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‘AL-MADINA AL-QADIMA’" OF
DAMASCUS: PRESERVATION
OF THE CULTURAL HERITAGE,
REPRESENTATIONS OF THE
PAST, AND THE PRODUCTION
OF A VALUABLE SPACE”

Domenico Copertino

This chapter is concerned with the production of an ut.‘ban tqrrie?re-pa‘ys, iy
means of state and private investments of capita.1 and 1@ag1nat10n, in the
Old City (al-madina al-gadima) of Damascus, Syria. As Vlr?ce.nt ;rii)ax;zang
(2004) has shown in his latest work, social acto'rs use t'helr indivi ua. an
public to build their ‘elsewhere’, or arriére-pays, linked thl-x past experiences
and with future intentions. Imagination, as recent studies by Appfadufal
(1996; 2001a; 2001b), Hannerz (1980; 19911)‘ and Anders9n (1?91) demamci
is a strong and effective means for people to interpret their socnal. worl s an
to drive their lives towards an expected future. In other’ terms, imagination
produces reality: products of imagination are t.he r.eal tbmg. N .
I will argue that the investment of imagmatlon,' in adfimon to that o
different forms of specific capital (Bourdieu, 1992), is l(.sadx'ng spaal actors,
economic investors, local authorities and international mstlxtut.lons towards
the construction of an urban arritre-pays, called the Old City, in t-he c?mre
of Damascus. Deeply involved in such process are Unesco pohcxe.s amlled
at building a world heritage of places and cultures, and promoting site-
preservation and development practices.
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The Old City of Damascus was long considered a deteriorating and
marginalised area. Since the last period of Ottoman domination (Pellitteri
2004, 154-7, 162—4; Hudson, 2006), and in particular during the French
mandate (1920-46), the modern districts developed separately from the
ancient town. As in other French protectorates, urban designers experi-
mented in Damascus with a possible form of modern hierarchy: they found
this in the separation of the Old City from the ville nouvelle: French settle-
ments, whete Mandate administrators and European technicians would live
and work (Issawi, 1969), were to be built close to the former city, but sharply
split off from it (Rabinow, 1989). The image of the ville nouvelle would have
faced the Syrian city, whose integrity the French designers, out of respect,
forebore to undermine.?

The French administration banned building and reconstruction work
in Syria's ancient cities, and imposed some constraints on restoration work.
While showing respect for local building traditions, the Mandate imposed
the preservation of former settlements, where modernisation was banned
(Wright 1991). This preserved the image of social hierarchy, dividing
Syrians from the French.?

It was a principle of the French Mandate that France should not be
considered a colonial power, but a protector country wielding its authority
over local affairs on behalf of Syria’s Sunni majority. The Mandate showed
respect for local culture yet it stressed — through building avenues and
European-style buildings — the benefits of civilisation.

In the Mandate period, Damascenes began to turn their backs on living
in the Old City, because of the inadequacy of facilities (bhadimar) there.
According to the architectural historian Moafaq Dughman, former director
of Mudiriyyat al-madina al-qadima (Directorate for the Old City, later MMQ),
whom I interviewed several times in 2005, this situation led to well-off people
buying property in other areas; as the underprivileged were unable to move
out of the Old City (#/2'), so the idea of it as a poor and marginal area caught
on. However, in the 1990s the Old City of Damascus ‘came back’, as a result
of different groups' converging interests, and of an important development:
in 1979 Unesco placed the ancient parts of Damascus on the World Heritage
List (WHL), which stimulated capital investment in the area throughout the
following decades — the Syrian government and the Damascus regional council
(mubafaza) promoted investment in tourism and in the restoration of the prin-
cipal monuments; potential land values rose, and many Syrian investors moved
their capital from less safe sectors (e.g. foreign trade with Middle Eastern part-
ners under embargo or at war, such as Iraq, Iran or Lebanon) to real estate and
building restoration; damaged buildings were converted into hotels, houses,
restaurants, coffee shops, ateliers, art galleries and cultural amenities.
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