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UNESCO = Walt Disney ?
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Abstract

How can ancient cities benefit from the UNESCO world heritage badge 
and simultaneously avoid becoming a ‘Walt Disney’ for tourists?

There are fears that the UNESCO world heritage badge is being used to start a 
marketing campaign, based merely on capitalist standards. The common requirement 
for a rapid return on investment (ROI), however, leads to rapid development and rules 
out slow-growing and steady sustainability – and  deprives local people of having a 
say during the city’s ‘rehabilitation’. In fact, here we don’t deal with rehabilitation but 
with reconstruction similar to a set stage fit to serve photo sessions by tourists.

As to the Walt Disney reference, this was the general concern in an urban design 
studio at PAR. To simplify the theoretical task we chose the following UNESCO 
sites: Damascus, Syria, for the winter term 2008 / 2009 and Sana’a, Yemen, for the 
winter term 2009 / 2010 (still in progress). Understanding is the main base for a 
sustainable design in foreign cultures: learners – teachers, designers – researchers, 
locals – professionals, and so on are all communicating directly using all possible 
web 2.0 achievements. The students learnt how to access research communities 
and the local Damascene community to work out relevant propositions, which 
place(d) themselves in between ‘urban acupuncture’ and ‘slow urbanism’.

Our final presentation in Damascus proved this working method ideal and effective.

Keywords

cultural sustainability, communication, slow urbanism, urban 
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architecture to communications 
an art to come

www.blog.ar2com.de

UNESCO = Walt Disney ? - 2



architecture to communications 
an art to come

www.blog.ar2com.de

UNESCO = Walt Disney ? - 3

Situation

Syria’s capital, Damascus, is the oldest continuously lived-in city in the world 
and is in danger of  ‘Disneyfication’. With its five-star hotels and so-called ‘VIP 
pockets’, the locals are being driven out in droves. These new lifestyles are being 
established in the old parts of the city without regard for the capacity of basic 
services such as sewage, waste collection, water supply and traffic management.

There are fears that the UNESCO world heritage badge is being used to start a 
marketing campaign, based merely on capitalist standards. The return on investment 
(ROI), however, leads to rapid development and rules out slow-growing and steady 
sustainability - and deprives local people of having a say during the city’s ‘rehabilitation’.

In fact, here we don’t deal with rehabilitation but with reconstruction similar 
to a long-term film coulisse: concrete with a curtain-type historicizing facade. 
The influx of new and wealthy people has had a staggering impact on the grown 
environment and everyday lives of local people. To regard the old city as a theme 
park renders it increasingly superficial and ‘temporary’ and not at all in keeping 
with its true character of venerability befitting its 5,000 years of existence.

So what would be an appropriate design for building an environment able 
to safeguard the soul and atmosphere of the old city instead of creating 
a perfect reconstruction of the former outer skin, which then turns out 
to become a too-tight corset unable to adapt to modern life?

What does modern life look like in the Middle East and Damascus?

‘Art’ is rediscovered in Arab countries – by the West and by the East. For the West it is 
the ornament, for the East it is divided into two main streams, ‘art as an investment’ 
and ‘art as a necessary expression’. The tragedy of the 11th of September initiated 
amongst others a cultural revalorization of the Arab world. Art exhibitions from 2002 
on presented intellectuals and artists alongside terrorists, sheiks and politicians. 
A vital network on the global art market opened minds and opportunities.

Guggenheim in Dubai and Louvre in Abu Dhabi fit the mainstream philosophy 
of capitalist cultural production in the Middle East well – supported by Western 
branding. Of course, they will support some artists in these regions, but 
the speed is leading to superficial results. Money is connected to power and 
makes it hard to believe that freedom of opinion will be established.

The Egyptian artist Sherif El-Azma describes the situation as follows: “There are two 
systems in the Near East: The first is the official system of the ministry of culture, which 
gives support, but it is impossible to work with, since corruption dictates the sector. And 
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then there is a second system, which after ‘9/11’ has become larger and more important, 
which are initiatives, which are working under the etiquette of ‘cultural development’.”i 

There are at least three efforts to name: the Townhouse Gallery in Cairo,  the Darat 
al Funun in Amman, and the Sharjah Biennale, which is one of the most powerful 
cultural events in the Arab world. In its ninth edition the Sharjah Biennale came up 
with a different approach which was an open call to artists without any invitations 
sent to star artists. Jack Persekian, the curator of Sharjah Biennale and initiator of 
the Al-Ma’mal Foundation defends his standpoint as follows: “I am not interested 
in biennale as a vitrine presenting what the art production has to offer. In these 
regions there is limited technical and financial resources for it. The actual legitimation 
of our biennale is to give support – and so be part of a new art evolution.”ii

And the west is orientating itself again:

The Swiss Architecture Museum presented an exhibition curated by Oliver Domeisen 
and Francesca Ferguson during the summer 2008 called ‘Ornament neu aufgelegt’ 
(ornament reissued) with architecture in the United States and Europe. 

Similarly to our everyday global communication of the www, logotypes and icons are 
visual abstractions thoroughly based on the Arab ornament construction/philosophy.

The cultural magazine ‘Du’ dedicated the February 2009 issue to the search 
of the orient. By then, Abu Dhabi and Dubai projects were already seen in 
a different light. Contemporary art was ‘suddenly’  found in  Arab countries 
such as Iran. The outstanding series ‘like every day’ by Shadi Ghadirian 
serves as a coverpiece, the same photo which was was the inspiration for our 
urban design studio ‘a new brand for the old town’ four months earlier.

Figure 1: ‘Like Every Day’ by Shadi Ghadirian. >>>

Syria has none of these extraordinary or outstanding international representations or 

i	 Artist Sherif El-Azma: “Es gibt zwei Systeme im Nahen Osten: das offizielle System 

des Kulturministeriums, wo es zwar Unterstützung gibt, mit dem man aber nicht arbeiten 

kann, weil Korruption diesen Sektor bestimmt. Und dann gibt es ein zweites System, 

das nach ‘9/11’ größer und wichtiger wurde, das sind Initiativen, die unter dem Etikett 

‘Kulturelle Entwicklung’ arbeiten.” from an interview by Till Briegleb (s. references).

ii	 “Ich interessiere mich nicht für eine Biennale als Vitrine, die präsentiert was der 

Kunstbetrieb hergibt. Dazu gibt es in diesem Teil der Welt zu wenig Ressourcen, technischer und 

finanzieller Art. Die eigentliche Legitimation unserer Biennale ist daher zu unterstützen – und so 

Teil einer neuen Kunstentwicklung zu sein.” - 18/03/09 Jack Persekian, curator of Sharjah Biennale 

and initiator of Al-Ma’mal Foundation from an interview by Camillo Péus (s. references).
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references. But in Damascus as well one can find the main stream museum with an 
online index of auction and art fares like the Ayyam gallery in the Mezze district (new 
Damascus), where art is understood as an investment not a as a necessary reflection of 
life. The customers here are mostly Europeans, Americans and Emirates as well as Syrians 
living in exile. The Four Seasons hotel serves as a branch for permanent extra exhibitions.

The actual zeitgeist is to be found in the old city of Damascus, the UNESCO 
part of the city. Mustafa Ali’s gallery is the most well known. But actually there 
are 17 galleries offering a wide variety of quality and style: from sculpture to 
calligraphy, to paintings and video art – all forms of ‘contemporary expressions’. 
In October 2008 young Syrian artists were promoted in the Kozah Art gallery; 
workshops for youngsters were organized in the old city by the artist themselves. 
The most important thing regarding the UNESCO and urban design is that 
many of these galleries are in well restored Damascene courtyard houses.

A new brand for the old town?

Figure 2: ‘a new brand for the old town’ – Syria : Damascus : Old City. >>>

Confronted with the Damascene zeitgeist, the 23 students involved were asked to brand 
mark the old city by developing an urban design that would fit the actual needs of a 
contemporary lifestyle in the old city. The course’s philosophy was to propose urban 
design solutions by means of abstraction of the cultural and local situation and combine it 
with a sustainable attraction for tourists. How is it that a 5,000 year-old well-functioning 
habitation with international exchange/trade structures should no longer work?

The Old City: Walt Disney versus Modern Life

The main problem of the old city is said to be the structure which is non-applicable 
to modern life. The argument concerns floor space per family and changing family 
structures. The Damascene houses, famous for their open space around the courtyard, 
are apparently quite modern: this implies the freedom of free-flowing open space that 
we discovered only last century. The climate in these spaces has been optimized over 
centuries. This knowledge should be kept and adequate adaptations should be developed.

The narrow streets are not suitable for car traffic, of course, because it is a well 
designed pedestrian zone, a fundamental element of modern urbanism. So, there 
is nothing wrong with the structure, it just needs some smart transformation.

Hafsia, a former Jewish quarter in the Medina, the old city of Tunis, is one of the 
examples that show it works. The transformation process of the run-down area started 
in the 1970s. We can now see that the area is well-adapted to the surroundings. Both 
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phases of the urban transformation were awarded by Aga Khan. Here as well, poor 
people had subdivided the wealthy houses into one-room units, irritating the system 
of climate and flow which resulted in more destruction. The reconstruction of the 
Hafsia quarter based on research into the locals’ needs constructed housing mixed 
with services, local shops and exchange space like a café, restaurant or a laundry.

“Is it possible to view a project such as the Hafsia Quarter reconstruction as more than 
a ‘bounded urban fragment’ responding to the pressures of urbanisation in Tunis? And 
given its primarily Muslim population and the ability of religion to create place, is it 
also possible to see the Hafsia Quarter as something other than an ‘enclave’, another 
component of Framton’s idea of Regionalism? The answer today must be yes.”iii

Returning to the context of Damascus, the old city splits into two parts: within the walls 
and outside the walls, both with the same uses and therefore the same urban fabric. 
The wall is a natural protection to the first part, since it defines its limits. Therefore  it 
is suggested that a good solution would be to keep cars out of the inner wall areas 
– exceptions can be made for traders and services. But the highway project of 2007 
completing the ring road would have turned the old city into an isolated island cut off from 
the rest of Damascus, a real closed theme park, which would become even more obvious 
(and ridiculous) with a little train on the Via Recta, which serves no real practical function.

Figure 3: Aerial View of the Old City within the walls with the existent highway 

in the south-east and the proposed highway in the north. >>>

The existing highway to the south, shows how the urban pattern breaks up. 
The urban fabric cannot grow naturally further south, yet sustainability means 
a respectable connection to the surroundings: people, businesses, culture, 
nature and even industry. The babs (gates), the entries to the old city within 
the walls, can be understood as transition points from car, taxi or public 
transport to foot traffic and have to be redesign to suit this function.

Figure 4: The Plan of the Old Damascus (source: Governorate of Damascus – Directorate of 

Old Damascus, MAM). The letter “R” designates the different types of “residential areas”, “MR” 

the mixed areas (residential + other activities), “C” commercial, “X” the axis. >>>

The master plan by the Governorate of Damascus shows a structure within the walls 
based on first row neat appearance with commercial shops for example the straight 
street and the souks. The UNESCO report of June 2008 states: “With no doubt, the 
intervention is certainly about to rejuvenate and upgrade the Souk Medhat Pasha1 
and the many derelict buildings and public spaces along the Via Recta. However, 

iii	 Cynthia C. Davidson in Introduction: Architecture Beyond Region
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even if the quality of the materials and the execution are quite appropriate, and 
testify to a very effective site implementation management, these important 
works suffer from a uniform and sometimes insensitive design that do not cope in 
many cases with the internationally established conservation requirements.”iv

Conformity creates superficiality and makes spontaneous undertakings of locals 
very difficult. These spontaneous undertakings can be found in the quite different 
residential areas in the second or third row, where still some local handicraft and 
commerce can be found. The inhabitants here vary from refugees with very little 
money to average, middle income residents. The majority of these inhabitants have 
too little money to make any convenient changes instead, they are subdividing the 
Damascene houses without help resulting in a crucial, disrespectful treatment of the 
old housing structure. The phenomena of subdividing large wealthy housing units 
into one-room units is the same as experienced for example in Hafsia, Tunis.

The average Syrian inhabitant might have more money, but still not enough for a 
suitable design. The installed help desks in the old city, that could offer not only 
financial support, are not present in the minds of the inhabitants. Within these 
residential areas the 17 art galleries, local cafés, hammams, and educational 
institutions can be found, but also some VIP-pockets, designed to make wealthy 
people leave their money there. UNESCO counted 98 restaurants (of which  34 
opened in the period 2005-2007) and 46 hotels at the end of 2007.v

A good example for the ‘art as investment’-branch invading the old city and showing 
how it goes together with the ‘Disneyfication’ is the cultural centre on the straight 
street,  its structure is completely made of concrete which will port the film coulisse 
perfectly to sell a ‘Thousand and One Nights’-atmosphere on high-quality photo 
paper to the wealthy tourists. The construction has now been stopped by UNESCO.

Figure 5: Conformity of the Straight Street. >>>

The importance is to differentiate between sustainable and fast investment, because 
‘some’ investment is needed in the old city of Damascus to prevent it from decaying. 
Decay is not only due to inappropriate care and poor economic conditions, but also to 
emptiness mainly in the Jewish quarter in the south-eastern part within the walls.

The infrastructural problem of water supply and  sewage systems which date back to 
the Ottoman and French periods has to be resolved. One point is the inaccessibility to 

iv	 Daniele Pini (WHC consultant), Didier Repellin (ICOMOS expert), 

Franca Miglioli (UNESCO/WHC) in the UNESCO report 06/2008.

v	 Daniele Pini (WHC consultant), Didier Repellin (ICOMOS expert), 

Franca Miglioli (UNESCO/WHC) in the UNESCO report 2008
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a continuous water supply throughout the whole day for the inhabitants of the old city 
due to abusive use by the hotels and restaurants. The Directorate of Old Damascus 
has started finally to improve the canalizations in the Via Recta and four other streets. 
Future yet necessary works should completely supply a working canalization for incoming 
and out-going water, so that the ground can dry out. Citrus trees in the courtyard 
houses, which absorb the humidity, could aid this process. If not the Damascene 
courtyard houses will continue decaying due to the capillary reaction in the old adobe 
walls. To be smart, electrical networks could be put underground at the same time. 
But that is something functional, solutions are already found and have to be fulfilled. 
A more complex task is the urban environment, which needs to be redesigned to suit 
local needs and to redirect the wrong evolutions of the ‘Disneyfication’ process.

One important first step would be to make the locals rediscover 
their habitat by visiting well-restored existing examples and to 
communicate how to undertake proper renovations.

At the end of ‘Walt Disney versus Modern Life’ there is to add that this is not a 
particular Syrian or Arab problem. All over the world, UNESCO sites have turned into 
open air museums, theme parks or other tourist attractions which bring only little 
money to the locals and many big changes to their former environments. Damascus 
and Sana’a are given as examples for design using existent, realistic environments.

Work Philosophy in Class of the Urban Design Studio

Communication with local people was maintained throughout the entire design 
process, aided by blogs, social media, and emails. PAR >planning and building in 
Outer-European regions< at the TU Darmstadt, Germany, is trying to sensitize the 
students to understand and implement integral urban design in foreign cultures. The 
fact of designing in a foreign, not so familiar culture helps abstract the design process 
and provokes the students to follow their own design beliefs. They have to adapt to 
new rules - may they be based on geography, culture, climate, materials, etc.

Abstraction and common sense lead to an explicate attitude to be 
discussed with the locals in order to avoid an urban design mainly based 
on traditional prejudices – from our culture towards the foreign culture 
and as well within the foreign culture trying to present them to us.

The students now had to propose an urban design which prevents the old city from 
becoming a dead museum and makes it a vivid district of the city. In terms of urbanism 
they had to combine housing with the actual artistic and cultural movement in Damascus. 
Inspired by the Shadi Ghadirian series ‚like every day‘ we named it ‚a new brand for 
the old town‘. The results of the urban design studio are presented in the form of 
videos on the DVD available on the web at www.damascus.par-darmstadt.de/dvd.
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To get to know the foreign culture the students tried different 
approaches shown in three catalogues (as well on the DVD):

Five Elements: Some >spontaneous< definitions of the »»
elements water, air, green, light, and material.
Analyses: Some >profound< approaches into the Syrian »»
history, Damascene culture, and urban structure.
Expressions: Some >intuitive< reactions to Damascus »»
aiming to connect the old and the new.

Key words and phrases such as ‘local culture’, ‘Arab design and urbanism’, ‘urban 
acupuncture’, ‘communicative urban design’ and ‘slow urbanism’ were discussed 
and analysed during the course. Finally, the urban design proposals were presented 
via video performances in the Kozah Art Gallery in the old city together with 
Amjad Alrez, the old city mayor, various other professionals, the University and 
local inhabitants. The discussion continues via social media. Some graduates 
of the Damascus University are now participating in our Sana’a project.

We chose a video presentation for each project, since we wanted to open a discussion 
on them. We couldn’t know what language skills to expect; images/sounds/plans are 
more universal. The Kozah Art gallery was an ideal place to present it, not only due 
to the fact taht it is placed in the middle of the old city, but it is one example of a 
good restoration of a traditional Damascene house which suits Samer Kozah’s modern 
lifestyle well. We and the locals were impressed by the scenery of our presentation. 
There was already one built example of what the students were asked to design.

Urban Design Proposals

Figure 6: the two urban design areas to be planned by the students >>>

The students had two options for their design project: £= ‘money works’ 
west of the souk area within the walls. The area today is a parking slot, but 
its delicate position within the urban structure deserves a better use. As this 
area connects new Damascus and the old city the students could develop 
conceptions for contemporary uses, adapting the old urban fabric.

The other area is in the Jewish district, the one with the most empty houses and 
the most galleries. The task here was = ‘dot heart man > do the art man’. 
Here, the urban fabric exists and the students had to find ways to improve it.

For each of the areas, a project is presented: “Old City in New Bloom” by Humberto 
Sarabia, Julia Wiengarten, Leonie Plänkers and Catherina Schuster, and “Heart of 
Damascus” by Bettina Dobschal, Isabell Schreiter, Nelly Castillo and Hannah Winkelmann.
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Urban Acupuncture and Communicative Urbanism

“Old City in New Bloom” adopted the theme = ‘dot heart man > do the art 
man’ in the Jewish quarter where most of the empty houses and galleries are to be 
found. In their project the students revitalized the existing structure by way of urban 
acupuncture. In addition, a wasteland formerly used for agriculture was transformed into 
a blooming park with a cultural center adding a layer of communication to the district.

Marco Casagrande asks the question “What is urban acupuncture?” His most 
definitive answer, applicable to this context is “Urban acupuncture can be 
applied to an existing city through art. The true environmental art in the urban 
context is urban acupuncture. Architecture is environmental art. Urban planning 
is the process of ruining the city. Weak artist and weak architect is a design-
shaman interpreting what the bigger shared mind is transmitting.”vi

Figure 7: Urban Acupuncture proposed by Catherina Schuster, Leonie 

Plänkers, Humberto Sarabia, and Julia Wiengarten. >>>

In detail the group of students proposed three things to 
supplement the existent urban structure:

First of all, the urban structure gains its original power of flow by restoring the 
Bab Kisan, an entrance to the old city within the walls. Arayesh are used as 
ecological, traditional signposting, which help visitors to orientate themselves 
in the district and spend shadow to all passers-by. At the same time, punctual 
water recycling and green energy systems countenance the existent overstrained 
infrastructure. These structural modifications suppress the predominance of the 
linear shopping street ‘Via Recta’ and opens up the district area in a natural way.

Besides the local public infrastructure the inner structures of the Damascene  houses 
need urgent restoration. There are two categories of empty houses; those in key 
positions which serve as an attractor and communicator of the new district and will have 
a public use: information, education and other services, and those which can be restored 
individually to the owners’ needs with the technical and financial support of Maktab Anbar.

After the reactivation of the Jewish quarter, a natural communication has to be 
kept. The revitalization of the wasteland into a blooming park with activities for 
all genres and genders enables an easy and daily interaction. The new cultural 
centre proposed at the walled backbone of the park can be understood as a 
cultural mirror of the inside and reflects it as the districts’ brand to the outside.

vi	 Marco Casagrande
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Their videos “Old City in New Bloom”vii using communicative urbanism, and “New 
Life in Old Walls”viii, designed on the urban acupuncture philosophy, explain 
step by step how to establish a vivid, modern district in old structures.

Difficulties of this project are that all restoration or alterations in the old city 
are still risky (based on individual needs or interests) and should therefore be 
accompanied by a group of specialists. Another complicating task is the definition 
of the cultural centre not in terms of position and architecture but in terms of its 
uses. A supported cultural centre could destroy the local galleries. So the cultural 
centre has to be redefined from time to time together with the local inhabitants. 
Surveys on the local inhabitants’ needs have to accompany the transformation 
process and could better the locals’ acceptance of the new constructions.

Slow Urbanism

With “Heart of Damacus”ix the second group dealt with the area of £ = ‘money 
works’, a car-parking area in downtown Damascus just west of the old city intra-
muros and north of the other old city parts: an area between old and new.

Their idea of slow urbanism by furnishing the district with a flexible infrastructure, 
leaves all options open to future inhabitants on what they decide to do with their 
environment. Some key areas, such as pocket parks and cultural institutions, 
help keep a natural movement within the district. A building catalogue of 
established rules will oblige owners to abide by a homogeneous environment.

In the understanding of urban design this area is quite interesting since it connects old 
and new: Qanawat, which is part of the UNESCO heritage site, outside the city walls, 
and the new districts with high rise buildings. The interaction of offices, shops and 
housing offers a nice starting point for a new design instead of a car-park. However, 
the students discovered a clever and sensitive way to combine old and new, to attract 
young and old, culture and housing. Their design idea is built on historical lines 
offering a flexible structure to the inhabitants. The historical layers of the area will be 
revitalized along the lines by using urban furniture to share the perception of history. 
On the top of it a “today” line is added and future lines can be added on request.

vii	 The video is available online at www.damascus.par-darmstadt.de/old-city-in-new-bloom/ by 

Julia Wiengarten, Humberto Sarabia, Leonie Plänkers and Catherina Schuster

viii	 The video is available online at www.damascus.par-darmstadt.de/new-life-in-old-walls-2/ 

also by the students Leonie Plänkers, Catherina Schuster and Julia Wiengarten

ix	 The video is available online at www.damascus.par-darmstadt.de/heart-damascus/ by 

Bettina Dobschal, Isabell Schreiter, Nelly Castillo and Hannah Winkelmann.
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The structure is strengthened by key buildings like a hammam, a library, a women’s 
centre, and a cultural centre. In addition to the key buildings, four pocket parks each 
attracting different ages and moods of people offer for example a calm place or some 
active, sportive interaction. Housing has to be done by the inhabitants themselves.

In a local agency the inhabitants can inform themselves about the building 
catalogue, design guidelines by the students on how to build a module. 
Local craftsmen and the inhabitants can come together to discuss and plan 
the modules, thus the area is growing step by step. Because of its open 
docking structure, the modules can be easily recycled or re-used.

What can be foreseen is a hard time for the local agency dealing with corruption. Will 
they stick to the building catalogue? And is the building catalogue really suitable in 
future years? The key-buildings are too many for the local needs in the beginning. 
Unused built matter is always a bad motivation for a district. The pocket parks could 
help to flood the district with the working people during the day from the surrounding 
districts. Positive outcomes have already been experienced with pocket parks in Aleppo.

Concluding Remarks

Local culture and community spirit make sustainable modification, since no one 
wants to destroy their native soil. A community, a group of individual people, has 
neither the power nor the money to make fast (superficially rational) changes to 
an existent structure. The return on investment (ROI) has no relevance to the 
locals, since their investment is little money but a lot of time and culture.

What they are looking for is to better their everyday life in the long term. This kind 
of sustainability conforms to local identity which in the future – when we globally will 
live, buy, eat, and produce all the same – will return investment, but in a sustainable 
manner. A local identity can only be created by the locals! Nevertheless, they can be 
criticized or reviewed or activated by externals. A sustainable urban design should 
activate the locals; once designed or built, the locals should be able to interact.

The overall conclusion about web 2.0: Communication via social media and blogs 
encourages a non-hierarchical work flow. The “anything goes of www” forced us to discuss 
and question the info gathered and trained us to filter the good/correct information. 
Our final presentation in Damascus proved this working method ideal and effective. 

We were right on target – in Damascus!

There is an own webspace on www.damascus.par-darmstadt.de! Visit it to get more 
detailed info about the students work or watch some videos or even order the DVD.
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