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ABSTRACT  

All nations are interested in their history, heritage and traditions, and try to protect them by all 

possible ways. The preservation of historical cities, famous monuments and ancient sites, is 

one of the possible ways to protect this heritage; most of these ways are to preserve the 

heritage, which is located out in the villages.  

The modern construction activity in the Palestinian villages, devouring the green and dry land, 

as it replaces the Architectural Palestinian Heritage buildings with buildings do not look like 

houses of the former Palestine and Arabic character. 

The idea of the project is the protection of cultural property in Palestine, in general and in a 

village in particular, where we consider that the heritage sites in Palestine as the economic 

wealth not only to preserve the identity and the Palestinian history, but also to encourage the 

tourism sector, external, and internal. We attempt to revive the regions believing that 

restoration is not only the restoration of stone, but also of the community, to revitalise cultural 

activities and to save the all life (architecture and social life). 
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1. INTRO DUCTION  

1.1 Overview 

The Palestinian villages are a treasure and cultural heritage for all mankind and the 

Palestinians as well. The history and roots of all their events, joys, sorrows, are testimony to 

the civilization of this country and its history, they are also considered as an instrument for 

regional ownership of the original owners who stretch their assets for tens of generations and 

hundreds of years. The Palestinian villages face many problems, due to the continuous 

conflict to prove the Palestinian identity; this can be only achieved by preserving the heritage 

and archaeological property. Accordingly, we, in this research attempt to contribute to the 

protection of Palestinian heritage and the protection of our identity through the documentation 

and revitalization of the villages. 

The village of Beit Ummar is an example of a Palestinian village which is one of the 

most important 83 ancient villages in the Hebron district. 

The Village is characterized by high mountains, and contains many Canaanite caves, 

because it is based on the ruins of the Canaanite town ""Maera" ñϢϼϝЛвò. It is also a great 

example of the Palestinian heritage village, because of its houses and old buildings. It is worth 

notably that most of the people left those historical houses and started building new concrete 

houses around the old village. 

On the other hand, there is a proof of Palestinian identity, at the time that Israel 

endeavours to steal this heritage or erase it, by neglecting those villages and preventing them 

from any restoration or maintenance. 

Beit Ummar Village is still under the full control of the Israeli occupation because of 

its strategic location, its richness of heritage and its unique archaeological sites. 
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1.2 Aim of study 

Researchers always investigate any issue attempting to find possible solutions. One of 

the most serious issues that deserve to be investigated is the Israeli continuous trials to change 

the nature of the existed Palestinian heritage doing what can be done to nullify the Palestinian 

identity. Meanwhile, it is hard to deal with the serious threats encountering the rich 

Palestinian cultural heritage because they are plenty and diverse. Clear examples of these 

serious threats are the illegal digging; the antiquities trade; the Israeli settlements illegally 

established on the Palestinian territories; and the Israeli Apartheid Separation Wall. 

Bearing in mind the above mentioned aims, this study attempts to find a way to 

counter the threats targeting the Palestinian heritage; and to protect the Palestinian properties 

from being lost or destroyed. 

1.3 Scope of study 

This thesis tackled some historical houses and buildings from Beit Ummar village in 

Palestine. These houses shall be analyzed according to the different architectural style. 

Criteria to be here include architectural style, buildings technique used, and the functions of 

these houses and buildings. The architectural elements in the village should be considered as 

well as. Some samples of each style shall be taken, the facades of the houses to be analyzed. 

1.4 Research methods  

This thesis research method was conducted in three major steps. First, the village of 

ñBeit Ummarò was studied with its formative, cultural and historical dimensions. Second, the 

general architectural analysis of the village was in-depth considered. Third, detailed plans for 

eight historical houses and one monumental building in the village were mentioned in 

addition to the architectural elements they contain taking into account the accuracy and 
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honesty in the documentation. To achieve the aforementioned ends, the researcher frequently 

visited the sites and took his own notes.   
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND DEFINITIONS  

Palestine is one of the cradle civilizations in the world. Unfortunately, it is not well- 

known because of the Israeli occupation and its continuous attempts to erase the Palestinian 

identity and to change the Palestinian heritage and history, customs and traditions, and make 

it a part of their history and heritage. Palestinians have been striving to protect their heritage 

from being changed or stolen. Maintaining the heritage is part and parcel of the history of the 

long struggle of the Palestinians. 

2.1 History of Palestine 

Palestine is a small land (10,000 square miles at the present) located on the eastern 

end side of the Mediterranean Sea, bounded by Lebanon in the north, Egypt in the south, 

and Jordan in the East. Its unique location made it be under the eyes of the invaders for 

thousands of years. During its long history, its area, population and ownership varied 

greatly. The current territories of Palestine are those lands that were occupied by Israel in 

two stages: the 1948 lands that are completely under the control of Israeli occupation up 

till now, and the 1967 lands which form 12% of the overall area of Palestine (the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip) that are currently divided between the Israeli occupation and the 

Palestinian National Authority according to the peace agreement between the two sides in 

1993 Oslo Agreement (Figure2.1). Palestine history goes back to thousands of years. 

Fossil remains have been found of Homo erectus, Neanderthal and transitional types 

between Neanderthal and modern man. Archaeologists have found hybrid Emmer wheat at 

Jericho dating back to 8,000 B.C making it one of the oldest sites of agricultural activity in 

the world. Amorites, Canaanites, and other Semitic peoples related to the Phoenicians of 

Tyre entered the area around 2000 B.C. The area became known as the Land of Canaan. 

(Al -Nimr, 1976 in Arabic) 
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Fig 2.1 shows the boundaries and the territories shared between the Israeli occupation and Palestine 

national authority (source: Palestine maps) 
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According to Alex Bein (1952), the Archaeological records, the origin of the 

Jewish people go back to the Canaanites, and tribal species. It is believed that the Semitic 

peoples were called "Hebrews" who abandoned the Mesopotamia and settled in the land of 

Canaan between 1800 - 1500 BC. The Canaanites are originally from different tribes, 

including the Semites, Hittites and Palestinians. They are the peoples who migrated across 

the sea, and are believed to be from Mycenae, or have a team of ancient Greek peoples that 

settled in Mycenae. Moses led the Israelites to invade the land of Canaan under Joshua. It 

is estimated also that King David conquered Jerusalem about 1000 B.C. and established an 

Israelite kingdom over much of Canaan including parts of Transjordan. In 721 or 722 BC 

The Assyrians conquered Palestine. The Babylonians destroyed Solomon's Temple in 

Jerusalem and exiled many Jews after the Invasion of Judah around 586 B.C. The Persian 

king Cyrus allowed a group of Jews from Babylonia to return back to Jerusalem to settle 

and rebuild it after he conquered Babylonia. This happened after about 50 years of the 

Babylonianôs Invasion. The Arab Canaanites were the first known inhabitants of Palestine. 

During the third millennium BC they became civilians living in countries and cities 

including Jericho. They developed an alphabet from other writing systems. The location of 

Palestine is at the centre of routes linking three continents. This made it the meeting place 

for religious and cultural influences from Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia and Asia Minor. It 

was also the scene of wars between the great powers in the region and subject to 

domination by adjacent empires, beginning with Egypt in the third millennium BC. 

Egyptian hegemony and Canaanite autonomy were constantly challenged during the 

second millennium BC by invaders ethnically diverse such as (Al-Amuriyon днтϼнгЛЮϜ), 

(Hittites Ёуϧуϧук), and (Hurrians Ёжϝтϼϼнк). Eventually, the invaders were defeated by the 

Egyptians and Canaanites. Egyptian authorities started to weaken after the fourteenth 

century BC. New invaders, including the Hebrews (днужϜϽϡЛЮϜ), a group of Semitic tribes 
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from Mesopotamia, and the Philistines (later the country was named after them), an 

Aegean (сϯтϜ) people of Indo-European came to the scene. After the departure of the 

Hebrew tribes of Egypt 1270 BC, invaded the cities of the Canaanites. They were led by 

Joshua (ϜнІнϮ) conquered parts of Palestine (1230 BC). The conquerors settled in the hill 

country, but they were not able to control all of Palestine. The Israelites, a confederation of 

Hebrew tribes, finally defeated the Canaanites around 1125 BC. But has been invaded and 

heavy fighting was fought by the Philistines. Where the Philistines had established an 

independent state on the southern coast of Palestine and controlled the cities of the 

Canaanites, including Jerusalem. Since they had the lead military organization and using 

iron weapons, the Israelis defeated the strongly about 1050 BC. Various threats forced the 

Israelis to unite and establish a monarchy. David's prophet of God peace be upon him, 

finally defeated the Philistines shortly after the year 1000 BC, and have complete control 

of the land of Canaan. The unity of Israel and the feebleness of adjacent empires enabled 

David to establish a large independent state with its capital in Jerusalem. Under David's 

son and heir, Solomon peace be upon him, Israel enjoyed peace and prosperity, but with 

his death in 922 BC the kingdom was divided into Israel in the north and Judea in the 

south. When nearby empires resumed their expansion, the Israelis could not maintain their 

independence. Israel fell to Assyria in 722-721 BC, and Judah was conquered in 586 BC 

by Babylonia, which destroyed Jerusalem and exiled most of the Jews who live there. 

(Bein, 1952) 

Persian rule  

The exiled Jewish allowed to maintain their identity and religion, some of the best 

theological books and many historical books and books of the Old Testament during the 

period of exile or what is known as the Babylonian slavery (сЯϠϝϡЮϜ сϡЃЮϜ). When Cyrus the 
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Great of Persia conquered Babylon in 539 BC, permitted the Jews to return to Judea, a district 

of Palestine. Under Persian rule the Jews were allowed to self-government. They rebuilt the 

walls of Jerusalem and the Torah (ϢϜϼнϧЮϜ), which became classified as the symbol of life, social 

and religious (Albright, 1956) 

Roman rule 

Persian rule of Palestine was replaced by Greek rule when Alexander the Great of 

Macedonia took the region in 333 BC. Alexander's successors, the Ptolemies ( ̪)ЁугуЮнϧϠ and 

Seleucids (ЀϹЂнуЯуЂ), continued to rule the country. The Seleucids tried to impose Hellenistic 

culture and religion (Greek) on the population. In the second century BC, the Jews revolted 

under Macapis ( )ЁуϠϝЪϝв and began an independent state (141 - 63 BC) until Pompey the Great 

crushed by Rome and made it a province ruled by Jewish kings. During the reign of the Great 

King Herod (37-4 BC) Jesus was born. There were two revolutions of the Jews but finished in 

66-73 and 132-35. After the second killing of a large number of Jews, many of them were 

sold as slaves, and the rest were not allowed to visit Jerusalem. The name ñJudeaò was 

changed to Syria Palaistina. Palestine received special attention when the Empress Helena 

mother of the Roman Emperor Constantine I visited Jerusalem, who is initiated Christianity 

and declared state religion in 313 AD. Jerusalem became the focus of Christian pilgrimage. 

And had a golden age of prosperity, security, and culture, most of the population are 

Christians. The Byzantine rule (Roman) ends during short periods by Persians invasions and 

ended altogether when Muslim Arab armies opened the Palestine and Jerusalem in the year 

635 AD (Albright, William 1956) 
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Islamic Caliphate 

The Islamic rule in Palestine lasted for 1300 years. Palestine has been a holy land to 

all Muslims, because prophet Muhammad was ordered that Jerusalem would be the first 

ñQibla ϣЯϡЧЮϜò (the direction Muslims face when praying) and because peace be upon him 

(prophet Muhammad) went up to the sky during the journey night ñIsra wa Al Marajò from 

the Old City of Jerusalem (Al-Aqsa Mosque today), accordingly, Al-Aqsa Mosque was first 

built and then the Dome of the Rock. Jerusalem became the third holiest city of Islam. 

Muslim rulers did not impose their religion on the Palestinians. To prove that, the historical 

books emphasize that it took the majority of the Palestinians more than a century to be 

Muslims. Christians and Jews considered as ñPeople of the bookò, enjoyed the right of 

worship safely. Such tolerance was rare in the history of the other religions and in the history 

of Palestine itself. Most of the Palestinians also adopted Arabic and Islamic culture. Palestine 

benefited from trade with the neighbouring empires, and its religious significance during the 

Islamic Umayyad rule in Damascus. When power shifted to Baghdad with the Abbasids in 

750, Palestine became neglected. 

 After the country suffered from instability and successive dominations by Seljukôs, 

Fatimidôs, and the invasions of the Crusades, Palestine mainly contributed to the glory of the 

Islamic civilization when the Muslim world enjoyed a golden age of science, art, philosophy, 

and literature. In that era Muslims began preserved Greek principles and succeeded in several 

fields. After years they had a significant contribution to the Renaissance in Europe (Al-Nimr 

1976 in Arabic). 

Ottoman rule  

The Ottoman Turks of the Minor Asia defeated the Mamluks in 1517, and ruled 

Palestine until the winter of 1917. The country was divided into several zones (sanjak ХϮϝзЂ), 
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including Jerusalem. The Palestinian Arabs administrated and ruled most of the areas. The 

Christian and Jews; however, freely enjoyed the rights of the religion freedom and other civil 

rights. Palestine took part in the glory of the Ottoman Empire during the sixth session, but this 

empire gradually lost its power in the seventeenth century. The decline of Palestine in trade, 

agriculture, and the population continued until the nineteenth century.  

At that time, the Europeans who were searching for raw materials, markets, in addition 

to their strategic interests, came to the Middle East between 1831 and 1840. Muhammad Ali, 

the Ottoman viceroy of Egypt, expanded his rule to Palestine. The policies adopted by 

Muhammad Ali improved the economical, agricultural, educational situations. Power returned 

to the Ottoman Empire again in 1840 instituting its own reforms. By the rise of European 

nationalism in the nineteenth century, especially with the spread of anti-Semitism, the 

European nationalist encouraged European Jews to seek asylum to the "Promised Land" in 

Palestine. Theodor Herzl, the founder of the so-called Jewish State (1896), founded the World 

Zionist Organization in 1897 in order to solve Europe's "Jewish problem." As a result of 

increasing number of the Jewish immigrants to Palestine greatly in 1880, Palestinian Arabs, 

who formed about 95 percent of the population, started to feel apprehensive of Jewish 

immigration, and then turned into anti-Zionism. (Moshe 1975) 

British  Mandate 

Aided by the Arabs, the British occupied Palestine from the Ottoman Turks in 1917 to 

1918. The Arabs revolted against the Turks because the British had promised them in 1915-

1916 through correspondence with the Sharif Hussein Ibn Ali of Mecca, the independence of 

their countries after the war. Britain, however, also made other, conflicting commitments in 

the secret Sykes-Picot agreement with France, Russia, 1916, that promised to divide and rule 

the region with Arab allies. In a third agreement, the Balfour Declaration of 1917, Britain 

promised the Jews to help them to establish a "national home" in Palestine. This promise was 
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subsequently incorporated in the mandate conferred on Britain by the League of Nations in 

1922. During their mandate from 1922 to 1948, the British found their contradictory promises 

to the Jewish and Palestinian communities difficult to reconcile. The Zionists supported the 

Jewish immigration to widespread, and some of them started to speak about a Jewish state, 

including all of Palestine. The Palestinians; however, rejected Britain's promise that their 

country will be given  to a third party and launched anti-Zionist attacks in Jerusalem in 1920 

and Jaffa in 1921. 

 In a statement published in 1922, of British denied Zionist claims to control all of 

Palestine and limited the Jewish immigration, but reaffirmed its support for establishing a 

national homeland for the Jews. The British proposed establishing a legislative council, but 

the Palestinians rejected this council. In 1928, when Jewish immigration increased somewhat, 

the British policy towards immigration swings under conflicting Arab-Jewish pressures, 

Immigration rose sharply after the bullying of the Nazi regime in Germany of the Jews in 

1933. In 1935 nearly 62,000 Jews entered Palestine. Fear of Jewish domination was the main 

cause of the Arab revolt that broke out in 1936 and continued intermittently until 1939. At 

that time, Britain set up a second Jewish immigration and banned the sale of land to the Jews. 

(Khalidi 1980) 
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Fig 2.2 Palestine before 1920 (source: Palestine maps)     Fig 2.3 Palestine after 1922  (source: Palestine maps)                                                                     

 

The post-World War II  

The struggle for Palestine, which abated during World War II, resumed in 1945. The 

so-called Holocaust produced the world sympathy for European Jewry and for Zionism. 

Although Britain still refuses to recognize 100,000 Jewish survivors to immigrate to Palestine, 

but many Jews found their illegally ways 

 Various plans for solving the problem of Palestine were rejected by one party or 

another, Britain finally declared the mandate unworkable and turned the problem to the 

United Nations in April 1947. Jews and the Palestinians prepared for confrontation. 

ñAlthough the Palestinians outnumbered the Jews (1300000 to 600000), the Jews were better 

prepared. They had a semi-autonomous government, under the leadership of David Ben-

Gurion, and their army, the (Haganah), was well-trained. Palestinians did not have the 

opportunity to equip since the Arab Revolt, and most of their leaders were in exile or prison 

the British Mandate. Mufti of Jerusalem, and the principal spokesman, refused to accept the 

Jewish state. When the United Nations decided to partition Palestine in November 1947, he 
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rejected the plan while the Jews accepted it. In the military struggle that followed were 

defeated the Arabs and the Palestinians. By Israel on 14 May 1948, came five Arab armies to 

help the Palestinians, and carried out the attack immediately. Lack of coordination and other 

reasons, was the reason for the defeat of Arab armies. Israel occupied more than planned in 

the partition resolution. While Jordan took the West Bank of the River Jordan and Egypt took 

the Gaza Strip. (Israel occupied the territories after the Six-Day War, 1967)  

Resulted from the war to 780,000 Palestinian refugees, Part of them left their homes 

from fear and panic, while the rest were forced out. With the Palestinians scattered in 

neighbouring countries, kept the Palestinian national identity and the desire to return to their 

homeland (Eliezer, 1985) 

The First Intifada 1987, while the fortunes of the PLO (Palestine liberation 

organization) waned, Palestinians in the occupied territories took their fate into their own 

hands. Beginning in 1987, a revolt called the Intifada began in the Gaza Strip and the West 

Bank. The revolt was initiated by local residents and involved mostly low-level violence such 

as rock throwing, winning sympathy for the struggle of the Palestinians against the Israeli 

occupiers.  By 1991 the Intifada had all but ended, but massive Israeli repression in this 

period laid the seeds for future violence.  In 1993 and 1995, Israel and the PLO signed the 

Oslo Declaration of Principles and The Oslo Interim Agreement. Which created the 

Palestinian National Authority (PNA), a supposedly temporary entity that would have the 

power to negotiate with Israel and to govern areas of the West Bank and Gaza evacuated by 

Israel? Israel and Jordan signed a peace treaty in 1994.  

After the withdrawal of Israeli forces from the Gaza Strip and most cities in the West 

Bank in early 1996, In January 1996, the Palestinians in areas under Palestinian Authority in 

the West Bank and Gaza became a Legislative Council election of Yasser Arafat as President 



29 
 

of the Palestinian National Authority, which manages these areas. That 97% of Palestinians in 

these areas are subject nominally Palestinian-ruled, but the area administered by the 

Palestinian National Authority, equivalent to about 8% of the land. Israel launched the 

program of accelerated settlement and built thousands of housing units in the West Bank and 

doubled the number of settlers by 2004.  

On 28 September 2000, the second intifada triggered by the visit of Ariel Sharon to the Al-

Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, Invited the United States to the Summit in Sharm el-Sheikh in October to 

end the intifada. The parties undertook to end the bloodshed and return to negotiations. It was agreed 

at the conference to set up a commission of inquiry led by the U.S. to investigate the causes of 

violence and make recommendations to the United Nations. This is what produced the 

Mitchell Report at the end. But Arab leaders and Yasser Arafat met then shortly in an 

extraordinary Arab summit in Cairo and issued a declaration firearm salutes the intifada and 

called for the formation of an international investigation committee from the Commission 

which had been agreed upon in Sharm el-Sheikh. Some two weeks later came the end of the 

truce by bombing martyrdom in Jerusalem. Negotiations in Washington in December of 2000 

failed to produce an agreement. (Morris 2000). 

2.2 General Character of Palestine Architecture 

Palestine has a great architecture; its architectural heritage reflects many different 

periods of its history.  

 In the past, housing was simple and modest, particularly in villages and small towns 

that are closer to the rural life than to the urban life. Most of the houses were built of clay that 

was manufactured in special moulds. Small quantities of legs of wheat and barley called (Qsal 

ЭЋЦ) were added to the mixture of mud to increase the coherence of these blocks. In the 

coastal areas of Palestine, common houses were constructed of Block, concrete made in 
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special moulds (Figure 2.4). However, in mountainous areas, where it is easier to get building 

materials, houses were constructed of stone extracted from quarries in the mountains. The 

roofs of some houses took the form of a ceiling of small stones that are installed in the form of 

plaster called (Alkysryat ϤϝтϽЋуЦ) old markets, because this type of construction refers to the 

Romanian age during the rule of the Tsars. The ceilings of houses were made of wood and 

branches of trees and a layer of mud mixed with cane. This type of roof was common in 

houses made of mud, which had required maintenance every year, especially after the first fall 

of rain in October, which was called çRed Rainè The people, believed that this rain was a 

warning signal to them and the start of winter season. People used to leave the land, and 

return to permanent homes, and carry put maintenance for their homes so as not to succumb to 

rain and cause them damage. The houses often took the shape of a rectangle and rooms were 

built on one of the ribs, on some, or all of the ribs. Between the houses there was an open 

courtyard called the patio ñashen al-Darò used for several purposes; for example, they used to 

plant flowers and shrubs to be a garden of the house. People used to sit and enjoy the winter 

warm sun, and spend a lot of summer nights to talk, especially in moonlit nights. Mostly, the 

rooms were separated by an open hall called (Liwan) without a wall from the front, perhaps 

its origin was derived from (Iwan), liwans were used as banquets, events and weddings. In 

some cases, some people built a room above  the house called attic (Elia, ϝуЯК) higher than the 

rest of the rooms and used for sleeping in the hot summer nights, or used as a special room for 

visitors, and can going to this çEliaè by stairs. (Al-Farah 1989 In Arabic) 
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Fig 2.4 Block concrete made in special moulds (source: material types in Palestine) 

According to Andrew Petersen 2002, the architecture of Palestine is divided now 

between Israel and the occupied territories (West Bank and Gaza). Mostly the indigenous 

inhabitants of the country, whose architecture has developed within the landscape for at least 

the last two thousand years," while the architecture of Israel, established in 1948 with a 

largely immigrant population, is described as alien to the region. 

The Architecture of Palestine covers a vast historical time frame and a number of 

different styles and influences over the ages. The urban architecture of Palestine prior to 1850 

was relatively sophisticated. While it belonged to greater geographical and cultural context of 

the Levant and the Arab world, it constituted a distinct tradition, "significantly different from 

the traditions of Syria, Lebanon or Egypt." Nonetheless, the Palestinian townhouse shared in 

the same basic conceptions regarding the arrangement of living space and apartment types 

commonly seen throughout the Eastern Mediterranean. The rich diversity and underlying 

unity of the architectural culture of this wider region stretching from the Balkans to North 

Africa was a function of the exchange fostered by the caravans of the trade routes, and the 

extension of Ottoman rule over most of this area, beginning in the early 16th century through 

until the end of World War I (Necipoĵlu, 1998, p. 173). 
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The best example of Palestine architecture is the old city of Jerusalem inside the wall, 

in addition to the surrounding neighbourhoods outside these walls and the new extensions 

built after 1967. While Jerusalem has special characteristics, there are two cities in the west 

bank, Nablus and Hebron, which can be considered good examples of traditional cities similar 

to those described as traditional Islamic towns, although they back monuments of special 

interest. While the architectural heritage in this region is a key issue, until the Second World 

War, people in Palestine were generally building without recourse to academic architects and 

engineers, apart from some buildings, mainly in the area of Jerusalem, that were designed by 

foreign  architects. The architecture between, 1948 to 1967 in this period the architecture was 

mainly influenced by changes in the use of buildings material and methods. Although the use 

of bearing wall systems continued there was tendency towards using beams and columns, thus 

reducing the thickness of the masonry walls. However, stone was still considered and treated 

as part of the structural system. During this period, concrete buildings starting to appear, 

openings in buildings became larger and the use of stone ornamentation in facades decreased. 

Todayôs architecture in Palestine reflects various attitudes and different interpretations, mostly 

in dealing with traditional architecture. This indicates a growing tendency towards 

regionalism in architecture. The generating factor of this is the issue of identity, which is 

crucial to the Palestinians today. (Figures 2.5and 2.6) (Awad, p.59, 60)    
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Fig 2.5 The old Jerusalem city, (source, old cities album)  

 

 

Fig 2.6 The old Hebron city, (source, old cities album) 
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2.3 Cultural Heritage and Conservation in Palestine  

According to the General Conference of the United Nations Educational 1972, cultural 

heritage is the legacy of physical artefacts and intangible attributes of a group or society that 

are inherited from past generations, maintained in the present and bestowed for the benefit of 

future generations. Often though, what is considered cultural heritage by one generation may 

be rejected by the next generation, only to be revived by a succeeding generation? Physical or 

"tangible cultural heritage" includes buildings and historic places, monuments, artefacts, etc., 

that are considered worthy of preservation for the future. These include objects significant to 

the archaeology, architecture, science or technology of a specific culture. Heritage can also 

include cultural landscapes (natural features that may have cultural attributes) recently 

heritage practitioners have moved from classifying heritage as natural as man has intervened 

in the shaping of nature in the past four million years. "Natural heritage" is also an important 

part of a culture, encompassing the countryside and natural environment, including flora and 

fauna, scientifically know as biodiversity. These kinds of heritage sites often serve as an 

important component in a country's tourist industry, attracting many visitors from abroad as 

well as locally. The heritage that survives from the past is often unique and irreplaceable, 

which places the responsibility of preservation on the current generation. Smaller objects such 

as artworks and other cultural masterpieces are collected in museums and art galleries. Grass 

roots organizations and political groups have been successful at gaining the necessary support 

to preserve the heritage of many nations for the future. Significant was the Convention 

Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage that was adopted by the 

General Conference of UNESCO in 1972. As of 2008, there are 878 World Heritage Sites: 

678 cultural, 174 natural, and 26 mixed properties, in 145 countries. Each of these sites is 

considered important to the international community. A broader definition includes intangible 
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aspects of a particular culture, often maintained by social customs during a specific period in 

history. 

 The ways and means of behaviour in a society, and the often formal rules for 

operating in a particular cultural climate, these include social values and traditions, customs 

and practices, aesthetic and spiritual beliefs, artistic expression, language and other aspects of 

human activity. The significance of physical artefacts can be interpreted against the backdrop 

of socioeconomic, political, ethnic, religious and philosophical values of a particular group of 

people. Naturally, intangible cultural heritage is more difficult to preserve than physical 

objects. (UNESCO Convention 1972, p.1) 

According to the General Conference of the United Nations Educational 1972, the following 

shall be considered as "cultural heritage":   

¶ Monuments: architectural works, works of monumental sculpture and painting, 

elements or structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and 

combinations of features, which are of outstanding universal value from the point of 

view of history, art or science;  

¶ Groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected buildings which, because of their 

architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the landscape, are of outstanding 

universal value from the point of view of history, art or science;  

¶ Sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and man, and areas including 

archaeological sites which are of outstanding universal value from the historical, 

aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological point of view. (UNESCO Convention 1972, 

p.2) 

According to the General Conference of the United Nations Educational 1972, the following 

shall be considered as Natural heritage  
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¶ Natural features consisting of physical and biological formations or groups of such 

formations, which are of outstanding universal value from the aesthetic or scientific 

point of view;  

¶ geological: and physiographical formations and precisely delineated areas which 

constitute the habitat of threatened species of animals and plants of outstanding 

universal value from the point of view of science or conservation;  

¶ Natural sites or precisely delineated natural areas of outstanding universal value from 

the point of view of science, conservation or natural beauty. 3 (UNESCO Convention 

1972, p.2) 

The Threat to the Palestinian Cultural Heritage  

Threats to the rich Palestinian cultural heritage are many and diverse. They are quite 

serious and hard to deal with. Some of them, such as illegal digging (excavation) and the 

antiquities trade, are the result of a mixture of past colonial history and internal and self-

inflicted problems, while the Israeli Separation Wall, direct military and settlement activities 

are present-day external threats. Up to this very day, they are devastating the countryôs 

heritage, and nothing has thus far been done to confront them. Many researchers are 

discussing those threats and suggest ways to confront them. The Palestine cultural heritage is 

exposed to continuous destruction. The Israeli occupation causes direct damage by 

demolishing valuable cultural environments. It also leads to serious damage indirectly through 

unrestrained new building activities since the municipal and federal physical planning 

infrastructure has been partially broken down. Even the growing economic problems affect 

the chances of preserving and caring for the cultural heritage. An additional serious threat is 

posed by the insensitive location of the Israeli settlements with their accompanying road 

constructions that severely affect the traditional cultural landscape.  The Israeli military 

occupation of Palestine since 1967 coupled with the introduction of limited autonomy in 1993 
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has positioned the yet-to-be formed nation-state in political liminalityðneither completely 

sovereign nor entirely subjugated. While this ambiguity has obvious ramifications for 

Palestine as a political entity, it also places the cultural heritage of Palestine in potential 

jeopardy. This paper examines the legal and historical construction of liminality for Palestine 

and explores how its ambiguous political status impacts the preservation, protection and 

management of cultural heritage in Palestine and influences the construction of cultural 

heritage narratives by Palestinians. (Riwaq 1995-2004, pp. 8, 9) 

3.  BEIT UMMAR SETTLEMENT  

3.1  Administration  

The Beit Ummar Council was established in the village in 1966, its members were 

appointed by the Jordanian government and was late Mr. Mohamed Khalil Alihusani 

President of the Council, and in 1975 the first elections took place in the village was; 6 

members were elected and late Mr. Issa Mohammed Ibreigheith was elected to be the 

President of the Council, which continued until 1997. After the arrival of the Palestinian 

National Authority the Village Council had been upgraded to appoint a municipal council of 

13 members including the Chairman. Mr. Hussein Badr Awad was appointed as the president 

of the municipality, and the Council continued until 1999 with the appointment of a new 

municipal council under the chairmanship of Rashid Awad, and in 2005 elections were held to 

choose new municipal council elections according to party representation. The party of reform 

and change, and the mass of the sons of the country formed the new council, which consisted 

of 13 members, Mr. Farhan Alqam, presided over the Council. The Board was unable to 

continue after losing its quorum after the resignation 7 members and arrest 2 members by the 

Israeli occupation forces. the President of the Council was among the detainees, and 

consequently, according to the law of local municipal council lost its legal validity and was 
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dissolved. Therefore, a new municipal council was appointed by the Ministry of Local 

Government according to the decision made by the Minister of Local Government, a new 

council was formed on 12 \ 02 \ 2008; Mr. Nasri Sabarneh was appointed as the Chairman of 

the council. (Figure 3.1) (Beit Ummar Municipality 2009 in Arabic) 

                                  

Fig 3.1 Beit Ummar municipality, (source: Beit Ummar photos album) 

3.2  History of Beit Ummar Village                     

Beit Ummar (Ͻвϒ ϥуϠ )is believed to be the site of Biblical village of (Maera ϝЛвϼϢ ). The 

history indicates that Beit Ummar is an old town; it was erected on the ruins of a Canaanite 

town called "Maera" meaning ñcoverless siteò. (Dabbagh, 1991 in Arabic) The Crusaders 

named it "Beth Amen" in the middle age, and Ibrahim Pasha of Egypt gave it its current name 

when he settled their in1831.(Arraf 1996, in Arabic). The modern town was named after the 

Islamic Caliph Umar ibn al-hattab who supposedly frequented the town. Many of the town's 

residents are descendants of Arab Christian families and the old city contains Christian ruins. 

(Ibreigheith Mohôd Yousef 1995 in Arabic) 
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3.3 Geographical data 

According to the Applied Research Institute ï Jerusalem 2009, Beit Ummar is a town 

in Hebron Governorate, located eleven (11) km north of Hebron city in the southern part of 

the West Bank. The town is located on the Israeli bypass road (Route 60) between Hebron and 

Jerusalem and is considered the northern gateway of Hebron Governorate. Beit Fajjar village 

and Al Arrub Camp border Beit Ummar to the east, Al Khader to the north (Bethlehem 

Governorate), Surif to the west and Halhul to the south. (Maps 3.1, 3.2) (ARIJ GIS) 
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Map 3.1 Shows Beit Ummar Village in Palestine (source: Palestine maps) 

 

Beit Ummar 
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Map 3.1.1 Shows Beit Ummar Village in Palestine (source: Palestine maps) 

 

Beit Ummar 
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Map 3.2: Beit Ummar location and borders 

 

Source: Applied Research Institute ï Jerusalem (ARIJ). 
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3.3.1 Topography, Mountains and Climate  

Beit Ummar extends over a mountainous area north of the Hebron with an elevation of 

987 meter above sea level. See Map 2. Characterized by a moderate climate, the summer is 

hot and dry, and it does not rain heavily in winter. The average of annual rainfall in Beit 

Ummar Village is 565 mm; its annual temperature average is 16 ÁC; its annual humidity 

average is 61 %. (Figures 3.1.1 to 3.3) (ARIJ GIS, Applied Research Institute ï Jerusalem 

2009)   

 

Fig 3.1.2 Shows the topography and mountains in Beit Ummar (Photograph by: Bilal Abu Ayyah) 

                                      

 Fig 3.2 Beit Ummar in the winter season                                              Fig 3.3 Beit Ummar in the summer season  

(Source: Beit Ummar photos album)                                                      (Source: Beit Ummar photos album) 
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3.3.2 Population and Economy 

According to the (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics Census 2007), the total 

population of Beit Ummar in 2007 was approximately 13,548 people, of whom 12,461 were 

living in Beit Ummar and 1,087 were living in Safa zone. There were 2,306 households 

residing in 2,739 housing units. The population of Beit Ummar town constitutes about 2.45 % 

of the total population of the Hebron Governorate, designating it an urban area. Over 4,800 

residents of the town are school-age children under the age of 18. Table 3.1 

Table 3.1: Beit Ummar Population by Locality and Sex. 

Locality Male Female Total 

Beit Ummar 6.361 6.100 12.461 

Safa  547 540 1.087 

Total 6.908 6.640 13.548 

Source: PCBS 2008, Population, Housing and establishment, Census, Final Results2007 

 

Since the Second Intifada, unemployment ranges between 60 to 80 percent due mostly 

to the inability of residents to work in Israel and a depression in the Palestinian economy. A 

part of the city straddles Road 60 and due to this, several propositions of house demolition 

have occurred. (PCBS 2007)   

Beit Ummar's economic crisis stems from the closure and Israel's economic 

strangulation of the occupied territories. Unemployment is soaring and currently ranges 

between 60 to 80 percent. The majority of wage earners who used to work in Israel are 

currently prohibited from entering the country, while those who were employed in local 

workshops have been laid off due to the economic depression. The residents who make their 

living from agriculture have been equally hurt due to the military siege, which has prevented 

them from marketing their produce in Israel. This summer, families watched as their grapes 

and plums went unpicked, and many months of work and investment went down the drain. 
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According to discussions held this week with Beit Ummar's council and charity organizations, 

there are well over 250 families who literally cannot make ends meet (PCBS 2007). 

According to the Palestinian Ministry Of Agriculture, Beit Ummar is an agricultural village, 

enjoys a vast area of mostly fertile agricultural land and many residents of the town are 

dependent on agricultural activities., about 22,300 denims(each denim 1000 m2) are 

agricultural land and nearly 60% of the population works in the agriculture sector. The data 

collected from the municipality discloses the share of the population working in the various 

sectors of the economy. (PMOA) 

Å Agriculture sector - 60 %, 

Å Employee sector -13% 

Å Israeli labour market - 15 %. 

Å Service sector - 2 %, 

Å Industrial sector - 2 %, 

Å Trade sector - 8 % See Figure 3.4 (PMOA). 

Fig 3.4: Percentage of economic activity in Beit Ummar town 

 

Source: The Applied Research Institute - Jerusalem Final Result-(2007) 
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3.3.3 Social character 

The population of Beit Ummar is comprised of eight main families: Abu Ayyash нϠϒ

ЄϝуК Akhlayel,  ,ЭуЯ϶ϒWahadin, етϸϝкм ,Alzaqiq, ХуЦϝКϾ ,Al Alamy, свыЛЮϜ ,Al Sabarneh, йжϼϝϡЋЮϜ 

,Abu Mareah ϣтϼϝв нϠϒand Aady рϸϝК . 

People in the Village are very open and friendly. CPT (Christian Peacemaker Teams) 

has visited at times of celebrations, like engagements and weddings. Women sing and dance 

to the beat of the ñtablaò (a drum which most women can play). (Figure 3.5)  

Fig 3.5Tabla (drum) 
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Most of the older women of Beit Ummar do the traditional embroidery work for the dresses 

they wear. (Figures 3.6 and 3.7)  

          

 Fig 3.6 Ttraditioal dress                                                 Fig 3.7 Womens with traditional dresses  

(Source: Palestine photos album)                                   (Source: Palestine photos album)           

Each village has its own embroidery design and the skill is passed down to the 

daughters. Many of today's young women are going on to get a university education but they 

still treasure the traditions of their ancestors (Christian Peacemaker Teams). 

In accord with the Oslo Agreement (1993), the village lies in both areas B and C, 

although the Israeli government does not recognize the area C part of Beit Ummar - the 

agricultural land - as being part of the municipality. The municipality has the authority to 

grant permits in area B but not in area C. (Area C comprises 70 percent of the West Bank 

under complete Israeli control. The control of area B -- approximately 21 percent of the West 

Bank B is shared by Israel and the Palestinian Authority). The municipality does provide 

water and electricity for families whose homes are in area C, as well as in B. In order to get a 

permit to build, families in area C must apply to the Israeli Civil Authority. These permits are 
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routinely denied. Such as the case of the Beit Ummar families profiled for the Campaign for 

Secure Dwellings. (Map 3.2) 
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Map3.3 Shows Area ïB- and Area ïC- 

 

Source: Beit Ummar Municipality  

Most of the families facing demolition live along a stretch of road 60, between the 

Aroub Refugee camp on the north and the turnoff for the Israeli settlement of Karme Tsur on 

the south. Some of the families live in areas where a new part of road 60 has been proposed. 

While the home demolition policy affects at least twenty-three households, hundreds more are 

affected by the parallel issue of land confiscation, especially those families whose land is 

adjacent to settlements. In the spring of 1998 the settlement of Karme Tsur to the south of 

Beit Ummar expanded onto Beit Ummar land. At the same time to the north, the Israeli 

settlement of Gush Etzion also expanded toward Beit Ummar village land, confiscating land 

from other Beit Ummar families. (Christian Peacemaker Teams) 
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3.4 General Architectural Character of Beit Ummar 

Through the road meanders among the grape vineyards and plums of the Hebron 

Mountains, Beit Ummar is located on the gently sloping mountains. The village is surrounded 

by its orchards that are famous for apples, plums, cherries, grapes, and olives; the old 

historical houses that had been built of traditional stones. Flowering plants and lush greenery 

and roses clambered everywhere in the ñhoshò yard, and its historical local stones imparting 

magical quality to the houses; and the staircase with roses is the entrance to the most houses 

in the village. (Figure 3.8)    

                                               

Fig 3.8 Shows a historical house with flowered entrance includes old women with traditional dress. 

 (Photograph by: Bilal Abu Ayyash)       
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According to the Islamic waqif in Hebron city 2009, there are six mosques in the 

Village: 

 The Beit Ummar large mosque, Aseda mosque, Beit Zahta mosque, Omar Iben AL 

Khatab mosque, Al Baqeayh mosque, Safa mosque and Hamza Bin Al Motaleab mosque. 

There are also numerous historical and archaeological sites in the town such as the Shrine and 

the alleged burial site of prophet Matta (Mathew in English), who is in Islam the father of 

Prophet Yunis (Jonah in the Bible), who himself is said to be buried in Halhul, a nearby town. 

Maqam (shrine) Al A'rbaeen, Maqam, Al Sayda Zenab and Maqam Al Sayda Najla. (Figures 

3.9 ï 3.15) (Islamic waqif 2009 in Arabic)  

                            

Fig 3.9 the Beit Ummar large Mosque                                               Fig 3.10 Nabi Matta Shrine/ Mosque 

(Source: Beit Ummar photos)                                                               (Source: Beit Ummar photos) 

                                              

 Fig 3.11 Safa Mosque                                                                          Fig 3.12 Aseda mosque 

(Source: Beit Ummar photos)                                                               (Source: Beit Ummar photos) 

 


