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A 

t a time when Russian 
air strikes are raining 
bombs on the Syrian city 
of Aleppo, adding to the 
destruction wrought by 

nearly five years of civil war, one 
group is looking to preserve what 
has been lost and build for the fu-
ture.

The Aleppo Project, launched by 
the Centre for Conflict, Negotiation 
and Recovery (CCNR) at Central 
European University in Budapest, 
bills itself as an “open collaboration 
among Syrian refugees, students, 
academics, policy experts and oth-
ers to come up with ideas on how 
to rebuild urban life after conflict”.

It is looking to the post-conflict 
future and the reconstruction of 
Aleppo.

“The Aleppo Project aims to come 
up with policy tools and ideas that 
enhance the power of communities 
to determine their own future and 
helps donors do more with less,” 
said CCNR fellow and proud Aleppi-
an Armenak Tokmajyan. “The core 
principle is to help people, particu-
larly refugees and women, who are 
often shut out of decisions on aid 
and reconstruction, find a voice.”

Tokmajyan, an Armenian nation-
al, lived in Aleppo since early child-
hood, only leaving the city when he 
went to university in Damascus. “I 
have both life experience and scien-
tific knowledge about Aleppo and 
Syria,” he said. “What is particular-
ly great about the Aleppo Project is 

that it is not just about facts or life 
experience. It is about the connec-
tion between these two.”

The recent history of Aleppo, 
which had been the largest city in 
Syria, is the history of the Syrian 
war, changing hands a number of 
times over the course of the con-
flict. Syrian rebels took control of 
large parts of Aleppo early in the 
conflict, and government forces 
subsequently besieged the city.

Since then, the north-western 
Syrian city has been in contention 
between President Bashar Assad’s 
forces and various Syrian rebel 
factions, resulting in widespread 
destruction, particularly after the 
government’s much criticised bar-
rel-bomb campaign and the ensu-
ing toll on Aleppo’s infrastructure 
and civilian population.

Aleppo’s Old City, including its 
historic covered souks and ham-
mams, has largely been destroyed, 
while both the citadel and Grand 
Mosque of Aleppo have been dam-
aged by shelling.

The Aleppo Project is developing 
crowd-source mapping software 
in cooperation with the Graduate 
School of Architecture, Planning 
and Preservation at the Univer-
sity of Columbia in New York. This 
software, which project personnel 
said they hope will be ready in De-
cember, will allow visitors to mark 
damaged buildings, relate stories 
and upload pictures. This will help 
preserve important elements of the 
cultural heritage of Aleppo that can 
be used for reconstruction.

The interactive map is to be cre-
ated in collaboration with the gen-
eral public, with Aleppians — those 
still in the city and those who have 
been forced to flee — drawing atten-
tion to properties that have been 
destroyed and posting pictures of 
what the city looked like before the 
conflict.

“The aim is to create a living 
memory of the way Aleppo was. 
This will also help the reconstruc-
tion process to identify the way 

things used to be and confirm the 
level of destruction that has now 
happened,” said CCNR fellow and 
US Foreign Service Officer Jay 
Heung.

Russia’s entry into the Syrian 
conflict complicated the situation, 
with few believing an end to the 
conflict in near. This, however, has 
not sapped the enthusiasm of those 
working for the Aleppo Project, who 
want to ensure that reconstruction 
efforts have been prepared before 
the end of the conflict.

“Other cases, such as Sarajevo, 
show that thinking about recon-
struction started rather late, rough-
ly after the end of their conflicts. 
One of the aims of this project is to 

avoid that mistake and start think-
ing about reconstruction related 
issues while memories are fresh,” 
Tokmajyan said.

Most importantly, the Aleppo 
Project seeks to empower Syrians 
in the reconstruction process.

“Reconstruction will be prob-
lematic and. at worst, illegitimate 
if local actors are excluded or given 
little say,” Tokmajyan said. “We try 
to empower existing and emerging 
Syrian experts to get involved in 
this process and prepare. Locals are 
more familiar with their neighbour-
hoods, streets, lifestyle and city-
specific issues and sensitivities and 
can significantly boost the chances 
of success.

“We don’t know when the war 
will end or when reconstruction 
can begin but we need to make sure 
Aleppo is prepared when peace 
comes.”

He said visitors to the Aleppo 
Project website can make contribu-
tions by submitting Aleppo-related 
articles, photographs and stories. 
The contributions are posted on the 
project’s blog in English, Arabic or 
any other language used in Syria.

“The aim of our blog is to stimu-
late discussion about the history, 
(the) present and the future of 
Aleppo,” Tokmajyan said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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A 2012 file picture shows Aleppo’s historical citadel with its wall damaged by the impact of rockets.
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Enfeh, Lebanon

“I
t took a lot of patience, 
faith and determination to 
achieve all that, in addition 
to the support of devoted 
believers and good souls.” 

With these words, 82-year-old Sis-
ter Catherine al Jamal summed up 
more than 40 years of a fervent 
struggle to rebuild the medieval 
Greek Orthodox convent where she 
has spent half of her hermetic life.

The seaside Our Lady of the 
Guard convent in Enfeh, in north-
ern Lebanon, could not have better 
earned its name since Sister Cathe-
rine moved in in 1973 to become the 
sole “guardian angel” of the ruined 
place, which she has striven to re-
store to its previous glory.

During the 1975-90 civil war that 
wreaked havoc across Lebanon, 
the nun had to deal with squatters, 
militias and Syrian soldiers who oc-
cupied the convent. She was per-
sonally attacked, suffering a head 
injury. But nothing would shake 
her will.

“When I moved in, the convent 
was desolated and completely de-
serted. It was not suitable to be 
inhabited at all. Nonetheless, I de-
cided to stay and install a workshop 
there to teach young girls tailoring 

and embroidery,” Sister Catherine 
said during an interview with The 
Arab Weekly.

However, that wish never came 
true, as the convent was later used 
to host a school for the mentally 
handicapped from 1990-2007.

After spending the first two years 
of the civil war in a convent in 
France, Sister Catherine returned 
to the run-down convent overlook-
ing the salt marshes of Enfeh and 
resumed the restoration process.

“The convent was even in a more 
derelict state. The church icons 
had been stolen or taken away by 
the Orthodox patriarchate to keep 
them safe and parts of the buildings 
had collapsed,” the elderly but en-
ergetic nun recalled.

“I then started repairing the place 
little by little because first you have 
to collect funds and donations. 
So the work was done gradually… 
whenever I had collected some 
money.”

Sister Catherine had to live with 
fighters of the Christian Marada mi-
litia who occupied the convent in 
1981. After they left in 1983, Syrian 
troops came in and stayed for three 
years.

“They first occupied the whole 
convent, using the premises I had 
renovated by then. At a later stage, 
the soldiers moved to tents in the 
courtyard outside the building but 
the officers stayed inside,” she said. 
“When they left, I had to repair the 
damages they… caused during their 
stay.”

Standing on the ruins of a Byzan-
tine convent, which was destroyed 
in an earthquake in the sixth centu-
ry, the Greek Orthodox convent was 
built in 1113 by monks who partici-
pated in the first crusade. The west-

ern wing of the convent collapsed in 
1914 in a bombardment by warships 
of Allied forces who mistook it for a 
barracks of the Ottoman Army.

After that, Greek Orthodox clergy 
abandoned the site. No cleric lived 
there until Sister Catherine moved 
in. Only squatters and the families 
of workers who took care of the salt 
marshes stayed occasionally in the 
damaged convent.

To repaint the chapel’s ceilings 
and walls in the original medieval 
style, the nun sought the assistance 
of French priests who specialise in 
painting icons.

“On one of my trips to France 
I saw these monks painting their 
own church, so I told them you 
should come to Lebanon to paint 
my church,” she recalled. “I said the 

convent is completely run-down. 
There is no facilities, no telephone, 
no car, no beds or kitchen but they 
insisted to come.

“That was in 1997. They asked 
me how do you live there yourself. 
I said I eat cheese and olives. They 
answered, ‘Well that is perfect for 
us.’”

The 12th-century convent, part of 
the country’s cultural and architec-
tural heritage, is almost completely 
restored thanks to the resolve and 
determination of a single nun; oth-
erwise, it would have been lost like 
many sites that disappeared during 
the war.

Although there was a growing 
awareness about the importance 
of preserving cultural heritage in 
post-war Lebanon, the means and 

capacity were lacking, according to 
architect and conservation special-
ist Nabil Itani.

“No country in the world has the 
financial and administrative capac-
ity to conserve and protect its en-
tire cultural heritage. In Lebanon, 
it is even more difficult because the 
Ministry of Culture has the smallest 
budget in the state and is under-
staffed,” said Itani, who works for 
the government’s Council of Devel-
opment and Reconstruction.

The biggest obstacle facing con-
servation lies in the fact that 90% 
of the country’s cultural heritage is 
privately owned and the state does 
have a big enough budget for ex-
propriation.

“The state can buy one, two or 
even ten houses, rehabilitate them 
and turn them into museums to 
make them self-sustainable but 
what would you do with the rest?” 
Itani asked.

One way of dealing with that is 
to encourage the private sector to 
step in. “Private companies should 
be given incentives to take posses-
sion of old places. They can turn 
them into their headquarters and 
at the same time help preserving 
them,” Itani said, giving examples 
in Europe where private faculties 
are sometimes housed in medieval 
castles. 

In the meantime, Sister Catherine 
is putting the last touches on her 
convent’s restoration. “I am now 
completing the tiles of the rooftop, 
which is the last work,” she said. 
“I was by myself all the time. I had 
only God to help me and all the 
good souls who donated money.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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