
Frontiers in the Preservation

In Transition from a World Monument Fund's Site to the World Heritage List

Erbil Citadel has a

southern arched gate

rebuilt by a local master

mason in 1860. It was

demolished in 1960 and

replaced with bricks in

1979. By 13th century,

the Citadel had two other

smaller gates, one is with

a round brick arch that

was later used for traffic

movement.

A traditional public

bath was built in the

Citadel in 1775 for

women and men uses. It

had water a heating

cistern and hypocaust

system. It was restored in

1980 but it is no longer

used. The bath and its

60-m old sewage

collection well still exist.

Mulla Afandi historic

Mosque was built in late

19th century. It had a

large prayers hall

overlooked by 21 domes

resting on arches and

columns. It was

demolished in 1957 and

rebuilt in a complete

disruptive style. Its

minaret was also badly

restored. [Photo source: #

1-4: HCECR; and 5:

Google Earth]

Houses Architecture: Before modernization in 1930s, Erbil Citadel

consisted of 500 traditional courtyard houses (30 palaces mostly located on

the periphery, 120 medium-sized houses, and 350 small houses). The houses

were built from bricks; timber joists were used for roofing and brick vaults

for roofing semi-basements. Internal walls were made of plaster and included

many niches and shelves, often with colorful decorations. In big houses,

ceilings were made of wooden planks, with bright colors and floral

decorations, but in smaller houses they were made of tree trunks and mats.

New houses and buildings of distinctive styles were built in the Citadel and

in lower Erbil town in the 1930s. This new technique involved structural

changes in the roofing by using “steel I-section joists brick and mortar jack-

arching“, and replaced pure brick vaults and arches, which allowed for more

structural spans and strength. Other changes involved use of large windows

with imported glass, new pavement tiles, doors, and plaster decorations.

Most Citadel houses have 2 floors,

usually a flat roof, an open courtyard, and

elevated terraces with 3 or more round/

pointed arches or columns, which

overlook the courtyards. Arcaded terraces

were built in stone, covered with grey

marble, and are rested on round/square

columns, while colonnaded terraces have

wooden columns with elaborate crowns.

Terraces are accessible from steps

through courtyards. Rooms with several

windows face terraces and allow for

ample ventilation and daylight. House

entrance usually leads to an open

courtyard with 2 directions: upstairs to

2nd floor or downstairs to a semi-

basement. Most houses have open,

square/rectangle courtyards (from early

19th century), which often contain water

fountains and are planted with trees.

These were largely used until 1950s.

[Photo source: #1 & 3: Google Earth; 2:

LGFM; 4-11: HCECR]
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Aerial image of Erbil Citadel town, 2008

[Photo source: HCECR]

Aerial image of Erbil Citadel town, 2008

[Photo source: HCECR]

Plan scaled map of Erbil Citadel town, 1944 

[Photo source: HCECR]

Erbil Citadel Town is located in the downtown of

Erbil, the capital of Kurdistan Regional

Government (KRG). It is a world-famous

monument and one of the oldest towns that has

seen uninterrupted human inhabitation for more

than 8,000 years. On 14 September 1999, it was

included as one of the 100 most-endangered

cultural sites in the world by the New York-based

World Monument Fund (WMF) and UNESCO.

Efforts are currently made by the KRG to also

include it in the UNESCO's list of World Heritage

Sites. Toward this end, a project for revitalization

of the Citadel is currently being implemented by

the KRG and UNESCO.

Map of documented houses in Erbil Citadel town, 

1920. [Photo source: HCECR]

Erbil with the Citadel (in red) in the city center, 2008 

[Photo source: LGFM from Google Maps]

Historic houses in old Tacil

neighborhood in Erbil city are

destroyed for construction of

vertical commercial buildings in

2008. This enraged the public

who protested and requested

UNESCO to stop destruction of

their historical neighborhoods

and to protect them.

----------------------------------

destruction and looting of

historic sites in Kurdistan

Region, a campaign named

"Protect Cultural Heritages in

Kurdistan" has been

organized by some

organizations in Europe in

2009 which requested the

international community to

intervene to stop destruction

of the archaeological and

cultural heritage sites in that

area. [Photo source: #1 & 2:

HCECR; and #3: EuroKurd

Human Rights)
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Erbil Citadel Deteriorated

Erbil Citadel has witnessed

continuous degradation over

decades. Poor families had

constantly occupied these

houses without recognizing

their historical value. Decades

of civil unrest and neglect

have also brought damages to

the Citadel infrastructure.

Since 1960s, some houses in

the Citadel periphery area

have collapsed due to poor

water and sanitation systems.

In a response to the increased

Erbil Citadel is a circular but more precisely an elliptical mound, 28-32 meters above lower Erbil city and

of 102,190 m2 in area. Contiguous houses with massive, formidable walls were structured around the

Citadel periphery making a protection wall-like perimeter. The Citadel includes 620 traditional courtyard

houses and some public buildings including a mosque and a public bath.

[Photo source: #1: LFGM, 2008; # 2: HCECR, 2009]
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Earthenware artifacts, aged thousand of years were uncovered by the Czech archaeological mission at 2 sites at Erbil

Citadel in late 2006. Left figure: Glazed, slip painted earthenware, stonepaste and porcelain; middle figure: Monochrome glazed and

inglaze painted earthenware, splash and/or slip incised earthenware; and right figure: Ceramic wares. [Photos by K. Novaček]

Erbil Citadel dominance over lower Erbil city skyline is

being diminished by recent business development. A road

opened in 1960 to cut across its center has caused major

disruption to its historic fabric and demolition of 60

traditional houses, a mosque, and a school. Unrestricted

traffic access has also caused serious environmental

damages to its infrastructure. [Photo by K. Pavelka, 2006]

Project on the Revitalization of the Erbil Citadel

In September 2007, an unprecedented partnership was made

between the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and

the UNESCO to renovate the ancient structure of the Erbil

Citadel town in preparation for nominating this historic

landmark into a World Heritage Site and transforming it

into a tourist, cultural, and historical center. Accordingly,

UNESCO is to provide the technical assistance needed for

protection of the Citadel, and the KRG, represented by the

High Commission for Erbil Citadel Revitalization

(HCECR), has allocated $1.475 million for this great

historical and national project. It also evacuated, in January

2007, all the Citadel 620 historic houses from the

occupying families and compensated each family with a

piece of land and $ 4,000 for construction of a new house.

The Citadel has been cordoned by UNESCO and made

inaccessible for the public. Identification of a buffer zone

for the potential World Heritage site is underway.

Objectives: reinforce the local capacities in conservation

and restoration fields; undertake urgent remedial works to

prevent further damages to the Citadel; and prepare a

Conservation Master Plan, which is a basis for the future

conservation and rehabilitation.

Phases: Phase I is to undertake urgent remedial work, to

support the development of a conservation master plan, and

to build the local capacities; and Phase II includes a model

restoration of 10 historical houses and preparation of a

World Heritage nomination file for the site.

Activities: UNESCO experts assessed the Citadel site and

identified needed remedial work in April 2008.

International Center for the Study of Conservation of

Cultural Property (ICCROM), in Rome trained the local

project staff in conservation and restoration techniques in

Turkey (2007-2008). An international company is preparing

the Conservation Master Plan through data collection, in-

depth surveys, and studies of the Citadel physical and

structural conditions. Ten houses were technically

documented and a model of their restoration has started.

Preparations are underway to launch Phase II of the project.

Al-Mudhaffar brick Minaret and "Al-

Muzaffariya Madrassa" school were built in

1138 in the lower Erbil town, known then as Al-

Muzaffariya town. Both were named after

Muzaffar Al-Din Kokbari who ruled Erbil after

1160s. The school and town have disappeared

due to modern development. Picture # 1 shows

southwest of Erbil Citadel with the Minaret on

the left, 1820; #2 is a close old view of the

Minaret; #3 is a view of Minaret from east,

2006; #4 is a 3D model from west, 2006; and #5

is view from east. [Photo source: #1, 2, 5: HCECR;

# 3 by Novaček; #4 drawing by K. Pavelka]
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Erbil Citadel is located between longitudes (45.05 E, 43.4

E) and latitudes (37.20 N, 36.25 N). Picture: Flag of KRG

flaw in Citadel center [Source: Google Erath]. Map of Iraq with

Erbil Citadel in red mark [Source: utexas]

Southern gate of Erbil Citadel town, 1918 
[Photo source: HCECR]

An old picture of Erbil town and Citadel 
[Photo source: HCECR]

An old picture of the southern gate of Erbil 

Citadel town [Photo source: HCECR]

Assyrian king Sennacherib constructed a 20-

km underground water canal and extended it to

the ancient Erbil. town The head of this canal

(shown above) still exists with a cuneiform

inscription depicting Sennacherib words.
[Photo source: EuroKurd Human Rights]

History of the Citadel Town of Erbil 

The Citadel town of Erbil is an elevated mound

that has been formed by successive layers of

settlements of Akkadians, Sumerians,

Assyrians, Babylonians, Medes, Persians,

Greeks, Parthians, Abbasids, and Ottomans at

particular periods of time. Each of these

civilizations subsequently occupied the citadel

and built on top of the other.

Strong archaeological findings date it back to

some 6000 years. It was a fortified town,

originally Sumerian and then Assyrian (1365-

612 BC). Some archaeologists believe that it

has been settled even since the Neolithic to Mid

Bronze Age period (6000-1500 BC). The

Citadel name "Erbil" is derived from the

Assyrian word "Arba-Illu”, which means "Four

Gods". The Citadel was a sanctuary of the

temple of Ishtar, the ancient Mesopotamian

goddess of sex and war, which was restored

many times between 12th and 7th centuries B.C.,

and another 3 worshipped gods including

Assur, the national god of Assyria. The Citadel

wall and Ishtar temple are described in a

sculpture from an Assyrian royal palace at

Nineveh, which is now housed in the Louvre,

France.

After the fall of Assyrian and Babylonian

empires, lower Erbil town and the Citadel

became part of the Achaemenid Empire. In 331,

Alexander the Great defeated Darius III at

Gaugamela, nearby Erbil. The Citadel was

continuously inhabited during Roman and

Parthian times, and it was influenced by

Christianity when the Roman Empire became

Christian by the Constantine in AD 325. It was

later ruled by the Sassanians until they were

defeated by the Muslim forces in AD 640.

In AD 1167, Erbil town became the capital of

the Kurdish Emir, Zain al-Din Ali Kuchuk

Begtegin, and it regained its political and

economic importance. Later, it was ruled by

Muzaffar Al-Din Kokbari, brother-in-law of

Salahaddin Ayobi, and in 1132 by the Abbasid

Caliph Al-Mustansir in Baghdad. In 1235, the

lower Erbil was attacked and ransacked by the

Mongols, but they could only capture the

Citadel after fall of Baghdad in 1258. In 1261,

the Citadel was ruled by a Christian governor

(Taj al-Din Mukhtas). Erbil town was ruled by

Turcoman Black Sheep Dynasty (Kara

Koyunlu: 1411-1470) and White Sheep

Dynasty (Ak Koyunlu: 1470-1508). In 1534, it

was occupied by Ottoman Sultan, Suleiman the

Magnificent, and annexed together with Iraq by

Sultan Murad IV to the Ottoman Empire in

1638. During the 17th and 18th centuries, Erbil

was ruled by notable Kurdish families

including Baban Emirs. In 19th century, it was

administratively ruled by Baghdad, but later

separated and annexed to the Sanjaq of

Shahrazoor. In 1918, the town was ruled by the

British. Now, Erbil city with its ancient Citadel

is the KRG capital.
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