
Hebron Old Town has four distinct areas, 

three of which surround the historic Haram 

of Abraham, seen here at the upper right 



o f  t h e  H e b r o n  R e h a b i l i t a t i o r ì ^ C o m m i t t e e  

For an ambitious creative and resourceful rehabilitation project, 

realized under the most difficult circumstances. Hebron (Al-Khalil in 

Arabic) perpetuates a very long collective Palestinian memory, rooted 

in religious beliefs and a rich cultural and multi-faith legacy. Like other 

Palestinian cities, Hebron has suffered from the well-known ongoing 

conflicts between two peoples equally attached to their respective 

religious legacies. In spite of these conditions, the revitalization of 

the city is mainly due to the Palestinian people. Many sensitive issues 

had to be faced in this project: land, property, identity and cultural 

and historical consciousness. These were handled in a very effective 

manner without disturbing the social structure of the city or shifting 

the ownership of buildings from the original inhabitants. In awarding 

this project, the Jury recognizes the skills, the competence and the 

courage of the community, as well as the architectural relevance 

of its work and the promising future role of the rehabilitated city. In 

addition, this approach is valid for urban situations in many other 

parts of the world 
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Hebron, an old I and sacred town, is an 

important religious centre for Islam, 

Judaism and Christianity. Located along 

the pilgrimage route to Mecca and on the 

road that connects Damascus to Cairo, 

the city has a long and sometimes 

turbulent history. For Muslims, it is a 

sacred city because of the Haram built 

over Machpelah Cave, which contains 

the grave of the Prophet Abraham. The 

Haram also holds the graves of Sarah, 

Isaac, Rebecca, Jacob and Leah. The 

first building over Machpelah Cave, 

now replaced many times over, is said 

to have been built by King Herod in the 

f i rst  century b c .  

Today, Hebron is a city of 126,000 

that has grown far beyond its original, 

ancient site west of the Wadi al-Khalil 

(Valley of Hebron) and on to the slopes 

of the surrounding four mountains. 

The old town of Hebron, now to the 

southeast of the modern city, dates 

from the eighteenth century. It consists 

of four distinct areas, three of which 

surround the Haram of Abraham. 

The rehabilitation and restoration of 

Hebron Old Town essentially began in 1988 

with the initiation of the Hebron University 

Graduates Union (ucu), a group concerned 

with the old urban fabric of the city and the 

buildings that constituted it. Before the 

Israeli presence in Hebron began in 1967, 

the population of the old town was 10,000, 

but the ensuing conflicts led to an 

evacuation of the area, and 85 per cent of 

the historic stone houses were abandoned. 

These large, extended-family houses, called 

hash, are thick-walled stone structures, 

generally two and three storeys high and 

asymmetrically clustered around a 

courtyard. Left empty and unattended, the 

buildings fell into disrepair, thus leaving 

the core of the old city in decline. Between 

1988 and 1991, the ugu conducted a 

comprehensive survey of the area and 

determined that many of the dwellings 

could still be saved and re-inhabited. 

The u g u ' s  work led to development 

of the Hebron Rehabilitation Committee 

(hrc), a thirteen-member group that 

includes government ministers and 

L E F T  A minaret at the Haram of Abraham 

rises above the rehabilitated and re-inhabited 

clustered stone buildings in Hebron 

Old Town. 

A B O V E  The rehabilitation of extended-family 

courtyard houses, called hash, has been 

achieved without making overtly modern 

additions or major alterations to the historic 

structures. Many of the revitalized dwellings 

provide housing for low-income tenants. 
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B E L O W  A small souk lines one side of an 

open area where buildings were destroyed in 

the nineteenth century. Renovated dwellings 

now surround the space, which the Hebron 

Rehabilitation Committee plans to develop 

as a community park. 

representatives of community n c o s ,  

including the ucu. The executive branch 

of the hrc is the Engineering Office, which 

acts as the town planning office in Hebron. 

It assumed responsibility for a 'General 

Policy for Restoration', a document that 

addresses not only restoration guidelines 

for the historic houses but also the means 

of upgrading to make them habitable. 

Changes that would jeopardize the 

architectural and historical value of 

buildings are prohibited, yet such 

modern conveniences as kitchens, 

toilets and running water can be 

incorporated. The hrc employs a staff 

of thirty-two, and has hired eight 

consultants and twenty contracting 

services to work in the old town. 

Work on the houses began in 1995 

and will continue until 2002. To date, 127 

dwellings and twenty-five shops have been 

restored, and work is presently going on 

in ninety-five other buildings. Only the 

minimum work necessary is being done. 

For example, no extensive reconstruction 



L E F T  (from far left) Despite the 

deterioration caused by neglect, most of 

the buildings did not suffer from major 

structural problems. A minimal amount 

of work was necessary to make them sound 

and functional, as seen in these pairs of 

before and after photographs. 

B E L O W  The existing and proposed urban 

profile of Hebron Old Town, prepared by 

the Engineering Office overseeing the 

rehabilitation work. 

• 

Rehabilitated Area 

Ongoing Rehabilitation 

Documented 

Israeli Settlers 

Ongoing Documentation 

1 I Future Projects 



A B O V E  Saving the old town buildings 

preserves the historic legacy of Hebron. 

? Every building must be documented by 

2 drawings, reports and photographs before 

Çj the work commences, and no radical 

changes are permitted to the exterior. 

O The primary material used in the renovation 

™ work is concrete, but all exterior surfaces 

^ are clad in stone. As many as 20 different 

contractors are working in the old town to 

0 save the old buildings. 
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is undertaken to complete missing parts 

of buildings. The primary interventions are 

the provision of stairs where needed, the 

addition of running water, which includes 

all necessary piping for sewage, and new 

electric wiring. Alterations are limited 

primarily to the interiors in order to 

preserve the historical value of the visible 

urban fabric. Only the door and window 

openings, originally made in wood, have 

been changed, refitted with metal frames, 

grilles and shutters for safety reasons. 



R I G H T  The building stock of Hebron Old 

Town has survived more than one period 

of construction, but it is generally accepted 

that most date from the eighteenth century. 

B E L O W  The open area on top of most 

houses is closed in by a parapet wall, 

which was originally topped by a band 

of equilateral triangles composed of 

terracotta tubes, called kizan, embedded 

in lime mortar. In summer the kizan were 

filled with water to cool the air passing 

through them, making the rooftop terrace 

more pleasant. 
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L E F T  A typical building section reveals the 

thickness of walls and floors and a number 

of small, vaulted spaces. 

B E L O W  and R I G H T  Local stone and lime 

mortar are used to fill small cracks in the 

walls. If a large structural crack is found, 

the wall is taken down and rebuilt to 

resemble the original. Roofs and domes 

are resealed with concrete and re-insulated 

in either light beige or dark grey materials. 

buildings have been completed, families 

have moved back to the old town. By 

1997, the population of Hebron Old 

Town was 2,000. 

Though the old town had been mostly 

abandoned for more than twenty years, 

the ownership of 99 per cent of the 
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The revitalization of Hebron Old Town 

is financed through public and 

international funding. To date, the 

Hebron Rehabilitation Committee 

estimates that it has spent us $3,000,000. 

The cost of rehabilitating one house is 

about us $200 per square metre. As 
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P L A N  B E F O R E  R E S T O R A T I O N  

P L A N  A F T E R  R E S T O R A T I O N  

A B O V E  Documentation of a typical 

hosh includes before and after plans. 

Here new rooms are being added to the 

first floor in order to accommodate 

different, smaller families rather than 

the large, extended families who 

historically occupied such dwellings. 

buildings had never changed hands. 

The unique restoration policy not only 

rehabilitates the housing stock but also 

returns the buildings to their owners, 

who are given the right to determine the 

use oftheir individual buildings within 

a strict 2:1 ratio of owner-to-tenant 

residency. Sixty-seven per cent of those 

living in the old town today are property 

owners. Tenants, chosen through an 

application questionnaire, are usually 

low-salaried government employees or 

labourers, who do not have to pay rent 

for the first five years of their leases. 

The revitalization of Hebron Old 

Town has already had a positive economic 

effect on the city. About four hundred 

jobs were created, related directly to the 

programme, and the shops underneath 

the restored buildings and the old town 

souks are becoming as active as those 

in the rest of the city. In addition, the 

remarkable old stone architecture of 

Hebron has been saved and made 



O P P O S I T E  Windows in the eighteenth-

century buildings are typically paired 

and inscribed into a single relieving arch. 

Parapets surrounding the rooftop terraces 

are also often punctured with windows 

that facilitate air movement. 

L E F T  and B E L O W  Metal ties, visible in 

the pyramidal caps that now appear on 

some end walls, were used to help shore 

up seriously weakened floors and walls. 
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structurally sound and comfortable 

without introducing a disturbing 

difference between the restored and 

unrestored buildings. Because ofthe 

pride and concern ofthe local community, 

the once nearly abandoned and dilapidated 

Hebron Old Town is now a healthy, living 

and vibrant part of the city. 
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A B O V E  Residential rooms are typically 

small and square. The majority of living 

spaces are covered with star vaults, the 

centre of which is elaborated in a small 

cupola, while smaller rooms are cross-

vaulted. 

O P P O S I T E  A B O V E  Renovating the old 

hosh for current and future use means 

introducing a kitchen where possible. The 

mosque supplied meals for the old town 

neighbourhood at the time v/hen many of 

the houses were originally built, hence 

cooking rooms were not included. 

O P P O S I T E  and R I G H T  The rehabilitation 

plan also includes work on monuments in 

Hebron. The Turkish Bath has been restored 

for use as a museum (seen here) and work 

is being done to restore vault paintings and 

stone panels in the Abraham Mosque. 



A B O V E  and L E F T  Children playing in hosh 

courtyards and laundry hanging out to dry 

on rooftops testify to a reinvigorated town. 

The roofs now also support large capacity 

water tanks for the newly plumbed 

dwellings. The stone-clad courtyards are 

decorated with garden plants in pots. 

O P P O S I T E  Renovation work, including 

new frames for doorways and extensive 

repointing of the stone walls, is faithful to 

the original character of Hebron Old Town 

architecture. 




