The Architectural Heritage of the Afrin
Region, Syria: A Pre-2010 Overview

l. Introduction: The Architectural Landscape of Afrin
Before 2010

A. Defining the Scope

This report examines the rich and multi-layered architectural history of the Afrin region in
northwestern Syria, encompassing its distinct geography within the Kurd Mountain (Kurd
Dagh / Ciyayé Kurménc) highlands ', up until the year 2010. It synthesizes available
information on major archaeological sites, Islamic period influences, the historical
development of Afrin town, and the vernacular building traditions characteristic of the area.
The focus remains firmly on architectural styles, materials, and the documented condition of
structures before the significant disruptions caused by the Syrian Civil War starting in 2011
and subsequent events that dramatically altered the region's physical and cultural landscape.
B. Historical Overview

The Afrin valley and surrounding mountains bear witness to millennia of human settlement and
architectural evolution. The region's strategic location and fertile river valley attracted various
civilizations, each leaving its imprint on the built environment. Evidence points to settlements
dating back to the Syro-Hittite period, exemplified by the significant temple complex at Ain
Dara.? The subsequent Hellenistic era saw the founding of cities like Cyrrhus “, which
flourished under Roman rule as a vital military and administrative center.® The Byzantine
period brought further development, particularly in religious architecture and fortifications.*
Following the Muslim conquests in the 7th century ®, the region experienced periods under
various Islamic dynasties, including the Mamluks and Ottomans, who repurposed earlier
structures and added their own architectural layers, such as the mosque complex at Nabi
Huri.® Kurdish settlement became prominent by the 16th-17th centuries, shaping the cultural
identity of the Kurd Mountain region.® The 20th century brought French Mandate
administration, which influenced the development of the modern town of Afrin 3, before the
region's incorporation into the modern Syrian state.? This continuous sequence of occupation
and cultural interaction created a complex architectural palimpsest.

C. Significance of Pre-2010 Focus

Establishing a clear understanding of Afrin's architectural heritage as it existed before 2010 is
crucial. The period following 2011 witnessed profound changes, including conflict-related
destruction, deliberate alterations to cultural landmarks, widespread displacement, and
significant demographic shifts engineered through resettlement policies.® Documenting the
pre-conflict baseline provides an essential reference point for assessing these later impacts,
understanding the region's historical identity, and informing potential future efforts in heritage



preservation, documentation, or restoration. This report aims to consolidate the known
architectural record up to that critical juncture.
D. Summary of Key Architectural Sites

The following table provides a high-level overview of the primary architectural sites and
traditions discussed in this report, summarizing their key periods, features, and materials as
documented before 2010.
Table 1: Key Architectural Sites and Traditions in the Afrin Region (Pre-2010)

Site Name /
Tradition

Primary Periods

Key
Architectural
Features
(Pre-2010)

Primary
Materials

Relevant Sources

Ain Dara Temple

Syro-Hittite (Iron
Age)

3-part layout on
platform, portico
with pillars,
colossal
lions/sphinxes,
orthostat reliefs
(lions, guilloché),
carved giant
footprints,
multi-story
hallways

Basalt blocks,
Limestone
foundations

Cyrrhus (Nabi
Huri)

Hellenistic,
Roman, Byzantine,
Mamluk, Ottoman

Large Roman
theatre,
hexagonal Roman
tower tomb (later
shrine), Roman
bridges, Byzantine
citadel/walls,
church/basilica
foundations,
Mamluk/Ottoman
mosque complex
adjacent to tomb

Stone, Marble

(pillars),
Limestone

Afrin Town

19th C - 2010

Market origins,
French Mandate
development (bus
station square),
old settlement on
hill slope,
expansion across

Likely local stone
(Limestone), other

w




river

Kurd Mountain Traditional / Likely low, stone |Limestone, i
(Vernacular) Pre-2010 houses (terraced |[Clay/Mud, Wood
on slopes?), (possible)
possibly flat roofs,
potential
courtyard
influence,
kinship-based
villages

ll. The Land and its People: Geographical and Cultural
Context (Pre-2010)

A. The Kurd Mountain (Kurd Dagh / Ciyayé Kurménc)

The Afrin region is geographically defined by the Kurd Mountain range, known locally as
Ciyayé Kurménc and historically in Arabic as Jabal al-Akrad." This highland area forms part of
the Limestone Massif of northwestern Syria and represents a southern extension of the
highlands found on the western Aintab plateau.' Characterized by rolling hills generally
ranging from 700 to 1,200 meters in elevation, the landscape is bisected and surrounded by
the Afrin River valley, which separates it from the A‘zaz plain and Mount Simeon to the east,
and Mount Harim to the south.” The Kurd Mountain extends across the Syrian-Turkish border,
encompassing the Afrin District within Syria's Aleppo Governorate and parts of Turkey's Kilis
Province.” This area has long been recognized as one of Syria's distinct "ethnic mountain
regions," historically serving as a center for minority settlement.? The terrain, while generally
dry, receives sufficient winter rainfall to support agriculture, most notably the extensive
cultivation of olives.? Olive growing has characterized the region for millennia, with ancient
trees testifying to its long history, and Afrin's high-quality olives and oil were renowned across
the Levant, forming a vital part of the local economy before 2010.’

B. Building Materials

The geology of the Kurd Mountain directly influences the availability of traditional building
materials. As part of the Limestone Massif, the predominant rock type is limestone." This
readily available stone has historically served as a primary construction material throughout
the region, shaping local building techniques and architectural aesthetics. The use of stone
aligns with broader traditions in nearby regions like North Africa and the Horn of Africa, where
stone and earth construction methods are common.'® The prevalence of limestone provides a
fundamental link between the natural environment and the built heritage of Afrin.

C. Pre-2010 Demographics and Culture

Prior to the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, the Afrin District was overwhelmingly
populated by ethnic Kurds, to the extent that it was often described as "homogeneously
Kurdish" " and considered the "least Arabized" of Syria's three main Kurdish regions.® The
local population predominantly speaks the Kurmaniji dialect of Kurdish, after which the



mountains are named (Ciyayé Kurménc - Mountain of the Kurmanj).! Religiously, the area
hosted a distinctive mix, including a majority of Hanafi Muslims (contrasting with the Shafiite
school prevalent among many other Syrian Kurds), alongside significant Yazidi communities
and historically settled Kurdish Alevi groups, particularly in the Maabatli area following
migrations in the 1930s." While the official Syrian census of 2010 recorded a population of
523,000 for the Afrin district (including Afrin city, six subdistricts, and 366 villages), it did not
provide data on ethnic composition, as the Syrian state did not formally recognize Kurds as a
distinct group.® Kurdish sources, however, estimated the pre-war population to be at least
97% Kurdish, with small Arab and Turkmen minorities concentrated in specific villages.® This
relative ethnic homogeneity and the region's lesser exposure to the state-led Arabization
policies experienced in other Kurdish areas like Jazira and Kobani ® suggest that Afrin's
indigenous cultural traditions, potentially including vernacular architecture, may have
maintained a greater degree of continuity and distinctiveness up to 2010. The subsequent
lack of detailed documentation specifically focusing on Afrin's vernacular architecture before
the conflict is therefore notable, possibly reflecting historical academic oversight rather than
an absence of unique local forms. The strong connection between the geographical identity
of the Kurd Mountain (Limestone Massif) and the cultural identity as a long-standing Kurdish
area, coupled with the primary local building material (limestone), underscores the deep
intertwining of place, people, and architectural expression in the region.

lll. Echoes of Antiquity: Major Archaeological Sites
(Pre-2010)

A. The Ain Dara Temple: A Syro-Hittite Monument

Located approximately 8 kilometers south of the modern town of Afrin lies the significant
archaeological site of Ain Dara, dominated by the remains of a monumental Syro-Hittite (or
Neo-Hittite) temple.® Dating primarily to the Iron Age, with construction phases estimated
between circa 1300 BC and 740 BC ", the temple stands as a testament to the region's
importance during this period. The discovery of a 9th-8th century BC Luwian stele (the Afrin
Stele) nearby further attests to the cultural significance of the area during this era.®
Architecturally, the temple exhibited a sophisticated design before its damage in 2018.
Constructed primarily of large basalt blocks resting on limestone foundations, it likely featured
a mud-brick superstructure faced with wood paneling, which has not survived." The temple
faced southeast and measured roughly 30 by 20 meters." Its approach involved a
sandstone-paved courtyard containing a chalkstone basin, likely for ritual purposes.” The
entrance was marked by a portico with two substantial basalt piers, flanked by colossal basalt
sculptures of lions and sphinxes acting as guardians." Reliefs of cherubim also adorned the
exterior."”

The interior followed a tripartite plan common to temples of the period: an entrance porch
leading to a middle room (ante-cella), and finally the inner sanctum (cella)."” The middle room
(6 x 15.5 meters) and the larger square main hall (16 x 16 meters) were lined with basalt



orthostats carved with reliefs depicting lions, guilloché patterns, and stylized window
designs.” The inner sanctum featured an elevated podium and a niche in the back wall,
presumably to house the cult statue." Evidence suggests the presence of multi-storied
hallways, at least three stories high, flanking the temple on three sides, indicating a complex
structure.”

Perhaps the most distinctive features of the Ain Dara temple were the series of large, bare
footprints carved into the stone thresholds and floors of the portico and entranceway.
Measuring about one meter in length, these footprints are interpreted as representing the
passage of the resident deity, possibly the storm god Ba'al Hadad, into the sacred space.”
Prior to 2010, the Ain Dara temple was recognized as one of the most important and relatively
well-preserved Aramaean/Syro-Hittite monuments in Syria.'? Photographic documentation
from 2010 confirms its state before the extensive damage incurred in 2018." The temple's
complex layout, multi-story elements, and rich, unique iconography (especially the footprints)
point to its status as a major regional religious center during the Iron Age. It highlights the
deep historical roots of monumental architecture and complex societies in the Afrin valley
over three millennia ago.® Furthermore, the construction technique utilizing basalt on
limestone foundations demonstrates a long-standing practice of employing locally sourced
stone, connecting ancient building methods to the region's underlying geology, a theme
consistent throughout Afrin's architectural history."

B. Cyrrhus (Nabi Huri): A City Through Classical Ages

The extensive ruins known today as Nabi Huri represent the ancient city of Cyrrhus, a site with
along and layered history located strategically in the Afrin valley.* Founded around 300 BC by
Seleucus | Nicator, a general of Alexander the Great, and named after a city in Macedonia,
Cyrrhus became the capital of the Cyrrhestica region.” Its location on the vital trade and
military route connecting Antioch (Antakya) on the Mediterranean coast to Zeugma on the
Euphrates River crossing endowed it with strategic significance.* Under Roman rule,
established after Pompey's conquest in 64 BC, Cyrrhus flourished. It served as a key military
base, housing the Tenth Legion Fretensis (Legio X Fretensis), and functioned as an
administrative headquarters for Roman campaigns against the Armenian kingdom to the
north.® The city's importance is further attested by its minting of its own coinage during this
period.

The Roman era left significant architectural marks on Cyrrhus, many of which were still
identifiable, albeit in varying states of preservation, before 2010:

e Roman Theatre: One of the most impressive structures was the large Roman theatre,
likely constructed in the mid-second century AD.* With a diameter of 115 meters, it
ranked among the largest theatres in Roman Syria, surpassed only by the one at
Apamea.” Its lower eleven rows of seating (cavea) were built into the hillside and thus
partially preserved, but the stage building (scaenae frons) and the upper, free-standing
sections had suffered greatly from earthquakes and centuries of stone quarrying.*
Partial restoration work was undertaken by French archaeological teams in the 1950s
and 1960s.* Pre-conflict photographs document the ruins.”



e Hexagonal Tower Tomb: Located southwest of the main site stood a distinctive
hexagonal Roman tower tomb, dated to the second or third century AD, believed to be
the burial place of a Roman military commander.* Constructed of stone, its upper level
featured a six-sided pyramidal roof supported by arches resting on marble monolith
pillars topped with Corinthian capitals.* This structure would later be incorporated into
the Islamic shrine complex of Nabi Huri.*

e Roman Bridges: To the east of the city, spanning the Sabun River (a tributary of the
Afrin River), stood two Roman bridges dating to the second century AD.* Built of stone
and approximately five meters wide, these bridges remarkably remained in use for local
traffic before the recent conflicts.* The western bridge featured six smaller arches, while
the eastern bridge employed three larger arches.*

e Urban Infrastructure: Archaeological evidence pointed to a planned Roman city layout,
including traceable city walls following a grid pattern, a main colonnaded street (cardo
maximus) seven meters wide, and a monumental gate at its southern end.? Following
looting incidents after 2008, excavations uncovered a Roman house containing mosaics
and wall paintings from the late second or early third century AD.™

During the Byzantine period, Cyrrhus, then known as Hagiopolis, gained prominence as a
religious center.* It housed the venerated relics of Saints Cosmas and Damian, martyred
nearby around 283 AD, making it a significant pilgrimage destination.? The influential
theologian and author Theodoret served as bishop here from 423 to 450 AD, overseeing a
diocese reportedly containing 800 churches, suggesting a densely populated region.*
Emperor Justinian fortified the city in the sixth century to secure the frontier against the
Sassanid Persians.? Surviving Byzantine remnants included the extensive walls of the citadel
or acropolis, confirmed by an inscription dating to Justinian's reign found on an entrance gate,
as well as the foundations of a large enclosed church and a basilica located north of the main
street.

Despite its historical significance, the site of Cyrrhus was described as expansive but
generally in a poor state of preservation even before the Syrian Civil War.* It had already
suffered from neglect, agricultural encroachment, illicit construction nearby, and looting,
particularly between the cessation of French excavations in 1995 and the start of a
Syrian-Lebanese mission in 2006.% Renewed looting in 2008 and 2009 prompted intervention
by the World Monuments Fund (WMF) starting in 2009 to aid in protection and study.™
Satellite imagery from March 2010 provides a baseline condition assessment before the major
conflict escalation.?

The architectural history of Cyrrhus clearly illustrates the layering characteristic of major
archaeological sites in the Near East. Roman monumental structures were adapted, built
upon, or stood alongside Byzantine fortifications and churches, and later integrated into an
Islamic sacred site.® This demonstrates not abandonment, but continuous occupation and the
reinterpretation of the built environment across successive cultural and religious phases. The
sheer scale of Roman construction—the massive theatre, the robust bridges, the legionary
base—underscores the immense strategic and economic value placed on the Afrin valley



corridor within the Roman Empire's eastern frontier system, linking the Mediterranean world
with the Euphrates.® However, the documented evidence of pre-2011 looting and
encroachment also highlights that significant threats to the region's archaeological heritage
existed prior to the war, pointing to underlying issues in site management, security, and
perhaps socio-economic pressures contributing to illicit activities.™

IV. Islamic Era Imprints: Mosques and Domestic
Architecture (Pre-2010)

A. Nabi Huri: From Roman Tomb to Islamic Shrine and Mosque

The Roman hexagonal tower tomb at Cyrrhus underwent a significant transformation during
the Islamic period, becoming a focal point for Muslim veneration. During the Mamluk
Sultanate, in the year 1303 AD (702 AH), the tomb was repurposed as a shrine (mausoleum)
dedicated to a figure known locally as Nebi Huri.® While local tradition identified him as a Sufi
saint with miraculous powers, other accounts connect the name to an Islamicized version of
Uriah the Hittite, a general in King David's army.° The lower level of the Roman structure
became identified as the saint's burial place, and the adjacent Roman cemetery began to be
used for Muslim burials.® Shortly thereafter, in 1314 AD (714 AH), Ala ad-Din ibn Altunbugha,
the Mamluk governor of Aleppo, commissioned the construction of a mosque immediately
adjacent to the newly consecrated shrine.®> While specific details of the Mamluk mosque's
materials are not provided, it was built alongside the existing stone tomb structure.®
Centuries later, under Ottoman rule, the complex saw further alteration. In 1875 AD (1292 AH),
the Mamluk-era mosque was demolished and replaced by a new mosque building,
constructed of stone.® This Ottoman mosque served as a congregational mosque (jami') for
the Friday prayers, attracting worshippers from the surrounding villages and maintaining the
site's role as a prominent local landmark.® It has been noted as the only Ottoman-era mosque
within the Afrin region.?® Photographs taken before the damage and renovations of
2018-2020 show the distinct hexagonal Roman tomb standing beside the later mosque
structure.®

The evolution of the Nabi Huri site exemplifies a common historical process in the Middle East:
the layering of religious significance and the architectural adaptation of pre-existing sacred or
monumental sites by successive cultures. The transformation from Roman tomb to Mamluk
shrine and mosque, and subsequent Ottoman rebuilding, demonstrates continuity of place
alongside shifts in religious practice and architectural patronage.® The assertion that the 1875
structure was the sole Ottoman-era mosque in the Afrin district is intriguing.”® While Afrin was
part of the Ottoman administrative structure (Kilis Province) 3, this suggests that major
Ottoman building initiatives in the rural district may have been limited or concentrated
specifically on this established pilgrimage site, rather than involving widespread construction
of new mosques throughout the Kurd Mountain area during that period.

B. Traditional Domestic Architecture: Influences and Vernacular Styles

Documenting the specific characteristics of traditional houses in the Afrin region before 2010



presents challenges due to a lack of focused research in the available sources. However,
inferences can be drawn from regional influences and general principles of vernacular
architecture.

Given Afrin's geographical proximity to Aleppo and its administrative inclusion within the
Aleppo Governorate ', the influential tradition of Aleppine domestic architecture likely
impacted building practices in Afrin, particularly in the town and perhaps larger villages. Key
features of traditional Ottoman-era houses in Aleppo, which probably served as models or
points of reference, include ™:

e Courtyard Layout: The defining feature is the central courtyard (hosh), providing
privacy, light, and ventilation, around which the house is organized. This inward focus
reflects Islamic cultural values and practical climate adaptation.™

e Materials: Construction predominantly utilized local white limestone, which weathers
over time to a light grey hue. Exteriors facing the narrow, winding alleys were typically
plain and austere.

e Spatial Organization: Entry was often through an indirect passage (dehliz) leading to
the courtyard. Rooms opened onto this central space. A common division existed
between the selamlik (public reception areas for men, often on the ground floor) and
the haramlek (private family quarters, sometimes on an upper floor). The iwan, a
three-sided room opening onto the courtyard, served as a principal living space,
especially in summer. Kitchens, service areas, and cellars for storage were included.™

e Decoration: While exteriors were plain, interiors, especially principal reception rooms
(ga'a), could be lavishly decorated. Polychrome painted wood panels known as ‘ajami,
featuring intricate geometric patterns, floral motifs, and calligraphy (poetry, proverbs,
dates), adorned walls and ceilings. Fine stone engravings and decorative wooden
balconies (mashrabiya or shanasheel) were also characteristic features of wealthier
Aleppine homes.?®

Complementing potential Aleppine influences, the vernacular architecture of the Kurd
Mountain villages likely exhibited distinct characteristics adapted to the highland environment:

e Materials: Local limestone would have been the most probable primary material, given
its abundance in the Limestone Massif.' Clay or mudbrick, along with wood for roofing
and structural elements, may also have been used, consistent with broader vernacular
practices in the region.”

e Form and Layout: Based on general descriptions of Kurdish village architecture,
houses might have been relatively low structures, possibly with flat roofs suitable for the
semi-arid climate.”™ A common adaptation to the hilly terrain is terraced construction,
where villages climb slopes, and the roof of one house forms the outdoor terrace for the
dwelling above." Interior layouts were likely simpler than urban mansions, potentially
based on single-cell or basic multi-room plans, though the courtyard element might
have been incorporated in some form due to regional prevalence.”

e Settlement Pattern: Villages in the mountains may have been organized along kinship
lines (lineages) or housed mixed populations.” Communal ownership of pastureland



could have been a feature.™ Defensive considerations typical of mountain communities

might have led to the construction of watchtowers in strategic locations overlooking

settlements, similar to patterns observed in other highland regions.?’
It is crucial to acknowledge the significant gap in the reviewed sources regarding specific,
detailed documentation of Afrin's rural or urban vernacular housing before 2010. While
general regional patterns can be outlined, the precise nature of local house types,
construction techniques, and decorative traditions within the Afrin district itself remains
under-documented."™
Considering Afrin's position at the crossroads of Aleppo's urban influence and the distinct
Kurd Mountain environment, its pre-2010 domestic architecture likely embodied a hybrid
character. It probably blended elements of the sophisticated, limestone courtyard house
tradition prevalent in Aleppo with simpler, pragmatic vernacular forms adapted to the
mountainous terrain and utilizing local resources.' The exact balance and expression of this
blend require further investigation beyond the scope of the currently available material.
Nonetheless, the general principle of inward-looking designs, prioritizing the privacy and
richness of the interior courtyard and living spaces over elaborate external facades—a
hallmark of Islamic domestic architecture seen clearly in Aleppo—was likely a significant
influence on settlement design throughout the Afrin region."

V. The Emergence of Afrin Town (Pre-2010)

A. Origins and Early Growth

The town of Afrin, which serves as the administrative center for the district of the same name
", has relatively recent origins compared to the ancient settlements in the valley. It was
established as a market center during the 19th century, likely leveraging its position within the
fertile Afrin River valley.? Its growth was gradual initially; census data indicates a population of
just 800 permanent residents in 1929, increasing significantly to 7,000 by 1968.3

B. French Mandate Development (1923-1946)

The trajectory of Afrin town's development was notably influenced by the period of French
Mandate rule over Syria. Following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the drawing of
the Syria-Turkey border in 1923, Afrin was detached from the Ottoman Kilis Province and
incorporated into French-administered Syria, initially as part of the State of Aleppo.® Sources
explicitly state that the town was "developed by France" during the Mandate period.® This
development included establishing basic administrative infrastructure; the town's main square
became the location of the Afrin bus station, serving as a central hub.?

C. Urban Morphology

The physical layout of Afrin town before 2010 reflected its growth pattern. The original, older
settlement area was situated on the slope of a hill extending northwards from the town
center.® Subsequent expansion saw development spread across the Afrin River and extend
towards the southeast, eventually reaching the vicinity of the neighboring village of
Turandah.? This morphology, with an older core occupying higher ground and later growth
expanding across a river, represents a common pattern of urban development shaped by



topography and the overcoming of natural barriers.’

D. Architectural Character (Inferences)

While the available sources confirm French involvement in Afrin's development, they lack
specific details about the architectural styles employed or the types of buildings constructed
during the Mandate period within Afrin town itself.® General studies of French Mandate
architecture elsewhere in Syria, such as Damascus, indicate the introduction of European
planning concepts and compositional elements, including symmetrical facades, specific
building layouts (like corridor or courtyard plans for administrative or public buildings), and
sometimes features like sloping roofs, which were uncommon in traditional Syrian
architecture.®® The Mandate administration also generally focused on improving
infrastructure, such as roads and urban amenities.**

Applying these general observations to Afrin, it is plausible that French Mandate development
involved some town planning initiatives, improvements to the market infrastructure, and the
construction of necessary administrative buildings (post office, police station, local
government offices). Architecturally, these structures likely remained grounded in local
materials, primarily stone (limestone), and traditional building methods. However, they might
have incorporated simplified versions of Mandate-era organizational principles (e.g., formal
layouts) or perhaps a degree of stylistic restraint influenced by European aesthetics of the
time. Given Afrin's status as a regional market town rather than a major administrative or
cultural center like Aleppo or Damascus, it is probable that the French Mandate's architectural
impact focused more on functional development—establishing an administrative presence
and facilitating commerce through infrastructure like the bus station square—rather than on
imposing grand European architectural styles or undertaking large-scale urban
transformation.® The core character of the town likely remained predominantly defined by
local building traditions evolving through the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

VI. Vernacular Traditions of the Kurd Mountain
(Pre-2010)

Understanding the traditional vernacular architecture of the villages scattered throughout the
Kurd Mountain region before 2010 relies heavily on inferences drawn from the local
environment, broader regional practices, and limited general descriptions, as specific
documentation for Afrin's rural dwellings is scarce in the reviewed material.

A. Building Materials

The geology of the Kurd Mountain dictates the primary local building material: limestone." This
stone, readily available throughout the Limestone Massif, would have been the foundation of
most traditional construction. Its use is consistent with practices in the nearby city of Aleppo,
where limestone was the dominant material for traditional houses.'* Depending on local
availability and economic status, limestone might have been supplemented with other
materials like sun-dried mud bricks (adobe) or packed earth (pisé) for walls, particularly for
simpler structures or outbuildings. Wood would have been necessary for roofing structures
(beams, rafters), doors, window frames, and potentially decorative elements, though timber



resources might have been less abundant than stone.™

B. House Forms & Layouts

Drawing parallels with general descriptions of traditional Kurdish villages in mountainous
regions ®, houses in the Afrin area were likely modest, low-lying structures designed for
practicality and resilience. Flat or low-pitched roofs, perhaps constructed using timber beams
overlaid with brushwood and packed earth or clay, are common in areas with moderate rainfall
and would suit the climate.” A defining characteristic of mountain settlements is adaptation to
topography. Houses were often built directly into slopes, leading to terraced village layouts
where the flat roof of a lower house could serve as an outdoor living space or terrace for the
house situated above it." This technique maximizes usable land on steep terrain. Interior
layouts probably varied based on family size and wealth but likely centered around essential
living and sleeping spaces. While perhaps simpler than urban counterparts, the influence of
the regional courtyard house tradition might have led to the inclusion of small, enclosed
outdoor spaces for domestic activities, even in rural settings.” However, specific details on
room configurations or the prevalence of courtyards in Afrin's villages before 2010 are absent
from the sources.

C. Settlement Patterns

Traditional villages in the Kurd Mountain may have reflected social structures, potentially
being organized around extended families or lineages (clans), although some villages likely
contained members of various lineages or different social groups.” Communal resources,
such as shared pasture lands for livestock, might have been integral to village life.” The
location of settlements would have been dictated by access to essential resources like water
sources (springs, streams), arable land suitable for cultivation (especially olive groves on
terraced hillsides), and perhaps defensive considerations.! The presence of watchtowers or
fortified structures, common in other mountainous regions for observation and defense
against raids, is plausible, though not explicitly documented for Afrin's villages in the provided
material.?’

D. Comparison with other Kurdish/Mountain regions

It is important to avoid generalizing architectural styles across the diverse Kurdish-inhabited
regions or other mountain cultures. The inferred style of Afrin's villages—stone-built,
potentially terraced structures adapted to the limestone hills—differs from the black woolen
tents of Kurdish nomads ", the distinctive stone tower houses found in regions like the
Sarawat Mountains of Arabia ', the elaborate brick facades and carved woodwork seen in the
urban houses of Slemani in Iraqgi Kurdistan 2°, or the conical "beehive" houses sometimes
found in other parts of Syria.*' This highlights the regional specificity of vernacular
architecture. Furthermore, the trend observed in Iragi Kurdistan of abandoning traditional
vernacular styles in favor of modern construction methods and materials due to economic
growth and changing lifestyles %8 was likely also occurring in Afrin to some degree before
2010, although perhaps at a different pace given its specific socio-economic context within
Syria.

The vernacular architecture of the Kurd Mountain before 2010 likely represented a pragmatic



and resilient response to the local environment. It utilized the most readily available geological
resource—limestone—and adapted building forms to the challenging topography through
techniques like terracing.' Simultaneously, settlement patterns and house designs would have
integrated the socio-cultural needs of the predominantly Kurdish communities, potentially
reflecting kinship structures and incorporating defensive awareness common to highland
populations.”™ The most critical finding regarding this architectural tradition, however, is the
significant lack of specific, detailed pre-2010 documentation within the reviewed research.
This lacuna suggests that Afrin's particular Kurdish vernacular style was either
under-researched by architectural historians and ethnographers, perhaps considered
insufficiently distinct from broader North Syrian rural or generalized Kurdish patterns, or its
documentation simply wasn't prioritized before the region was thrust into the international
spotlight by conflict.” This knowledge gap underscores the urgency and importance of
documenting surviving elements and memories of this heritage.

VIl. Conclusion: Afrin's Pre-2010 Architectural
Heritage

A. Synthesis of Architectural Layers

The architectural landscape of the Afrin region, as it existed prior to 2010, presented a
complex tapestry woven from millennia of human activity. Its heritage spanned remarkable
chronological depth, beginning with the sophisticated Syro-Hittite temple complex at Ain
Dara, a powerful statement of Iron Age monumental architecture. This was followed by the
extensive Greco-Roman city of Cyrrhus, which later transformed under Byzantine rule, leaving
behind impressive civic and religious structures like theatres, tombs, fortifications, and
churches. The Islamic era brought further layers, most notably the adaptation of the Roman
tomb at Cyrrhus into the Mamluk and Ottoman shrine and mosque complex of Nabi Huri.
Domestic architecture across the region likely reflected a blend of influences, combining the
established principles of the Aleppine courtyard house tradition with the pragmatic
vernacular adaptations of the Kurdish communities inhabiting the mountainous terrain. Finally,
the 19th and 20th centuries witnessed the emergence and development of Afrin town itself,
shaped initially by its role as an Ottoman-era market center and later by French Mandate
administration.

B. Dominant Materials and Styles

Stone, particularly the locally abundant limestone derived from the Kurd Mountain's geology,
stands out as the defining construction material across different periods and building types,
from ancient foundations to traditional houses and Ottoman-era mosques.' Basalt also played
a significant role in monumental construction, especially at Ain Dara." Stylistically, the region
showcased a range of expressions: the monumental forms and decorative programs of
classical antiquity at Cyrrhus and Ain Dara; the principles of Islamic architecture, particularly
the inward-focused courtyard layout likely influencing domestic design; and the adaptive,
terrain-responsive forms characteristic of mountain vernacular traditions. French Mandate
influence appears primarily functional in Afrin town, focused on infrastructure and



administration rather than imposing a distinct architectural style.

C. State of Knowledge and Gaps

The state of knowledge regarding Afrin's pre-2010 architecture is uneven. Major
archaeological sites like Ain Dara and Cyrrhus benefited from historical excavations and
documentation efforts prior to the recent conflicts, providing relatively detailed information
about their layout, features, and condition, although even these sites faced preservation
challenges.® In stark contrast, a significant gap exists in the specific, scholarly documentation
of the region's Kurdish vernacular architecture, particularly in the rural villages of the Kurd
Mountain. While general characteristics can be inferred from regional parallels and
environmental context, the unique local expressions of house forms, construction techniques,
and settlement patterns in Afrin itself remain largely undocumented in the reviewed sources.
D. Enduring Legacy

The diverse architectural heritage of the Afrin region, documented here up to 2010,
constitutes an invaluable record of its long history, complex cultural interactions, and the
enduring relationship between its people and their distinctive mountain environment. This rich
tapestry, from imposing ancient temples to humble vernacular dwellings, reflects millennia of
adaptation, innovation, and cultural exchange. Understanding this architectural legacy as it
existed before the profound disruptions of the past decade is essential. It provides a crucial
baseline for assessing loss and transformation, for comprehending the deep historical roots
of the region's cultural identity, and for informing any future endeavors related to heritage
protection, remembrance, and potential recovery.
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