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Conservation architect warns of imminent
demise of Jerusalem’s Old City
Karen Dabrowska

London

I

t may be too late to preserve
Jerusalem’s cultural heritage
and social fabric, which is being
systematically endangered by
Israel’s underground excava‑
tions and international apathy, said
Shadia Touqan, director of the Old
City of Jerusalem Revitalisation Pro‑
gramme (OCJRP).
“There is an (Israeli) occupation
above ground and underground” is
the message that Touqan conveyed
during a presentation, Conflict City
Jerusalem, in London’s Mosaic
Rooms, reminding the audience of
the importance of architectural and
cultural heritage of the Old City of
Jerusalem. It has been on UNESCO’s
World Heritage list since 1981 and on
its list of endangered heritage since
1982.

“There is an (Israeli)
occupation above
ground and
underground.”
Shadia Touqan, director of
the Old City of Jerusalem
Revitalisation Programme
Touqan decried what she de‑
scribed as “extensive excavations”
by Israeli authorities to create a
subterranean Jewish city under the
Old City and particularly the Haram
al‑Sharif compound in defiance of
international laws and conventions.
“One of the tunnels recently ex‑
cavated is 700 metres long and 7.5
metres wide. The Israeli Antiquities
Authorities is digging a metro-size
tunnel from the south of the Old City
and Haram al‑Sharif in the middle of
Silwan to the Buraq wall of al-Aqsa.
The underground city consists of

lecture halls, prayer halls, libraries
and meeting spaces,” said Touqan,
an architect and conservationist.
Excavations around and under
Haram al‑Sharif began more than
100 years ago by British and Jewish
archaeologists. They were restarted
in earnest after the Israeli occupa‑
tion of the city in 1967. The prac‑
tice continues until today, she said,
supporting her lecture with slides
showing maps and photos of Israeli
actions.
Touqan emphasised that the
construction of the subterranean
city had been well documented
since the 1990s, including by Israeli
sources. The foundations and struc‑
tural stability of the buildings above
ground have been weakened and se‑
vere cracks have appeared on walls
and ceilings. In the Haram al‑Sharif
compound, trees are falling and res‑
idents of the Old City report hearing
digging noises under their houses
throughout the night.
“This is the slow death of the city
of Jerusalem and it will be unfor‑
givable if it is allowed to continue
without any political will to inter‑
vene and prevent further damage,”
Touqan said.
She complained that the inter‑
national community was so over‑
whelmed by conflicts and turmoil
in the region that it was paying little
attention to what was going on in
Jerusalem.
“The Palestinian community in
East Jerusalem lives in fear of be‑
ing kicked out and dread that their
Israeli-issued ID (which allows them
residency in the city) will be confis‑
cated for any reason to reduce the
number of Palestinians residents,
as the occupation authorities aim to
create a demographic advantage of
Israeli citizens,” Touqan warned.
When the separation wall was
built isolating Jerusalem from the
rest of the West Bank, many Pales‑

The hall dug up by Israeli authorities below the Muslim quarter in the old city of Jerusalem.
tinians found their houses were on
the wrong side of the wall, which
would affect their access to Jerusa‑
lem. Consequently, many moved
into the Old City even though it
often meant sharing a room with
seven or eight people. As a result,
there was a sharp increase in the
population of the Old City to 40,000
residents in an area of 870,000 sq.
metres.
The Old City of Jerusalem Revi‑
talisation Programme, directed by
Touqan since 1997, has rehabilitated
and restored 700 houses from 1994
when it was launched by the Wel‑
fare Association (WA), an independ‑
ent non-profit organisation. It was
established in 1983 by Palestinian
businessmen and intellectual fig‑

ures to provide development assis‑
tance to Palestinians.
In 2007, a programme was devel‑
oped to establish an Institute for
Heritage Preservation in partner‑
ship with UNESCO, under which
international experts would provide
training for local professionals, in‑
cluding architects, engineers and
contractors, in the field of conserva‑
tion.
Touqan said Jerusalem was a city
for all humanity and its preservation
is an international responsibility.
“The international community
does not have the luxury of keeping
quiet about the ethnic and cultural
cleansing that has been going for
decades of usurpation and uproot‑
ing,” she said, calling for the crea‑

tion of an international professional
committee that has the support and
backing of the international com‑
munity and relevant organisations
in heritage preservation.
“This committee should regu‑
larly examine the state of conser‑
vation in the Old City according to
international laws and conventions
for World Heritage sites and moni‑
tor the actions that are carried out
above and below ground to stop any
further damage to this most valu‑
able holy city — the city for all hu‑
manity,” Touqan said.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

Islam-West tensions are a source of inspiration for Syrian artist
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

C

onsidered a staple of
Arabic literature, the
seven pre-Islamic poems
known as the Mu’allaqat
illustrate the intricacies
of Bedouin life, customs and cul‑
ture. They were said to be writ‑
ten in golden letters on linen and
suspended from the walls of the
Kaaba in the holy city of Mecca.
For Syrian artist Mohannad Ora‑
bi, the poems were a source of in‑
spiration for his Mu’allaqat exhibi‑
tion at Beirut’s Ayyam Gallery. The
show featured a series of hanging
curtains that served as canvases
for the artist’s signature childlike
characters, demonstrating how a
transformation in the artist’s at‑
titude towards life influences his
practice.

An element of
innocence appears to
characterise the feel of
Orabi’s artworks and
comes in contrast to
the senseless violence
that has decimated his
homeland.
“I haven’t personally been [to
Mecca] but there are enough refer‑
ences, images and news coverage
from there to have a clear image
that remains in our minds,” Orabi
said. “In relation to the religious
element, there is an indirect refer‑
ence and link to it that is largely a
result of the current situation and
the fear that comes from what is
happening that is related to Islam.
“The idea behind these works
that resulted in their overall aes‑

thetic is that I’m attempting to
take objects with a certain func‑
tion and turn them into artworks.
By having the work not stretched
on a frame gives them a sense of
freedom, representative of the
people’s migratory and temporary
living states these days.”
This indirect link to the tensions
that underline the relationship be‑
tween Islam and the West is posi‑
tively overshadowed by the viva‑
cious nature of Orabi’s aesthetic,
which seems to project a more op‑
timistic outlook.
There is a distinct sense of spon‑
taneity and airiness that trickles
into each of the Mu’allaqat. Layer‑
ing colourful accessories with light
brush strokes, Orabi casts his doeeyed playful protagonists into the
foreground as he constructs elabo‑
rate scenes that do not overwhelm
the eye.
“It is very difficult for an artist,
or at least it is for me, to pinpoint
the main source of where these
figures come from,” he said. “A lot
of the time, they are me, mainly
at a time when I was a child or at
least when I was at an age where
I hadn’t lost much innocence yet.
Other times, they come from my
daughter. I’ve observed her as she
draws and have realised that she
works in a simple way, using lines
simply.
“With what we are living now,
the social and political unrest,
we search for that innocence and
light.”
This element of innocence ap‑
pears to characterise the feel of
Orabi’s artworks and comes in
contrast to the senseless violence
that has decimated his homeland.
However, Orabi asserts that the in‑
stability has facilitated an avenue
for creative and personal growth.

Mohannad Orabi’s Mu’allaqat series
“The last three or four years
have affected my personal growth
as well as my growth as an artist.
Moving from one place to another,
home to home, country to coun‑
try, there’s a state of turbulence
and lack of stability coupled with
an increased interaction with life,

provoking more questions, new
decisions, etc.,” Orabi noted.
“So I’ve learned that we our‑
selves should try and take control
of these currents that could lead
our lives in different directions
and learn from them, rather than
let the way things are going take us

with them.”
Orabi’s previous works reflect his
interest in the spontaneity of pro‑
cess and the liberation of form that
emerges when art is created in‑
tuitively without fixed directives.
Many of the mixed-media canvas‑
es were painted as self-portraits,
revealing the artist’s fascination
with the evolution of conscious‑
ness in childhood and the wonder
and whimsy of the formative years
that first shape our comprehension
of the world.
With the start of the Syrian upris‑
ing and the conflict that followed,
Orabi adopted an increasingly real‑
ist approach to portraiture, draw‑
ing inspiration from the various
media that are currently forging a
visual repository of the war. Mar‑
tyr posters, Facebook profile pic‑
tures and other types of filtered or
composed imagery serve as source
material for portraits of Syrians un‑
der siege, displaced and in exile.
Orabi, who lives in Dubai, said he
has been affected in two ways.
“There has been an emotional
response to the conflict and there
has been a response to the differ‑
ent environments I’ve been in —
Damascus, Beirut, Cairo and Dubai
— each place has its environment
and its set up and they’ve affect‑
ed me as a person and in turn my
work,” he said.
“I believe that an artist’s work is
always an attempt to answer ques‑
tions on his or her mind. These
are issues that for me are very dif‑
ficult to verbalise but, if they were
not, otherwise I would not need to
paint.”
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.

