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Introduction

The generally arid climate of most Middle 
Eastern countries placed a high value 
on water, making it a central feature in 
religious and royal iconography and an 
important vehicle for technological inno- 
vations. The provision of water is one of 
the great meritorious acts of Islamic piety, 
so that both the Atabegs and Ayyubids 
spent considerable efforts on canalisation, 
water-elevating machines, as well as 
cisterns, pools and public fountains. 
In Ayyubid Aleppo, water, brought from 
a northern source through Qanat Haylan, 
led to an elaborate system of canalisation 

Mosque of Nur al-Din, 
Hama.

that fed the entire city. These waters also 
fed the moat around the citadel, in addi-
tion to its various wells, a hammam and 
fountains. While in Ayyubid Damascus, 
the seven branches of the Barada river 
were channelled to nourish every private 
home and public space.
Once inside a religious or a palatial 
structure, water became almost a semi- 
precious substance: pouring out of a 
lion’s mouth, running through narrow 
channels, filling a decorative pool and 
spurting from a central jet. Ibn Jubayr 
(d. 614/1217), who visited Damascus 
in the late 6th/12th century, described 
several such fountains, including one that 
remained until recently in the Madrasa 
al-Nuriyya (I.4). Water entered the 
madrasa from beneath a muqarnas canopy 
in the western iwan, ran through a 
channel and emptied into the central 
pool. Found also in the Ayyubid palace 
in Aleppo Citadel (VII.1.h), this is a 
fountain type known as salsabil.
Nowhere in Syria is water used more 
effectively and picturesquely than in 
Hama, a city that straddles a bend in the 
River Orontes. Its world-famous nawa‘ir 
(sing. noria) or waterwheels probably 
date to Roman times, although Arab 
tech nologists were constantly rebuilding 
and enlarging the concept and, in fact, 
spread their use to North Africa and 
Spain. Still extant until recently was a 
noria that carried water to the Mosque 
and Bimaristan of Nur al-Din, and 
another across the river that served the 
Kilani Palace. It also seems likely that 
the Mosque of Abu al-Fida’ had its own 
noria.
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Introduction

In  f ac t ,  Hama underwent  ma jor 
reconstruction and urban development 
under Nur al-Din’s patronage, including 
the construction of a new Friday Mosque, 
the Mosque of Nur al-Din and the 
restoration of the old Umayyad Mosque. 
He also sponsored madrasas, hammams 
and bimaristans, all of which were well 
supplied with water, thanks to his efforts 
to maintain the nawa‘ir. Though not 
much survives of Nur al-Din’s original 
constructions, the status of Hama 
remained important as one of the more 
secure cities along the trade routes. Arab 
rural citadels, such as Shmemis Citadel 
(supplied by water from deep wells) to 
the east near the village of Salamiyya 
Plateau, and Shayzar Citadel (supplied 
by the river) to the west near the coastal 
mountains, remained continuously in 
Muslim hands under the Atabegs and 
Ayyubids. Even when the Mamluks 
took over the Ayyubid’s leadership and 
most of Syria, Hama remained a quietly 
prosperous Ayyubid city in the hands 
of the last of the Ayyubid rulers, 
Abu al-Fida’ (d. 733/1334). He was a 
poet-prince who composed significant 
manuscripts regarding the history and 
geography of the known world. The 
Mosque of Abu al-Fida’, which still 
stands today, and within which is his 
mausoleum, exhibits fine stone-interlacing 
on its courtyard windows. He also built 
a palace and a garden nearby, known 
as the Garden of Wonder, nourished 
by its own noria named “al-Dahsha” 
or  “al-Duhaysha”, a diminutive of 
“Wonder” after his garden.

Mosque of Abu al-Fida’, 
detail of a window with 
the central pillar carved 
in the shape of inter-
twined serpents, Hama.

HAMA

The itinerary comprises three sections: An 
optional citadel requiring a detour south-east 
of Hama towards the town of Salamiyya, 
the city and monuments of Hama itself, and 
a famous Arab citadel to the north-west of 
the city. In Hama, the itinerary follows a 
meandering route through the city to allow 
the visitor to enjoy various views of the noria 
and the Orontes River.
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Shmemis Citadel

IV.1  SHMEMIS CITADEL 
(OPTION)

Located 40 km east of Hama is the Shmemis 
Citadel. Instead of going straight to Hama 
city from Homs, take the exit towards the town 
of Salamiyya. Alternatively, arrive to Hama 
city and take public transport from there to 
Salamiyya. The citadel is visible from the road, 
on a high hill overlooking the surrounding 
fields. Upon arriving at Salamiyya, negotiate 
with the driver for the best arrangement back 
to the citadel, including the necessary waiting 
time and the drive back. Alternatively, have the 
driver drop you off on the track leading from 
the highway to the citadel, and hike the 4 km 
up to it and then back to the highway. 
Caution is highly recommended on site, as the 
citadel is in poor condition and is not on the 
usual track of tourists, so beware the slippery 
limestone hill. This adventure is strictly for 
those seeking a taste of medieval conquest.
Shmemis Citadel is advantageously located on 
the caravan route between the urban settlements 
of western Syria and the Syrian Steppes in the 
east. It was refortified during the Ayyubid period 
when Shirkuh II rebuilt its walls and dug a 

moat to surround it in 628/1230. It remains 
picturesquely on a volcanic hill amidst fertile 
plains, with 11 salient towers along its exterior, 
a northern gate and traces of a square fortress 
(35 m x 35 m). It is supplied by an 80 m-deep 
well in its interior.

 

IV.2  HAMA 

A walk around Hama by this itinerary 
includes various urban institutions built 
by the Atabegs and the Ayyubids between 
the 6th/12th and 7th/13th centuries and 
a stroll along the River Orontes to feel 
the sights and sounds of Hama’s famous 
waterwheels. These monuments are all 
located around a central tell that was 
once towered by the Citadel of Hama 
and now serves as a beautiful park.

IV.2.a  Noria Jisriyya and 
Ma’muriyya

Arriving to down town Hama, head to the 
city’s central square, called Orontes Square, 
which straddles the river. The Noria Jisriyya is 
the waterwheel to the left of the square, on the 
eastern bank of the river, while the Ma’muriyya 
is the large waterwheel with a cluster of 
smaller ones on the right western bank. 

These norias have been carefully restored 
in recent years. The Jisriyya is known to 
have irrigated a wide expanse of orchards 
called Bustan al-Shahiqa and a long part of 
its aquaduct arcade is still standing. 
The Ma’muriyya is the largest noria on 
the Orontes, second only to the Muham-

Shmemis Citadel, 
general view, Hama.
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Hama

madiyya located to the north of the city. It 
measures a diameter of 21 meters with a 
total of 120 buckets. All these norias are 
known to have been used since early Roman 
times, as indicated by archaeological find-
ings at the tower bases below the water, 
and they were certainly strengthened and 
restored during Nur al-Din‘s reign, and 
continued to be restored regularly to this 
day. But unlike most of the noria, this 
one carries an inscription commemorating 
the noria’s renovation by an Ottoman 
governor in 857/1453. 
Next to the Ma’muriyya are two smaller 
norias called al-Uthmaniyya and al- 
Mu’ayadiyya. These smaller wheels are 
some of the smallest on the Orontes, 
the former has a diameter of 11 m while 
the latter a mere 7. They were originally 
meant to function as mills and, in more 
recent times, serve as workshops for the 
water-wheel carpenters.

IV.2.b  Noria Ja‘bariyya, 
Sahuniyya, and Kilaniyya

With the Ma’muriyya noria to your right, walk 
further northwards through the recently restored 
neighbourhood called Hayy al-Tawafra, 
passing by a Mamluk period hammam and the 
Ottoman period Azm palace. The next set of 
norias appear where there is a dam in the river 
facing the Nur al-Din Mosque on the left bank. 

The Noria Ja‘bariyya is one of a group of 
three which rest on a dam crossing the 
river with the Nur al-Din Mosque on the 
left side. The Ja‘bariyya was originally 
composed of two wheels and there are 
remains of an aquaduct that reveal these 

two wheels were of varying sizes. Only 
the larger wheel survives. The gardens 
which these two wheels would have 
irrigated no longer survive, but the 
Hammam al-Sultan further north is 
known to have been supplied by the 
Ja‘bariyya. 
Next to the Ja‘bariyya is small noria with 
a single wheel, called the Sahuniyya, and 
on the opposite bank of the river is the 
Noria Kilaniyya, named after the Kilani 
family which grew prominent in the 
late-Ottoman period and owned many 
lands, gardens, and a palace.

IV.2.c Mosque of Nur al-Din

The Mosque of Nur al-Din is the large 
building on your left, with the noria 
Ja‘bariyya in front of it. It can be visited 
respecting appropriate dress codes and conduct, 
but it is likely to be closed apart from prayer 
times (approx 11.00–13.00). A small donation 
is advisable.

Noria Jisriyya, Hama 
(photo courtesy of 
Zena Takieddine).
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The mosque, built by Nur al-Din in 
558/1164 in the city of Hama as a second 
Friday mosque, is located on the River 
Orontes’ left bank, next to the Sheikh 
Bridge connecting the two parts of the 
city. It comprised the main part of a 
monumental complex that was sponsored 
by Nur al-Din, which also included a 
madrasa and a bimaristan and probably also 
a noria, as still exists today. The socio- 
political background for Nur al-Din’s 
sponsorship of urban infrastructure was 
part of his ideology of nourishing Islamic 

awareness and unity in order to propagate 
holy war or jihad against the Crusaders. 
Incorporated into the architecture of the 
mosque are Crusader spolia. 
The Nur al-Din Mosque consists of a 
courtyard surrounded by three cross- 
vaulted porticos along the west, south 
and north walls. On the east wall is a long 
chamber topped by three domes. The 
middle chamber is fluted into 24 alcoves 
and rises over dodecagonal drum with 
windows, a style similar to the domes 
of the Great Mosques of Damascus and 
Aleppo, dating to the Ayyubid period.
On the northern façade of the mosque 
is a dedicatory inscription that runs over 
7 m in length, executed in monumental 
and clearly legible cursive thuluth script. 
Unlike most other dedicatory inscrip-
tions, it begins with the name of God and 
the shahada, or confession of faith, which 
immediately highlights the religiosity 
of Nur al-Din’s position and possibly 
meant to address the contemporaneous 
Christian population. The use of mujahid, 
“the fighter for the faith”, and other 

Mosque of Nur al-Din, 
general view with 
Noria Ja‘bariyya and 
Noria Sahuniyya, 
Hama.

Mosque of Nur al-Din, 
epigraphic inscription, 
Hama.
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jihad-related epithets such as “keeper of 
the outposts”, “saviour of the public”, 
“vanquisher of the rebels” and “killer of 
the infidels and polytheists”, are meant 
to go hand-in-hand with the inscriptions 
on the monumental wooden minbar, 
currently in Hama Archaeological 
Museum. Thus, both the Mosque of Nur 
al-Din and its symbolic furnishings are 
very much historically oriented towards 
the propagation of knowledge and a 
strengthened Islamic identity in defiance 
of the Crusader threat.
Meanwhile, the lower part of the 
mosque’s façade reveals the continuity 
of the classical Syrian architectural style, 
elegantly coupled with the Islamic 
characteristics of the building.
The minaret, located in the north-west 
corner, is very similar to that at the 
Great mosque of Hama, but the one at 
Hama is older. Nur al-Din’s is square 
in plan and built in alternating courses 
of black basalt and yellowish limestone 
(ablaq) after a manner peculiar to Hama 
in the Ayyubid period, distinctive for its 
diamond-shaped designs.
There are many restorations and repara-
tions from later periods, especially during 
the reign of the Ayyubid Muzaffar II 
Mahmud (624–6/1227–9) – who added 
some pillars to support the north wall and 
ordered the roof over the prayer-hall – 
and during the rule of Abu al-Fida’ Ismai‘l 
(710–33/1310–33) during Mamluk 
hegemony – who rebuilt the mihrab. 
The most recent changes occurred under 
the Ottomans with restoration of the 
west-wing.

Detail of the wooden 
minbar from the 
Mosque of Nur al-Din, 
Hama Archaeological 
Museum 
(Inv. Num. 3266).

Mosque of Nur al-Din, 
view of the mihrab, 
Hama.
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IV.2.d Hammam al-Sultan

Leaving the Mosque of Nur al-Din from its 
north entrance, the Hammam al-Sultan is 
easily recognisable by its domes, and is a mere 
20 m north of the entrance to the mosque. The 
building is closed for restoration, but access 
to the hammam might be possible with the 
permission of the proprietor of the carpenter’s 
shop nearby. 

The hammam is located on the River 
Orontes left bank, to the north of the 
Mosque of Nur al-Din. An open space left 
by the now-destroyed Madrasa al-Nuriyya 
al-Kubra, separates the two buildings.
The hammam dates to the reign of the 
Ayyubid ruler al-Mansur I (d. 617/ 
1220–1). It is rectangular in shape, its 
northern side accessible through a narrow 
passageway that leads to the barrani, or 
exterior chambers, which are the cold 
rooms. The barrani, surmounted by a 

large, brick dome that ascends some 11 m 
above ground level, has a water-basin 
made of limestone and is surrounded on 
all four sides of the room by mastabas – 
stone ledges to seat bathers. From the 
barrani a corridor leads to the wustani, or 
middle chambers, which are the warm 
rooms. Similar to the Hammam Nur 
al-Din of Damascus (I.5), this room 
is the focal point of the construct, 
surmounted by one large, main dome 
surrounded by several smaller domes that 
cover the symmetrically laid-out annexa-
tions, known as maqsuras, which have 
marble panelling. The smaller domes, 
decorated with small geometric-shaped 
openings sealed by coloured glass known 
as qamariyyat, illuminate the hammam 
interior, with the addition of creating an 
aesthetically pleasing and atmospherically 
therapeutic touch for the benefit of the 
bathers. The juwwani, interior chambers, 
are the hot rooms, located on the west 
side of the hammam, next to the furnace. 
Hot water runs in pipes beneath the 
marble surface of this chamber to keep 
the steam from condensing, resulting in 
a sauna effect. 
The bathers begin by gradually moving 
from the cold room area through to the 
warm rooms and up to the interior-most 
hot rooms. This gradual transition to 
chambers of different temperatures is 
a necessary part of a healthy hammam 
experience, which the bather repeats in 
reverse on exiting, moving from hot to 
cold. 
Noria Ja‘bariyya, located to the east of 
the Nuri Mosque, supplied the hammam 
with water.

Hammam al-Sultan, 
Hama.
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IV.2.e  Hama Archaeological 
Museum

This new museum is located 2 km north of the 
city centre on Ziqar Street. Opening times are 
Wed–Mon 9.00–18.00 during the summer, 
9.00–16.00 during the winter. Closed on 
Tuesdays and during Friday prayers (approx 
11.00–13.00). There is an entrance fee.  

Noria mosaic
This is the first visual record of the mag-
nificent hydraulic waterwheel-structure 
known as noria. The Byzantine mosaic 
panel, originally located in Apamea, has 
a date AD 469. It measures 148 cm x 
170 cm and is irregular in shape due to 
loss of material. Despite its fragmentary 
state, the different elements that make up 
the noria are evident, such as the wooden 
beams and circular frame of the wheel, 
the streams of water that pour from the 
buckets as it rotates, and the triangular 
structure made of stone blocks that sup-
ports the noria’s axle. Various colours 
feature in the tesserae of the mosaic: grey, 
brown, beige, yellowish beige and pink-
ish beige – to distinguish the different 
media of the noria.

Shaduf jar
Like the noria, the shaduf, is another 
method of water-collecting technology, 
which is similarly ancient. The shaduf is a 
more provincial construct, and the wheel 
is generally smaller in size The shaduf, 
unlike the noria, is not propelled by the 
momentum of the river, but is instead 
driven by animal power; a mule, for 
example, would walk in circles to rotate 

Noria mosaic, 
Hama Archaeological 
Museum.

Shaduf jar, 
Hama Archaeological 
Museum.
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the wheel. Attached to the mech anism 
by way of a rope around the neck or 
through a pierced hole, these distinctive-
ly shaped jars held the water collected by 
the shaduf. The exact date and place of 
production of shaduf jars is unknown, but 
they are indigenous to the Hama region, 
and probably date back to some time 
between the 6th/12th and 8th/14th centu-
ries. Indeed, to this day there is a village 
called “Tel Shaduf”, located to the north 
of the Salamiyya and Shmemis citadels. 
On average, the dimensions of these 
shaduf jars are 28.5 cm high, 7.5 cm wide 
at the base, and 11.5 cm wide at the rim.

Minbar of Nur al-Din
This minbar was originally part of the new 
Mosque of Nur al-Din in Hama, its beauty 
matched only by its strong political mes-
sage relating to Islamic piety and Holy 
War. Standing tall and copiously carved, 
it is made of wood, 84 cm wide, 318 cm 
long and 425 cm at its utmost height; the 
crescent-shaped finial above the domed 
seat. Geometric designs and calligraphic 
inscriptions executed in naskhi script indi-
cate the name and titlature of the patron, 
Nur al-Din, and the date of its execu-
tion, 559/1263–4. The top of the seat 
back is decorated with an arched frame 
with carved-interlacing hexagonal pat-
terns, amidst which is the testimony of 
faith “La Ilaha Illa Alla” (“There is no god 
but God”), and “Muhammad Rasul Allah” 
(“Muhammad is God’s Prophet”), carved 
in two cartouches and executed in broad 
calligraphy set on a delicate background 
of spiralling tendrils. The lower part of 
the seat back is composed of a hexagonal 

and triangular grid with pierced brackets 
that highlight the pattern and make the 
structure itself less heavy. A magnificent 
cornice, with floral carving and sculptural 
floral crenellations along the rim, gives the 
minbar a throne-like quality accentuated 
by the dome and its far-reaching crescent 
finial. 
The banisters currently on the minbar 
are modern restorations, but one of the 
original banisters hangs on the wall to 
the right of the minbar and presents the 
original features of Nur al-Din’s inscrip-
tion, executed in naskhi script, all along 
the frame. The body of the banister, 
carved with a matrix of criss-crossing 
lines with diamond-shaped piercing at 
the intersections, has a zigzag design 
along the periphery.

IV.2.f Mosque of Abu al-Fida’ 

Sometimes known locally as the Jami‘ al-Hayyat 
(Mosque of the Serpents), it is located on the 
north bank of the Orontes, near the Palestinian 
Refugee Camp. On leaving the museum, 
turn  to the left and carefully cross the street 
to return towards the river. The Mosque is 
discernable by its black-and-white façade and 
the diamond-shaped stonework on its south 
elevation. It can be visited respecting appro-
priate dress codes and conduct, but it is likely 
to be closed apart from prayer times (approx 
11.00–13.00). A small donation is advisable. 

It is known that Ayyubid rule lasted 
longer in Hama than it did in Damascus 
and elsewhere in Syria. In 727/1321, the 
ruler al-Mu’ayyid Isma‘il, known as Abu 
al-Fida’, built a mosque incorporating 
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Minbar of Nur al-Din, 
Hama Archaeological 
Museum 
(Inv. Num. 3266).
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Abu al-Fida’ constructed a palace with 
a large garden, known as the Garden of 
Wonder, next to this great mosque. To 
keep the royal garden lush and to supply 
water for the ablutions of worshippers at 
the mosque was a requirement easily ful-
filled by the noria, which is still standing 
to the west of the mosque. 
The original Ayyubid construction on the 
southern side of the Mosque of Abu al- 
Fida’ and his mausoleum is still preserved. 
It is composed of a small central court-
yard entered by two identical gates, 
although originally there were four. The 
west gate is small and renovated, while 
the north gate is the original Ayyubid 
construction and leads through to a stone 
staircase into the courtyard and the 
adjacent Mausoleum of al-Mu’ayyid. 
The mausoleum, an average-sized room 
made of limestone with a domed brick 
roof of 24 lobes, follows in the Ayyubid 
style. On the west side is an attached 
limestone minaret executed in the ablaq 
motif of contrasting black-basalt with 
limestone, here distributed in an uneven 
manner that is typical of the decorative 
architecture in Hama. The Mausoleum 
and the minaret remain in their original 
states; it appears that the location chosen 
for the minaret was in order that it 
supported the mosque, for the location 
of the mausoleum, separate from the 
mosque, was a habitual style of the 
Ayyubid rulers of Hama.
The haram, or sacred space, of the 
mosque is located to the south of the 
central courtyard. Most of what survives 
dates to the Mamluk period, distin-
guished by its south-facing façade over-

a mausoleum for himself on the right-hand 
bank of the River Orontes. The site lay 
north of Hama Citadel, in an area called 
Bab al-Jisr (The Gate of the Bridge), in a 
region where his grandfather, al-Muzaffar 
I Taqi al-Din Omar, the founder of the 
Ayyubid Dynasty of Hama, was laid to 
rest in 587/1191 in a mausoleum.

Mosque of Abu al-Fida’, 
view of the minaret and 
mausoleum, Hama.
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looking the River Orontes. It is easy to 
discern the two different styles at work: 
the first made of large limestone blocks 
dates to the Ayyubid period and may even 
be part of the al-Muzaffar’s mausoleum, 
while the latter is of a more recent recon- 
struction. The mosque’s two windows 
are both decorated with a central pillar 
carved in the shape of intertwined snakes 
or serpents; for this reason the mosque 
is known colloquially as Jami‘ al-Hayyat, 
“Mosque of the Serpents”.

IV.2.g   Noria al-Khudra, al-Dawalik 
and al-Dahsha 

Walk down al-Asad Bridge and continue up the 
street with the river to your right and tell to your 
left. More norias are to be seen, on either side 
of the river.

Another set of three water wheels around 
a dam are found north of the tell upon 
which the citadel of Hama once towered. 
These are the Noria al-Khudra and the 
Noria al-Dawalik, on the left side of the 
bank, and the aforementioned Noriat 
al-Dahsha on the opposite side, irrigating 
the green fields on the lower slopes by 
the Mosque of Abu al-Fida’. The largest 
of the three, al-Khudra, measures about 
17.50 meters with the smaller Noria 
Dawalik just next by. The Dahsha is 
smallish in size, but it features some 
interesting structural peculiarities. 
For example, the triangle upon which 
the axle of the wheel rests is actually 
rectangular in shape and the buckets 
around its perimeter alternate in size.

Noria al-Khudra and 
Noria al-Dawalik, Hama (photo 
courtesy of Zena Takieddine).Mosque of Abu al-Fida’, Hama.
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a good length of its aquaduct is still 
standing, a total of some 14 arcades. This 
noria is also one of the rare waterwheels 
to feature an inscription commemorating 
the construction of the noria in 763–1361 
for the purpose of channelling water to 
the Great Mosque of Hama by a Mamluk 
governor of the city. Originally, mills 
functioned next to this important noria, 
supplying wheat for the city and, more 
importantly, the citadel. Traces of such 
mills can still be found around the bases 
of the norias and all along the river banks.

IV.2.i  Great Mosque of Hama 

Turn back towards the tell and cross the traffic 
circle and take Thawra street eastward for some 
200 m to reach the southern entrance of the Great 
Mosque. It is discernable by its minaret with a 
particular design of alternating black and white 
stone. Respecting appropriate dress codes and 
conduct, it is open any time during the day. 
A small donation is advisable.

This Great Mosque was the first and 
biggest Friday Mosque to be built in 
Hama, located in the oldest quarter of 
the city, south-west of where the Hama 
Citadel once stood. In ancient times, the 
site was a Roman temple dedicated to 
the God Jupiter and, during the Christian 
era, it reverted to a church. The Arab 
conquerer, Abu ‘Ubayda al-Jarrah, con-
verted part of the church into a Friday 
Mosque to accommodate the newly 
settled Arab community and Muslim 
converts. Under the Umayyad Dynasty, it 
became a monumental mosque, but after 

IV.2.h  Noria al-Muhammadiyya 

Continuing further west is the Noria al-Muham-
madiyya which is located in an area known as 
Bab al-Nahr, or The Gate of the River.

This is the most famous noria in all of Hama 
and, alongside the Noria Ma’muriyya on 
Orontes Square, it is one of the largest. 
Its diameter measures 21 meters and 

Noria 
al-Muhammadiyya, 

detail, Hama 
(photo courtesy of 

Zena Takieddine).

Noria 
al-Muhammadiyya, 

Hama (photo courtesy 
of Zena Takieddine).
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the Byzantine re-occupation of Syria in 
357/968, it went back to being a church. 
The Atabeg and Ayyubid rulers of Hama, 
therefore, restored its position to the 
great mosque it had once been. Very 
similar to the Great Mosque of Aleppo 
(VI.1.g), it features three cross-vaulted 
porticoes with the fourth, on the south 
side, roofed by three domes honouring 
the prayer-hall. The dome on the south-
west corner belongs to the mausoleum of 
al-Mansur II and his son al-Muzaffar III, 
the two Ayyubids who ruled during the 
first half of the 6th/12th century. Like the 
Great Umayyad Mosque of Damascus, 
there is also a treasury dome located in 
the courtyard next to the ablutions pool, 
made of reused columns and capitals 
from the classical period.
The mosque has two minarets. That in the 
south-eastern corner is square in plan and 
built in alternating courses of contrasting 
black basalt and yellowish limestone after 

Great Mosque 
of Hama.

Great Mosque 
of Hama, the minaret 
in the south-east 
corner, with geometric 
decoration.
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This small mosque is located to the south 
of where the Hama Citadel once stood, 
facing its main gate. It is one of Nur al- 
Din’s constructions, built in 554/1161, 
as is clearly indicated in the inscribed 
stone panel located above the door. Its 
stone patterning is distinctive of Hama.
The dimensions of the mosque are 
approximately 17 m x 11 m with a newly 
renovated entrance on its south side in 
which the original foundation-panel is 
preserved. Renovations have also taken 
place in the north and east porticos. Four 
rows of large-sized limestone blocks on 
the southern façade, similar to the stones 
found in the Mosque of Nur al-Din in 
Hama, along with two small domes are 
all that survive from the Zangid-period 
construction. The two domes vary in 
size and height and serve to indicate the 

a manner peculiar to Ayyubid Hama, with 
recognised geometric decorations known 
as ablaq. The other minaret stands next 
to the north gate and dominates the 
exterior façade of the mosque. Built 
in 790/1388 in the Mamluk style, it 
has decorative windows and perfectly 
designed muqarnas niches.

IV.2.j  Mosque of al-Hasanayn

Exiting the Great Mosque from its northern 
entrance on Hasanayn Street, continue walking 
eastward towards the foot of the tell. The 
mosque is found on 7 Nisan Square, a low-lying 
building with a stout minaret. It can be visited 
respecting appropriate dress codes and conduct, 
but it is likely to be closed apart from prayer 
times (approx 11.00–13.00). A small donation 
is advisable.

Mosque of 
al-Hasanayn, 

general view, Hama.
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holiness of the prayer-hall, known as the 
haram or the musalla. A small and simple 
mihrab in the south-facing wall is located 
centrally between the two domes over-
head. The larger one peaks at 4 m above 
ground level, its surface is smooth and 
it rests on four meticulously designed 
fan-shaped squinches. The smaller dome 
peaks at 3 m and its surface is lobed into 
24 sections, a style that was common in 
Hama, Damascus and Aleppo during the 
Atabeg period, pointing to architectural 
influences from the East. After the pair 
of domes and a vaulted chamber, the 
mosque’s small, square-based minaret 
rises to approximately 8 m in height, 
made of the black-basalt stone tradition-
ally imported from Hauran and Bosra. 
There is a wooden-balcony construction 
at the top of the minaret.

IV.3  QAL‘AT SHAYZAR  

Located 30 km north-west of Hama, on the 
road to Jisr el-Shughur, take public transport 
from Hama to the town of Mharde, discernable 
by its large industrial complex. From there, take 
public transport to the village of Shayzar lying 
at the foot of the citadel. Negotiate with the 
driver to drop you off at the citadel gate. Alter-
natively, secure a ride to Shayzar directly from 
Hama. It might be a good idea to rent a car, 
useful for the subsequent itineraries as well. 
Opening times are Wed–Mon 9.00–18.00 during 
the summer, 9.00–16.00 during the winter. 
Closed on Tuesdays and during Friday prayers 
(approx 11.00–13.00). There is an entrance 
fee. In the  unlikely event that the citadel 

is locked residents of the houses opposite may be 
able to help you in locating the caretaker. 

Based on the layout of the mountainous 
escarpment on which it stands, this Arab 
citadel is located 25 km north-west of 
Hama. Approximately 50 m wide and 
450 m long, the citadel dominates the 
narrow passageway between the River 
Orontes and the Ghab Plains, on the 
road between Damascus and Antakiyya, 
through Middle Syria. The area witnessed 
long and violent struggles as well as 
two devastating earthquakes during the 
medieval period.
The first mention of a fortress at Shayzar 
dates to the Hellenistic period when the 
site was known as Larissa. During the 
Byzantine reoccupation of northern Syria 
and the costal mountains, at the end of the 
4th/10th century, the fort was developed.

Mosque of 
al-Hasanayn, 
detail, Hama.
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the fight against the Crusaders and the 
defence of the Ayyubid Dynasty. It 
remained a strong defensive fort and, 
following the devastation of the Mongol 
attacks, the Mamluk Sultan al-Zahir 
Baybars reinforced it along with many 
other fortresses in Syria.
The most important remnant of the 
citadel is  i ts  impressive entrance 
supported by a well-constructed stone 
glacis on its north side and a deep ditch 
to the south. Large, strong towers once 
stood along its 1 km surrounding wall. 
Evidence of storage areas and a two-storey 
residential building at the far south of the 
citadel are in evidence. This, the south 
tower, is the main construction dating 
to Nur al-Din’s era and exemplifies the 
massive fortified-building type of the 
period with its two still-standing storeys 
and decorated façade built with well-
hewn, large limestone. A monumental 
inscription made on the original stone 
was added under the reign of the Ayyubid 
ruler of Aleppo, and patron of the great 
Citadel of Aleppo, al-Zahir Ghazi, dated 
631 (1233). 
Perfectly formed and decorated arrow 
slits and machicolations defend this tower 
along with the other towers in the citadel, 
revealing the architectural mastery of 
the Arabs in military construction. Thus, 
Qal‘at Shayzar is a fine example of 
medieval Islamic fortifications, especially 
in that it was a site never conquered 
by the Crusaders.

It was the princely family of the Banu 
Munqidh, a local Arab tribe, who took 
control over the citadel and the sur-
rounding area in the 474/1081. Usama 
bin Munqidh, the medieval warrior 
whose memoirs have survived as a 
precious record of these turbulent 
times grew up in this citadel, where he 
probably penned his diary. The citadel 
suffered massive damage in an earthquake 
of 552/1157 and many of the Munqidh 
family perished, at which point Nur 
al-Din supervised its restoration, which 
he renewed after another earthquake in 
565/1170. After Nur al-Din’s death in 
560/1174, integration of Shayzar Citadel 
into the Ayyubid leadership saw that the 
surviving members of the Banu Munqidh 
continued to play a chivalrous role in 

Qal‘at Shayzar, 
detail of the entrance 

gate, Hama.
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Qal‘at Shayzar, 
general view, Hama.
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Usama bin Munqidh’s long life (488–584/ 
1095–1188) almost exactly overlaps 
with the early Crusades. Born to a family 
of feudal lords in Shayzar near Hama, 
Usama trained from his youth in the 
arts of horsemanship, hunting, falconry 
and poetry. He also grew to become a 
physician, statesman and a noteworthy 
man of letters. 
Disenchanted by his  prospects in 
Shayzar, Usama left the city in 533/1138 
for the Burid court of Damascus, and not 
long after that King Fulk of Jerusalem 
employed him as his emissary. He was 
never to return to Shayzar, which in 
550/1156, suffered a massive earthquake 
that killed all the inhabitants and 
destroyed the city. Usama’s life was one 

 MEMOIRS OF AN ARAB KNIGHT

Yasser Tabbaa

Fragment of a painting 
depicting a battle scene, 
12th century, Ayyubid 
Dynasty, British Museum, 
London (Inv. Num. 
1938,0312,0.1; 
© Trustees of the British 
Museum, London). 
Although made in Egypt, 
probably after the death 
of Usama bin Munqidh, 
he may have witnessed 
sieges similar to the scene 
depicted here.

of constant movement among the many 
Muslim courts of the 6th/12th century, 
including Cairo, Mosul and especially 
Damascus, where he resided for a total 
of 33 years and where he died at the age 
of 94. 
Usama, best known today for his memoirs 
Kitab al-I‘tibar (Book of Instruction by 
Example), which describes in candid and 
vivid detail his numerous encounters with 
the Crusaders: great kings, brave knights, 
pious monks, foolish doctors and 
cuckolded husbands. Written from the 
perspective of a curious but conservative 
Muslim mind, the book provides a 
window into the world of the Crusaders, 
who condoned the familiar or beneficial, 
while disparaging the foreign or crude.
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Qal‘at Shayzar overlooking 
the modern village of Shayzar.
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The craft of noria construction and main-
tenance is an ancient, deeply rooted one 
in the community of Hama based on 
engineering, architectural and geometric 
skilfulness, carefully calculated ratios and 
harmoniously designed constructions. 
The stone skeletal structure consists of a 
narrow passageway, which draws the river 
water towards the wheel and regulates 
the level of water. A rectangular tower 
on one side, and a triangular one on the 
other, flanks the passageway of water. 
The triangular tower carries the weight 
of the wheel’s axle while the rectangular 
tower acts as a water receptacle, receiving 
the water in buckets at the top-most level. 
The water distribution to the surrounding 
areas is according to a calculated time-

cycle that ensures sufficient water supplies 
to parks, gardens and other public facilities 
as overseen by the town’s legal council. 
Construction of the wheel is usually on 
site, with the supportive tower set up on 
its vertical axis. The wheel construction 
is generally out of poplar or walnut, 
although other types of wood available in 
the River Orontes Valley are used. The 
diameter and width of the wheel, as well 
as the level of the river, determined the 
amount of water the wheel could lift per 
rotation.
Taking into account the length of the 
Orontes River, the city of Hama includes 
the greatest density of nawa‘ir within 
close vicinity of each other. At one time, 
the nawa‘ir totalled 20, but there are now 

 NORIA CONSTRUCTION 

Wa’al Hafian

Sketch of a noria 
(Delpech, Girard, 

Robin, Roumi, 
1997, fig. 79).
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only 17. They vary in size the largest (21 m 
in diameter) is the al-Muhammadiyya, 
located to the west of the city and 
featuring a Mamluk-period inscription. 
The Ma’muriyya, also with a dated 
inscription, is located to the east 
and forms part of a group of nawa‘ir 
constructed during the Ottoman period. 
All the norias have undergone restoration 
over the centuries, as the wooden beams 

Noria  
al-Muhammadiyya, 
detail of the structure: 
the wooden wheel, the 
triangular tower and 
the rectangular tower, 
Hama (photo courtesy 
of Zena Takieddine).

of the noria require changing regularly, 
about every 15 years. Nevertheless, the 
act that the Mosque of Nur al-Din, 
the Madrasa al-Nuriyya al-Kubra, the 
Hammam al-Sultan, the Bimaristan 
al-Nuri, and the Citadel of Hama were 
all functioning institutions during the 
Zangid period, there is no doubt that these 
nawa‘ir were equally well-maintained at 
that time. 


