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Qalaat Al-Mudiq, Citadel of Apamea:
Past and Present
Mathilde Gelin

French National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS-Nanterre)

Shaker Al-Shbib

Directorate General of Antiquities
University of Paris 1, Panthéon-Sorbonne

Abstract
The Syrian-European mission of Qalaat Al-Mudiq/Citadel of Apamea focussed in 2004 and 2005 on emergency consolidation and
restoration on the medieval fortifications built on top of the hill, following the collapse of the medieval glacis and part of the
slope. A coring was done to verify the stability of the ground and this showed not only that the entire hill is unstable but also
that it is an archaeological tell, approximately 20 m thick. Preliminary archaeological soundings were thus done at the bases
of the zones to be consolidated, and these yielded ancient fortifications belonging to the Bronze Age and Hellenistic periods.
Consolidation and restorations were done at three particularly endangered areas, including a medieval tower. Since then, the
monuments have suffered further damage, which all seemed to be repairable, but the entire site is now endangered by the same
threat that brought down the medieval glacis.

Figure 1: View of the south front of Qalaat Al-Mudiq, with indication of the fieldworks sectors. View to the north (©
Archaeological Mission of Qalaat Al-Mudiq-Citadel of Apamea).

Qalaat Al-Mudiq is located on the western slope of the
Ghab Valley, perched at c. 100 m above the surrounding
plain (Figure 1). At the foot of Jebel Al-Zawiye, the site
is close to Apamea on the Orontes, one of the four cities
of the tetrapolis created by Seleucos I, around 300 BC. If
Apamea is known for its Greek, Roman, and Byzantine
phases, and at the beginning of the Islamic period,
Qalaat Al-Mudiq is better known for its prehistoric
and Bronze Age levels found at its base, and for later
Islamic fortifications on its summit (Al Shbib and Gelin
2016). The top of the hill is currently occupied by a
modern village whose inhabitants live in the medieval
fortifications.

During the winter of 2002-2003, part of the medieval
stone glacis covering the slope of the hill collapsed,
threatening not only the stability of the fill thus exposed,
but also the medieval fortifications1 built on the top of
the mound. The reason for this collapse is that violent
rains soaking into the ground caused mounting pressure
on the glacis and a resulting landslide of the earthen
fill contained by the sloping wall. The glacis collapsed,
as it was no longer supported by its lower parts due
to an access way to the entrance of the village dug in
the 1920s in the slope of the hill and recently enlarged.
1
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And of the modern dwellings inside.
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The General Directorate of Antiquities and Museums
of Syria created two missions to intervene on these
monuments: one by the University of Architecture in
Damascus aimed at stabilizing the glacis and the slope,
the other by the European Program of Cultural Heritage
Training and the French Institute for the Near EastIFPO to stabilise three sectors of the medieval defence
system. This second mission was directed by M. Gelin
(IFPO) from 2004, and joined by S. Al Shbib (DGAMS) in
2005.2 This mission led the archaeological excavations
undertaken at the bases of the fortifications to be
preserved and the restoration of the structures.3

The date of this tower was attributed to the mid-13th
century AD (Dangles 2004: 195) after an inscription,
although nothing proves that this inscription dates to
the time of construction of the tower. However, the date
matches the pottery found inside the tower, relating to
the Mameluke period (second half of the 13th century
AD), according to M.-O. Rousset, and corresponds
to the technical building characteristics of the time
(between the beginning of the 12th and beginning of
14th centuries AD), according to J.-C. Bessac.

Qalaat Al-Mudiq in the past

West of the entrance to the present village (sector A),
a great vaulted room was in danger of collapsing on
its southern side. Our team examined the foundations
of this side of the building and extended the work
westwards, on the upper part of the slope. A stone wall
(Figure 2), already visible at the base of the room before
our excavations, was associated with other structures
found on top of the slope. The plan of these masonries,
their technical characteristics (construction, tool
marks, dimensions of blocks, and the regular level of
their bases and courses, and the pottery sherds found
nearby), allowed us to date it with certainty to the
Hellenistic period and, probably, to the beginning of this
period.5 We also established that these constructions
were linked to fortifications and we were able to restore
the plan of the curtain walls and part of a tower.

Hellenistic period

Medieval period
Tower 5, facing the city of Apamea and its theatre, was
built on the highest point of the citadel and was an
important element of the defence system. It is one of
the largest towers in Qalaat Al-Mudiq, about 13 m x 17
m in dimensions and preserved to a height of 12 m. The
archaeological work consisted mainly of excavating
the tower, inside and out, to examine its base in order
to determine the state of the foundations before
the restoration operation, and to collect associated
archaeological
material.
These
investigations
determined that this tower was built over an older
building, that it reused some Byzantine material in its
foundation, and that it had many stone blocks coming
from the ancient theatre. The tower was erected in one
phase4 on very strong foundations (going deep into the
slope and on a thick bed of rubble), and conceived as a
vantage point to cover the entire valley. It also replaced
previous fortifications from the Islamic period. On the
slope, a previous stone glacis was covered by the one
visible today and appeared to be contemporaneous
with the tower: the glacis currently visible (the one that
collapsed) belonged to a medieval restoration.

This evidence of Greek fortifications, never established
before at Qalaat Al-Mudiq, allows us with great
probability to associate the founding of this stronghold
to the Seleucids. Qalaat Al-Mudiq obviously represented
the citadel of the Seleucid city of Apamea. A possibility
exists that it could also be linked to the Lagids at the
end of 4th century BC, but we have no evidence for this
hypothesis.6
Bronze Age period
Excavations took place east of the entrance of the
current village (sector B) in a vaulted room that needed
to be conserved. Surprisingly, the Hellenistic curtain
wall from sector A did not appear here. Its stones were
probably robbed and reused in later constructions.
However, a mudbrick wall, the function of which was
not determined, was found associated with pottery
dated to the Late Bronze Age.

We warmly thank the organisers of this Congress for providing the
opportunity to point out the importance of Syria’s cultural heritage,
especially during these difficult times, and to let us present our
researches from Qalaat Al-Mudiq. We also deeply thank all the heads
of the institutions and administrations who allowed us to work at
Qalaat Al-Mudiq, and N. Khoury, curator of the museum of Apamea.
3
Before this mission, the project managers were E. Al-Ejji-DGAMS
(civil engineer) and M. Gelin-IFPO (archaeologist). The participants of
the mission were: 1) for the excavations: the two directors, M. Gelin
and S. Al-Shbib-DGAMS (archaeologist) for the Hellenistic period, and
B. Michaudel-IFPO for the medieval period; 2) for the archaeological
material: M.-O. Rousset-CNRS, ceramologist (medieval period),
S. Elaigne, ceramologist (Hellenistic period), M. Al-Maqdissi-DGAMS,
ceramologist (Bronze Age period), H. David-Cuny (draughtsman);
3) for the building restoration: S. Zugmeyer (architect, tower 5),
M. Hijazi-DGAMS (civil engineer, sectors A and B), J.-C. Bessac-CNRS
(stone architecture and elements of construction), M. Al Heib-Mines
School, Nancy (subsoil stabilisation), A. El Bush-DGAMS and A. Abu
Arraj-DGAMS (topographers), and P. Courbon (topographer).
4
Research led by J.-C. Bessac, to be published in a forthcoming
publication. See his main results in Gelin 2007: 4-6.
2

In sector A, below the Hellenistic wall located at the
foot of the vaulted room, excavations uncovered a large
Unfortunately, at this state of our research, we cannot be more
precise in the dating. The pottery was found on the slope near the
structures and not directly associated with them. S. Elaigne dates
the corpus from the end of 4th century BC until the first half of 2nd
century BC.
6
Antigonos is supposed to have occupied the site and founded a
Pella. See Bernard 1995.
5
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Figure 3: Sector A. Vertical view of the mudbrick rampart
probably from the Bronze Age; the north is down (©
Archaeological Mission of Qalaat Al-Mudiq-Citadel of
Apamea).

Figure 2: Sector A. The Hellenistic stone wall (on the left,
modern dwelling; on the right, white stones of a modern
stair), view to the east (© Archaeological Mission of Qalaat
Al-Mudiq-Citadel of Apamea).

wall, 3 m long and 1.70 m high, made of mudbricks
(Figure 3). Its western continuation was found in the
slope and it is also visible to the east, behind the pillars
of the medieval buttress located between sector B
and the medieval gate (Figure 4). In this sector C, the
erosion of the soils was very active at the top of the
slope and exposed this wall. In both sectors A and C,
the wall was located exactly at the edge of the slope.
If vestiges of this wall from sectors A, B, and C can be
associated together, the wall would be at least 92 m long
and would constitute a fortification wall (Gelin 2013).
However, even though many ceramic sherds from the

Figure 4: Sector C. The archaeological layers behind the
pillars of the Medieval buttress show a thick mudbrick wall,
a probable continuation of the Bronze Age (?) rampart. View
to the north (© Archaeological Mission of Qalaat Al-MudiqCitadel of Apamea).
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Figure 5: Restoration of the
successive fortifications
from the Bronze Age (?),
Hellenistic, and Medieval
periods (Drawing M. Gelin
after a plan of Ph. Dangles).

Figure 6: The tower
5 after restoration,
with the two curtains
consolidated. View
to the northwest.
(© Archaeological
Mission of Qalaat
Al-Mudiq-Citadel of
Apamea).
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Figure 7: Aerial view of the tell in 2015. The road surrounding it has pierced the stone glacis and the earthen fill. The north is
on the top (© Google Earth).

Figure 8: The previous
road cut in the 1920s and
recently enlarged, which
caused the collapse of the
glacis and soils of the tell.
View to the northwest (©
Archaeological Mission of
Qalaat Al-Mudiq-Citadel of
Apamea).
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Early Bronze Age were found in the mudbricks, we
cannot assert that this wall was built in this period.7

of different compositions) with several voids, from the
surface of the tell until the bedrock, some 22 m below.

It is obvious, however, that Qalaat Al-Mudiq played
a role during the Bronze Age period, as a Bronze Age
ceramic sherd – located in archaeological layers some 17
m below the surface level – was found in a coring done
on top of the hill for building preservation purposes.
All these elements (the mudbrick fortification wall,
the associated Bronze Age ceramics, the archaeological
layers, the ceramic sherd found in the coring, and the
previous discovery of levels from this period at the
base of the hill) indicate that Qalaat Al-Mudiq is an
archaeological tell, probably dated to the Bronze Age
period.

After having re-oriented the water canalisations of
the modern dwelling,8 our mission undertook the
consolidation and restoration of the medieval tower
using mortar injections, fill or replacement of eroded
stones, fixing with stainless steel tie-beams the
southeast angle, general cleaning of the facings of the
walls, and raising the internal levels once the outside
ones were stabilised with lime and beaten earth (Gelin
2010). The new stones were selected from a quarry
where no black powder was used and their surfaces were
hand-cut to give the same appearance as the ‘original’
blocks. The extremities of the curtain walls linked to
the tower have also been consolidated and stabilised.
As a result of these measures, the tower and the two
vaulted rooms were preserved, and, we hope, are out of
immediate danger of collapsing again (Figure 6).

Finally, it can be said that Qalaat Al-Mudiq played the
role of a stronghold from, at least, the Bronze Age
period until Islamic times. It is noticeable, too, that
the fortifications followed the same outline during the
three main periods uncovered. However, two important
periods in the life of the city of Apamea, Roman and
Byzantine, left no remains on the tell, at least in
the sectors excavated. Archaeological research will
hopefully resume in the future and provide answers to
the numerous unanswered questions.

Recent damage to the cultural heritage of Qalaat Al-Mudiq
From what we can see from photographs and images,
recent events have caused much damage to the
buildings we preserved or uncovered. Several of the
stones from tower 5 have broken and several new cracks
have appeared (Figure 7). In sector C, for example, the
pillars have been destabilised, the mudbrick wall is very
probably severely damaged, and the medieval gate has
also been damaged, showing cracks and the destruction
of a window and parts of the upper floor. We hope that
these damages are repairable, as it seems they do not
severely affect the structure nor the stability of the
buildings, except for the pillars and vaults of sector C.

Qalaat Al-Mudiq in the present
Preservation and restoration (Figure 5)
The medieval fortifications are located at the edge of
the slope of the tell. Even though they were founded
on the earlier, stronger walls (older fortifications), they
were destabilised by erosion. The sudden collapse of
the glacis highlighted the risks for the walls built either
in the same sector or nearby.

However, in our opinion, the most serious problem
is the new road that has been dug on the slope of the
tell, from the entrance of the village to the base of the
hill, surrounding the tell on its western, northern, and
eastern sides (Figure 8). As we saw at the beginning
of this intervention, it was such a cut that led to the
collapse of the glacis and the fill, and that threatened
the upper fortifications and dwellings. We hope that
the engineers of the General Directorate of Antiquities
and Museums will have the possibility to intervene
soon to refill the empty spaces with strong materials
and to restore the stone glacis, as the stability of the
entire archaeological tell is now threatened.

The two vaulted rooms, both parts of the entrance to
the current village (sectors A and B), were consolidated
using the same materials (rubble stones and lime
mortar). The eastern part of tower 5 was at the risk of
separation from the rest of the building, as it is located
partly at the edge of the slope and partly on the slope.
The southeast angle was particularly endangered
because of extensive vertical cracks. Several stones
were also badly damaged in the facings of the tower and
inside the eastern gallery of the building. Additionally,
the current occupation of the upper level brought
water evacuations directly to the foot of the building.
Inside the tower, the foundations were exposed.
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There was no question of dismantling the modern dwelling.
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