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The Fortified City Qalaa of Beni Hammad: a study in location
and urbanism

Dr.Nadir Kouadria
University of Msila-Algeria

Nadir.kouadria@univ-msila.dz

Abstract:

The Qalaa of Beni Hammad is about 36 km north-east of the city of Msila, about 225
km south-east of Algiers. It was founded in 1007 by Hammad Ben-Belkin Ben-Ziri Al-
Sanhaji, founder of the Hamadi State. The castle is one of Algeria's most important
archaeological sites and was listed on the UNESCO World Heritage Sites in 1980..

The Qalaa has a unique architectural design that combines the magnitude of the
installations with the precision and beauty of the architectural elements. It has many
landmarks such as the 7 km exterior wall, the Grand Mosque, the Bahr Palace and the Manar
Palace. It was an important cultural and political centre in central Maghreb, and has
witnessed a major boom in urbanism, architecture, science and commerce..

Many historians and geographers have mentioned it in their books, describing its
architecture, political, social, cultural and economic life.

In this study, we will address the urban aspect in particular by addressing the following
problematic: In this study, we will address the urban aspect in particular by addressing the
following problematic: What are the characteristics of the location and the urbanization in the
Qalaa of Beni Hammad?

Through this study, we seek to achieve a number of objectives, as outlined below:
- Locating the city and its geographical characteristics
- Highlighting the urban characteristics of the city.
- Discussion of the city plan
- Clarification of architectural divisions within the city
- Discussion of public utilities within the city

We will also rely on a range of scientific methods, depending on the subject's nature, such
as: historical, descriptive and analytical.

Keywords : Qala of Beni Hammad, location, history, urbanism, architecture.
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1.1.Introduction :

Qalaa of Beni Hammad was founded in 1007 AD by renowned military
commander Hammad Ibn Belkin Ibn Ziri Al Sanhaji and was the first capital of
the Hamadid State to extend its control over most of Algeria's currently known
borders, Before the capital was transferred to Bejaia in 1090 AD by Prince
Nasser Ibn Alanas for political and military conditions, with an area of
approximately 150 hectares, It is surrounded by a stone fence of about 7
kilometres long and contains a number of huge monuments, including the Grand
Mosque, and a number of luxurious palaces.Many historians and geographers
have mentioned it in their books, describing its architecture, , political, social,
cultural and economic life.These kinds of different buildings have been created
andArchitectural elements over time and within contextand Islamic cultural
values?.

1.2.The problématic:

In this study, we will address the urban aspect in particular by addressing
the following problematic: What are the characteristics of the location and the
urbanization in the Qalaa of Beni Hammad?

1.3.The objectives:

Through this study, we seek to achieve a number of objectives, as outlined
below:

Locating the city and its geographical characteristics

Highlighting the urban characteristics of the city

Discussion of the city plan

Clarification of architectural divisions within the city
e Discussion of public utilities within the city
1.4.Background :

One significant archaeological site in the islamic Maghreb is the Qalaa of
Beni Hammad, which marked its thousand-year anniversary in 2007, having
been constructed in 1007. When the renowned leader Hammad Ibn Bulkin
transformed the fortress into the political and administrative capital of the
Hammadid dynasty, UNESCO designated it as a World Heritage site. Today, the

1 - Bersim Selim Hakim, Arabic Islamic Cities: Building and Planing Principles, paperback
edition, 2008, p.55.



Qalaa in Algeria stands as a testament to the enduring and illustrious stories of
our magnificent Islamic heritage?.

2. Historical Significance of the Qalaa of Beni Hammad:

The Qalaa of Beni Hammad is of great historical significance, because it
has great historical, artistic and archaeological value. It has played a significant
role in the history of the Maghreb in general and Algeria in particular. It has an
artistic value that influenced Andalusia and southern Europe through
architectural arts. It also has archaeological value as the first archaeological site
designated by UNESCO as a human heritage in Algeria in 19803,

2.1. Foundation and Construction:

the Qalaa of beni hammad, which played the role of capital of North
Africa throughout the 11th century, is located 36 km south of the railway station
of bordj-bou-arrerij, on the southern slope of Djebel Maadid, at the northern
boundary of the immences plains of the Hodna.

It was melted in 1007 by Hammad Ibn Bolkin, of the great Berber tribe of the
Sanhadja, who at that time made it the capital of the Central Maghreb. he art of
building Hammadi is a custom thanks Exhumation during various campaigns
Excavations from the late 19th century to The beginning of independence®.

2 - Nouredine Bourahla et al, Stratégie de surveillance de la santé structurale du monument
historique : Kalaa de Beni Hammad .Study of Qala. ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and
Performing Arts, 4(1), p.02.

3 - UNESCO website: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/102%2F Accessed on : 09/05/2024.
4 - Khelifa Abderrahmane. L'urbanisation dans I'Algérie médiévale. In: Antiquités africaines,
40-41,2004. P.274.
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Minaret of the mosque of Qalaa Beni Hammad
Source: the researcher

Panoramic view of Manar Palace
Source: the researcher



Panoramic view of Bahr Palace

Source: the researcher

The effects of Qalaa in the architecture of Maghreb and Andalusia
source: http://histoireafriquenord.blogspot.com

2.4. Cultural and Political Influence:

The political factor influenced the development of the Qalaa, and can be
monitored by two main factors: the first was to take it as the capital of the State
from its founding in 1007 AD until the construction of the city of Bejaia in 1067
AD. In this period, the Hamadid State was known to be the hottest of its days. It



Imposed its prestige on neighbouring Zanata tribes, reached the town of Tenes
and the Chelef Basin West, east beyond the Aures Mountains and Tebessa, and
south beyond the city of OuarglaOne of Maghreb's most visible cultural and
artistic influences is the minaret of the great mosque of Qalaa Beni Hammad.>.

3. Urbanism of the Qalaa :

Muslims occupied and reused Romanian cities, in accordance with their own
requirements and culture, Firstly, they occupied towns making some
modifications as it could be observed in towns of the Eastern Algeria, the most
urbanised region in antique times Then, they created new towns, even if it was
on Roman site.

The wall is an essential construction element such as: ceilings, doors,
windows, columns®, The Hammadid not only took care of their city's natural
nursery, they surrounded it with fences from all sides, stretching 7 km, with a
thickness ranging from 1.20 m to 1.60 m, it marches the ghorin heights in the
south —west, the Tagherbasst mountain in the north , and on the east, Faredj
valley, before climbing the mountain, taking an irregular form that narrows
north and expands south.

3.1. Layout and Design:

The fortifications of the Hammadid period in Algeria were the subject of
very few studies’, The overall design of the Qalaa was governed by the
geographic nature of the site, and the functional nature of the city, as a fortified
military castle, surrounded by fences containing three doors, namely: Bab
Jarawa on the south-eastern side, leading to Burj al-Ghadir via Qantarat Sidi Issa
(the bridge of Sidi Issa ), on the historic Oued Faradj (Faradj valley), and Bab al
Aghwas (the bow door) on the east.

® - A. Almagro, Surveying World Heritage Islamic Monuments in North Africa: Experiences
with simple Photogrammeric Tools and no previous planning, Annals of the Photogrammetry,
Remote Sensing and Spatial Information Sciences, Volume 11-5/W1, 2013.p.17.

® - Bersim Selim Hakim, Arabic Islamic Cities: Building and Planing Principles, paperback
edition, 2008, p.55.

- Naima Abderrahim Mahindad, The architectural and constructive characteristics of the
medieval wall of Bejaia city duringthe Hammadite period. Defensive Architecture of the
Mediterranean / Vol X / Navarro Palazon, Garcia-Pulido (eds.) © 2020,p.06.



Plan of the Qalaa of Beni Hammad
source: UNESCO
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Distribution of architectural installations within the city of Qalaa
source: https://islamicart.museumwnf.or
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Plan of Al Bahr Palace
source: https://islamicart.museumwnf.or

3.2. Residential and Public Areas:

We are unaware of the placement of the popular neighbourhoods in the castle
and its streets, but the Garawa neighbourhood was identified by the
archaeologists on the eastern side of the city?.

There is no doubt that the city of Qalaa Beni Hammad included several
residential neighbourhoods, like other Muslim cities, inhabited by different
social classes, but the historical sources only mentioned neighbourhood of
djarawa.

Talk of housing in the Qalaa of Beni Hammad also requires historical texts
and documents on plans, archaeological excavations and field studies, but we
can say that the Qalaa homes are no different in Muslim cities, as long as they
are controlled by the same religious, social, economic and environmental
factors.

They are probably square in shape, they don't have any aesthetic appearance
on the outside, they don't have open windows on the streets, but they are small
openings at the top of the walls, they don't allow the women to be seen inside
the house, their doors are made of wood and they are mediated by a courtyard,
surrounded by a gallery that progresses the rooms.

8 _Allaoua Amara. La Qal‘a des Bani Hammad : I’histoire d’un déclin. Archéologie islamique,
2001.11.p.95.



3.3. Defensive Structures:

The Qal' in Beni Hammad, like other Muslim cities, in addition to its civilian
roles, also had military roles, similar to the city of Damascus, which was tasked
with monitoring the steppe to ensure the protection of convoys from Yemen or
Mesopotamia®. Prominent defensive installations in the Qalaa are generally: the
exterior fence, which is about 7 kilometers long, the three doors, as well as the
fortified natural site, surrounded by mountains and valleys. This has made these
natural factors play almost the same roles as the trenches dug around many
Muslim cities.

3.4. Economic Activities:

For centuries, people around the world have gathered to trade, buy, and sell
goods in their communal and commercial centers®, The Hammadid exploited
the natural resources that were available, and the areas near it. The fertility of
the soil was exploited in the construction of farms and gardens. The quarries
were exploited in construction and reconstruction. They also exploited the plant,
animal and mineral wealth in the construction of crafts and crafts workshops. It
was made in the Qalaa high-quality clothing, named Akssiat al Qalaa (Qalaa
clothing).

Conclusion:

Finally, we can say that the Qalaa has many characteristics, whether related
to its geographical location, or its urbanization, and we can summarize them as
follows:

- The geographical location of the Qalaa gave her natural immunity.
- The geographical location contributed to her defense against enemies.

- The geographical location of the Qalaa affected it in terms of design and urban
planning.

- The Qalaa was characterized by architectural art that was influenced to the
Maghreb, and even to Andalusia and Sicily.

- The Hamadid State knew its finest age when the Qalaa was its capital, whether
politically, economically or culturally.

° - Bianquis Thierry. Damas. In: Grandes villes méditerranéennes du monde musulman
médiéval. Rome : Ecole Francaise de Rome, 2000, p.202.

0. Mohamed Gharipour. The Bazaar in the islamic city : design, culture, and history, the
American University in Cairo Press,2012.p.23.
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