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Abstract

This paper presents an overview of the Syrian
antiquities which have been exposed to systematic
vandalism. During the Syrian conflict, which enters
its seventh year, large parts of the Syrian cultural
heritage have been destroyed. There are many rea-
sons behind this vandalism. Some of them are rela-
ted to the religious ideologies caused by fundamen-
talist groups, while other are related to financial
reasons, purely for profit. At the same time some of
them are linked to distorting and falsifying a part
of the Syrian history.

Despite the lack of many required information,
this paper focuses on sites of Aleppo city, where
they have been heavily damaged. It will also report
all local and international scientific efforts that have
been achieved in order to preserve the Syrian cultu-
ral heritage. This study will try to determine appro-
priate actions in order to limit this vandalism as well
those which can be useful in the reconstructing and
rebuilding phases after the war.

Introduction

Wars and armed conflicts are sources of direct
threat of antiquities and archaeological sites in the
conflict zones. As a result of the military operations,
the cultural heritage can be exposed either to inten-
ded (direct) or to unintentional (co-lateral) vanda-
lism. Disordered situations, caused by war, provide
fertile ground for illegal excavations, looting and
trafficking of cultural goods (artefacts).

Syrian Antiquities are exposed to various types
of vandalism, damage and loot, as many territories
were uncontrollable or located within the armed
conflict regions. The Syrian crisis enters soon in its
seventh year and the Syrian antiquities are still
under direct threat. This study attempts to identify
the main reasons which led and continues to lead
this threat.

This study seeks to monitor and document some
violation cases within Aleppo city. Aleppo city has

been chosen for this study because of the growing
size of destruction that occurred on the heritage of
this historic city. The limited conditions do not
allow us to document all violation cases due to the
duration and intensity of conflict.

This study also discusses efforts which have been
exerted by the Syrian state, the local Syrian commu-
nity and the international community by their ac-
tions for the sake of protecting Syrian antiquities. It
alerts as well the need for the international commu-
nity to assume its responsibilities in maintaining the
Syrian historical heritage as a world Heritage.

Syria's history and its cultural and histo-
rical role

Since the dawn of time, many inventions and dis-
coveries were conceived on Syrian ground and their
impact is still perceivable.

In the prehistory, the oldest evidences of Paleo-
lithic occupation emerged during excavation seasons
in many sites (Hummal, Nadaouiyeh Ain Askar,
Um el Tlel, Dederiyeh Cave, etc.) (Le Tensorer ef al.
1997). The discovery of a piece of the Homo erectus
skull in Nadaouioyeh, and the thousands of Hand
axes, blades and points are literally great evidence
of the importance of this region to the pre-historic
human.

With the Neolithic, the features of stability, the
domestication of plants and animals (agriculture
and herding) appeared for the first time in human
history (Mithen 2006). Sites as Mureybet, Jurf al
Ahmar and Tell Halula in the middle Euphrates re-
gion (Hillman et al. 1997), revealed this profound
transformation of human history. It paved the way
to the emergence of cities and civilization which will
manifest later in historical times.

The creation of cities began in the fourth millen-
nium BC. The Site Habuba Kabira (south of the
middle Euphrates) witnesses the appearance of the
earliest pictograms which later evolved into what is
known as cuneiform. This system of writing has
spread later in the Levant and Mesopotamia. The
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site of Ebla (Tell Mardikh) has revealed the oldest
model of linguistic dictionary with bilingual word-
lists in Eblaitic and in Sumerian (Matthiae and
Marchetti 2011). This cultural interaction culmina-
ted in intervention of Ugarit script which changed
the face of humanity. The Ugaritic alphabet has
perfected later in Jbeil to become 22 characters, de-
veloping a magnificence alphabet considered until
now as ABC of modern writing (Paradee 2012).

Syria was a part of Roman Empire (Shahid
1984) and contributed in the construction of the
Roman State in the region. Many emperors of Sy-
rian origin ruled the Roman Empire, such as Philip
the Arab from Shahba, Julia Domna, Caracalla,
Julia Maesa and others during the so-called imperial
peace period. It is one of the most prosperous and
developed periods in the Roman history.

After the spread of Christianity and its recogni-
tion as an official religion (in the third century AD)
by the Roman Empire, many churches and Chris-
tian monuments were built in Syria, like in Sednaya
and Maaloula.

During the Islamic periods many transforma-
tions particularly in terms of culture and urbanism
affected Syria. During the Umayyad period Damas-
cus was a cultural center which had a worldwide ef-
fect. The architecture of mosques has been
spreading sciences flourished and prosperity prevai-
led. Omayyad Mosque in Damascus is the most fa-
mous monument, which is considered as a pearl in
Islamic architecture. Later, Syria witnessed a flouri-
shing period under the rule of the Abbasid Cali-
phate, especially in an era of Harun al-Rashid and
Al-Ma'mun. This period is characterized by the
construction of Houses within the walls of the cities
like Damascus, Aleppo, Hama, Homs, and others.
Castles became an urgent necessity in order to
control specific areas. They have been established in
the area seeking security of the roads and impose
influences as Arab castles of Palmyra, Citadel of
Salah Ed-Din, Masyaf Castle, Qal'at Ja'bar and
Qal'at Najm.

The main reasons of violation on Syrian
antiquities

Those reasons can be classified in four factors:
Financial factor

It’s practiced as result of trafficking in cultural
heritage materials especially in the areas which are
out of state control. The rich archeological areas
(and there are many!) exposed to clandestine exca-

vations, in order to get archaeological artifacts
which can be sold in the global market. This type of
trade has become popular in recent years. This mo-
tivation can be considered as the most common, due
to the encouraging of antique dealers in Syria to dig
for antiquities in exchange for simple rewards as
they smuggle them out of the country to the inter-
national market where they can sell them in foreign
currencies. It is worth mentioning that this type of
infringements hasn't such a big impact as it is only
in order to obtain the finds while the destruction of
the monuments or the demolition of structures is
not their goal. In this case it can be considered as
the less destructive as other factors but the most po-
pular, as it has been mentioned.

Religious factor

It is the worst motivation. This is how the extre-
mist religious organizations acted, such as the Isla-
mic State (ISIS), Al-Nusra Front and others. Their
ideology forbids the presence of ancient statues and
monuments as they have nothing to do with Islam.
According to their claims, it must be removed and
destroyed. The main goal is not only to destroy the
monuments but also to conduct clandestine excava-
tion in order to find artefacts, smuggle them out of
the country and then sell on the global market in
high prices to finance its military actions, as ISIS are
doing recently.

Unknown factor

Organized groups are funded by neighboring
countries to carry out excavations in specific areas
in order to get some results for unknown reason. In
general, it aims to uncover specific information and
try to show it out of their context. It is the most
dangerous factor as it affects history because we
don’t know where and how those archeological finds
were found. To our knowledge, this has been done
at the site of Marie, where a group of about 200
people did some excavation for several days. Accor-
ding to the local community, groups of foreigners
ran secret operations and nobody knew nothing
about it.

Military factor

The archaeological sites, especially monuments
are damaged directly due to clashes in war zones.
The armed groups used intentionally the ancient
buildings in Aleppo, Deraa, Homs and castles
(Krak des Chevaliers, Aleppo, and Salah al-Din) as
shelters. When Army tried to evacuate these areas
and re-control them, they exposed to some risks.
Armed groups destroyed some monuments as
mosque minarets, towers and castles in order to ac-
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Figure 1: The American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) analyzed satellite
images to document the destruction of Syria’s World Heritage sites as a result of ongoing warfare.
The images here show the old city of Aleppo on December 6, 2011 (top), and on July 14, 2014 (bot-
tom). One can observe that the roof of the Sug al-Madina has been damaged (green arrow), the
minaret of the Great Mosque has been destroyed (red arrow), two craters have developed on the
eastern wall of the mosque (blue arrows) and several structures in the vicinity have suffered heavy
damage (yellow arrows). Images: ©2014, DigitalGlobe Analysis, AAAS.

cuse the army for its devastation, as a pretext in the
media war against the Syrian state. On the other
hand, some damage occurred by members of the Sy-
rian army should be regarded as individual mistakes
and not as systemic practice or policy of the Syrian
state.

Damages of archaeological sites in Aleppo

Since the beginning of the Syrian crisis in 2011,
violation on some archaeological sites occurred in
the areas outside the central authority. These infrin-
gements have increased with increasing severity of
the crisis. In conflict areas, considerable damage on
some buildings has been noticed, especially in the
old city of Aleppo. The violation on archaeological
monuments in Aleppo is still going on daily, as the

city is suffering massive fight between the army and
the armed groups.

Aleppo, one of the oldest cities in the world, is
located in the north-west of the Syrian interior pla-
teau. Until today, regarding its population, it is
considered as one of the biggest cities in Syria.
Aleppo enjoyed the trade boom for a long time. This
boom can be observed by increased number of mar-
kets and khans that have been built for the establish-
ment of foreign traders. The ottoman governors
paid special attention to the construction of schools
and large mosques according to Istanbulian geome-
tric method, such as Khusraw Pasha Mosque, Bah-
ram Pasha Mosque, Al-Ahmadiyya Madrasa,
Al-Cabanih Madrasa and Ottoman Pasha Ma-
drasa. The most important monument and the tes-
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Figure 2: A destroyed section of the Umayyad Mosque in Aleppo
on 16 April 2013. Photo by Getty Images. - See more at:
https:/lwww.chathamhouse.orglexpert/comment/17117#sthash. i6
c2emlS. dpuf

tament to the greatness of city is the famous castle,
which is an example of military architecture in the
middle Ages (Sauvaget 1971) is located in the city
center. Ancient City of Aleppo has been inscribed
on UNESCO World Heritage list in 1986.

Since the beginning of the Syrian conflict Aleppo
has suffered namely for being close to the Turkish-
Syrian border, but also for its historical and cultural
importance as the center of Syrian capital industry.

The directorate general of antiquities and mu-
seums of Aleppo DGAMA has documented the ex-
tensive damage of many historical monuments for
example the building of Museum of Popular Tradi-
tions (Beit Ajgabash) which is located in Al-Jdayde
neighborhood. It dates back to the eighteenth cen-
tury and is characterized by traditional ancient
Aleppo houses. In 1973, it became a museum of po-
pular traditions.

Many ancient buildings have been exposed to
threats as a result of the clashes, as Forty Martyrs
Cathedral in Al-Jdayde neighborhood in the An-
cient City of Aleppo. According to the General Di-
rectorate of Antiquities, more than 152 buildings
inside the Ancient city of Aleppo have been exposed
to destruction and damage during the first four
years of the crisis (Fig 1, Fig 2). Armed groups tried
to control Aleppo citadel by throwing missiles and
mortar shells which caused damages on the outer
body of the castle or on some internal structures.

When they failed to control it, they dug some
tunnels in order to explode it and this led to the col-
lapse of the northeastern part of the defensive wall
of the citadel. Due to these attempts the citadel is
in very critical condition and needs immediate so-
lutions in order to be protected.

Figure 3: A destroyed section of the wall of Aleppo's ancient ci-
tadel as seen from a rebel-held area in Aleppo, Syria. Photo:
REUTERS

The National Museum in Aleppo is in critical
condition as it is under high risk of destruction. In
the recent past, the DGAMA took several precau-
tionary measures regarding the museum artefacts.

The DGAMA as well as the local community re-
ported the construction of tunnels and their des-
truction. Three explosions occurred between the old
center of police, Khusravi Mosque and the Mosque
of Sultan resulting in destruction of the police buil-
ding and Khan-Shouna in the vicinity of the citadel
of Aleppo.

In the countryside of Aleppo

Mount Simeon district has been heavily dama-
ged, especially after armed groups took over the
area control. According to the report that has been
published by the DGAM Damascus, the damage
can be summarized as follows:

The byzantine Church of Saint Simeon style has
been registered on UNESCO World Heritage List
as part of the "Ancient Villages of Northern Syria".
It is one of the most important sites in the Aleppo
countryside. They vandalized and drilled the main
entrance of the church, known as the Triumphal
arch. Intense sabotage operations took place in this
region, where the ancient wells have been plowed,
in order to expand the area of shops and kiosks
(Fig 4).

Big destruction took place in the bathrooms lo-
cated outside the wall of the church on the western
slope of a region (where the French mission was ex-
cavating). The guards reported as well some destruc-
tion on the bathroom mosaic floor. Some large
archaeological stones belonging to the remnants of
the old bathroom have been broken for re-use in the
construction. At the main entrance of the monas-
tery these stones were also used in the construction
of new buildings within the archaeological buil-
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Figure 4: The destruction of Saint Saimon monastery, west of
Aleppo. The damaged pillar in the centre is where St Simeon is
said to have spent 47 years in prayer.

dings. The DGAM has published a report about the
damage in Al Qatorh site situated about one kilo-
meter from the Church of Saint Simeon Stylites.

The same situation was observed in the Set Al-
Roum, where building violations are still present as
the archeological stones were taken. In addition,
dig was carried on inside the church and the mosaics
were vandalized.

The Rafadeh site is surrounded on three sides,
eastern, southern and northern by stone quarries.
The excavation was carried on within the southern
side of the site. The destruction of archeological
stones repeated here as well. In order to use them in
constructions the roads for its transportation have
been built up within the site. The falling stones of
the ancient tower in the western side of the citadel
have been broken as well. As a result of the presence
of cracks in its upper section, a large part of the
southern wall of the citadel has collapsed. In the site
of Fedra, the north-western church was exposed to
illegal excavations and vandalism. Again a new road
has been opened within the site in order too transfer
of the stones easily. Many sites as Taqla, Zarzita,
Mashhad, Sinkhar, Al-Shaikh Soliman and Zazita
have been exposed to destruction, demolition and
illegal excavations.

On the bank of the Euphrates River, DGAMA
reported the existence of serious encroachments in
archaeological area of Jebel Khalid. Many heavy ve-
hicles and wheel loaders have been seen and used for
digging and illegal excavation in the archaeological
area especially where the Australian mission used to
excavate. Considerable vandalism has been concen-
trated on. This is the highest area of the Tell known
as Acropolis. It is worth mentioning that the tell
holds great importance as one of a few preserved
Syrian sites that goes back to Seleucid Empire pe-
riod.

After the earthquakes occurred in northern re-
gion, Qal'at Najm, in Manbij district, has been re-
built by Nur al-Din Mahmud bin Zangi in the
twelfth century (Heidmann 2006). It was a conduit
for convoys and legions between Iraq and the Le-
vant and the Upper Peninsula. Most of its antiques
date back to Ayyubid dynasty, during the reign
King Zahir Ghazi bin Salah al-Din, and after his
son Aziz King. According DGAMA, clandestine
excavations have been increased in Qal'at Najm.
Armed group specialized in Archeology dug on the
right side of the castle with the help of wheel loa-
ders. Many clandestine excavations were carried on
many archaeological sites situated in the front of the
castle and in the lacustrine area near the castle. In
this way the church dating back to the earliest pe-
riods and located on the southern part of the castle,
was exposed to clandestine excavations.

Local and international contributions to
protect the Syrian Antiquities

The DGAM tried to avoid at the local level the in-
cidents as much as possible, especially in the areas
under the control of non-militant and non-religious
groups willingly to communicate. DGAM put great
efforts in order to preserve the monuments and neu-
tralize them as a national heritage belonging to all
Syrians. These contributions were successful to some
extent, especially in the beginning of the crisis. For
example, the Directorate general of Antiquities and
Museums in Raqqa was able to preserve three boxes
of archeological materials which were reserved in
Real Estate Bank of Syria. They get them back after
pay a reward for who return back, although they do
not have particular heritage value. DGAM with the
help of local community of Barada valley of brought
an important 1th century mosaic to Damascus Cita-
del in exchange for lucrative reward. After the arrival
of foreign individuals in Syrian community those at-
tempts became harder and negotiations stopped. At
this moment, it is very difficult to carry out any dis-
cussion in order to neutralize the culture heritage.

The DGAM stays in contact with all authorities
and international organizations such as Interpol
and others attempting to get back stolen or looted
artifacts from Syria and return it to their native ha-
bitat, many international congress were organized,
but unfortunately not on satisfactory level. There is
some good will, but more effectiveness is needed on
the ground.

In June 2013, six Unesco sites in Syria have been
placed by the World Heritage Committee under the
list of World Heritage in Danger.
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In 2013, the Museum fiir Islamische Kunst in Ber-
lin and the Deutsches Archdologisches Institut (DAT)
launched The Syrian Heritage Archive Project (Sy-
rHer), funded by the German Foreign Office. The
project aims to create a comprehensive digital ar-
chive of Syrian heritage. It also documents the des-
truction of heritage in Syria and collects detailed
database about sabotage.

Between 11th and 12th of December 2014, an In-
ternational congress” Cultural Heritage in Danger:
illegal excavations and trade” has been organized in
Berlin, Germany. This congress has been hosted by
Prussian Cultural Heritage Foundation, the Ger-
man Archaeological Institute and the German As-
sociation for Archeology and was supported by the
Federal Foreign Office and the Federal Commissio-
ner for Culture and the Media.

The congress emphasized on the importance of
cohesion and international cooperation to combat
the problem of illicit trafficking of archaeological
property in countries that experiencing the clandes-
tine excavations, especially Syria, Iraq, Egypt and
others. It confirmed the important role of Syria in
world history as a home of many great civilizations,
ancient kingdoms and ancient cultures over thou-

sands of years starting from Prehistory and the em-
pires of the Ancient Near East until the Islamic pe-
riod. Thus, in order to preserve this important
cultural heritage the Syrian cultural heritage has to
be protected.

Conclusion

The Syrian crisis affected many aspects of life in
the Middle Est and in the world. As we could see,
cultural heritage is one of them. The Syrian war,
now entering in its 7th year put the Syrian heritage
and antiquities in a real danger. This situation urges
for a true international cohesion in order to stop the
destruction of Syrian heritage as the responsibility
of Syrian heritage is in fact a global problem.

The DGAM, together with the local community,
give their best to preserve as much as it is possible
from the Syrian heritage, but unfortunately they
were powerless in conflict areas.

An International community needs to play its
role by putting more efforts in this field. At the same
time, those who contribute to destruction and traf-
ficking of Syrian cultural goods need to be persecu-
ted as criminals.
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