, government employee quarters, and 

hosting shops along its walls (Qureshi 2018). 

The rehabilitation attempt began in 1991 when wall paintings that had been plastered over 

were exposed. Marble floors were also laid out as part of this rehabilitation. 

However,restoration ‘stopped short of fully realizing the original configuration of the 

bathhouse, its waterworks and its floor finishes’ (Wazir Khan Hammam Conservation 

Lahore, Pakistan, n.d). 

A new attempt was made in the 2012-2015 period via a joint effort between Aga Khan 

Historic Cities Programme and Royal Norwegian Embassy in Pakistan. The rehabilitation 

involved extensive archaeological investigations and analytic studies and also architectural 

and photographic documentation to record the existent condition of the building and its 

surroundings. The archaeological excavation effort was also able to uncover the original 

building’s water heating arrangement, under-floor remains, and water disposal system of its 

hypocaust constructions (Wazir Khan Hammam Conservation Lahore, Pakistan, n.d). On the 

exterior fresco, chemicals were used to remove the white wash that had formed. Then, the 

waiting bay where people taking a bath would wait was converted into a sitting area and a 

museum for current use. 

Peter Zumthor’s 1986 Shelter for Roman Ruins in Chur, (Graubünden, Switzerland). 

The architect behind this rehabilitation is Peter Zumthor, based in Switzerland, and who is 

well known for great attention to detail and unique use of materials. He was commissioned in 

1986 to create a protective layer over the Roman ruins dating back to 15 BCE that had been 

found in Chur, a city Switzerland (Alonso 2020). Having been quoted saying ‘Architecture is 

not about form, it is about many other things,’ Zumthor ensured his rehabilitation did not 

simply recreate the past but instead created a way to invite feelings of humility, warmth, and 

tranquillity to the visitors of the building (Swisher 2010).   
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Fig 33. Shelter Roman Archaeological Site. 2018. Chur, Switzerland. Photograph: August 
Fischer (source: atlasofplaces.com).  
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The ruins in question were three buildings. Two of them had their foundations still remaining 

while the third had just a corner left. The ruins were perceived as representative of a thriving 

Roman city and hence restoring and protecting their form was a way to preserve the glimpse 

into the Roman era and its rich history. 

The rehabilitation process taken by Zumthor was immaculate and extensive. The 

overarching goal was to create protective casing for each of the ruins in an abstract fashion 

that mimicked the original volumes of the structures (Atelier Peter Zumthor & Partner AG - 

Shelter Roman Archaeological Site, 1985–1986, 2018). Also, this had to be done without the 

casings competing with or overpowering the ruins. To achieve this, he made lightweight 

outer walls from timber and ensured the inner remains could be seen from outside. This 

porous characteristic was a parallel to the porous stone that Romans used in construction. 

Zumthor then installed steel doors and a suspended bridge extending from a floating 

staircase. The original entrances were maintained via the used of peep-show constructions 

that allowed visitors to see the inside. Access to the ruins is however via the bridge which 

runs the entire length of the buildings at a raised level; meaning visitors do not interact 

directly with the foundations. There are tunnels connecting from the bridge sections from one 

ruin to another almost mimicking time travel (Alonso 2020). In addition, to allow better 

exploration, a black sheet is placed behind the original walls. The entire project also fits 

within the surrounding with Swisher, a mentee to Zumthor saying, ‘The simplicity of the 

wooden louvered boxes instantly conveys a sense of welcoming without being ostentatious, 

as well as an acknowledgment of not being the main attraction of the archaeological site’ 

(Swisher 2010). 

This rehabilitation generally inspires introspection given how it is meant to elicit feelings of 

warmth, tranquillity, and humility. Such introspection is also encouraged by the vulnerable 

nature of the interior. Also, the structure transcends time because it fits modern architecture 

in Italy without losing the site’s original theme (Ghoshal and Woll 2014). 

Carles Enrich Studio, Historic Merola’s Tower 

The rehabilitation work on Merola Tower, also known as the Castle of Merola, was done by 

Carles Enrich Gimenez, the lead architect at Carles Enrich Studio. Enrich’s reputation as an 

architect lies in his innovative and sustainable designs that elicit intentional ethos of 

combining the old and the new in a way that also feels future-minded (Phillips 2020). His 

approach is well exemplified in this site’s work. 
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Fig 34. Recovery of Merola’s Tower. 2019. Puig-reig, Spain. Photograph: Adria Goula 
(source: carlesenrich.com).  
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The tower dates back to the 13th century and is located in Puig-reig, a municipality in 

Catalonia. In its original form, the tower had a rectangular based of about 5m by 3.8m and 

rose about 14.8m high (Recovery of Merola’s Tower/Carles Enrich Studio, 2020). The 

structure was used as a watchtower. The deterioration happened over time, but severe 

damage is thought to have occurred by earthquakes in 1428 and tremors around the 1500s. 

In 2016 also, part of the tower’s coronation (top part of the wall) got detached (Carles Enrich 

Studio, Historic Tower, 2020).  

The incident in 2016 led to an initial rehabilitation attempt that planned to install props on the 

tower’s façade. However, Carles Enrich came up with a better plan in 2019 that involved a 

timber scaffold and a concealed staircase that would restore the tower’s initial levels and 

vantage point. The rehabilitation process thus involved construction of those elements and 

the resulting structure was 40m2 and beyond replicating the volume, it added a new form that 

excludes lightness, warmth, and a curious balance. This means the structure was both  

restored and reinvented. The construction process entailed recovering the foundation with 

lime concrete and raising the structure using 14 anchor points perched on the stone canvas.  

The architect also projected into the future since the staircase was placed such that it would 

allow future maintenance of the tower. 

Overall, this rehabilitation is reasoned out, practical, and futuristic. This is because Carles 

Enrich Studio proposed something better than the originally intended quick fix of using props 

on the tower. Then, they made a structure that resembled the original tower hence giving the 

feeling of what it would have looked like. Similar to Peter Zumthor’s rehabilitation of the 

Roman Ruins, mimicking the original structure takes imagination out of the question and 

allows visitors to be transported to the historic times when the first structures stood. Lastly, 

the practical aspect is that a staircase was installed to help maintain the tower in future 

should it have more damage. 

The examples covered in this section, Wazir Khan Hammam in Lahore, the Roman Ruins in 

Chur, and Merola's Tower in Catalonia, demonstrate that architectural interventions are 

important in preserving historic sites and the memories and cultures that they represent. 

Also, they show that the rehabilitation process extends beyond applying quick fixes into 

more thought out and nuanced architectural decisions that not only restore and preserve but 

also help integrate the sites into contemporary society including its landscapes. Peter 

Zumthor and Carles Enrich Gimenez particularly exemplify such architectural decisions in 

their choices to recreate the sizes of the original sites while ensuring further damage will not 

happen and doing all this in a non-intrusive way to both the sites and the surrounding 

environments.  
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Fig 35. Sally Hilal, Hammam Yalbugha Architectural Intervention. 2023. 3D Rendering. 
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3.1.1   Interventions in Public Space: The User Experience  

As I emphasised earlier in this chapter, the design [as described on page 86] combines 

functional imperatives related to water generation and structural stability with historical 

references and mnemonic devices, while also evoking memory. The intervention acts as an 

analogy, in Ignasi De Solà Morales’s linguistic sense of being an interpretation that 

reengages the user and the building in a dialogue with its past through their design and 

spatial arrangement. The design can also be understood as a journey through time: a 

dialogue between the old and new in the 14th/15th century Mamluk bathhouse. It builds on 

the concept of social space, which focuses on repurposing the building while sustaining its 

cultural value. And all the design moves are entirely reversible, consistent with the idea of a 

temporary intervention. 

To set the scene, the project leads the user through historical and social time from a stable 

and peaceful past, through a destructive conflict, to the present moment when people who 

have suffered trauma are now enduring deprivation. The creative intervention raises the 

possibility of new hope. It embraces ecological phenomena of atmospheric condensation, 

drawing life-giving and cleansing moisture from an arid environment.8 

The journey through space starts from a raised pathway beginning in the main entrance of 

the bathhouse, allowing visitors to access the building and to move safely from one spatial 

unit to another. In so doing, it becomes a spatial device that connects the three sections of 

the building while maintaining views through the site. 

The first part of the pathway is roofed for protection; as the southern side with the entrance 

to the rooms is heavily damaged, you can get a sense of the demolition inflicted on the 

building once entering the space. It is later followed by the first section of the bathhouse, 

quite colossal with high ceilings and a dome that centres the space. Through the explosion-

inflicted holes of the perforated dome, the streams of light are reflected in the remnants of 

the central pool which is wreathed with a hint of nostalgia, reminding you of once serene 

times when celebrations, dancing and music took place within the building. Now, these 

corners hold nothing but silence, lacking any warmth. My design seeks to reanimate these 

forgotten spaces through the visitor’s movements. 

As you continue walking into the second section of the hammam, below the ground level, the 

sounds and noise slowly fade into the background until you feel the utter silence isolating 

you from the outer milieu. This section has a lower temperature, cool in the summer and   

                                                             
8 A discussion with David Cross in 2020 for the New knowledge Through Research Session.  
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Fig 36. Sally Hilal, Hammam Yalbugha Architectural Intervention. 2023. 3D Rendering. 
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warm in the winter since it is built underground. It is also noticeably dim but faintly lit by the 

warming light streaming through the dome holes, whose shape resembles a small 

constellation of stars. 

Ending this spatial journey, you pass through several other parts that end with a lively, well-

lit open area filled with the purl of water in the pool (i.e. the action or sound of purling where 

water moves in ripples to create a murmuring sound). The light beams dance on the water's 

surface. The shadows of the interwoven dome structure are also reflected, shaped to mimic 

the original Islamic star pattern, which holds an aesthetic quality and brightens the space 

with natural light. This section provides a place where one can sit and find tranquility, peace 

and stillness by being secluded from the stressful outside world. The purl of water aids 

relaxation and meditation in contemplating the grandeur and aesthetic value of the 

architecture of a building rich with memories and history. The multisensory aspect goes 

beyond the merely visual, through sound, smell, temperature and an awareness of the 

physicality of the original stone structure. 

In addition, the water fountain is used to secure drinking water for the people, introducing 

taste (another sense), while it creates a whole experience that connects to their physicality 

and emotions. It encourages people to think about their own perception of space, culture and 

sensory experience. 

In the past, the hammam front windows were used to attract visitors and tourists with the 

enticing scents escaping the building and the soft, soothing melodies played inside. It was 

an inviting, lively, and attractive public space built upon this idea which evokes a compelling 

element of mystery. For me, this is a key strategy for making the public space appealing, 

and awakening senses often shut down in times of conflict. Such an approach is a direct 

reference to the sensory healing aspects of the bimaristans. As you walk through the first 

section, you will also hear your steps echo because the walkway is constructed from metal 

mesh. Someone who is blind or visually impaired can use these sounds (and those of their 

cane) to locate themselves within the space. However, as you go further inside and reach 

the second section, wooden boards replace the mesh floor in order to put you at peace and 

help fade the sound of your steps while simultaneously the sound of water begins to grow. 

The splashing sounds of water from the fountain tempt you to seek out this place, and to 

gain the tactile feel of the water itself. The intervention elements are all integrated and 

designed in a way that can lead you on this journey, which culminates in the act of drinking 

the perfectly clean water. However, the core design intention is to also create an evocative 

space with minimum interventions and intensify the users' connection to this remarkable  
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cultural and historical place, by embracing the bathhouse's social and functional aspects to 

bring the community together in a social gathering. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 37. Sally Hilal, 3D Exterior Rendering for the dome structure. 2023. Original photograph: 
Omar Sanadiki. 
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Fig 38. Sally Hilal, Hammam Yalbugha - the dome structure and water collector. 2023. 3D 
Rendering. 
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Fig 39. Sally Hilal, 3D Exterior Rendering for the new entrance design. 2023. 
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Fig 40. Sally Hilal, Walkway design. 2023. 3D Rendering. 
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3.2     Documentation and The Archival Practices 

3.2.1   An Annotated Timeline   

As well as evolving such a temporary intervention, the role of documentation as integral to 

the practice forms a significant element of the research. My approach is to explore ideas of 

data representation through narrative and visual imagery which help in understanding the 

role that water plays within a socio-cultural and political context. The thesis will expand here 

upon how the water infrastructure has been partially destroyed, and the consequences for 

the population of Aleppo. 

A narrative timeline will be used as an evaluative tool for the research materials. It offers an 

analytical way of understanding both the history of the city and the role of water, which will 

be elucidated by presenting physical traces of a variety of events and intersections with 

political/social issues as a form of a data-based timeline. The aim of this visual timeline is to 

interpret the complexities of information and historical narratives, associated with the 

research subject, as an approach to communicate information to viewers. It also offers an 

alternative form of evidence presentation for future research, in the manner of Forensic 

architecture. [One important example hear is the case where Forensic Architecture digitally 

reconstructed a model of a Syrian prison in Saydnaya (2016) – a project led by the human 

rights organisation Amnesty International] 

I am interested specifically in the methods of this discipline to combine a variety of evidence 

sources, such as using new media, witness testimony, and material analysis to provide 

evidence (replicating aspects of the analysis generated with respect to cases of war crimes 

or other human rights abuses around the world). Through architecture, filmmaking, and 

storytelling, they create a new platform to represent and discuss such cases through 

exhibitions, requiring the viewer to negotiate the complexities of the situation.   

This engages the way in which art and architecture were used historically as a practice to aid 

one’s memory; the ‘Memory Palace’ technique, which was first invented by Simonides, using 

spatial imagery as a medium to recall specific information. For example, I will refer to 

Simonides’ story; when he had just walked out of a banquet hall full of people, the roof 

suddenly collapsed, crushing everyone inside so their identities could not be established. 

Simondias used his memory to reconstruct the flow of their conversation in relation to the 

architectural space, in order to identify the bodies (Yats,1999). Eyal Weizman refers to 

Simonides’ incident in one of his investigations. ‘As told by Francis Yates in the Art of 

Memory. The ancient and lost art reserved a special place for architecture as a medium for 

establishing relations between memory, narrative, and destruction’ (2017, p. 46). 
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Fig 41. Sally Hilal, The Dance Scene. 2018. Captured image from a film work. Aleppo 
Citadel, The Royal Hammam  
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3.2.2   Storytelling and Video Installation   

Another aspect of the documentation is to reassert the significance of bathing (and its 

associated rituals) in the lives of ordinary women from Aleppo, particularly with respect to the 

communal aspects of bathing.  There is a singular lack of representation of women using the 

hammams, despite its importance to our cultural identity. I therefore proposed to make a film 

that directly confronted this issue, juxtaposing it with the reality of the destruction of Aleppo 

during the civil war. The installation was first installed at the Discursivity exhibition at 

Camberwell Space in 2020. 

As it is impossible to enter Hammam Yalbugha due to the amount of destruction on-site, 

during my return to Aleppo in 2018 the filming process took place in two different locations. 

The first is at the ancient Royal Hammam of Aleppo’s Citadel, which is the closest hammam 

to Yalbugha in terms of location and building materials, as both were built in the Mamluk era. 

The second is a (newly built) private hammam, situated at the Sheraton hotel in Aleppo’s 

old-city area.   

The film aims to reflect on the current social, cultural, and political concerns; the first part of 

the film, illustrates the rich tangible and non-tangible elements of the Syrian bathing culture. 

It utilises film scenes to represent concepts of bathing rituals and showcases the use of 

authentic objects. It also highlights the characteristics and aesthetics of these buildings. The 

role of the film is to provide greater visibility to these cultural practices and social behaviours, 

reinterpreting an aesthetic experience of the space incorporating both sounds and visual 

sense. 

The dancing woman scenes aim to engage the viewers through the dancer’s body 

movements, which can somehow induce a light trance; this scene is meant to be both 

sensuous and emotion-evoking, highlighting aspects of the bathing rituals that have been 

suppressed during a time of war. The water element has always been linked to women 

historically, as both were associated with life, birth, purity, and fertility representations.  

Alongside the bathing scenes which emit a sense of tranquillity and serenity, are juxtaposed 

real war scenes - real frontline footage of rebels fighting the Syrian army from Yalbugha, 

including the precise moment when the rebels blew up an underground tunnel, which led to 

the destruction of the hammam’s infrastructure. 

The film asserts not only the importance of such sensuous spaces for women, but the value 

of our heritage despite the ongoing conflicts. It combines different narratives, elements, and 

perspectives, and the use of multi-screen installation contributes to connecting the meaning  
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Fig 42. Filming, The Royal Hammam. 2018. Photograph. Aleppo Citadel (source: Author’s 
Archives) 
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between these fragmented frames. The film will be further edited; historical scenes will be 

added along with the other segments to set the story within the film’s narrative. 

An important reference for this practice is Harun Farocki's work, who was known for his 

interest in the production of image and subject of labour. He also had a passionate interest 

in film theory and the social and political aspects of image representation. His work also 

addresses the relationship between the word and the image through his political essay films. 

Farocki frequently used a structured narrative technique to deliver a powerful message to 

the spectators through his films: ‘Because so many images already exist, I am discouraged 

to make new ones; I prefer to make different use of pre-existing images,’ he said in a 2008 

interview with The South China Morning Post in Hong Kong. ‘But not every image can be 

recycled; a hidden value must pre-exist’ (Fox 2014). I am interested in Farocki’s multiple 

screen video installations, and his particular juxtaposition of historical footage and political 

documentaries, and the way he combined existing footage with new materials to create a 

relationship between the images. Farocki referred to this technique as ‘the soft montage’, a 

technique my own work adopts. 

 

Please scan the QR code below to watch the video.  

Or visit the weblink: https://vimeo.com/848705470 
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Chapter 4     Conclusion, Findings, and Future Research  

 

Introduction  

The purpose of this thesis has been to develop an alternative, interim or temporary strategy 

towards reconstruction which could be implemented in a short time frame and with a limited 

budget. It is a strategy that is informed by an interventionist approach, as proposed by Fred 

Scott (2008) and Ignasi Solà Morales (1985). While conceived as an interim approach, the 

contention is that this might (1) rekindle lost memories associated with cultural artefacts (in 

this case, hammams), and (2) eventually inform a more comprehensive rehabilitation plan 

for Aleppo's historic fabric (which could be implemented in the city within the next five to ten 

years). The design solution proposed in chapter three not only plays a role in, literally, 

shoring up the ruined structures of Hammam Yalbugha - preventing further damage or 

collapse - but crucially provides a forum for debate. The purpose of this approach is to 

explore the relationship between architectural structures, forms, materials, and social-

psychological processes of reconciliation and healing from trauma. 

Moving beyond the PhD, the thesis and practice are both written and presented in a format 

that can potentially influence planners, NGOs, and policymakers, aiming to affect the 

decisions of governmental bodies in Syria. Thus, this concluding chapter presents a new 

design thinking strategy for rebuilding conflict-damage sites in the old city area, not by pre-

determining such a strategy but through temporary interventions that engage the wider 

population in debate about what will happen to their city. 

The central theme of this thesis is to develop an integrated approach for the sustainable 

rehabilitation of heritage properties in Aleppo, through the linkage between the notion of 

usership in design and the existing methodologies regarding the functional and structural 

rehabilitation of archaeological buildings, with a particular reference to traditional water 

practices in the region.  

 

4.1     Key Findings of the Research  

The project began with the question: How can the historic city of Aleppo be rehabilitated, 

given all the complications caused by the ongoing civil war in Syria? This is a somewhat 

daunting question given the complexities of the political situation in Syria, and the additional 

factor of the recent earthquake which has made the situation far worse than when I first 
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started the research process. My aim has been to draw upon a particular focus on 

institutions that embody its social, cultural, and economic significance, such as the public 

bath.  

By examining interconnected theories, this study constructed an initial conceptual framework 

that served as the foundation for the research, which studies and analyses two historical 

buildings registered on the world heritage list, recognised and overseen by the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), namely the Hammam 

of Yalbugha al-Nasiri (1491) and Bimaristan Argun al-Kamil (1354).  

Based on this, a main research question was established, namely: "How can temporary 

interventions - within such institutions - articulate questions of healing, affect, and 

participation, as well as aid processes of memory reconstruction through the reciprocal 

interactions they engender?" This subject was worthy of research not only because there is 

a noticeable lack of research on hammams (Sibley 2008), but because the existing 

rehabilitation policies in Syria were based upon methods primarily used in Western countries 

and did not recognise the relevance of Islamic principles and culture in rehabilitating historic 

sites in the country.   

The institutions such as Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, hold a significant role in shaping a 

city’s cultural identity. They serve as repositories of collective memory, preserving the 

traditions, customs, and values that define a community’s identity. In this thesis, I have 

proposed an intervention to provide access to the damaged building and transform it into a 

place for dialogue and reminiscence that aligns with an intention to keep the memory of the 

hammam alive until funding for complete reconstruction becomes available. 

This is, at heart, a participatory approach, which reflects an earlier restoration of the 

Hammam Ammuna in Damascus (Sibley 2008, Aboukhater 2014). By allowing people to visit 

the partially ruined hammam, the intervention creates an opportunity for the community (and 

in particular women, often excluded from access to such baths 9) to connect with its past and 

maintain a sense of cultural continuity. Visitors can experience the architectural remnants, 

observe the remaining historic features, and better understand the hammam’s significance, 

and its relation to its urban context. This first-hand encounter fosters a personal connection 

to the cultural heritage and encourages a collective appreciation for the city’s history. 

                                                             
9 Hammams are traditionally used by both men and women, but never at the same time. Most will have 
specific hours of the day or even designated days for women and men, respectively. While hammams were 
only permitted for men at first, women were eventually allowed to visit them (see p.50). However, there are 
still some hammams that are regrettably exclusively assigned to men at all times.  
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Adding a space for conversation and reminiscence to the hammam’s devastated state gives 

the structure a new layer of significance and function. It serves as a space for individuals to 

gather, exchange personal narratives, and participate in dialogues about historical matters. 

This promotes a sense of community and enables the exchange of knowledge and 

memories between different generations. It also allows educational initiatives, guided 

excursions, and cultural events to foster a deeper appreciation of the hammam’s historical 

and cultural context. 

Such a programme might be thought of as a contemporary equivalent of the Islamic Sabil: a 

drinking fountain that provides free, clean drinking water to the general public, as an act of 

public good. As noted earlier, the Sabil holds great cultural and religious significance, 

representing a tangible manifestation of generosity and social welfare (reflecting the values 

of compassion and benevolence promoted by Islam). It also plays a role in fostering 

community interaction. These features are absolutely key to the design prototype I have 

developed, but this is then allied to the whole issue of the crisis in water infrastructure (with 

the resultant issue of waterborne diseases, addressed earlier). 

In addition to its cultural and health significance, the proposed intervention serves the further 

practical purpose of stabilising the building. By facilitating access to the hammam, necessary 

measures can be taken to ensure its structural integrity and prevent further decay. 

Temporary interventions, such as bracing or reinforcing unstable sections, can be 

implemented to protect the remaining architectural elements. This not only safeguards the 

physical structure but also preserves the visual identity of the hammam as a distinct part of 

the cityscape. 

Over the centuries, these hammams evolved in architectural style and design, influenced by 

the changing tastes, technologies, and cultural influences prevalent during different periods. 

The bathhouses were transformed to accommodate the needs and preferences of the 

residents while still retaining their fundamental purpose of providing a space for cleansing 

and relaxation. 

In particular, the hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri is a testament to the architectural splendour of 

Aleppo’s historical bathhouses. Named after the Mamluk governor Saif al-Din Yalbugha al-

Nasiri, this hammam was originally constructed in the mid 14th century and was built again 

in 1491 during the Mamluk period, characterised by a fusion of Islamic and Byzantine 

architectural styles. It served as a lavish and grand bathhouse, showcasing the luxury and 

magnificence of the era. 
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Unfortunately, the hammam has suffered severe damage as a result of both the ongoing war 

in Syria and a devastating earthquake that struck Aleppo in February 2023. The conflict has 

taken a toll on the architectural integrity of the hammam, with parts of the structure 

destroyed or heavily damaged due to bombings and shelling. The earthquake exacerbated 

the situation, causing additional structural instability and collapsing building sections. 

The combined impact of war and the earthquake has left Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri in a 

state of ruin and disrepair. The destruction has not only affected the physical structure of the 

hammam. Still, it has also caused the loss of invaluable historical artefacts and architectural 

details that were once integral to its character. 

The war and earthquake have profoundly affected the preservation and future of Hammam 

Yalbugha al-Nasiri. Protecting and restoring the hammam will require comprehensive 

assessment, stabilisation, and reconstruction measures. Given its historical significance, 

there is a pressing need to prioritise preserving and restoring this archaeological site to 

safeguard its heritage and ensure its cultural and architectural value for future generations. 

Considering this devastation, architectural intervention becomes crucial in preserving and 

revitalising the Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri. This thesis explores the possibilities of 

architectural intervention in the adaptive reuse of this historical site, considering both the 

conservation of its heritage value and the integration of contemporary elements to serve the 

community’s evolving needs. By doing so, Aleppo’s past and the shape of its future can be 

honoured by its architectural heritage. 

 

4.2     Key Contribution to New Knowledge   

A survey of the public baths of Aleppo was conducted by the author in 2022, with the help of 

members from the Adyat Society, to provide an updated list of the still-existing historic public 

baths and their condition and usage in the 21st century. Of the 24 operating hammams 

identified in 1981, only 12 were still operating in 2008, with the remainder being either 

demolished or changed function. After the Syrian war and the recent earthquake, only a few 

hammams survived the destruction, with only four being renovated and now operating in 

2023. The few surviving examples are located within the walled city, according to Ibn 

Shaddad (1217-1285) in his book Al-a'laq al-khatira, a historical geography of Syria (al-

Sham) and Upper Mesopotamia (al-Jazira), there was 71 Hammam inside the old city and 

additional 31 hammams in private houses. 
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This thesis therefore constitutes an important contribution to an under-researched area. Not 

only does it provide new information 10about the Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri (which will be 

valuable for future researchers), but it applies the strategies of temporary architectural 

interventions to a new situation of post-war reconstruction in Aleppo. The project allies a 

longer tradition of interventionist approaches to very real problems faced by the situation in 

Aleppo in such a way as to not only confront outdated approaches to reconstruction, but to 

do so in a way that engages participatory design (a forum for discussing approaches to the 

city’s reconstruction) and the very real need for drinking water (in the tradition of the Sabil). It 

is these intersections that establish new knowledge, which has been made more pertinent by 

the impact of the two earthquakes in February 2023. 

 

4.3     Recommendations for Further Research  

The future of Aleppo’s drinking fountains:  

The Sabil reminds society how we used to have a certain level of respect and reverence for 

water and how our ancestors used to treat it. There is much to be learned from the Syrian 

drinking water culture, which provides insights into improving water management and 

applying these traditional principles to modernist society. I therefore recommend the 

following: 

• The government should prioritise restoring and rehabilitating the historical water 

fountains in the Old City, whether the structures are unused or demolished. 

Additionally, exploring ways to utilise traditional water collection methods is essential 

to improve the quality of drinking water sources in the city. 

• It is crucial to raise awareness within the community, especially those residing in the 

Old City, about the symbolic value of these water structures, highlighting their 

significance equal to any other cultural assets. Emphasising the need for 

preservation and safeguarding against any tampering is vital. 

• Cultural research studies and discussions about the future of the old city must 

incorporate information on the importance of these water structures, elevating 

awareness and support for their preservation. 

                                                             
10 The research on hammam Yalbugha uncovered insights into the historical, architectural, and 
cultural significance of hammams in Aleppo. As such, the study highlighted their potential to address 
contemporary real-world issues. 
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• Drawing inspiration from the principles, elements and forms of the historic drinking 

fountains of Aleppo al-Sabeel, they should serve as prototypes in designing and 

constructing new fountains and public water sources throughout the city. 

 

Recommendations for the conservation and rehabilitation of cultural heritage: 

• Integration: The Old City structures blend into the surrounding urban environment, 

becoming inseparable rather than surviving as an isolated enclave. 

• Consultation: Collaboration between the community and architectural professionals is 

crucial for the successful renovation of the Old City and the preservation of its 

historical essence. 

• Flexibility: Long-term social, ecological and economic changes should be considered 

during rehabilitation to ensure historic cities' adaptability. 

• Inclusiveness: The rehabilitation process should consider the needs of individual 

inhabitants and the community as a whole, ensuring the involvement and benefits for 

all. 

• Originality: Each heritage building is distinct and possesses unique characteristics, 

requiring solutions that carefully consider both the context of the Old City and the 

sensitivity of the building structures. 

• Adaptation: The rebuilding of historic cities should accommodate demographic, 

social, economic, and tourism factors within the Old City or heritage regions. It is also 

essential to incorporate strategies that can adapt to and mitigate climate breakdown 

into the restoration efforts. This involves implementing adaptation measures like 

increasing water storage and recycling greywater, as well as mitigation efforts such 

as reducing carbon emissions through the adoption of renewable energy and 

improvements in energy efficiency. Furthermore, initiatives like reafforestation and 

soil regeneration are vital. These actions not only address climate impacts but also 

promote healing from trauma by fostering harmony between social and ecological 

systems.  

 

The rehabilitation efforts must preserve the buildings and foster community activities while 

promoting social, commercial, and economic development. This approach aims to maintain a 

vibrant environment in these historic places and strengthen the profound connection 

between people and their environment. 
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Appendix 1: Cultural significance of the loss of cultural icons    

 

1.1     Semi-structured Interviews 

During my visit to Aleppo in summer 2018, I had the chance to interview some Syrian 

experts, professionals, and locals - including a private historical hammam owner. The 

content of the interviews focuses mainly on the history of the hammams and the situation of 

post-conflict reconstruction of the cultural heritage in Aleppo.  

I also had an Interview with a group of members from the Archaeological Society of 
Aleppo "the Adyat": The interviewers were from different faiths (Muslims, Christians, 

Armenians), aged between 40 and 70. They also came from different backgrounds such as; 

medicine, literature, engineering and philosophy.  

The interviewer shared their personal experience of growing up in such a historic 

environment, witnessing the changes that occurred over the past decades and initiating 

various efforts to preserve the substance and the spirit of the old city of Aleppo.  

In the following sections, I will provide a content analysis for the interviews that contributed 

to significant aspects of the research.  

 

Sakhr Al-Olabi, Professor of Archaeology at Aleppo University, Syria is an expert architect 

and archaeologist responsible for the running of one of the largest reconstruction and 

restoration projects in the Old-City of Aleppo. His expertise is formed on the basis of his time 

in Germany where he focused through his research on the post-World War reconstruction 

processes in Berlin, Germany. His connection with such processes, government bodies and 

non-government organisations has played an integral part in generating funds for the 

reconstruction in Aleppo, Syria. He is currently working on the restoration of the Great 

Mosque of Aleppo (Umayyad Mosque) in alliance with the Republic of Chechnya of the 

Russian Federation (Akhmad Kadyrov Fund). 

During the interview with Dr. Sakhr, the following points were discussed:  

a) Insights into the post war architectural condition of different Archaeological sites 

around the city of Aleppo including Hammam Yalbugha and Bimaristan Arghun; a 

background of the current situation in the Old City area; strategies for reconstruction;  
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      Participant List Table for Study #1, 2018 - 2019. 

  

Interviewees Research Method Description / Data Collection Method Duration

TK: a civil engineer, secretary of the Archaeological society of 
Aleppo (Al Adeyat), Editor-in-chief of its magazine Individual Interview Face-to-face 2 Hours

SO: an architect and professor of Archaeology at University of 
Aleppo Individual Interview Face-to-face 1 Hour

TK: an engineer and the president of the chamber of the 
Minstry of Tourism in Aleppo Individual Interview Face-to-face 1 Hour

Members of the Archaeological society of Aleppo Focus Group Face-to-face 1 Hour

AS: a research historian Individual Interview Online/Telephone 1 Hour

AR: a Hammam owner Individual Interview Face-to-face 1 Hour

Study #1 - Semi-structured interviews
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b) the obstacles and challenges the government is facing with the reconstruction 

process and the plans for a recovery reconstruction strategy. 

c) Syrian cultural identity in relation to Hammams and Bimaristans; the preservation of 

cultural identity to the community at large and the role of cultural heritage (both 

tangible and intangible). 

‘When we first entered into the area after 5 years of fighting, we could not recognise it as it 

was covered by ruins; now after clearing away the area the image became clearer’. During 

the evaluation phase, which took part 6 months after the rebels left the Old City, the city 

faced a multitude of problems that included the lack of skilled workers, finances and funding. 

As he put it, ‘where to start?’  Dr. Sakhr outlined the approach being undertaken by the 

government. The priority for the government consisted of retaining the cultural identity of 

Aleppo and restoring its historical urban fabric. The restoration process began in areas that 

were less damaged. Due to the destruction of the city, the urban planners and policy makers 

where able to identify an area for development that stemmed from pre-war times. They also 

identified systems that were not appropriate to traditional principles of the city in terms of 

building methods. With this in mind, it has given private funders freedom to decide which 

buildings they reconstruct, and such developers ignore the rules for reconstruction set in 

place by the government ‘they can’t control everything’ (Dr. Sakhr). Additionally, if a private 

funding company approaches an area they wish to reconstruct, they will be given access to 

do so, which in turn will leave other areas in their current state of destruction. 

According to Dr. Sakhr it is crucial for our community to understand the value of retaining its 

tangible and intangible heritage. Due to forced migration, access to professional knowledge 

about the history of the city has become limited. Dr. Sakhr stated that it is important to retain 

the tangible and intangible heritage of the city because this is what forms our cultural 

identity, and to find ways of imparting such knowledge to new generations.  As a result of the 

lack of skilled professionals, the government is trying to involve the younger generation by 

involving architecture students as a means of community outreach. The students take on the 

responsibility of clearing debris in areas that were affected by destruction. The purpose of 

this is to generate a forum for open conversations, with archaeologists responsible for 

retaining the original stones in order to reuse these to rebuild the city. This is also a way of 

sharing knowledge from the experts. Aleppo will be rebuilt by its people. 
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Tamim Kasmo (1946-2022), a civil engineer and a researcher in the nonmaterial cultural 

studies (particularly in Aleppo). He is secretary of the archaeological society of Aleppo, 

the"Adyat" (a non-governmental organization) and the Editor-in-chief of The Adyat 

magazine. As a result of the war the National Library of Aleppo was burnt by the rebels. Mr 

Kasmo works with the Adyat to preserve the remaining historical documents, which are now 

housed in the Adyat. The interview took place within the Adyat, which allowed me to access 

these documents with Mr Kasmo. Mr Kasmo shared his insights that derived from his current 

research and lived past experiences. 

As stated by Kasmo, through cultural anthropological studies, social media is becoming a 

mirror of the Aleppian communities’ behaviour. He drew attention to 3 main elements that 

interest our community: 1) art and architecture 2) music and food 3) water. This is derived 

from his current research that analyses behavioural psychology of Aleppo’s cultural identity 

through social media. The urban fabric of Aleppo represents its diversity. Aleppian’s have 

been captivated with the arts and architecture of their city in contrast to the political unrest 

happening in the city, ‘they value the craftsmanship of artefacts and the elements associated 

with it’, an example of this is the Muqarnas, which is a form of ornamented vaulting, usually 

applied under domes or arches in the Old City. Music is an important element of the 

everyday life of Aleppos cultural identity. traditional music and authentic performances such 

as the dervish dance.  

As part of our traditions in Aleppo, every week most families invite musicians and singers to 

the courtyard of their houses for social gatherings and celebrations – this tradition also took 

place in Hammams and Bimaristans as a way of healing mental illnesses. Most of the old 

structures have poetry carved into the stones, such that the poetry connects the interiors and 

exterior of the building as a means of recording significant events in relation to the building.  

The element of water is essential and has an impact and great significant for people who 

lived in Aleppo, on account of the dry climate which surrounds the city. Due to religious 

beliefs, Aleppians consider water an essential aspect of everyday life this is because it 

resembles purity and cleanliness of their bodies. Kasmo believes that Hammams have a 

greater impact on society rather than Bimaristans: ‘Hammams are part of our history and 

everyday life, they created a distinctive social phenomenon’. 
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I contacted the Ministry of Tourism in Syria and interviewed the President of Syria’s Northern 

Chamber of Tourism;  

Talal Khoudeir is an Engineer and the President of the Chamber of Ministry of Tourism in 

Aleppo, Syria. He is also known for his stores that hold fine antiques and objects relating to 

Syrian culture and identity. These stores have been in his family for over 100 years with the 

first store opening in the Old City, where he grew up. His work currently focuses on 

highlighting the importance of conserving Syrian culture in order to rebuild the Old City of 

Aleppo, not only the architecture but also the traditional crafts to support local workers and 

aid in rebuilding the identity of the Old City.  

We discussed the history of the role of the Chamber and its contribution to post-war recovery 

in Aleppo. The role of the chamber is to protect archaeological buildings and to support the 

preservation process in the old-city area. This is evidenced through their running of courses 

that help establish knowledgeable tour guides. They support hand craftsmanship by 

providing locations at more affordable rental prices in the old city to generate income and 

revive the traditional industry in Aleppo.  

The interview ended with an open conversation about Mr Talal’s personal experiences and 

connection with the old City. He took me on a tour to the Hammam and his parents courtyard 

house which is located in close proximity of the Hammam. This allowed him to reminisce and 

share his memories with me.   

Furthermore, he discussed hammam rituals according to his personal experiences as he 

used to visit hammams with his grandfather weekly: ‘hammams were an essential part of 

folklore, where people shared memories and celebrations – this was usually on Thursdays or 

Fridays. This was also dependant on each family’s “class status” in the Old City’. He 

described the traditional object that were carried in to these spaces such as traditional hard 

bar Aleppian soap (ghar) and bathing towels made of pure silk.  

‘Aleppo survived two major earthquakes prior to the war. It was built on two hidden cities – I 

believe because of the spirit of our people we will be able to rebuild our city again, better 

than it was. An example of this in action is what is happening with the rebuild in the old souk’ 

(Mr Talal). 
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1.1.2     Semi-structured Interviews 2021 – 2023 

A transcript of interview with the Syrian Deputy Minister of Tourism – Nedal Mashfej 

2021. Dubai, UAE 

 يروسلا ةحایسلا ریزو نواعم – جفاشم لاضن سدنھملا عم ةلباقم

 ٢٠٢١ ،يبد

 

 ؟ایروسب ةحایسلا عاطق ریوطتب ةعبتملا ةموكحلا تایجیتارتسا يھ ام فرعا نا دیرا ماع لكشب :للاھ يلاس •

 ربكأ دحأ ةحایسلا تناك ،ایروس يف برحلا لبق يا تاونس رشع لبق ایروس يف ةحایسلا عاطق ناً ایلاح نیلمعت امك :جفشام لاضن

 يف نوكنل نیھجوتم صاخ وا يموكح يحایس عاطقك انك .طفنلا دعب نم ةیبنجلاا ةلمعلل يناثلا ردصملاو ينطولا داصتقلاا تانوكم

 دیرف عونت كانھ ناك كش لا ،ایونس حئاس نییلام رشع ىلا انایحا لصت برعلاو نییبورولاا حایسلا دادعا تحبصاو ،ىلولاا ةبترملا

 تناك وجلا لادتعا دنع فیصلا ةرتفل ةفاضلإاب .قارعلاو نانبلك راوجلا لود نم دحاولا مویلا راوز ىلا ةفاضلإاب تایسنجلا عونتب

 ةیناكما مدع ةجرد ىلا ةیحایسلا ةماقلاا نكامأب ةیلاع لاغشإ ةبسن ىلا لصن انك نایحلاا مظعمب ،نیبرتغملل ةیحایسلا ةیلئاعلا تارایزلا

 يھو رواحم ثلاثب يجیتارتسا روظنمب ةحایسلا انذخا اذإ كش لاب ھنا ةمھم ةركف ةرتفلا كلت يف زفح كلذ لك .دیدج حئاس يا لابقتسا

 لاكشا لكو معاطمو تآشنم ةداشا نم لمحی امب رامثتسلاا روحمو ةینلاعا تلامحو قیوستو ةیاعد نم ھلمحت امب جیورتلا روحم

 ةیلمع نا ثیحب امً اعون يزاوتلاب ریست تناك ةثلاثلا رواحملا هذھ .تآشنملا هذھ مدختل لیھأتلاو بیردتلا روحمو ،ةیحایسلا ةمدخلا

 ةرایزلا نلا ،طسولاا قرشلا ةقطنم يف يحایسلا نازیملاب ةقراف ةطقن ایروس نوكل ةقطنملاب ةھجوك ایروسل قیوستلا وا جیورتلا

 تناكف ،ةقطنملا يف تاھجو ةدع ىلا جمانربك لب ،ةدیحو ةھجوك ایروس ىلا طقف يتأت نكت مل ابوروا ةقطنم نم ةمظنملا ةیحایسلا

 هذھل ةفاضم ةمیقك دعت ىرخلاا تاھجولا تناكو ،جماربلا هذھ نم قافنإ ةبسن ىلعاو تارایزلا ةدم نم ةصح ىلعأب ىظحت ایروس

 اھربتعا لا يتلاو بناجلا ةیداحلاا تاءارجلاا تتا ایروس يف برحلا تاونس دعب .ةناكملا هذھ ةداعتسلا حمطنً ایلاح نحنف ،جماربلا

 تراسو قیرطلا سفن تذح ىرخلاا لودلا ضعبو ،رشب اھعضو تاءارجلاا هذھ امنیب ةیئاضق تاھج اھعضت تابوقعلا نلا تابوقع

 نھربن نا انعطتساو ةرتفلا هذھ للاخ ایروس تدمص ،لھاو ءاقدصاو نیبحم اھیدل ایروس ناب راطلإا اذھ نم لمعن نحن .رایتلا سفنب

 .اھیلع انینب نحنو ةحیحصلا يھ انتایح تایساساو انئدابم نا

 ةدیدج رییاعمك ةحایسلل كرحتلا دیقت تاءارجا نم ١٩-دیفوك ءابو نم نیماعو ةلیوطلا برحلاو تاءارجلاا اذھ دعب مویلا نحن

 يحایسلا مودقلا اذھ ةداعتساب ءدبلا انعطتسا كلذ عم اننكلو ،بعصو دیقم يحایسلا لمعلا حبصأ نابسحلاب نكت مل يتلا انیلع تضرف

 .ةیبرعلاو ةیبرولاا قطانملا فلتخم نم

 ةیحایس تلاحرك اھیلع انملكت يتلا رطلاا نمض لمعلا ىلا تداع ةیروس ةیحایس بتاكم نم تابلطلا تائم اندنع ایروسب مویلا نحن

 .دیفوك ل ةبسنلاب ةیحصلا تلاوكوتوربلا تاءارجإ نمض ةمظنم

 ةینبلا ىلع عقو يذلا ریمدتلا ىوتسم ناك ھتیمھلأ ارظنو ادج مھم عاطق وھ يحایسلا عاطقلا نا كش لا ،دعاو انل ةبسنلاب لبقتسملا

 لكشب اھیلع لمعن ةیساسا ةیتحت ىنبك ھلاكشا فلتخمب عاطقلا اذھ ءانب ةداعلإ تقو انیدل دجوی ً.ادج ریبك ریثأت تاذ ةیحایسلا ةیتحتلا

 رامثتسلاا نع ةلوؤسملا تاھجلا عانقلأ ةبسنلاب ریبك لكشب لمعنو .ةدیدج رامثتسا نیناوقو ردصت تلایھستو تاعیرشتكو ریبك

 لاوملاا سوؤر نیطوتل ناكم ایروس نأب تارامثتسلاا هذھ نامضو ایروس ىلا ةدوعلاب ةیبرعلا لودلا نم وا ابوروا نم يجراخلا
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 ةنما ةھجوك ایروسب ةقثلا دیعن ناب مویلا انتطخ يھ هذھ .يحایسلا قیوستلاو جیورتللو رامثتسلال ةیرصعلا تادرفملا لكب ةدیدجلا

 .دیدجلا لیجلاو رصعلا تابلطتم عم بسانتمو رھزم لبقتسم ءانبلو نما يحایس رامثتساو ةیحایس ةلحر ءاضقل

 ؟ایروس يف ةحایسلا اھیف شعتنتس ىتح ةینمزلا ةدملا يھ ام كیأرب :للاھ يلاس •

 ھلمعب زیمتی يروسلا دجاوت ام نیا .نیدھتجم اننا كش لا نییروسك نحن نكل ،ةلیوط ةرتف ىلا جاتحی ءانبلا نأب كش لا :جفشام لاضن

 قرشلاو ایكرتو تاراملاا ىلا اوبھذ نیذلا نییروسلا ھلثمو ،نیزیمتملا نییعانصلا نم اوحبصأ نیذلا رصم يف نییروسلا لاثمك

 زكارم يف اوسرد نیذلا نییروسلا نم مھ يبرعلا نطولا يف ایلاح نیزیمتملا نیخابطلا بلغا .ةلیمج ةروص اومدق نیذلا ىصقلاا

 نحن .اندلب رامعا ةداعلإ دوعن ىتح راھنلاب لیللا لصنو عرسنسو نوعدبمو نوقلاخ نحن .يحایس لیھأتو بیردتك ةحایسلا ةرازو

 دھج يا رفون نل ھنا ھنمضا نا عیطتسأ ام نكل انتدوعل قیقد ينمز راطإ ءاطعا يننكمی لا .لملأاب ينبنو دوعنسو لملأاب نوموكحم

  .تاونس رشعلا ططخملا زواجتی لا نا ىنمتن .دوعنل تقو وا

 ؟يجراخ لیومت يا دجوی لھ ؟لیومتك ةیداملا تایدحتلا يھ ام :للاھ يلاس •

 تعضو يتلا لودلا نا يفخملاب سیل .لیومت رداصم ىلا ةجاحب ةلكیھلاو ءانبلا ةداعا وا ریوطتلا ةیلمع نا كش لا :جفشام لاضن

 ةدیحولا لودلا نم انكو ةلیوط ةرتفل لیومتلا اذھ ىلع اندمتعا .انل ةبسنلاب لیومتلا رداصم ففجت نأب لواحت ایروس ىلع تابوقعلا

 نكل ً.ادج ةردانلا روملاا ادع ام ءيش يا داریتسا نود نم يتاذ لیومتب تاونس رشعلا برح ةرتف للاخ دومصلا تعاطتسا يتلا

 تناك يتلاو ریدصتلاب اھیلع دمتعن انك يتلا ةقاطلا رداصم نم ریبك مسق نا كش لا .ایتاذ ادامتعا ناك ھلك ةعونتم تاعانصو ةعارزك

 قوسلا ةجاحل يفكی ایموی طفن لیمرب فلأ ٣٨٥ لوح جتنت ایروس تناك .ةلودلا ةطلس جراخ تحبصا ةیبنجلاا ةلمعلاب لوخدم رفوت

 تاعومجم ةرطیس تحت لوقحلا تعقو نا دعب لیمرب فلأ ٢٠ لا جاتنلاا زواجتی لا مویلا .راوجلا لودل يقابلا ردصیو يلحملا

 ءدبلل نیبرتغملا نییروسلا ىلع اھیف دمتعن لیومت رداصم ىلا انتجاح ىلا ةفاضلإاب .ایداصتقا ایروس ىلع طغضتل ایجراخ ةموعدم

 نم اصوصخو ةیرامثتسلاا صرفلا ضرعل ةفیلحلاو ةقیدصلا لودلا ىلا ھجوتلاو رامعلاا ةداعا يف ةمھاسملل ةیرامثتسا عیراشمب

 ققحت ثیحب ةنرمو ةقیشر ةدیدج ةیرامثتسا ةغیصب ترمد تآشنم اھنم رامثتسلال ةلباقلا عقاوملا نم ددع زیھجتب يحایسلا بناجلا

 ءاقدصلاا نم معدلل ةجاحب نحن انھ نم .اضیا ةلودللو رامعلاا ةداعا يف مھاسملا كیرشللو ةأشنملا بحاصل ةیداصتقلاا ىودجلا

 سوؤر باحصلأ نمضت تاعیرشت نمض عوضوملا اذھ انرطاو ةیللاا هذھ انمظن انتھج نم نحن .لاوملاا هذھ قفدتب ءاقشلااو

 اعون  .أشنملا دلب ىلا حابرلاا ةدوع ةلوھسو ةلودلا جراخو لخاد لاوملاا هذھ ةكرحو جورخلاو لوخدلاب ةنورملاو ةیرحلا لاوملاا

 ةیادب يف نحنو .اھیلع نیرمثتسملا لابقاو اھضرع متی عیراشمل تابلطلا ضعب للاخ نم ةدیدجلا تاسایسلا هذھ رداوب ةیؤرب انأدب ام

 ایروس يف فایطلاا لك نم رامثتسلااب ةمتھملا لامعلاا لاجر مھا ھیلا ىعدیس يذلا ماعلا رامثتسلاا رمتؤم مظننس مداقلا ماعلا

 .ةلماك ةیداصتقلاا تاعاطقلا فلتخمب ةدوجوملا ةیرامثتسلاا صرفلا ىلع علاطلال

 ةریثك تامولعم نوكلمی لا مھنا ثیح بابشلا لیج دنع ةلكشم انیدل دجوی ،دلبلا لخاد جیورتلا ةلأسمل ةبسنلاب :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟لاجملا اذھ يف بابشلا كارشلأ ططخ يا كانھ لھ .ماع لكشب ثارتلا نع وا ةیحایسلا قطانملا نع

 عوضوم وھ برحلا تاونس لبق ام ةرتف ریبك لكشب اھب مامتھلاا متی مل نكل دصق نع اھلافغا متی مل يتلا طاقنلا دحأ :جفشام لاضن

 مودقب ةكمھنم ةحایسلا ةرازو ىتحو تاسسؤملاو تاھجلاو بتاكملا عیمج تناك كش لاب ھنلأ .ةیلخادلا ةحایسلاو ةیبعشلا ةحایسلا

 للاخ ةثلاثلا وا ةیناثلا ةلحرملا ىلا ةیولوأك داعو مامتھلاا نع لایلق دیعب ةیلخادلا ةحایسلا عوضوم حبصأف ریبك يبرعو يبوروا

 نا يبورولاا مودقلا ضیوعت لواحن نا اندرا اذا ادج يرورضلا نم ھناو عاطقلا اذھ ةیمھا انكردأ امدنع اھدعب امو برحلا تاونس

 ةیداصتقلاا ىودجلل ىندلاا دحلا وا ةیداصتقلاا ىودجلا ققحت ثیحب ةیبعشلاو ةیلخادلا ةحایسلا ةكرح .يلخادلا مودقلا ىلع لمعن

 نع نیلوؤسملا لامعلاو تآشنملا هذھ ةیرارمتسا نمضت ثیحب ىندلاا دحلاب نملاا يداصتقلاا عضولا سانلل نمؤتل تآشنملا لیغشتل
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 راعسأب ةحوتفم ئطاوش تحرط ثیحب ةریبك ةیحایس ریوطت قطانمب اھب تماق يتلا عیراشملا نم ریثكلا ىلا ةرازولا تھجتا .اھترادا

 تآشنم اضیا تحرط .دودحملا لخدلا يوذ ةحیرش يھو ایروس يف ربكلاا ةحیرشلل ةبسنلاب لخدلا ىوتسم رابتعلاا نیع ذخأب ةیزمر

 ةمدخلاو ةئیبلاو ةفاظنلا ثیح نم ةیحایسلا طورشلا نم ىندلاا دحلا نمض ةلوبقم ةیحایس ةمدخ رفوتو مھتاجایتحا يبلت ماعطاو ةماقا

 دقافلا ضیوعتل ةیحایسلا بتاكملا نم ریبك ددع اھیلع لمعی ایلاح ةیبعشلاو ةیلخادلا ةحایسلا نا اضیا كش لا .ةزیمتملا ةیحایسلا

 ببسب لایلق فیعض ةفاقثو موھفمك ةمظنملا ةیبعشلا ةیلخاد ةحایسلا تلازام نكلو ،اھب نوموقی نییصاصتخا اھل حبصأو .يبورولاا

 .ةیلخادلا ةیبعشلا ةحایسلا نمض جردنی وھ كلذ عم نكل يلئاعلا يئاوشعلا هزنتلا میھافمب سانلا نیب ةیلھا ةقیرطب هدوجو

 ؟يروسلا میلعتلا جھانم يف راكفلاا هذھ لخدت نا بجی لاا :للاھ يلاس •

 ةلحرم يف ةیساسلاا داوملا دحأك ةیحایسلا ةیبرتلا ةدام جاردا ىلع ةلیوط ةرتف ذنم ةیبرتلا ةرازو عم قافتلاا مت :جفشام لاضن

 جاھنملا اذھل تادرفملا نا ملعلا عم ةدیدجلا جھانملا نمض ةداملا هذھ جاردأب موقنسو .ھیلع ةقفاوملا تمتو ةیساسلاا میلعتلا تاقلحلا

 ةیرثلاا عقاوملا نع ةریبك تامولعم يطعن اننا ثیحب خیراتلاو ایفارغجلا لثم ىرخا ةیمیلعت داوم نمض دوجوم ایلاح يحایسلا

 لمعلا ىلا رظنن لا ةماعلا ةیروسلا ةفاقثلا نمض نمو اننكل .يحایسلا عاطقلا يف لمعلا لبقتسمو ةیحایسلا ةمدخلا لوصاو ةیحایسلاو

 لمعلاو .ىرخا فئاظو نم ىلعا يدام لوخدم نمضی نا نكمی يلاحلا تقولا يف ھنأب ملعلا عم ةیدجب يحایسلا عاطقلا نمض

 يف نلاا .لصاوتم لكشب ھیلع لمعن اننكل ھیلا علطتن يذلا لكشلاب لصت مل ةفاقثلا هذھ نكل ةمھمو ةدع تلااجم نمضتی يحایسلا

 ةیلمعلا دفری صاخ يقدنفو يحایس بیردت زكرم ٤٠و سرادملا دعب ام يحایس میلعت دھاعم ٨ ،ةیحایس ةسردم ١٧ دجوی ایروس

 ةبسنب يقیبطت بولسأب ةیحایسلا مولعلا سردت ایروس ىوتسم ىلع ىلولاا يھو ةیقیبطت ةیلكو ةحایسلا تایلك ىلا ةفاضلإاب ةیمیلعتلا

 .ىرخلاا ةیقیبطتلا تایلكلا يقابب ةنراقم ةعفترم ةبسن وھو يرظن میلعت  ٪٤٠و يلمع میلعت  ٪٦٠

 رامعا ةداعإك ،يحایسلا ریوطتلا ةیحان نم مھراكفا میدقتل بابشلل ةصرف رفوت اھب فرتعم تاصنم دجوی لھ :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟ةیحایس تآشنم

 يف ةحایسلا ةرازو تاطاشن سكعیو لقنی يذلا يمسرلا عقوملاك تنرتنلاا ىلع نیعقوم رفون ةحایسلا ةرازو يف نحن :جفشام لاضن

 موقت يتلا تایلاعفلاو تاطاشنلل جوری يجیورت رخا عقومو يحایسلا عاطقلا ىلع رشابم ریغ وا رشابم لكشب سكعنت يتلاو ایروس

 اھریوطت متی ایلاحو ةدوجوم يھ بابشلا راكفا ضرعل ھیتحرط يذلا لكشلاب ةصنمك .ةرازولاب ةلصتم ىرخا ةھج يا وا ةرازولا اھب

 ةرتف للاخ ىنمتن .ایروس يف ةیحایسلا تآشنملا عیمج ىلع لب ،ةحایسلا ةرازول طقف سیل راكفلاا يضرعت نا يعیطتست نا ثیحب

 ماعطلااو ةماقلااو ةیحایسلاو ةیمدخلاو ةیمیلعتلا تآشنملا لك اھب طبرت يتلا ةصنملا هذھ حتتفن نا مداقلا ماعلا ةیادب عم ةطیسب

 بیردتلا زكارمو لمعلا قوس عم ةیرشبلا ةیحایسلا تآشنملا تاجایتحا طبر ناك اھنم يساسلاا ضرغلا .ةدحاو ةكبشب ةطوبرم

 هذھ .ةلماعلا ةیرشبلا ىوقلا نم تاونس عبرأ وا ثلاث ةدمل ةیحایسلا تاسسؤملا تاجایتحا يطغت نا ثیحب يقدنفلاو يحایسلا

 اھتاصاصتخاب ةیبیردتلا زكارملاو دھاعملاو سرادملا نیب راودلاا عیزوت متیو يقدنفلاو يحایسلا میلعتلا زكارم يف جلاعت تامولعملا

 ضرعب موقی نا دحأ يا نكمی ةقیرطلا هذھب تاونس ٥ ىلا دتمت تاسارد ىلا ةطیسب تاراھم میلعتل رھشأ ثلاثلا نیب تارود نم

 .ةیمیلعتلا ةھجلا ھب ىّلوت و ذخأیل عورشم
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A transcript of interview with the Chairman of Syrian Chambers of Tourism – Talal 
Khoudeir 

2021. Dubai, UAE 
 

 ،ةیلامشلا ةقطنملا ةحایس ةفرغ ةرادإ سلجم سیئرو ةیروسلا ةحایسلا فرغ داحتا سیئر – ریضخ للاط سدنھملا عم ةلباقم
  .ریغصلا لیومتلل ةینطولا ةسسؤم ةرادإ سلجم سیئر بئان

 ٢٠٢١ ،يبد

 
 قوسب اومتھا اذاملو فیك دجأ مل تثحب امدنع .ناخ اغلااو ةیطقسلا قوس نع رثكأ تامولعم دیرا لاوا :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟هریغ نع تاذلاب ةیطقسلا

 رارضلاا ىلع ترصتقاو اررضت لقلاا ناك ھنلأ ةیطقسلا قوس ىلع تزكر بلح يف اھلمع ءانثاو ناخ اغلاا ةمظنم :ریضخ للاط

 ةیتحتلا ةینبلا ىلع اولمع .ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا قاوسا يقاب میمرتل لااثم نوكی نا اولواح .رارضا نودب امئاق ناك ءانبلا .تاھجاولا ىلع

 ددعو .ماع لكشب ةقاطلل دقفلا ضیوعتل لبق نم ادوجوم نوكی مل دیدج ماظن وھو ةیسمشلا ةقاطلاب ءابرھكلا دیلوتو ةیكیناكیمورتكللاا

 .مدھت دوجو مدع وھ يسیئرلا ببسلا وھ ناكف ةعرسب هزاجنا ناكملإاب ناكف .لحم ٧٥ لا يلاوح ریثكب سیل ھتلاحم

 لاو حتفی مل مدھملا اغبلی مامح لاثم ؟ةنیدملل لاملا ردت يتلا عقاوملا نوراتخی لھ .عقاوملا نوراتخی امدنع :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟ھل ةبیرق تاططخم دجوی

 لاجملا يف لمعلا نع نیفقوتم ایلاح مھو ناخ اغلاا ةسسؤم عم ةحایسلا ةرازو نیب عقوم رامثتسا دقع اغبلی مامحل نا :ریضخ للاط

 دوقع ةبیرقلا ةرتفلا يف كانھ نوكی نا ىنمتن .مامحلا وا ایارسلا ىنبمل ناك نا رامثتسلاا اذھل يدقع نزاوت ةداعا كانھ نلاا .يحایسلا

 .ةمدخلا ىلا مامحلا دوعیل لمعلل ةدیدج ةیلاو ةدیدج

 لثم ةمعادلا تامظنملاو تاھجلا نم دیدعلا مامتھا لحم وھ ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا قاوسا میمرت نا يھ اھیلا ریشن نا بجی ةطقن انیدل

 نیب اھیلع كراشتلا مت ةقیثو لوا عضو مت .رتم ٨٥٠ ھلوط روحمب برزلا قوسب يھتنیو ةیكاطنا باب نم أدبی يذلا میقتسملا عراشلا

 ةعانصو ةراجتك ةیداصتقلاا فرغ نم تاھجو تامظنمو ةیراجت تایلاعف نم قاوسلاا هذھ يف نیدوجوملا صاخشلاا نیبو ةموكحلا

 .قاوسلاا لیھأت ةداعلإ ةمعادلا تامظنملاو ةحایسو

 نییطنزیبلا نم اھریرحتو اھربع بلح حتف مت يتلا ةیكاطنا باب نم .عورشملا اھیلع ينب تایساسا ةدعو ةیلاع ةمیق ھل قوسلا اذھ

 تناك ذا ةیراجت ةمیق اضیا ھلو .ةیكاطنا باب ھجاومب ةیبیعشلا عماج وھو كانھ عماج لوا ينبو ،حارجلا نب ةدیبع وبا دئاقلا دی ىلع

 نم رمت تناك يتلا ریرحلا قیرط لفاوقو ماھ يراجت قوسك كانھ نم رمت بلح ىلا ةیكاطنا نم يتأت يتلا ةیراجتلا لفاوقلا عیمج

 دوجوملا عونتلا .معاطمو ةیثارت قدانف ىلا تلوحت يتلا ةمیدقلا ةیبرعلا تویبلا ضعبك يحایس ىلا ھلیوحت مت ھنم ءزج كانھو .كانھ

 قوسلا اذھ لصوت يتلا رواحملا عیمج طبر ایلاح نلاا متیو .ةحایسلل ةبذاج ةقطنملا لعج ھلك ةفلتخم قاوسا نم قیرطلا اذھ ىلع

 ھلیھأت مت .ةرشابم قوسلا ىلا ریبكلا يوملاا عماجلا نم لصی يذلا قوسلا اذھ عم دماعتی يذلا ریرحلا قوس میمرت مت .باوبلأاب

 طاشنلا ةداعاو قاوسلاا لیعفتل اھتایلوأب ةموكحلا اھتعضو يتلاو اھب متھن يتلا ةمھملا ةطقنلا يھو راجتلا لك ةداعاو هرامثتسا ةداعاو

  .يراجتلا

 مادختسا تظحلا ،رمحلاا باب مامح لثم عقاوم ةدعل يترایز دنع ٢٠١٨ ماع يف ،رامعلاا ةداعلإ ةبسنلاب :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟اھعم لماعتلا متیس فیكو تازواجتلا هذھ لثم عضو وھ ام .كیماریسلا لثم داوملا ضعب
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 يا نا طورش عضو متو ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا ةیامح ةنجل يف عوضوملا اذھ يف ةمراص دویقو تاءارجا عضو مت ایلاح :ریضخ للاط

 ةداعا ىلع دعاسیس عوضوملا اذھ .يسنرفلا للاتحلاا مایا اھقیثوت مت يتلا ١٩٣٢ ل ؟لا تاططخم ىلا داعیس ھمیمرت متیس ىنبم

 يا لیھأت داعیو عوضوملا اذھ صوصخب ةمراصلا تاءارجلاا لك ذختن ایلاحو اقباس ھیلع تناك ام ىلا ةیرثلااو ةیخیراتلا ينابملا

 .تازواجتلا ةلازلإ دیدج نم اقباس زواجتم ىنبم

 لا اذامل ،ىرخلاا ةیرثلاا ينابملا صوصخب .ةحایسلا يف معاطملاو قدانفلا ىلع زیكرتلا يرظن تفل بلح يف :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟ةیسیئرلا اھتفیظو ریغت نودب ةیدام دئاوعب ةنیدملا ىلع دوعت نا ةقیرطب اھفیظوت ةداعا متی

 متو ماھ يحایس روحم دعی يذلا ةعلقلا طیحم ناكو .ادج لیلق دعی يذلا قدانفلا ددعل دقتفن بلح يف نحن ةحارصب :ریضخ للاط

 قدنف انیدل دجوی .ةعلقلا طیحم يف ةیثارتلا قدانفلا ةداعا وھ يسیئرلا مامتھلاا ناك ،بلح ریرحت دعب ٢٠١٦ ماع يف ھتداعتسا

 متیسو تافصاوملا سفنب يخیرات ءانبك دوعیسو قدنفك هءانب دیعتس ةیرامثتسا ةصاخ ةكرشل ھمیزلت مت ،لماك لكشب مدھتملا نوتراكلا

 يف میقم يروس رمثتسمل ھمیزلت مت ةینفلا تامدخلا ةیریدم ينبم وھو ھل قصلام ىنبم دجوی .يلصلاا رجحلا سفنب هءانب ةداعا

 ًادج مھم وھ ھل تقرطت يذلا عوضوملا .تامدخلا ةفاك نم ةفرغ ٦٣ ب موجن ٤ ھبترمب قدنف نوكیسو تیوكلا

 لیھأت مت ،ينابم ٣ نع ةرابع وھو ھلیھأت مت ،بلح ةنیدم لكل يقیثوت زكرم نوكیس ىنبملا اذھ ،ةلودلا فیس ةسردم وھو ىنبم انیدلف

 اینورتكلا لاھؤمو ةنیدملا ةركاذ زكرم ىنبملا اذھ نوكیس .ماعلا ةیاھن ىتح ىرخلاا ينابملا لیھأت ىلع لمعلا رارمتساو ينابملا دحأ

 ةیروس يدیأب متی لمعلاو .اھرامعا ةداعا مت فیكو تناك فیك ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا نع ةمولعم يا ىلع لصحی نا دیری دحأ يا عیطتسیل

 لمعلا لك نكل تامظنملا نم معد دجوی .ةیروس يدایأب ایروسو بلح رامعا دیعنسو ةیجراخ يدایا ىلع دمتعن ملو رخف لكب ةیلحم

 .ةیروس يدایأب متی

 ؟نییفرحك ةلماعلا دیلاب صقن كانھ لھ :للاھ يلاس •

 لثم تامظنملا لك اھیلع لمعت لیھأتو بیردت زكارم كانھ كلذل .رثكأ جاتحن نا نكمملا نمو ایلاح ةرفوتم ةلماعلا دیلا :ریضخ للاط

 .ھب موقن يذلا لمعلا نم ءزج يھو ةیودیلا لامعلااو نییفرحلا بیردتل ناخ اغلااو ةیروسلا ةناملاا

 حوتفم وا قلغم وھ لھ ؟نلاا ھلاح ام .بارخلا نم ھفیظنتو ھحتف مت امدنع ينوغرلأا ناتسرامیبلا لثم :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟مومعلل

 حتفی .اقباس ناك امك هدیعنس نحنو ،يرخت لامعلأ ھنم ءزج ضرعتل دعب ھتنت مل لیھأت لامعا كانھ ،نلاا حوتفم وھ :ریضخ للاط

 ىلولاا ةلاصلا حاتتفا متو تاینتقملا لك دادرتسا مت دقف ،ينطولا بلح فحتم حتف ةداعا وھ مھلاا نلاا نكل .صاخ لكشب راوزلل نلاا

 متیو ةلاص لوا حاتتفا دیعا .فحاتملاو راثلأل ةماعلا ةیریدملاو ةفاقثلا ةرازول بسحت ةوطخب تاینتقملا ىلع ةظفاحملل ةرابج دوھجب

 .ةیناثلا ةلاصلا حتفل ریضحتلا

 )دیدجلا ،رمحلاا باب ،ساوقلا( ٣ يھ دقتعا امك بلحب تحتف يتلا ةیبعشلا تامامحلل ةبسنلاب :للاھ يلاس •

 ،ةیحلاصلا مامح لثم .صاخ لكشب نییبلحلا اھداتریو اھحتفو اھلیھأت ةداعا مت يتلا ةمیدقلا تامامحلا نم دیدعلا دجوی :ریضخ للاط

 .سانلا لابقتسلا نیزھاجو ةمدخلا اولخدو مھلیھأت ةداعا مت مامح ١٢ دجوی .رمحلاا بابو ،دیدجلا مامحو ،ساوقلا تاداسلا

 ةطخ دجوی لھ ؟ةیرثلاا عقاوملل ةیداشرا تاحول دجوی لھ لاثم .بلحب ةیحایسلا قطانملل جیورتلا متی فیك :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟رغصلاا ةیرمعلا تائفلاو بابشلا بذجل
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 ةیلخادلا ةحایسلل تاراسم ةدع انمسر .صاخ لكشب بلحب ةیلامشلا ةقطنملا ةحایس ةفرغو ةحایسلا فرغ داحتاك نحن :ریضخ للاط

 .ةینیدلاو ةیفاقثلا ةحایسلل ةبسنلاب ادج ریبك يفاقث ثورومب رھتشت بلح نلأ ،ةینیدلا ةحایسلاو

 مسرب تماق ةحایسلا ةفرغل ةبسنلاب .عیمجلا ىلع نیحتفنمو نایدلاا لك لبقتسن نحنف ،بلح يف سئانكو عماوج ددع ربكأ اندنع دجوی

 راغلا نوباص ةعانصل نباصملا ةرایز اھنمض نم ةعلقلا لوحو ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا قاوسا نمض ةیحایسلا تاراسملا صخت تاراسم

 ىلع اھیف لمعلا متی ،اھباحصا لبق نم اھلیھأت متو ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا يف نباصملا نم ریبك ددع حاتتفا دیعا .بلح ةنیدم ھیف رھتشت يذلا

 موقتو ةحایسلا ةفرغ يف نییحایسلا ءلادلاا نم ددع انیدل ایلاحو تمسر تاراسملا هذھ .ماع ١٠٠٠ ذنم ةقیرطلا سفنب نوباصلا عنص

 ةیفیكو ةیرثلاا عقاوملاب مھفیرعتل بلاطلل ةیحایس تلاوجل ةصاخلا سرادملا ىلا ةیادب انھجوت .تامھملا هذھب مھب ةصاخلا ةبعشلا

 ىلع ظافح ةیفیك ىلع حرشل ءلادلاا ھجون نحنف .ھترایز يف دیدش صرح كانھ نوكی نا بجی يذلا يرثلاا عقوملا عم لماعتلا

 اھممعن نا نكمملا نمو بلح يف ةیبرتلا ةریدم عم ةیقافتلا لبقتسملا يف رضحنس .ناردجلا ىلع ةباتكلا مدعو ةماع ةفاظنك عقوملا

 لاھؤم لمحیو ةحایسلا ةرازو نم صخرمو صصختم يحایس لیلد ةقفرب ةماعلا ةیسردملا تلاحرلا میظنت متیل ةیبرتلا ةرازو عم

 .ةحیحص ةقیرطب تامولعملا بلاطلاو لافطلاا ذخأیل ایسارد

 عماجلاب اوأدب كلذل .ةیسایس وا ةینید ةعزن كانھ نا رامعلاا ةداعا ةسایس نع ارركتم هارا لاؤس يدنع :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟ةیمھلاا بسحب يھ ما ءاقتنا كانھ لھ .داصتقلال دودرم تاذ اھنلأ قاوسلااو يوملاا

 يف ىطغم قوس لوطا يھو اھتیصوصخو ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا .تایولوا كانھ نكل تاعزن تاذ تسیل يھ تایولولاا ایلاح :ریضخ للاط

 عماجلل ةیخیراتلا ةمیقلاو ةمیدقلا ةنیدملا قاوسا دیعن نا ادج مھملا نم .يناسنلاا ثارتلا نم ثورومك وكسینویلا لیجست تلخد ملاعلا

 متی امدنع تقولا سفنبو ةمھم يحایس بذج ةطقن ھنلأ عرسی نا بجی ناك ھیف لمعلاف ةنس ١٤٠٠ يوملاا عماجلا رمع .يوملاا

 عیضاوملا يف لخدت لا ةركفلا .عماجلا داترتس سانلا ھنلأ تقولا سفنب ھمیمرت متیس ھلوح طیحملا نإف يوملاا عماجلا لثم ملعم میمرت

 لولاا فصنلا يف يئاھن لكشب ھلیھأت متیسو جراخلا نم يوملاا عماجلل ةبسنلاب معد دجوی .تایولولاا يھ امنا ةینیدلا وا ةیسایسلا

 .٢٠٢٢ ماعل

 ضعبب اننعتسا .ھسفن رجحلاب ءانبلا ةداعا متی نا يھ ایروسو ةقطنملا يف ةنذئم مھا يھو ترمدت يتلا ةنذئملا نا يھ ةطقن مھا

 میمرتلا لك ىلع لمعلا متی .مھب ةناعتسلاا متف ةرجح ةنذئملا اوقثو نیذلاو بلح اوراز نیذلا نیقرشتسملا ضعبو ةیجراخلا تاربخلا

 راثلآاب نیصتخملا نم ریبك ددعو بلحب راثلاا ریدم مضت ةصاخ ةنجل دوجوب لیصافتلا قدأبو ىوتسم ىلعأب عماجلا لخاد

 .نیبرتغملاو

 راظتناب ةكورتم يھ لھ .لمعلا مجحو ةفلكلا ببسب نلاا اھمیمرت متی نل لماكلاب ةرمدملا ينابملا لثم لاثم :للاھ يلاس •

 ؟نیعم رمثتسم

 يلحم يروس رمثتسم نیب عیقوت متی نلاا نكل لماك لكشب رمدم يھ تركذ امك نوتراكلا قدنف لثم ةرمدملا ينابملا :ریضخ للاط

 ةمھم تارامثتساً اقباس اھل تاراملاا نا امك .ایروس ىلا مھتوعدب لامعلاا لاجر نم ددع ءاقلل يبد يف انھ نحنو .ةحایسلا ةرازو عم

 رامثتسلاا نوناق ضرعو ءاقلل يروسلا ينطولا مویلا ةبسانم يف يبد وبسكا يف ةصرفلا انزھتناف يراقعلا ریوطتلاو قدانفلا لاجم يف

 يذلا ماعلا رامثتسلاا قوس ىلا نیرمثتسملا انوعدف .ایروس يف رمثتسی نا دیری نم لكل تلایھستو تازیم نمضتی يذلا دیدجلا

 جاتحن نحن .قشمد يف مداقلا ماعلا نم لولاا فصنلا يفب ھل ریضحت متیس .ةیعانص وا ةیحایس تناك نا عیراشملا ربكأ ھیف ضرعیس

 عاطقلا ةجاحب يھف اھدرفمب لمعلا عیطتست نل ةموكحلا ھنلأ ءانبلا ةداعا يف اومھاسیو اودوعیل نیبرتغملا نییروسلا انعم نوكی نا

 .صاخلا
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Interview Consent Agreement with Talal Khoudeir, p.1 
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Interview Consent Agreement with Talal Khoudeir, p.2 
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Interview Consent Agreement with Talal Khoudeir, p.3 
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Perspectives and experiences of policy makers and professionals 2021 – 2023 

 

In 2023, I had the opportunity to interview professionals from Syria to gather insights for my 

intervention design. Although I had initiated contact in late 2021, but unfortunately, all plans 

had to be cancelled due to the devastating earthquake that hit Syria and Turkey in February 

2023. Given this situation, the preparatory consultation work was carried out upon traveling 

to Syria in August 2023. 

Through these interactions, I was able to gather valuable insights, expertise, and 

perspectives from individuals with specialised knowledge in heritage conservation and 

restoration in Syria. I recorded these interviews, and the outcomes, along with the archival 

materials I collected during my studies, will be presented on a website after submission. The 

website will be accessible to the public and will provide information for those interested in the 

field, and for future research purposes. 
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Views and experiences of migrants and stakeholders 2020 – 2023 

 
 
 
Immigrant Voices  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1.3     Mapping the historical hammams of Aleppo 2023  

 

The following image is a record of the historical hammams of Aleppo, which I mapped during 

my visit in August 2023 with the assistance of Dr. Altenbi from the Al Adyat Society. This 

map shows the locations of 65 hammams in Aleppo, including those that were demolished 

and no longer exist. Each site is colour-coded according to the year of construction for easy 

identification. Additionally, the table provides the names of the hammams and their 

respective neighbourhoods. 

 
 



 136  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Fig 43. Mapping the historical hammams of Aleppo. 2023. (source: Sally Hilal and 

NourAldean Altenbi).  
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       Participant List Table for Study #2, 2018 - 2019. 
 

 

 

 

Method Gender Age Status Objective 
F 22 /
F 24 /
M 29 Migrant
F 31 Migrant
M 35 /
M 42 /
F 56 Migrant
M 60 Migrant

Study #2 - Participatory practice 

Community 
Participatory Ethnographic research 
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1.2     Participatory Practices - Memory Maps 

I developed a series of a participatory methods based on Giordano Bruno’s mnemonic 

principles and techniques, which were originally created by the ancient Greeks. All the 

participants were from Aleppo, half of them still live in the city while the others are migrants. 

The practice was based on the principle of drawing maps from memory. Every participant 

was asked to sketch a map that represents the location of Hammam Yalbugha and its 

surroundings solely from memory, and then to send a picture of their drawings in order to 

discuss them. The result was a number of maps that differed from each other based on the 

age of the participant, the level of memories they have, and the events that link them to that 

area.  

From the results, it was the oldest participants who drew annotated maps in detail with the 

correct names of every architectural monument in the area. An interesting example can be 

seen in the first image sent by one of the participants, who spent the majority of his youth 

before the war in the old city area where he has many memories, as he used to go there with 

his grandfather who owned properties in the old Souk. It is clear that he was able to locate 

the site of the Hammam and its surroundings, as well as the important monuments around it, 

in clear detail (see fig. 44).  

At the other end of the scale were young participants who were raised during the war. Their 

maps were quite simplified, lacking details, with less events described and more uncertain 

memories (see fig. 45). This is understandable because it was not easy to find participants 

belonging to this age group, most of them knowing it only as a war zone and thus unable to 

remember details of this part of the city. Their drawings showed a number of vague empty 

buildings drawn poorly, which perhaps indicates the participants’ lack of personal attachment 

toward these empty structures.  

 

After comparing the drawings, it is clear that the maps reflected different periods of time. 

These sketches ultimately embodied the experiences and memories of those people turned 

into tangible matter, which created a new source of information derived from the participants’ 

own personal experiences. 

One interesting factor is the absence of the historical Grand Serail building (an enormous 

government building, located near the Hammam before it was completely razed during the 

war); despite its importance, the monument was not found in any of their drawings, which 

indicates that its absence on the city’s map and media are already leading to it being 

forgotten. This applies as well to Hammam Yalbugha which also faces the risk of being  
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      Fig 44. Annotated map for Hammam Yalbugha, 2019. drawn by an old participant. 

      Fig 45. Annotated map for Hammam Yalbugha, 2019. drawn by a younger participant. 
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forgotten when several factors are considered:  

1) the Hammam is closed and no one is allowed to enter it, nor does anyone have the 

intention of renovating and rebuilding it at the moment.  

2) the absence of knowledge regarding its historical and cultural value in the new generation 

which seems largely ignorant regarding this structure. The elderly people are usually known 

to be the ones who are informed about this Hammam and its stories, and who have had 

experiences there. But the real question that lies ahead is, what happens when we lose this 

small group of cognisant and informed people? 

For the second practice, the participants were asked to draw an object that symbolises the 

first thing that crosses their mind when the discussion of traditional Hammams in Aleppo is 

brought up. The result was a collection of different simple sketches that were associated with 

the rituals of the Hammam. Each object tells a story from the memory of the person who 

sketched it. For example, drawing the Hammam fountain and associating it with the social 

gathering after bathing was finished. Some of them made sketches of the Hammam bowls, 

Aleppo Soap bars, and the unique wooden clogs used in the hammam that are popular only 

in Aleppo (candy is even made shaped like those clogs, one of the traditional candies which 

is still popular nowadays). 

The difference between the drawings indicates that each corner of the Hammam held a 

special memory for someone. The object that was the most frequently drawn however was 

the Hammam basin, which is considered one of the Hammam’s most vital elements and 

used to be made from a single boulder of rock or marble. People would use bowls to scoop 

water from it and pour it over themselves, and even when people started installing 

bathrooms in their houses, those basins remained in use for a very long time alongside the 

modern baths and showers.  

I was reminded of a basin we have in our house in Aleppo, which my father insisted on 

taking from our grandparent’s old house once they moved out and installing it in his own new 

home, as it brings him many memories from his childhood. 

With the help of those drawings, I developed a better understanding of how these traditions 

were mostly observed, how they had changed, and how they affected people’s daily lives. In 

order to look further into this matter, I reached out to family and friends on the internet and 

asked them whether they still maintain such traditions after all this time.  
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Through on-line social networks, I asked a group of Aleppines if any of them owns such a 

basin in their bathroom at home and whether they still use it. If they do, they were asked to 

take a picture of the basin and send it to me. I received several positive responses regarding 

this subject and through open discussions with the participants, learned of their personal 

memories of these basins.  

The results lead to a similar conclusion where the participants point out that the water 

scarcity issues in Aleppo led them to the use of traditional bathing methods again during the 

war (such as water basins) as effective bathing could be accomplished with much less water 

using the basin than with a bath or a shower. The following section illustrates selected 

examples demonstrating the use of such objects at the present time: 

The first image is of an old stone basin the owners kept in their house despite renovating 

their bathroom. The second image is also of an old basin, but its owners replaced it with a 

plastic basin in their bathroom and installed the old one in their garden as a plant pot (figs. 

46, 47). The house owner also mentioned that her father had kept using it for a long period 

and would not let it go. During the war in Aleppo, the whole family started using it again due 

to water issues.  

 

 

 

Fig 46. Left: Old stone basin at Hilal’s residence. 2019. Aleppo. Photograph: Dima Hilal 
(source: Author’s Archives). 

Fig 47. Plastic basin replaced the original stone basin – now as a plant pot. 2019. Aleppo. 
Photograph: Kinda Albeik (source: Author’s Archives).  
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I associated this story (the idea of repurposing the old basins) with Hammam Yalbugha 

during the renovations in the later 1980s. The ancient basins were replaced with identical 

new ones, and the old ones were turned into plant pots to decorate the square in front of the 

Hammam entrance. One of those 533-year-old surviving basins is at Youssef Akil's house, 

which is still being used today (fig. 49).  

The third image features a basin belonging to an elderly woman who still uses it (fig. 48). 

She mentioned that it was a wedding gift that she has always used, and it remains practical 

and easy to use, especially for older people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 48. Stone basin at Mounla’s residence. 2019. Aleppo. Photograph: Sally Mounla (source: 
Author’s Archives). 

 

These discussions created narratives that are connected with the historical significance of 

these authentic objects. It also added valuable information for the research (as shown earlier 

in the first practice), and at the same time, it highlighted the problems of the water crisis in 

Aleppo nowadays and how people have started using the old traditional method to bathe 

and to keep clean.  

 According to Maurice Halbwachs: ‘Collective frameworks are, to the contrary, precisely the 

instruments used by the collective memory to reconstruct an image of the past which is in 

accord, in each epoch, with the predominant thoughts of the society’ Halbwachs (1992, p. 

40). The simple object, the hammam basin, seems to be part of this 'collective framework' 

and a symbol of life as it was.  
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Fig 49. The original stone basin of Hammam Yalbugha at Akil’s residence. 2023. Aleppo. 

Photograph: Sally Hilal.  
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Appendix 2: Images and Drawings 
 

2.1     Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili - Floor Plan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 50. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, 2003. drawing - Floor Plan, Edited by Sally Hilal 
(source: archnet.org). Original draughtsperson: Saeed Arida. 
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Fig 51. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, Water fountain. 1983. photograph by Yasser Tabbaa 
(source: archnet.org).  
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Fig 52. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, Dome view. 1983. photograph by Yasser Tabbaa 
(source: archnet.org).  
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Fig 53. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, View of Side Portico of Main Courtyard, 1983. 
photograph by Yasser Tabbaa (source: archnet.org).  

Fig 54. Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, Folkloric dance performed in courtyard, 1987. 
photograph by Jamal H. Abed (source: archnet.org).  
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2.2     Bimaristan Arghun - Engraved Mamluk motifs and blazons on the main gate  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 55. Entrance portal in Bimaristan Arghun al-Kamili, 1919-1921. Photograph: K.A.C. 
Creswell (source: collections.vam.ac.uk).  
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2.3     Women in the Bath – Paintings   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 56. Camille Rogier, Entering the Bath. 1846. Paper (source: collections.vam.ac.uk). 

Fig 57. Jean-Étienne Liotard, A Frankish Woman and Her Servant. 1750. Oil on canvas 
(source: art.nelson-atkins.org). 
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2.4     Hammam Yalbugha - when used as a felt factory  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 58. Michel Écochard, Yalbugha Baths Restoration. ca. 1905. B & W prints (source: Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture). 
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Fig 59. Michel Écochard, Yalbugha Baths Restoration. ca. 1905. B & W prints (source: Aga 

Khan Trust for Culture). 
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2.5     Plan of Hammam Yalbugha - After Renovation  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              Fig 60. Hammam Yalbugha, Floor plan, 2020. drawn by Sally Hilal. 
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2.6     Hammam Yalbugha – 2019   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 61. Omar Sanadiki, Blossomed vegetation on the damaged Yalbugha bathhouse. 2019. 
Aleppo, Syria (source: cnbc.com) 
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2.7     Hammam Yalbugha – 2023   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 62. Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasiri, Earthquake destruction. Aug 2023. Digital photograph: 
Sally Hilal 
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Fig 63. Bottom: Hammam Yalbugha al-Nasir destruction. 2022. Digital photograph: Osaid 
Hilal. 
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2.8     Traditional Bathing Objects  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 64. Bathing objects, 2019. Photograph. From the top: 1) The author’s grandmother 
hammam bowl - dating back to 1905. 2) Aleppo Soap - Olive and laurel oil soap. 3) 
Fullers earth clay. Taken by the Author in London. 
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Fig 65. Bathing objects, 2019. Photograph. Handmade embroidered silk sheet used to carry 
hammams essentials. It was a gift for the author’s great-grandmother on her wedding 
- dating back to 1940. Taken by the Author in London. 
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Fig 66. Bathing objects, 2019. Photograph. From the top: 1) Drira (Aleppo soil) used to 
soften the hair and nourishing the skin. 2) Loofah, bath scrubber. 3) Hammam towel, 
used as a traditional cloth. Taken by the Author in London. 
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Fig 67. Bathing objects, 2019. Photograph. Handmade embroidered silk sheet used to carry 
hammams essentials. Taken by the Author in London. 
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Fig 68. Stuart Freedman, 2002.from the top: 1) a man drinks tea after a bath at Yalbugha 
Hammam; 2) a man is washed in the hammam; 3) two men sit together after a 
massage and a bath by a masseur in Yalbugha.   
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Fig 69. Hammam al-Nahaseen clean towels and bathing cloth, 1980s. Photograph: Stefano 
Bianca (source: archnet.org).  
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2.9     Public Water Fountains 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 70. The Queiq River. Aleppo, Syria. 1950. Postcard (source: Ernst Herzfeld).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 71. Qastal al-Harami Sabil, 1250-1517. Photograph (source: Ernst Herzfeld). 
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Fig 72. The qastal of Aleppo in Bab al-Faraj, circa 1910s. Postcard (source: Joseph 
Megarbane).  
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Fig 73. The square of Bab al-Faraj, 1929. Photograph (source: delcampe.net).  

 

Fig 74. Qastal al-Nafiia in Bab Al Faraj, (n.d.) Photograph (source: Saleh Zakkour). 
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Fig 75. Al-Sabil park windmill, Aleppo. 1900 – 1905. Postcard (source: Mary Evans). 
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2.10     Residential Water Fountains 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 76. Brother and sister playing in water fountain at our home in Aleppo. 1998. Photograph 
(source: Author’s Archives).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 77. The author’s sister by the water fountain at grandparents’ house. 1993. Photograph 
(source: Author’s Archives).  
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Fig 78. Family photo by the ‘salsabil’ fountain at Akil’s residence.1992. Photograph (source: 
Khaled Akil).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 79. Youssef Akil after he finished building the ‘salsabil’ fountain at his garden.1980s. 
Photograph (source: Khaled Akil).  
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Fig 80. The water fountain at Akil’s residence from the author’s visit. 2023. Photograph: Sally 
Hilal. 
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Fig 81. Two photographs of a family posed by the same fountain in Aleppo, the first is taken 
in 2021 and the oldest in 1910. (source: Khaled and Omaia Akil).  
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Fig 82. Drinking fountain at Shalhoub’s old Damascus house, 1946. Photographed: W. 

Robert Moore (source: nationalgeographic.com.au).   
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2.11     Conceptual Architecture Diagram 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 83. Hammam Yalbugha, Conceptual architecture diagram, 2020. drawn by Sally Hilal. 
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2.12     The Walkway Design 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 84. Sally Hilal, 3D rendering for the walkway. 2023. 
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Fig 85. Sally Hilal, 3D rendering for the walkway. 2023. 
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2.13     The Bathhouse: The Ritual of Reconnecting  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig 86. Sally Hilal, For Discursivity II: The Hammam Rituals. 2021. Multiscreen video. The 

Triangle Space Gallery, London.  

Fig 87. Sally Hilal, At the Discursivity exhibition. 2020. Video installation. Camberwell Space, 
London.  
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