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Preface

The driving force that pushed me to step out of my professional career as
a conservation architect and to write this book has been the feeling that
the Jewish Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem represented a violent
fracture in the long history and evolution of the city. It was the
artificiality of this new neighbourhood within the Ottoman city walls
that struck me most on my daily visits to the site. But ‘artificial’ literally
means ‘made with art’, with skill, made according to an idea, to a design;
the very perception of the existence of such a plan seemed to call for its
analysis.

The Jewish Quarter embodies the ‘artificiality’ of Israel as a whole — a
dream realized, built anew over a short span of time, a utopia made of
square, stone-faced houses, of clean well-paved streets, of Western
rationality amid eastern ‘shapelessness’. The reconstructed neighbour-
hood’s rejection of the original built environment echoes the overall
attitude of the new state to the existing Palestinian landscape; the
renewed Jewish Quarter may be considered a condensed version of the
entire Israeli experiment.

Built after 1967, following the Israeli conquest of the Old City, the
new Jewish Quarter is intimately connected to the ideology that made
the creation and development of Israel possible, and proved integral to
the earlier state-making phase that had followed the 1948 war. In its
formative period the new State of Israel had developed without — and
partially in opposition to — the Old City. However, the Zionist call for a
‘return to the fatherland’ required the full appropriation of Jerusalem — as
it represents the most important and powerful symbol of Judaism — and
its subsequent transformation according to the plans put forth by the
Israeli leadership. It appears then that the Jewish Quarter constitutes an
essential and central element for the State of Israel, its special status
being confirmed by the widespread support for its reconstruction
coming from almost all Israeli political parties and personalities. Indeed,
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the new Jewish Quarter is rarely associated with the other East Jerusalem
settlements, or with those in the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip.

Jerusalem’s Jewish Quarter is often portrayed as the Jewish symbol par
excellence, the proof of the ‘historic right' to the land, the core of the
Jewish religious faith and at the same time the heart of the secular state.
Israelis saw its destruction under the Jordanians as proof of the need to
create the Jewish state, and the city’s rebirth as bearing witness to the
achievements and possibilities of a modern and rational country. From
within this positivist framework, most commentators — foreigner and
Israeli alike — would regard it as almost blasphemous to consider it as yet
another settlement. Still, the neighbourhood communicated to me essen-
tially the sense of being an artificial island, an inwardly turned enclave. It
looked to me like the very proof of the ‘otherness’ at the centre of the
Zionist enterprise, just the opposite of the much sought after idea of
continuity and rebirth, of a bridge between ancient Israelites and modern
Israelis. Its contemporary shapes and conscious use of ancient heritage
and archaeological ruins conveyed a message of simplification, of fabri-
cation or, at least, of misplaced rationality. Its small size, and the
dramatic contrast between the rebuilt neighbourhood and the rest of the
Old City, seemed to affirm the futility of the whole idea, the impos-
sibility of shaping a living and dense city according to an abstract
ideological design.

To most visitors walking through its lanes, however, the reconstructed
neighbourhood is self-evident proof of the effectiveness of the Zionist
project. The rewriting of the ancient and recent history of the site and
the complete erasure of the previous reality are not visible, so the new
version conveyed by the reconstructed neighbourhood is willingly
endorsed.

To the Israelis, the Jewish Quarter is a lively, charming and emotional
site; to north-American tourists it is an ‘authentic’ ancient city and an
extraordinary archaeological park connected to the biblical myths that
shape their own country and national consciousness; to Jews from all
over the world it has come to represent the core of their identity; and
finally, and even more surprisingly, to many Palestinians it is seen to be
a successful model of urban reconstruction, to be eventually copied and
imitated.

Realizing that my feelings and perceptions were not unanimously
shared, that, on the contrary, most visitors saw the renewed quarter as a
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happy island, a successful mix of modernity and tradition, as proof that
modern Israel was not only made of concrete blocks and hilltop projects,
but also of imposing stone buildings, forced me to question the whole
concept of urban restoration and its inevitable and intimate connection
with political ideologies.

This book confronts these contradicting perceptions and sets out to
explain why and in what ways the Jewish Quarter reconstruction
developed.
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