SYRIA

Damascus and its neighborhoods
Damascus
Damascus, Syria’s capital is one of the oldest continuously inhabited
cities in the world. The city has its roots in ancient times and was
coveted by all the great Eastern and Western empires before
becoming the capital of the Umayyads in 661.
The National Museum
exhibits a precious and magniﬁcent
collection of artefacts which represent the civilizations which
succeeded on Syrian Land.

Umayyad Mosque

The Azem Palace
built in 1749 by Ass’ad Pacha Al-Azem, Governor of
Damascus, is a wonderful example of the Damascene architecture in
the 18th century. It is decorated by a wealth of polychrome stone,
cascading fountains in marble basins and a riot of ﬂowers and
greenery, roses and the scent of jasmine... At the present time, it
houses the Museum of Arts and Popular Traditions.
The Umayyad Mosque
, one of the jewels of Damascus and one of
the rare vestiges left by the Umayyad dynasty who chose Damascus
as its capital from 661 to 750. Works began in 705 A.D under the rule
of the caliph Al Walid. The Great Mosque consists of a rectangular
courtyard and a prayer hall, a dome and three minarets. The interior
facade is decorated with magniﬁcent authentic mosaics. The prayer
hall, spacious and bathed in soft light, houses the mausoleum of St
John the Baptist.
The chapel of St. Ananias . St Ananias was the ﬁrst bishop of
Damascus. It was to him that the Lord appeared and gave order to
go and meet Saul in the street called “Straight”. He laid his hands on
him and Saul, struck blind by the divine manifestation on the road to
Damascus, recovered his sight by receiving the Holy Spirit. It was
also Ananias, who gives baptism to Paul. (The Acts of the Apostles ,9
41 ,22 ,17 ,9 ,16-4 ,22 & 26-1).
At present the house of Ananias is a crypt with two rooms, one of
which is a chapel which is reached by a staircase with 23 steps of
basaltic rock.

Old souks of Damascus

The old souks of Damascus
are a real pleasure for the eyes. A
labyrinth imbued with smells and colors, evoking the reﬁnements of
the Orient.
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St Ananias

Seydnaya
The town of Seydnaya has grown up around an important and old
convent which has been famous since its foundation in 547 AD.
Dedicated to the Blessed Virgin, the convent keeps one of the four
paintings of the Virgin attributed to St Luke the Evangelist.
The sacred icon is preserved in a small, low-ceiling chapel, lightened by
candles; walls are covered with offerings, old icons, gold and silver
crosses or motifs.

Maalula
Maalula features a special interest: its inhabitants still speak the old
Syrian dialect known as “Western Aramaic”, an ancient language
current in the Middle East during the ﬁrst millennium B.C. and which
was spoken by Jesus Christ.

Seydnaya

The village is famous for its convents. The Sainte Teckle Monastery
houses the tomb of the Sainte who was rejected by her father after her
conversion to the Christianity.
The legend says when escaping her pagan father and his soldiers sent
to kill her, she reached Maalula, but a high mountain stood in her way.
She raised her hands and prayed. The mountain split immediately and
she passed safely.
The Saint Serge and Bacchus Monastery dates from the 4th century. It
was named after two Syrian soldiers, Sergius and Bacchus who were
martyred at Rassafa (the old Sergiopolis) for refusing to deny the Christ.
It houses one of the oldest churches still active in the world. Its altars
still resemble to pagan altars. A magniﬁcent collection of authentic
Byzantine icons painted by the famous painter Michel de Crête in 1813
can be admired.

Maaloula

Mar Mussa Al-Habashi Monastery
The ancient monastery of Saint Moses of Abyssinia (Deir Mar Mussa
Al-Habashi) is located in the mountains 80 km north of Damascus and
at around 1320 meters above sea level.
From an archaeological and historical point of view, the monastery of
Saint-Moses existed since the 6th century. The church was built around
1058 AD according to the Arab inscriptions on its wall. Three layers of
frescoes have been revealed there. The ﬁrst layer dates from the middle
of the 11th century, the second from the end of the 11th century and-the
third from the end of the 12th or early 13th century. In the 15th century
the monastery was partially rebuilt and enlarged, but in the ﬁrst half
- of
the 19th century it was completely abandoned and slowly fell into ruins.
In 1984, restoration work began. The place is famous for its ecumenical
spirit.

Mar Mussa Al-Habashi

The central-west region
Homs
Located halfway between Damascus and Aleppo, Homs commands
the famous gap which, since ancient times, has allowed passage
between the coast and inland Syria. Even today the modern pipelines
that pass through Homs give this city a special economic role. Homs
knew its apogee in Roman times when the emperor Septimus
Severus who reigned from 193 to 211 AD married Julia Dumna,
daughter of the high priest of the city, marriage which will give Rome
three of his emperors: Caracalla, Heliogabalus and Severus Alexander.
Important historic monuments are the pride of Homs such as the
mosque-mausoleum of Khaled Ibn Al Walid, the Church of the Belt of
the Blessed Virgin and the Church of Saint Elian the Healer.

Krak des Chevaliers

Saﬁta
Saﬁta
The present-day town of Saﬁta stands on the site of a fortress known
as “Castel Blanc” erected by the “Knights Templar” who occupied
Saﬁta in 1171. It was surrounded by a double wall. It is therefore no
surprise as you walk about the streets to come upon some vestiges
of medieval architecture; remains of towers, a vaulted room….
Only one keep, which stands 28 m high, dating back to the end of
XII, survived. It consists of 2 parts. The lower one on the ground ﬂoor
consists of a fortiﬁed chapel still used to hold masses.

Le
Krak
desdes
Chevaliers
The
Krak
Chevaliers

Safita

The Krak of the Knights, described by T.E. Lawrence as “the best
preserved and most wholly admirable castle in the world”, stands 650
m above sea-level on a massive hill. Due to its strategic position, it
controls the so-called "Homs Gap", the passage that connects inland
Syria with the Mediterranean coast. It was of crucial importance to
the Crusaders in their conquest of the coast. The Hospitallers took
possession of the Krak in 1142 and continued to enlarge and
strengthen it. The castle capitulated in 1271 when the Sultan
Mamelouk Baybars besieged the castle and took over of it.
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Krak des Chevaliers

Saint Georges Al-Houmayra Monastery
Located 20 km east of Krak des Chevaliers, the origins of the
convent date back to the 6th century. It was dedicated to St
Georges who defeated the dragon.
The ancient underground chapel dating back to the 13th century
is in a remarkable state of preservation.

Saint Georges Monastery

Hosn Souleiman
Hosn Souleiman is the Arabic name of the ancient "Baetocécé". In
the heart of the fertile mountains of Jebel Ansarieh, the
inhabitants of Aradus (present-day Arwad Island) had built a
temple dedicated to Baal and Astarte. The current ruins date from
the Roman period and bear witness to a great art of construction.

Hama
Hama is famous for its norias, these ancient and picturesque
wooden wheels which for centuries have been turning on the
waters of the Orontes. Irrigation instrument unique in its kind, the
noria is a wooden wheel with buckets in its outer rim. Set upright
in a river, the wheel is turned by the current and the buckets are
ﬁlled with water. The action of the wheel carries the buckets
upwards, and at their highest point the water in them is poured
into an aqueduct. As the wheel continues to turn, the now empty
buckets are carried down to the river, where they are reﬁlled.
The largest known noria, called “Al-Muhammadiyyah” noria, has
120 buckets.
The ﬁrst representation of a noria found to date is in a mosaic
dating from 469 AD discovered at Apamea. 17 norias are still in
use in the city of Hama. The largest, "Al-Muhammadiyyah" noria
measures 27 meters in diameter. It was built by the city’s
governor in 1361. The second largest one, the “Mamuriyyah” noria,
was built in 1453.
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Hosn Souleiman

Hama

Apamée (NA)
Located 70 km north of Hama, the city was refounded by Seleucos Nicator in 300 BC who
gave it the name of his wife Apamea. A ﬂourishing city in the Hellenistic and Roman eras, it
had, according to the census of the year 7-6 AD, approximately 117,000 inhabitants. The
Great Colonnade crosses the city from north to south over 1850 m. Erected in the 2nd
century AD. It was destroyed by the earthquakes of 1157 and 1170. Originally 1,200 columns
stood on both sides. Monotony in the general perspective was avoided by subtle
differences in the various sections of the colonnade; smooth shafts, or with straight or
spiral ﬂuting. 300 of these columns were raised in the 1990s. Other vestiges remain such as
portions of the 7 km walls, the agora, a huge votive column, foundations of churches and
villas.
Outside the walls, an Ottoman caravanserai houses a museum of mosaics discovered in
this region.
-

Palmyra
Palmyra which rises majestically from the heart of the Syrian Desert was one of the ancient
world’s metropolises. Its prosperity was equaled by none other than its own beauty. It
remains one of those superb places where art and history have fused to the greatest joy of
generations.
Palmyra golden age came around 270 A.D under the reign of the Queen Zenobia who
wanted to be freed from the domination of Rome. Her armies were able to take possession
of Lower Egypt and reached the Bosphorus across Asia Minor. The Roman army under the
command of Emperor Aurelian retaliated and besieged Palmyra until it fell in 272. The
splendid city had been pillaged and destroyed.

Apamée

The Bel Sanctuary
was dedicated to the great Palmyrenian deity. It consists of an
immense square court 200 m side which was surrounded by double porticoes on three
sides. The temple's Cella dates back to 32 A.D.
The Great Colonnade
dates back to the 2nd and 3rd centuries A.D. It stretches for more
than a 1000 m between the Monumental Arch and the Funeral Temple. It was bordered by
many monuments, including the theater, the agora, the temple of Allat, the Tetrapyle and
others ...
The funeral towers . The wealthy merchants used to build multi-storey towers in which
they were buried. The graves were sealed by limestone slabs on which the deceased was
depicted, as if alive, in high relief, in an attitude of serenity.
A rich collection of art speciﬁc to Palmyra such as funerary sculptures, mosaics, gold or
bronze or ceramic objects can be admired at Palmyra Museum.

Palmyra

The Syrian coast
Tartous
Tartous is the 2nd Syrian port on the Mediterranean. During the Phoenician era, it
was called Antaradus and became Tortose under the Byzantines. The Crusaders
used it as an important military base and a main port for their supplies. The
Cathedral dating from this period is well preserved. It has been converted into a
museum exhibiting collections of antiquities dating back to different Syrian eras and civilizations.
-

Amrit
Located 10 km from Tartous, Amrit, the old Marathos, was one of the several coastal
towns which served as mainland suburbs for the powerful Phoenician Kingdom of
Aradus settled on the present isle of Arwad that appears on the horizon 3 km off the
cost of Tartous.
Amrit vestiges are among the rare Phoenician ruins that survived through the ages.
The temple dates back to the late 4th century BC. Dedicated to some aquatic deity,
it consists of a vast area cut out of the rock, in the center of which stands a well
preserved "cella", where the statue of the god were exhibited.
Not far from the temple, two strange monuments stand called "Maghazel" (the
spindles). They have cylindrical shape, one 7 m and the other 4 m high. The highest
one stands on a base ﬂanked by four lions.

Tartous
Tartous

Ugarit
Ugarit is a Syro-Phoenician kingdom which reached its golden age between the
16th and the 13th century B.C. It experienced great prosperity based on its maritime
trade.
But Ugarit’s most remarkable contribution was to perfect a new writing system
using alphabetic cuneiform. This alphabet consists of 30 cuneiform signs. It is
recognized as dating from the 14th century B.C. Excavations unearthed vestiges of
a great city with its royal palace, temples and tombs that held exquisite jewelry.
Thousands of engraved tablets were found in the archives of its royal palace dealing
with diplomatic, legal, economic, administrative, literary and religious texts.

Amrit

Lattakia
Lattakia, the ancient “Laodicea’, both a major Syria port on the Mediterranean and
a perfect base for excursion throughout Syria’s coastal regions where beaches,
mountains, lush countryside, archaeological sites and magniﬁcent castles… all lie
within a short distance, not forgetting the pleasures of the sea.
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Ugarit
Marqab

Marqab Castle
Maraqb “…castle vast and well-fortiﬁed, with a double wall, numerous towers which
seem to have been made to support the sky rather than to increase the defenses of
the place…”.
Note of appreciation by Wilbrand of Oldenburg (1212).
Marqab (from the Arabic Qalaat Al-Marqab, Castle of the Watchtower) is located on
a hill about 500 meters above sea level, formed by an extinct volcano overlooking
the Mediterranean sea. The castle is defended by fourteen square and round
towers, plus a colossal keep.
Marqab was the last Crusader fortress to capitulate after the siege imposed on it by
Sultan Kalaoun in 1285. The surviving Hospitallers who surrendered after the heavy
ﬁghting were granted "the honors of war" and were allowed to withdraw under safe
conduct to Tortosa (the old Tartous) and to Tripoli.

Marqab Castle
Saladin Castle
“It was I think the most sensational thing in castle-building I have
seen: the hugely solid keep upstanding on the edge of the gigantic
fosse”. T.E. Lawrence.
Strategically located, it covers an area of 5 hectares. Previously known
as "Saone", it was named after the great Saladin to commemorate the
capture of the fortress in 1188.
Standing on rocky spur, the architects of Saone considered that the
fortiﬁed castle represented a weak point on the side where a narrow
neck of land joined it to the mountain. To overcome this defect, they
adopted a radical solution: they would isolate the fortress completely
by digging a ditch right through the connecting neck of land... the
ditch was 156m long and 18m wide. A 28m high needle monolith was
conserved during the digging to serve as a support for the draw
bridge that linked the castle to the surrounding plateau.
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Saladin Castle

The northern region
Ebla (NA)
Located 60 kilometers south of the city of Aleppo, Ebla offers an excellent example
of what a Syrian city-state was during the 3rd and 2nd millennia B.C. Around 2400
B.C, it was the most important city in inner Syria between the Euphrates and the
Mediterranean. The site includes a royal palace whose archives made up of some
17,000 cuneiform tablets, dealing with accounting, economics, administration, law,
diplomacy, religious, vocabulary and literature. The relations that Ebla had with
Egypt are conﬁrmed by the presence of alabaster and diorite vases sent as gifts by
the Egyptian pharaohs. Ebla was destroyed around 1600 B.C and ceased to be
mentioned in documents written after 1200 B.C.

Ebla

The Limestone Massif or "The abandoned villages of northern Syria" (NA)
The area of these so-called abandoned villages in northern Syria forms one of the
most extraordinary archaeological parks in the world. It is made up of around 700
sites, some of which have a large number of vestiges which are in good condition.
Most of these buildings consist of houses belonging to independent and individual
villagers who exercised agricultural activities. Beside these houses, several pagan
shrines and innumerable village churches built from the middle of the 4th century
to the beginning of the 7th century bear witness to the spread of Christianity at that
time.

-

The Monastery of St Simeon the Stylite (NA)

Serjillah

St. Simeon the Stylite was one of the monks whose numbers grew considerably
with the introduction of Christianity in Syria after its integration into the Byzantine
Empire in 395.
Some of these monks sought to isolate themselves to pray and meditate. St.
Simeon found an original way of doing this: he lived atop a pillar.
After his death in 459, the emperor Zenon built a monastery on the site where Saint
Simeon lived. The church is made up of 4 basilicas joined around a central
octagonal area in the form of a cross, in the center stood the sacred pillar

-

-
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Aleppo
One of the oldest cities in the world, Aleppo today is still alive and thriving. It has constantly been coveted by conquerors
because of its strategic position from a military and commercial point of view. Located on the site of ancient Beroa, Aleppo has
been constantly inhabited since the 6th millennium B.C. Its majestic citadel towers above the ancient city. Polish cineaste
Andrzej Wajda said "those who live in the shadow of this citadel must know tranquility and fullness because they know they are
protected by 5 thousand years of history".
Its fortiﬁed wall rises to a height of 36 meters. From earlier time the remains of ancient civilizations have raised the level of this
prehistoric tell. Excavations here recently unearthed a Neo Hittite temple from the early ﬁrst millennium B.C. The imposing
ensemble that we are currently visiting mainly dates from the Ayyubid and Mamluk eras.

-

Aleppo Citadel
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Aleppo Museum

The Euphrates region
Deir-Ezzor (NA)
Deir-Ezzor is an important urban, agricultural and economic center in eastern Syria.
The city stands on the banks of the Euphrates, the vital artery of the region and the
cradle of civilizations through the ages. In the evening, it is ﬂooded with light and
colors that only a sunset on the eternal Euphrates can create.

Deir - Ezzor

Doura-Europos (NA)
Doura Europos stands on the edge of a spur overlooking the Euphrates. The city was
re-founded by Seleucus, Alexander's lieutenant, around 300 BC, and named
"Europos" after the name of the city where Seleucos was born in Macedonia.
Occupied by the Parthians, then by the Romans, the city was closely linked to
Palmyra, which made it an important post of advanced defense against the
Persians. It was destroyed by the Sassanids in 256 AD shortly before the fall of
Palmyra itself.
Sixteen temples of different religions have been discovered, the most important
being a house-chapel, one of the ﬁrst places of Christian worship in Syria dating
from 232 A.D and a Synagogue built probably at the end of the 2nd century A.D.

Doura- Europos
Mari (NA)
Mari (Tell Al Hariri) was in 2400 BC the capital of a ﬂourishing kingdom in the middle
Euphrates region. The excavations have revealed a dozen temples, several
superimposed palaces, the last of which consists of 300 rooms and courtyards. The
royal archives counted around 20,000 cuneiform tablets on political, cultural,
economic, religious and social subjects. The city was destroyed around 1760 BC by
Hamurabi, the powerful Babylonian monarch.
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Mari

The southern region
Bosra
Located at the crossroads of trade routes, Bosra was the capital of the northern
Nabataean kingdom before being that of the Roman Province of Arabia. Its past importance is evidenced by its many ancient ruins from different eras:
Nabataean, Roman, Byzantine and Islamic. Its amphitheater dating from the 2nd
century is kept in perfect condition, it can accommodate up to 15,000 spectators.

Bosra

Shahba
Shahba is the birthplace of the Roman emperor Philip the Arab who reigned in
Rome from 244 to 249. Remarkable mosaics whose themes are inspired by Greek
mythology have been discovered and are exhibited in situ.

Kanawat
Kanawat or ancient Kanatha was an important city in Roman era. It was one of
the ten cities of the "Decapolis" which grouped a number of commercial cities
and of which Damascus enjoyed primacy. The site is home to magniﬁcent ruins
including a Roman bridge, an aqueduct, a large temple with portico and
colonnades, as well as a monument called As-Seray which dates from the 4th
century.

Kanawat

The Church of St George in Ezra
The Church of St Georges is one of the oldest churches still in use. Erected on the
site of a pagan temple in 410, it was built after the Cathedral of Bosra, a square
building covered by a dome centered on an intrinsic octagon. It was decorated
with Greek inscriptions and decorated cornice with grape's clusters and grape's
leaves.
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St. Georges

