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A general view shows the damage inflicted on the Old Aleppo markets in the old quarter of Syria’s second city of Aleppo. 

Laborers take part in
restoration work at the

Saqatiya market in the old
quarter of Syria’s second

city of Aleppo.

Violinist Laura Colgate, co-founder and co-artistic director of the Boulanger Initiative promot-
ing women composers, poses at her home in Takoma Park, Maryland.

British cellist Steven Isserlis rehearses at the John F Kennedy Center for
the Performing Arts in Washington, DC.

Violinist Jennifer Koh and composer Missy Mazzoli perform works by Mazzoli at
the Boulanger Initiative’s inaugural women composers festival at Blind Whino in
Washington, DC.

On the domed roof of a historical market in
the northern Syrian city of Aleppo, archi-
tect Bassel Al-Daher moves between

workers painstakingly working to erase the scars
of war. Men wearing vests and helmets repair
parts of the roof still bearing visible traces of the
four-year-long battle for the former rebel strong-
hold. They cover its charred surface with a fresh
coat of white paint as part of a wider effort to
rehabilitate the Saqatiya market, or souk in Arabic.
Located in the old quarters of Syria’s second city,
the market dates back to the Ottoman period. “I
feel like I’m redrawing history by restoring this
souk,” says Daher, 42, one of six architects over-
seeing its revival as the country’s conflict marks its
eighth year next week. “For me, it’s the project of a
lifetime.” 

The Saqatiya souk covers an area of more than
1,500 square meters (16,000 square feet) and
used to house more than 50 shops before Syria’s
conflict landed in Aleppo in 2012. It is located near
other landmarks of Aleppo’s Old City, a
UNESCO-listed World Heritage Site that served
as a frontline during clashes that ended in 2016.
Russia-backed regime forces that year retook
control of the eastern side of the city, much of
which remains in ruins. The celebrated citadel, a
jewel of medieval architecture whose surrounding
wall was damaged by a blast in July 2015, is visible
from the market’s roof. The Umayyad mosque, an
ancient site that dates back to the 11th century, is
within walking distance. Clashes in April 2013
reduced the mosque’s minaret to an unrecogniz-
able pile of blocks.

‘Bring merchants back’ 
UNESCO estimates that as much as 60 per-

cent of the Old City was severely damaged.
Saqatiya market fared better than most, with 30

percent battered during the fighting, says Daher.
It shows signs of major damage but no sign of
collapse, Syria’s antiquities authority said in a
report last month. Restoration works began on
November 1 after Syrian authorities signed a
partnership agreement with the Aga Khan
Foundation in Syria. Renovations are expected to
be completed in July, according to Daher. Workers
are focusing on erasing all “signs of war” from the
market and correct old construction violations.
“The broader aim is to bring merchants back to
their shops,” he says. Saqatiya market is one of
around 37 souks surrounding the Aleppo citadel,
the oldest of their kind in the world.

They stretch from the western part of the Old
City to the gates of the citadel in the east, cover-
ing an area of around 160,000 square meters.  For
centuries, they were the commercial heart of the
ancient city and served as a key trading hub
between the East and the West, says Alaa Al-
Sayyed, a historian and specialist on the Old City.
The expert, who is also overseeing the restoration,
says “they are more than 2,000 years old”.  “They
are the longest and oldest covered markets in the
world,” he says.  They consist of dozens of shops,
schools, mosques and bathhouses. 

‘Charred and damaged’ 
In their long history, this is not the first time the

markets have had to be restored. Over two millen-
nia, they have weathered numerous earthquakes
and conquests, but “every time they were rebuilt”,
he says. Diyaa Al-Issa, 38, wears a white helmet
and uniform as he works on renovating a massive
gate in the market.  He is one of around 60 men
involved in restoration works.  Before the conflict,
Issa used to work in renovation and maintenance
of the city’s ancient heritage.  “Renovations today
are nothing like those we used to carry out in the

past,” he says.  “We used to restore stones affect-
ed by moisture, wind and time,” he says.

“But today we are treating stones that have
been charred and damaged by shrapnel, and we
are rebuilding some domes that have been com-
pletely destroyed.” Issa hopes the souk can be
restored in a way that does not alter its historical
character or dispense with too may of the original
materials.  His colleague, Mohammed Baqiya, 47,
is looking forward to the market coming back to
life. “The stone will be restored,” he says.  But
“what is most important is the return of shop
owners and people who used to bring life to the
souk”, he says.  “It does not matter how beautiful
the souk will be,” he says. It will mean nothing “if
it is empty of people”. — AFP

Music is riddled with stories of tempestuous affairs
and unrequited love. In a concert series, virtuoso
British cellist Steven Isserlis is exploring the influ-

ence of love on music by contrasting three familiar pieces
by male composers with lesser known ones by their tradi-
tionally underrepresented female muses. “Women were
not encouraged to compose. It was difficult,” the influen-
tial soloist said in an interview ahead of a performance at
the Kennedy Center in Washington. “They had to battle
against the odds,” added Isserlis, pointing to the contribu-
tions of Amy Beach and Lili and Nadia Boulanger. “There
are so many women composers now. Things have definite-
ly improved.”

Isserlis’s program-whose next stop is Thursday in
Kempen, Germany after five performances in the US
accompanied by Canadian pianist Connie Shih-opens with
his own arrangement of Clara Schumann’s “Three
Romances.” It’s wistful music composed as her husband
Robert Schumann grew increasingly ill, eventually commit-
ting himself to an insane asylum in 1854. Schumann’s
“Three Fantasiestucke” become profoundly meditative in
the warm tone and rich bass of the 1726 Stradivarius that
Isserlis plays on gut strings.

Perhaps no love story is as tragic as that of Vitezslava

Kapralova and Bohuslav Martinu, who vowed to elope to
America, only for Kapralova to marry someone else and
die two months later of tuberculosis, in June 1940. She was
just 25, but already a promising composer and conductor.
Her only surviving “Ritournelle,” passionate and energetic
despite being her last known composition, mirrors her
teacher Martinu’s modernist innovations.

The piano and cello are almost locked in a duel in
Martinu’s first Cello Sonata, composed as Kapralova was
nearing death, after the Nazis occupied their homeland of
Czechoslovakia and shortly before the Paris occupation.
French femme fatale Augusta Holmes captured the imagi-
nation of many of her contemporaries, chief among them
Cesar Franck, 25 years her senior. Isserlis played an
evocative arrangement of parts of her cantata “La vision
de la reine”-published in 1895, the same year she became
the first woman to premiere an opera in Paris. Its religious
overtones echo those of Franck’s beloved sonata.

‘Not rocket science’ 
Despite featuring seldom-heard works by women,

Isserlis insisted “it’s not a feminist recital.” “I wouldn’t play
a piece just because it was by a woman or because it was
by somebody from a certain racial background... It’s con-

descending if one does that,” he said. “You have to love
the music. It’s got to be good music.” Jenny Bilfield, presi-
dent and CEO of concert organizer Washington
Performing Arts, advocates a straight-forward approach to
inclusion. “Let’s not overthink this... Study history, discover
music that’s been overlooked and bring it forward to the
present day,” she said. “It’s not rocket science.”

‘Rewrite history?’ 
Although male-composed works predominate in the

classical music canon, it’s not for lack of quantity or quali-
ty of pieces by women. “A lot of these women in their own
times were famous and were well-known and were
played,” said violinist Laura Colgate. “We actually have to
go back and rewrite history.” She co-founded the
Boulanger Initiative to promote these works. Composer
Missy Mazzoli, 38, and violinist Jennifer Koh, 42, headlined
its inaugural Washington festival Friday. From 2014 to
2018, just 1.7 percent of pieces performed by leading
American orchestras were composed by women, accord-
ing to data compiled by the Baltimore Symphony
Orchestra.

For the upcoming 2019-2020 season, the Institute for
Composer Diversity’s survey of 50 orchestras found an

increase to 7.4 percent. Some groups have introduced
corrective measures, though true progress may come
when having women in these roles becomes unremarkable.
More than 150 music festivals have pledged to reach a
50/50 gender balance by 2022 under the international
Keychange campaign, with women, transgender and non-
binary people falling under the same category. Only nine
of the festivals are American.

Women conductors have slowly gained traction,
including Marin Alsop, Alondra de la Parra and Elim
Chan. Colgate started her project a year ago with
organist Joy-Leilani Garbutt to bridge that gap, with
commissions, concert series and educational programs
in the offing.  She says there’s a real thirst for this music,
which could make the symphony more appealing to the
general public. While orchestras focus on the need to
get new people in the audience, “that’s not actually the
problem-it’s getting them to come back a second time,”
said Colgate. “There’s all of these expectations in the
classical music world that make most people feel like
outsiders. We’re trying to get rid of all of those labels
and make anybody feel welcome.”— AFP 

British cellist gives voice to composers’ muses

Syria’s ancient Aleppo souk 
poised to regain its bustle

Laborers take part in restoration work at the Saqatiya
market in the old quarter of Syria’s second city of Aleppo.


