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 Tripoli   طرابلس
Sophisticated and strongly traditional, Libya’s capital (Tarablus in Arabic) is its most allur-
ing city. Tripoli – which once went by the historical sobriquet of the ‘White Bride of the 
Mediterranean’ and has more recently been called ‘the Havana of North Africa’ – is rich in 
historical influences and brilliantly captures that irresistible fusion of languid Mediterranean 
charm and clamorous Arab medina. More than anything else, this friendly city is the ideal 
place to catch the buzz of optimism that characterises the new Libya.

The disparate civilisations that have occupied this stretch of coast all left their mark. 
The Roman Arch of Marcus Aurelius tells just how many centuries the world’s powers have 
coveted one of North Africa’s best natural harbours. The Turkish mosques of the medina 
speak of Tripoli’s historically deep connections to the wider Islamic world; the medina itself 
is a labyrinth of meandering souqs (markets) and stunning public buildings. The decaying 
Italianate façades of the city centre offer a reminder of an outside world that’s never quite 
been able to leave Libya alone. 

The Tripoli that you now see is a boom town, revelling in its oil wealth and Libya’s bur-
geoning friendship with the West. Yet, with its face to the sea and its back to the Sahara 
Desert, Tripoli has always been a meeting place of travellers and a crossroads city whose 
fortunes ebbed and flowed with the political and economic currents of the day. The overall 
effect is a cosmopolitan, modern city overlaid with the fascinating signposts of history. 

HIGHLIGHTS  

� Lose yourself in the narrow lanes of the medina (p82)

� Enjoy a spectacular overview of Libyan history at the 
Jamahiriya Museum (p76)

� Admire the exquisite interior of the Gurgi Mosque (p85)

� Imagine Tripoli’s Roman heyday at the Arch of 
Marcus Aurelius (p84) and explore the magnificent 
House of Yusuf Karamanli (p86)

� Seek out the ornate Italianate façades 
(p87) east of Green Sq 

� Shop without hassle in the souqs (p96) of 
the medina

� Eat lunch in Mat’am Obaya (p93) in the 
medina and dinner at the fish market 
(p95)
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HISTORY  
Tripoli was founded by the Phoenicians in 
around 500 BC. It became one of the four 
Punic settlements of significance (the others 
being Carthage, Sabratha and Leptis Magna). 
Tripoli is Libya’s only ancient city to have 
been continuously occupied since that time.

Following the fall of Carthage in 146 BC, 
the city came briefly under the jurisdiction 
of the Nubian kingdom, before becoming 
a Roman protectorate. Under the Romans, 
who named the city Oea, Tripoli grew pros-
perous and, together with Sabratha and Lep-
tis Magna (the other cities of the ‘tripolis’ 
that gave Tripoli its name), provided the 
Roman Empire with grain, wild animals and 
slaves.

After the golden age of the 2nd century 
AD Oea fell into decline. When the Vandals 
overran North Africa in the 5th century, 
the damage to the city was devastating. The 
conquest by the Byzantines in AD 533 ar-
rested the decline, but Tripoli nonetheless 
spent the following centuries in a much 
reduced state.

The Arab invasion in the 7th century saw 
a new town, named Tarablus, built among 
the ruins of the old. The city grew and, 
by the 10th century, the Arab geographer 
Ibn Hawkal described Tripoli as a wealthy 
and powerful city with a vast market and a 
busy port. By 1000, Tripoli had become an 
important centre of intercontinental trade 
between sub-Saharan Africa, southern 
Europe, Egypt and the Middle East. It was 
after the second Arab invasion in 1046 that 
the old city walls (p82) were rebuilt, using 
Roman remains as foundations. Roman pil-
lars are still in evidence in parts of the me-
dina, most notably at the Roman Column 
Crossroads (p89).

The Arab town flourished in the 14th 
and 15th centuries. In 1460 Tripoli declared 
itself an independent city-state. During 
the 16th century the city was occupied in 
quick succession by the Spanish and by the 
Knights of St John of Malta. The most vis-
ible result of their occupation is the work 
they carried out on Al-Saraya al-Hamra 
(Tripoli Castle; p81).

The Ottoman Turks occupied Tripoli 
from 1551. In the centuries that followed, 
they constructed most of the mosques, ham-
mams (bathhouses) and souqs visible today, 
defined the boundaries of the old city and 

laid out the city’s winding lanes. They called 
the city Tarablus al-Gharb (Tripoli of the 
West) to distinguish it from the Lebanese 
city of the same name. By the end of the 
17th century, Tripoli was Libya’s only city of 
size and had over 30,000 inhabitants. 

After the Italians invaded in 1911 and 
conquered Libya, the city burst beyond the 
confines of the city walls. The Italians built 
colonnaded streets and numerous public 
buildings. After WWII many families left 
the old city to live in the recently vacated 
Italian apartments and houses. The newly 
empty old city, damaged by bombing dur-
ing the war, fell into disrepair. 

Since the 1950s, when the population 
was just over 100,000, Tripoli has grown 
tenfold.

ORIENTATION  
Tripoli’s most recognisable landmark is the 
castle, Al-Saraya al-Hamra, which sits on 
the eastern corner of the medina alongside 
the central Green Sq (Al-Sada al-Khadra 
or Martyrs’ Sq). The medina stretches out 
west of Green Sq, while the towers rising 
beyond the medina’s walls and close to the 
waterfront are home to hotels, airline of-
fices, travel agencies, banks and a number of 
embassies. Southeast of Green Sq is one of 
Tripoli’s main shopping districts with plenty 
of restaurants and a number of hotels. 

INFORMATION  
Bookshops  
Fergiani 2 Bookshop (Map  p75 ; x3330192; fergi
ani_b2@hotmail.com; Sharia Mizran; h10am-2pm & 
5-9pm Sat-Thu, 5-9pm Fri) Fergiani’s is such an institution 
in Libya that it’s opened a second branch with a similar 
selection to its sister shop around the corner and plenty of 
language-learning materials. The knowledgeable staff can 
point you in the right direction.

THINGS THEY SAID ABOUT…TRIPOLI  

And now again the story of 
Tripoli changes. But whatever 
the outcome, she will still have 
her limpid skies, her air like wine, 
and a climate where it is a sin to 
acknowledge an ache or a pain, 
old age or unhappiness. 
  Mabel Loomis Todd, Tripoli the 

Mysterious (1912)
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City (5km)
To Sports

Benghazi (1024km)
Magna (120km);

Tajura (14km); Leptis
Metiga Airport (10km);

Funduq al-Safina al-Zarqa (8km);
Al-Shatt Restaurant (5.5km);

Barakoda Restaurant (5.5km);
Fish Market (5.5km);

To Planetarium (750m);

(1km)
at-Tubi Hospital

To Al-Marqez

Ghadames (616km)
Nalut (275km);
To Gharyan (84km);

Sabratha (69km)
Janzur (12km);
British Council (7.5km);
(Youth Hostel, 5km);
Buyut ash-Shabaab
To Gargaresh (2km);

(17km)
To Tripoli Airport
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    & Development).........................(see 15)
    (Bank of Commerce

Turkish Airlines.................................(see 3)
Swiss International Airlines.............(see 17)
Sudan Airways.................................(see 3)
Royal Air Maroc...............................(see 3)
Qatar Airways..................................(see 3)
Lufthansa.......................................(see 18)

KLM.................................................(see 3)
JAT Yugoslav Airlines.......................(see 3)
Emirates...........................................(see 3)
Egypt Air..........................................(see 3)
Dhat al-Ahmat Tower 5................... D6
Dhat al-Ahmat Tower 4................... D6
Dhat al-Ahmat Tower 3................... D6
Dhat al-Ahmat Tower 2................... D6
Dhat al-Ahmat Tower 1................... D6
British Airways..................................(see 3)
Austrian Airlines.............................(see 17)
Alitalia............................................(see 17)
Air Malta........................................(see 19)
Air Algerie........................................(see 3)

Funduq Winzrik................................ D3
Funduq Bab al-Jadid......................... A3
Funduq Bab al-Bahar....................... D6

Tripoli Zoo (Hadikat al-Haywan)...... B6

Tunisian Embassy............................. D4
Tunisian Consulate-General............... D4

Masraf al-Tijara Watanmiya
Maktaba Dar al-Mukhtar.................(see 3)
Jawazzat............................................ B4
Japanese Embassy.............................. D4
German Embassy............................... C4
French Embassy.................................. C4
Emergency Hospital............................ B6
Burj al-Fateh....................................... B3
Australian Embassy..........................(see 3)

Algerian Consulate-General............... D4

Al-Khadra Hospital............................. C6
Al-Hanove Libya Travel Services.......(see 3)
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