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Aim: Architects Cross Cultures

The summer school is an opportunity to work 
together cross-culturally and to inspire dialogue 
between architectural students from different 
learning environments. 

Students have a natural curiosity and they often 
have more wishes and potentials to establish 
cross-cultural contacts. The aim of the summer 
school is to create a forum for architect students 
from different cultures, traditions and disciplines to 
enter into dialogue. A space for students to discuss 
their ideas, work together and exchange their 
experiences concerning architecture, education or 
life in general.

For two weeks in August 2008 26 students of 
architecture from Damascus University, Syria,  
Berlin Technical University, Germany and Aalborg 
University, Denmark met for a summer school in 
Damascus. The students followed a series of walks, 
talks and sketch projects to get to know Damascus 
and each other. Hereafter they worked together 
in three different thematic groups – analysing, 
sketching, testing and summarizing their thoughts 
in 1:1 installations. Everything was showcased at a 
reception on the last evening.

The summer school intends to be more than the 
academic product at the end. It is about the process 
of developing projects together. The aim is to create 
an informal space for dialogue through architecture. 
A platform for gatherings where ideas can evolve - a 
large part of Syrian life. 
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>>THE TRUE SIGN OF INTELLIGENCE IS NOT 
KNOWLEDGE BUT IMAGINATION<< 

Albert Einstein
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Theme: Storytelling and Imagination
 
The overall theme for the summer school was 
storytelling and imagination. Through stories about 
Damascus we searched for the city’s uniqueness. 
We looked at the present challenging urban growth 
of Damascus and imagined the city’s future. 

Damascus is a city that has grown during several 
thousand years. The Syrians call it the oldest 
continuously inhabited city in the world. It is a 
unique city where history has left traces everywhere. 
It is an excellent place to explore because it offers 
so many spatial surprises and qualities – from the 
souq’s vibrant market atmosphere to the city’s quiet 
neighbourhoods. 

The outset for the summer school was the 
opportunity to discover or re-discover the city of 
Damascus. The uniqueness of how people use and 
engage in the public space in Damascus is admired 
by many cities. Emphasis was on telling stories 
about and visualizing the qualities of the public 
spaces in and around Damascus. The intend was to 
identify these elements of the city – first in parts but 
seen together as a whole.

As with many other large cities in the Middle East the 
population in Damascus is increasing significantly 
and in these years the city faces a completely 
new growth rate. We believe that the best cities 
around the world have been developed over long 
time. Urban developments happen in a process 
with constantly changing factors. Sometimes 
masterplans and buildings are presented as 
finite objects before they are handed to their 
occupants. We believe developments have a life 
beyond construction. They exist in time and their 
components have a story. Once these components 
are brought together they begin to change through 
occupation, weathering, extension, demolition etc. 
A city is a story, which constantly evolves together 
with its users, not a static thing. 
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“Storytelling is the ancient art of conveying events in 
words, images, and sounds often by improvisation 
or embellishment. Stories have probably been 
shared in every culture and in every land as a means 
of entertainment, education, preservation of culture 
and to install knowledge and values/morals… 
Stories are frequently used to teach, explain, and/
or entertain… Storytelling has existed as long as 
humanity has had language. It’s the world of myth, 
of history, of the imagination. Every culture has its 
stories, legends, and every culture has its storytellers, 
often revered figures with the magic of the tale in 
their voices and minds.” 

Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia

“Imagination is the ability to form mental images, 
or the ability to spontaneously generate images 
within one’s own mind. It helps provide meaning to 
experience and understanding to knowledge; it is 
a fundamental facility through which people make 
sense of the world, and it also plays a key role in the 
learning process. A basic training for imagination is 
the listening to storytelling in which the exactness 
of the chosen words is the fundamental factor to 
‘evoke worlds’.” 

 Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia
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Programme: Walks, Talks, Workshops 
& Showcase

The summer school was organized in three parts: 
5 days of walks and talks, which was followed by a 
9-day workshop and a showcase event.

Walks and talks
The aim was to look at Damascus from the stories 
(history and poetry), from the inside (the old town 
and traditional urban form) and outside (the edge of 
the city and the future growth). This was organized 
around a series of guided walks to historic parts, 
guest talks from the University professors and 
guests to exchange knowledge and views. This was 
followed by two sketch assignments to get to know 
Damascus and each other. 

Walks: Views on Syria from the stories•	
Talks: Views on Damascus from the inside, •	
outside and abroad
Sketch assignments: Exploring the inside and •	
outside of Damascus

Workshop
The aim was to work together and explore 
particulars about the city of Damascus. This was 
organized around three different thematic groups 
- one from each of the universities. The idea was to 
analyse  specifics, explore ideas and summarize the 
findings in 1:1 installations.

The workshop consisted of two parts:
Analysis and exploraion of ideas•	
Construction of ideas in physical form•	

Showcase
On the last evening an event was held at the Beit 
Baroudi to showcase what we discovered during 
the two weeks of the summer school. 
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Summer School creates dialouge
By Prof. Dr. Mamoun Al Werh, Dean at Faculty of 
Architecture, Damascus University 

The Summer School provides architectural dialogue 
between students from different universities.
Students and teachers from Aalborg University 
in Denmark, Berlin’s Technical University and 
architectural students from Damascus University 
was in cultural exchange during a summer school 
stay in Damascus from 10-24 August 2008. 

Prof. Dr. Wael Mualla, President of Damascus 
University has expressed that Damascus University 
are open to dialogue. Damascus University are 
pleased with this initiative, where different cultures 
meet and where the possibility of exchanging views 
and experiences are great. It is Prof. Dr. Mualla’s hope 
that the summer school becomes an annual event 
where students from the three universities can meet 
to discuss and exchange experiences.

An opportunity for knowledge exchange. 
The summer school was an ideal opportunity for 
students to get to know each other and share 
experiences. The students had the opportunity 
to learn about the urbanization of Damascus and 
examined their future vision for the city.

Prof. Dr. Wael Mualla has expressed that the summer 
school was a clear success, which not only allowed 
for the exchange of experience, but gave as well 
the students a clear insight in Damascus city and its 
urbanization, history, architecture and culture.

It was a clear success at the exhibition at the Beit 
Fakhri Al-Baroudis where the student’s visions were 
exhibited. The exhibition showed the talented 
students installations, models, sketches and lots 
of ideas filled the space. Students from the three 
universities interpreted lively and presented their 
visions.  Some of the key concepts subjects where 
identity, culture, climate, light / shadow and green 

pockets in the city. Many of the students solved 
the task by drawing on the existing quality features 
found in the old city. A rich culture where water 
elements, courtyards, Hammams, mosques, alleys 
and the wonderful world of light and atmosphere is 
part of the story of the city of Damascus. 

20
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Summer School in Damascus
By Prof. Louis Becker, Dept. of Architecture and 
Design, Aalborg University

Why do a summer school for students from three 
different cultures and bring them together in the 
vibrant Damascus? Wouldn’t it have been better to 
have a nice summer vacation in a cool mountain 
place or at a sunny beach? No. When there is an 
opportunity to create something new, to break 
down prejudice and learn, you are obliged to do 
the effort. 

The framework for a summer school is to bring 
students together to work intensively on issues that 
can be studied and concluded within a reasonable 
short time. This summer school studies the history 
of the city, learn from it and come up with exact 
projects that illustrate qualities, but also study the 
urban formula that have worked for millenniums 
and transform the knowledge into a contemporary 
urban strategy. 

The cross pollination of cultures in the summer 
school gave interesting and enriching discussions 
where your own position was questioned in relation 
to your fellow students. The energy and enthusiasm 
in the two weeks summer school in August clearly 
showed that by bringing talented people together, 
asking them questions that allowed them to 
elaborate, creates answers and projects that are 
relevant for a world that is changing rapidly and 
asking for answers to the challenges ahead.

The summer school is a platform to repeat with 
different content, but with the same energy and 
enthusiasm.
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more interesting to get aware of the cultural 
and structural differences. Besides all common 
global challenges of cities such as climate change, 
informality and poverty-fighting  long-lasting 
solutions have to be found within the individual 
context of each city.

So, an international Summer School was a 
wonderful opportunity for the students involved to 
train the view on common challenges and cultural 
differences. The city, its architecture and its open 
space as storytellers – that was the idea. Storytelling 
to learn about and from history but  storytelling 
also as source of imagination to evoke new urban 
worlds.
  
In this sense it was a great pleasure for the  Berlin 
University of  Technology to be one of three partners 
of the students summer school in Damascus in 
August 2008.

It was an outstanding possibility for the students  
to get to know different perspectives on the same 
topic – from the inside and from the outside – and  
to establish cross cultural contacts.

There are special thanks for our Syrian colleaques, 
who have been wonderful hosts.

Students Summer School
By Prof. Undine Giseke, Vice Dean at Department 
VI Planning-Building-Environment
Department of Landscape architecture and Open 
Space Planning

Damascus is the oldest permanently settled capital 
in the world  – could there be a better place to 
discuss the cities` future?

In 2008 Damascus was the Arab Cultural Capital 
– could there be a better year for an International 
Student Summer School to take place?

We talk about the 21st century as the “Urban Century” 
with more than half of the world´s population living 
in cities. How can we assure quality of life and 
sustainability in huge urban systems? How do such 
huge urbanised regions function? Today we do not 
only talk about a city as a spatial, social, economical 
and cultural system, but also about  the  ecological 
footprint of a city and of each person living in a 
city. Ecological footprint means to accept that the 
sphere of influence of a city is much bigger than the 
built up area.

The total area that is needed to guarantee food, 
clothing, energy for every  person living in the city is 
so big that we  would need a second planet in 2030, 
if the process of urbanization will continue like this.
But it is not only the growing urban population that 
forces us to search for new urban concepts.

If we look at the cities in a globalized world we 
have to try to understand their current process of  
development, the general and the specific local 
conditions. We have to investigate the mechanism, 
we have to focus on common challenges and we 
should up-date our urban concepts and develop 
new solution .

We have to pay attention to similarities in challenges 
and experiences but globalisation makes it even 
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Her Excellency Mrs Asma Al-Assad, 
First Lady of Syria

On the morning of August 20th we had the pleasure 
of a visit by Mrs Asma al-Assad. Mrs Asma al-Assad 
was walked through the Beit Baroudi which was a 
“creative chaos” full of activity with students in the 
middle of their experimentation.  

Students from each group presented their 
thoughts following the first week’s explorations in 
the workspace. After a tour around the wonderful 
Beit Baroudi we all  joined in the courtyard for an 
informal discussion. Mrs Asma al-Assad talked about 
the importance of an open creative environment 
and was very excited about the prospects of 
the work. We talked about the Massar, Children’s 
Discovery Centre, which will be the cornerstone of 
similar explorations for young Syrians in the heart of 
Damascus initiated by Mrs Asma al-Assad. We talked 
about the importance of local involvement and the 
environmental sustainability of such a project.  

We kindly thank Mrs Asma al-Assad for her interest 
and support in the summer school.
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Part 1
Walks & Talks: Damascus from the Stories, Inside & Outside
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Walk 1: Syria from the Stories

On the first day of the summer school Damascus 
University had kindly organised a trip for all students 
to Palmyra. The intention was to get a sense of what 
Damascus might have been like in ancient time 
and learn about the story behind the flourish of 
Damascus. This was an excellent introduction to the 
history of Syria and an opportunity for the team to 
get to now each other. 

Palmyra with New Friends for a Day
By Susanne Henriksen, Aalborg University
 
On the 1st day of the workshop there was an 
excursion to Palmyra, where a local historian guided 
the students through the ruins and museum of 
Palmyra. The ruins bear a witness to the long history 
of the importance of Palmyra, which can be dated 
back to the 2nd century AD; with it’s covering 
of 50 hectares. Palmyra offers a compilation of 
a view, which consists of colonnades, temple 
remains, funerary towers and an amphitheatre. 
The Hellenistic temple of Ba’al is considered to 
be one of the most important religious buildings 
of the first century AD in the Middle East. 
 
The old link on the silk route from China and India 
to Europe represents with the well restored ruins 
a blend of European and eastern architecture. 
And with Palmyra as a foundation the trip offered 
the students a chance for informal conversations 
- a chance to share and learn from the cultural 
differences, which exists between a country in the 
Middle East and two western countries. Subjects 
from architecture, urban design, learning methods 
to politics and religion were discussed and a larger 
appreciation was achieved. A better understanding 
of cultural differences was founded and new 
relations were made as a starting point for the 
teamwork to come.
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Walk 2: Damascus from the Stories

On the second day of the summer school we all 
met at the entrance to Souq Al-Hamidiyeh. Regina 
Kallmayer from GTZ, Dr. Abir Arkawi from MAM and 
Dr. Salwa Mikhael from Damascus University had 
kindly arranged three guided walks in the Old City. 
The group was divided into three smaller groups 
which each followed one of the guides in the 
morning and another guide in the afternoon. The 
intention was to take possibly the same walk twice 
but listen to different stories and views about the 
same places in the Old City of Damascus. 

Three Different Views of the Old City 
of Damascus
By Lutz Verleger, Berlin Technical University

The time we spent in Syria and especially in 
Damascus was not only a time full of interesting 
new experiences and discoveries, but also a time full 
of intense work and experimentation together with 
all the other students. So we had not always time 
for a walk of discovery in the city on our own. The 
three walks through the old damascene city, guided 
by committed experts were a great possibility for us 
to get a further and more inside view on special 
aspects, backgrounds and places of old Damascus, 
even locals didn’t always get. From ancient parts 
of the Damascene citadel and other old and 
sometimes forgotten places, to very topical projects 
and collaborations or inside views into the daily life 
and also unusual and new developments, we got to 
know a lot of interesting and inspiring things and 
people. Thanks to our guides and supporters.
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Talks: Damascus from the Inside, 
Outside and Abroad
The first two days walks gave us an insight into the 
history of Syria and Damascus. This was followed 
by a series of talks from the participating university 
professors and specially invited guest speakers who 
kindly volunteered and supported the event.  

The aim was to exchange knowledge and views 
and get an insight on Damascus future from both 
academics and practitioners as well as from local 
and foreign architects working in Damascus.  

Talk 1 Damascus from the Inside
Looking at the traditional urban form of Damascus 
emphasising on the Old City. 

1.1 The urban form of the Old City of 
Damascus
Prof. Dr. Mamoun Al Werh is Dean at the Faculty of 
Architecture at Damascus University, Syria.  Prof. 
Dr. Mamoun Al Werh gave an introductory lecture 
about the historical stages, traditional urban form 
and architecture of Damascus’s Old City and it’s 
growth. 

The talk started with the history of the Barada River 
and  its influence for Damascus’s existence. He 
described the expansion of the walled city with 
its gates around the Old Roman Temple and the 
history of the Old Temples transformation from 
Roman time until today’s Umayyad Mosque. 

Prof. Dr. Mamoun Al Werh described the most 
important architectural features of the old city of 
Damascus – the Mosques, the Walls and doors, the 
Castle, the Fields, the Markets, the Schools, the Altkaya 
the Angles and Khanqaha, the Alpemmarstanat, the 
Baths, the Alosplp, the Shrines and earth and the 
Lane and the role and limitations today. The lecture 
ended by demonstrating the typical layout of the 
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traditional Damascus house and it’s particulars 
through case studies of two public buildings.

The lecture gave everyone a thorough background 
to the history and traditional urban development 
and architecture of the unique Old Town that is so 
admired by many cities around the world. 

1.2 The Old City of Damascus and the 
present challenges
Dr. Amer Jabri is a Syrian architect with a speciallity 
in the Old City of Damascus. D. Jabri Amer gave a 
very informative and interesting talk about the Old 
City of Damascus and the challenges it is facing. 

Dr. Amer Jabri gave a thorough historical overview 
of the Old City of Damascus and how it have 
developed through the ages. He talked about the 
emergence of Damascus in the oasis on the edge 
of the desert with the  Qassiun Mountain – the 
most important natural feature together with the 
irrigated water Ghoutha and the Barada River and 
how it has flourished as a metropolitan over time.

Dr. Amer Jabri explained the change within the Old 
City through Roman, Fatimid, Mamluk and Ottoman 
Empire and nineteenth century until to today. He 
talked about the 8 gates and the neighbourhoods. 
The public spaces of the markets and the hammams. 
The general organisation of the Damascus houses 
and the water supply system and how they had 
stayed intact until the 1930’s.

Dr. Amer Jabri ended his lecture talking about the 
challenges, which the Old City is facing today. He 
talked about the random distribution of events in 
the city, poor restoration and use of the buildings. 
He mentioned the area of more than 48,000 m2 of 
public and private schools in the Old City, which 
also affects the traffic problems, which is lacking 
in organisation. Major concerns were both the 
visual and environmental pollution of the Old City, 
highlighting the water supply systems. 
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Talk 2 Damascus from the Outside
Looking at the urban growth of Damascus 
emphasising on the edge of the city. 

2.1 Regional Planning of Damascus
Prof. Dr. Nabil Al-Achraf is Deputy Minister of 
Local Administration of Damascus. The lecture 
was an informative insight of the future plans for 
the Damascus Metropolitan Area (DMA), which is 
defined by Damascus city and 28 nahiyas in Rural 
Damascus – a land area covering 4,790 sq. km. 

The lecture focused on the administration work to 
prepare an urban development master plan for DMA 
based on a report prepared by JICA. The report’s 
objective was to develop a long-term sustainable 
socioeconomic Syria through an international 
corporation.

The basic conditions for the DMA urban 
development to year 2025 were: 
1. No inter-basin water transfer
2. Maximum sustainable population of 6.0 mil 
– 1.8 mill in Damascus city and 4.2 mil in Rural 
Damascus. 
3. Aiming at decongestion of the Damascus city by 
strengthening sub-centres in the conurbation area 
and creating new cities in the outer area. 

The detailed planning is orientated around three 
planning concepts: Economical efficiency, human 
security and Damascus as a cultural city. The lecture 
gave an insight into the research and proposals for 
land use planning for DMA. The importance of land 
sustainability and a controlled development for the 
area was expressed and research showed future 
directions of land use for the area. Major factors are 
water availability, geological faults and watersheds. 
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Imagination Architects Cross Cultures Damascus Summer School    August 2008 
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tourism +++ adapted technologies +++ city as an innovation multiplier +++ reduction of CO2 emissions +++ network
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2.2 Agriculture as a strategy of urban 
development
by Prof. Undine Giseke, Vice Dean at Department VI, 
Berlin Technichal University

Assuring housing and transport as basic needs is one 
of the big challenges of today´s fast growing  cities. 
Regarding the Urban Grow Centers of the future 
even some other questions should be focused:

Who will feed the cities of tomorrow? Where will 
people spend their spare time? How open space 
and landscape can be integrated in huge urban 
systems?

Raising these questions agriculture gets a new and 
maybe unexpected point of interest. New forms 
of agriculture, multifunctional Urban Agriculture 
might become more and more important in a 
rapidly changing world.

Why? Because we become more and more aware 
of the interaction between urban growth, quality of 
urban life, food-production and food-security. That 
means “Agriculture” does not stand anymore for the 
conditions that should to be left behind by modern 
urban development: 

Agriculture has to be considered as a component of 
modern city structure and modern city life. Current 
mega-city-research shows that there are new 
reciprocal urban-rural-linkages in current urban 
growth centers. They contain the potential for a 
qualified coexistence  of  the urban and the rural.  
This coexistence can be used for the development 
of new urban open space systems based on 
productive urban landscapes.

Within a research-programme on Future Megacities 
of the German Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research there is the possibility to investigate Urban 
Agriculture as an Integrative Factor of Climate-
Optimised Urban Development in Casablanca, 
Morocco. 
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2.3 Working with urban planning in 
Damascus
Dr. Abir Arkawi is an active architect teaching at 
the Faculty of Architecture at Damascus University, 
Syria and working for Municipality Administration 
Modernisation (MAM), Damascus.

Dr. Abir Arkawi explained MAMs project purpose to 
improve the quality of life of people in urban centres 
across the country. This work includes ensuring that 
the city administrations deliver better services, local 
administration law is modernised, urban growth 
is managed through planning and improved 
environmental practices are established. The vision 
is to create more independent / strategy-orientated 
and city-orientated municipalities to create a long-
term sustainable city.

The MAM programme has projects in 6 cities with 
an additional project in Palmyra: Abir Arkawi talked 
about the study of the integrated Management 
plan in Damascus. The main topic of the lecture was 
the buffer zone of the old city Damascus and its 
historical development and varoius problems with 
the new development concerning planning in our 
today situation.

Talk 3 Damascus from Abroad 
Looking at working in the Middle East as a foreign 
architect. 

3.1 Learning from the Old and the 
New
by Lorraine Landels, Principal at Martha Schwartz 
Partners, London. 

Looking to the past in order to design a sustainable 
future environment has always been of the utmost 
importance to Martha Schwartz Partners. By 
understanding the traditions and culture to which 
a particular town or city is intrinsically linked, we 
can begin a design process that will encourage the 
community to identify with the landscape. Evoking 
this sense of inclusion is  the key to draw people to 
a public space and is consequently what makes it 
sustainable. 
 
With the Children’s Discovery Centre in Damascus, 
Martha Schwartz Partners set out to strike the 
correct balance between history, tradition and the 
progressive thinking that lies behind the project. 
By drawing upon elements of local craftsmanship, 
Arabic calligraphy and influences from the 
surrounding landscape, we hope to have created 
a public realm that will act as a cultural anchor for 
Syria – a community made of diverse religions and 
cultures.
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3.2 Architecture as a Cultural 
Meeting
by Prof. Louis Becker, Principal at Henning Larsen 
Architects, Copenhagen. 

Urban project in different parts of the world where 
climate, culture and tradition impact on how 
planning should be perceived. 

The cultural component is a very important driver 
in creating a vision that is strong enough to survive 
throughout the entire planning process that can 
last for years before any physical action is taken.

The climate sets the rules where projects in warmer 
parts of the world should enhance the quality 
of space by providing shade, moisture and air 
circulation. Projects in the northern or southern part 
of the world should provide sunny urban spaces, 
shaded from wind and rain. The different demands 
affect the architecture and master planning. 

Tradition decides if things are possible or not. 
If you can convey your ideas into a tradition of 
understanding and doing things, the project will 
be successful. Tradition is the most difficult thing to 
change and at the same time the most interesting 
topic to deal with.
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2 Beit Fakbri Al Baroudi
Aeshe Darwish, Faculty of Architecture at Damascus 
University, Syria.  

Fakhri Al-Baroudi was born in 1886 in Damascus. 
He joined the revolution against the Ottoman 
Sultan Abdelhamid II. In 1947 he established the 
Music Institute where he was Director. He was a 
revolutionist being presented and relegated several 
times.  In 1916 he participated in the great Arabic 
revolution against the Ottoman rule and in 1920 
participated in the Myssaloun battle against the 
French. Following this he became a member of the 
Peoples Council and participated in the organization 
of the revolution against the French in 1945. 

Fakhri Al-Baroudi’s grandfather M. Agha bought 
the house in 1872/73. The house was composed of 
three main parts: Barrani, Wastan and Jouani. In 1911 
Mr. Baroudi paid 1000 golden Ottoman pounds for 
renovating the house in the occasion of his marriage. 
The building originally consisted of two parts whereof 
the southern part was sold to another family in 1915. 
The house has two parts: a residential and a service 
part. The European influence is noticeable as he 
imported new materials such as Fleming mirror and 
Italian marble. The house also has new decoration 
models especially the ceiling and wall paintings 
(Barok and Rococo), which illustrates European and 
other universal capitals in the paintings. The external 
facades are decorated and open with spectacular 
doors and many large windows. The entrance space 
is not just a passage anymore. It became a large and 
decorated space.  

 

Lunchtime Talks
During the workshop a number of lunch talks given 
by young master students and architects working in 
Damascus was improvised.

1 Hammams
by Louai Al Mamlouk, Master student from the 
Faculty of Architecture at Damascus University,  
Syria.

The Public baths played an important role in the 
Islamic and Arabic world in the development 
of social relation in the society located around 
these baths. The baths were the place of social 
contacts among various people. In the comfortable 
atmosphere of baths the poets wrote many poems 
on baths and their beauty, comfort and luxury.

The Public baths are could divided into two types:
1 – consisted of rooms with steam facilities and 
consisting of three rooms for cold, warm and hot 
water.
2 – usually located in the guesthouse consisted of 
two parts, each of which divided into four sections.

So far the public baths in the Islamic & Arabic 
countries play an important role in the cleaning of 
body and spiritual of people.
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3 The Children’s Discovery Centre
by Anne Marie Galmstrup, Associate architect at 
Henning Larsen Architects

Henning Larsen Architects are working on a 
Children’s Discovery Centre and Public Realm in 
Damascus. The project will be the cornerstone of a 
new Syrian educational programme - Massar.

The Children’s Discovery Centre is located on the 
former international fairground site in the heart 
of Damascus. The 15,000m2 building comprises 
science-based hands-on exhibition, library, research 
and administration space. The building sits as a 
large pavilion within a new 173,000m2 Public Park 
and strengthens an urban walk through the central 
city of Damascus – the cultural valley.

The Discovery Centre finds its inspiration from the 
unique Damascus rose. The building consists of a 
layered curved facade structure directing the light 
into the interior spaces. The “petals” are organised 
around a central courtyard, which is the heart of the 
building where children meet, share knowledge 
and develop new ideas together. 

Similar to the traditional courtyard house does 
the building play on the contrast between a 
closed neutral external façade and an open and 
organic decorative internal space where the sky 
is the window. The external façade is clad with a 
local limestone set in a relief to pick up shadows. 
The internal spaces will be partly decorated by 
traditional mosaics, pasteworks etc. by local artists. 

The building envelope will shield from the sun 
during daytime and maintain the heat for the 
nighttime ensuring an environmental sustainable 
building.

39



Storytelling Evening
The night of August 17th was very special. We had 
the pleasure of having a storytelling evening at Beit 
Aqqad. 

Beit Aqqad is the home of the Danish Institute in 
Damascus. Hans Christian Korsholm Nielsen, Director 
of the Institute, first welcomed us and gave us a 
tour of the wonderful house and talked about the 
renovation and their work at the institute. We then 
continued the evening in the courtyard’s large iwan 
first with a performance by the Massar Green Team 
followed by a performance by Youssef El Tekhin. The 
evening ended with a very vibrant discussion about 
the identity of Damascus - the Qassiun Mountain, 
the Barada River and the Ghouthas surrounding 
Damascus. The discussion started many thoughts.

1 Massar Green Team Performance
The Massar Green Team is an outreach programme, 
which has been touring around Syria since 2005 
reaching more than 100,000 children. Part of the 
Green Team programme is storytelling. The Green 
Team performed a traditional Syrian children’s story 
as a play. 

Massar is a non-governmental project creating a 
major new national learning and development 
programme for young people in Syria from 5 
to 15 year old. Massar uses non-formal learning 
techniques to inform, involve and inspire young 
people across Syria. It is providing new, interactive 
and challenging activities and environments and 
will stimulate Syria’s children to greater creativity and 
a richer understanding of their fast changing world 
and a stronger sense of individual responsibility 
and citizenship. Massar is part of the Syria Trust for 
Development, which is a non-government non-
profit organisation established in 2007 by Mrs. Asma 
Al Assad, First Lady of Syria. 
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2 Barada, Qassyon and Al Ghutha 
The three identification elements for Damascenes 
by Youssef El Tekhin

The darabuka, the main percussion instrument of 
Arab music, spreads the sounds of classical rhythms. 
Embedded in the music the poem of the Syrian poet 
M. al´Maghout „A Prince of Rain“* was executed in 
dramatic recitation. 
In a performance including music, recitation and 
talks, the musician and reciter Youssef El Tekhin, 
born in Damascus, tried to advise the students of 
the elements that brought about a sense of identity 
to Damascus.

When the Syrian poet M. al´Maghout wrote his 
admonishing poem about the possible development 
of the river Barada, nobody suspected that his work 
today – 25 years later - seems like a prophecy, 
whose extent exceeds its foresight. Barada, the wet 
vein and the elixir of life of the 5.5 million inhabitant 
capital Damascus, belongs together with the 
mountain Qassion, at whose foot Damascus was 
established, and Al ghutha, the green belt around 
the Syrian metropolis, to the three identity defining 
elements of the city. 

Barada, „the river, which thirsty blooms accompany 
from its source to its mouth” rises 45 km northwest 
from the capital and which divides a delightful gorge 
- the Barada-gorge - to branch out at the gates of 
Damascus to seven arms and thus represents the 
diverse faces of the city. 
Some further sources feed the Barada on its way by 
the ravine and form attractive places with roaring 
spectacles. These areas together with others along 
the gorge are the most popular places for trips 
of the Damascenes.This is because it’s the only 
possibility to experience the element water  as a 
natural element in the cities proximity. 
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Barada, is probably the reason of the settlement 
of old Damascus. Due to the pumping down of 
its main source, is now only a runlet and in many 
places just a stinking sewer, just as al`Maghouth 
once described: … „It is Barada, he came into the 
years and turned grey; and shabby his green bib on 
his chest; he weeps for his old flow “… „God gave 
him everything a medium-sized river is dreaming 
of“… „in only one epoch he gambled everything 
away“. 

The situation for the mountain of Qassyon, a 
landmark for Damascus, is not much better. It 
spreads its arms protecting over and around the city. 
It is a pilgrim`s place for great Arab poets such as A. 
Al Bayatti and Adonis and for the inhabitants. For 
millennia it was kept completely free of settlement 
and thus revealed its holy character. Its caves were 
once places of retreat for ascetics and hermits. In 
former times cemeteries formed the boundary line 
between the inhabited and uninhabited areas at 
the foot of the mountain. Its summit was visited 
during the winter by city dwellers, in order to look 
for truffles, which were commonly found. Today 
more and more of the mountain-slopes are covered 
by settlements, to large parts informal buildings. 
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Al Ghutha is the name of the green ring of irrigated 
land, which stretched itself around Damascus. The 
word means landscapes, in which one gets lost 
similar to being attracted by a Fata Morgana. At 
the same time it describes an environment, which 
gives the feeling of security in a relaxed manner. Al 
Ghutha is considered not only as the substantiation 
of the term paradise, which adheres to Damascus 
since long ago, but also as a field, in which seasons 
can be experienced. With 9000 hectares of surface 
Al Ghutha was the vegetable and fruit warehouse 
for the urbanites. Today, due to immense population 
growth, migration, real estate speculation and 
urban sprawl Al Ghutha has to a large degree been 
spoilt. The former green oasis has been turned into 
a stone desert. 

*In: M. al´Maghuot: Joy is not my occupation. Poem 
volume, P. 249-252, Al Auda, Bayrout, Lebanon 
(undated).

 

“TO COMBINE THEORY WITH PERSONAL 
EXPERIENCES -VISITING THE HAMAM, LIS-
TENING TO STORYTELLERS ETC. - HELPED 
US TO GET A MORE COMPLETE UNDER-
STANDING OF THE CONNECTION BETWEEN 
CULTURE AND ARCHITECTURE BECAUSE IT 
ADDED THE IMPORTANT FEELING OF AT-
MOSPHERES.”

Helga Krüger, Berlin Technical University
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Sketch Assignments
The walks and talks were supported by two sketch 
assignments to get to know Damascus and each 
other. The intention was to explore the inside and 
outside of Damascus while making quick responses 
to a given brief and discuss it with the group. The first 
sketch was to observe the street of Al-Qamariyya in 
the Old City of Damascus from the east entrance of 
the Umayyad Mosque to Bab Touma. The second 
sketch was to find a route from the viewing platform 
of the Qassiun Mountain to the area Abu Roumana.

“Every street has its own face, its own smell, and 
its own voice. Abara Street, where Salim lived, has 
an old, earth-colored face covered with furrous, 
children’s scribblings, and stories. The windows 
wake up each morning bursting with curiosity as 
they wait for every bit of news, for every swift and 
swallow, for every scent. The street smells of anise 
even in winter: about halfway down the block there 
is an enormous anise warehouse belonging to two 
brothers…”

Damascus Nights, Page 81.
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1 Damascus from the Inside
In the afternoon following the lectures about 
Damascus from the inside, mixed groups of 4 
students were briefed and sent on an assignment in 
the Old City of Damascus. The groups were asked to 
walk slowly down the Al-Qamariyya Street using all 
of their senses. 

2 Damascus from the Outside
In the morning before the lectures about Damascus 
from the outside, mixed groups of 4 students 
were again briefed and sent on an assignment at 
the Qassiun Mountain. The groups were asked to 
find their own route down through the informal 
settlements to Abu Roumana feeling the change in 
urban fabric. 

The groups should collectively choose 5 stops on 
their routes. For every 5 stops each person in the 
group produced two sketch drawings: 

Drawing 1: Each group member had 5 sheets of 
paper. For every stop each member of the group 
choose a surface with an interesting texture, which 
was copied in 1:1.

Drawing 2: Each group member had a roll of paper. 
For every stop each member of the group drew 
a cross section or plan of the street / area from 
memory of the area they just walked through. This 
drawing was then exchanged with one of the other 
team members, which continued the other persons 
section drawing at the next stop. This continued for 
every stop and resulted in a collection of section 
drawings shared by the whole group. 
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Group Sketches
By Lulu Dombois, Berlin Technical University

In the morning of August 13th we meet at the 
Architecture Faculty of Damascus where the 
President welcomes us. Two different experts hold 
speeches about the historical development of 
Damascus and the latest results of the research 
about the old Arabic city. Afterwards we build 
five mixed groups of Syrian, Danish and German 
students to make a tour through one of the most 
vivid streets of the Old City, the Sh Al-Qamariyya. 
And this was probably one of my best experiences I 
made during my time in Damascus. 

Every student is equipped with a drawing roll and 
a pencil. We have to study the street concerning 
its atmosphere, spatial impression, sensation 
and dimension. On five points that we consider 
characteristic and interesting we make a stop to 
draw a perspective section of the view we have. The 
drawings are made consecutively on paper rolls, 
which rotate within the group so that as a result we 
get a sequence of perspective sections just like a 
continuous illustration.

It is interesting how different our way to work is. 
While the Syrian students make the effort to draw 
very accurately, the Danish and German students 
concentrate more on catching quickly the basic 
characteristic of the situation. During our work 
many people are stopping to watch us drawing, to 
remain a moment on our sides, they speak with us 
and they seem to be very curious about our work. 
Especially the children are excited and with the few 
English words they know from school they try to 
communicate with us. I have the feeling that the 
whole street is in a very vibrant atmosphere and I 
really enjoy to get in contact with the Syrian people 
and to have the chance to talk to them.
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Sketching in the Old City
By Lutz Verleger, Berlin Technical University

Still not really knowing where this exercise will lead 
us to, we were sent in groups to discover the Old City 
of Damascus while sketching places and situations 
which attracted us in the daily Damascene street 
life. Apart from the fact that the voyage of discovery 
through the twisting streets of the busy, old and 
for us unknown district has already been a kind of 
challenge, we didn’t just got a pen, paper and start 
to sketch… No! 

Beside the pen each of us had to handle a pad of 
sketching-paper, a roll of paper and a mat on which 
we fixed the paper-roll with adhesive tape. We used 
the pad of paper-sheets to copy structures and 
surfaces we found at the places where we did the 
sketch. On the paper-roll everyone drew his sketch 
of the chosen spot and each time after that we fixed 
the paper again with the tape on the mat, so the 
next student, we were passing it to, could do his 
sketch on the continuous part of the paper at the 
next spot and afterwards do the same and passing 
it again to the next. 

Doing all this while walking through narrow, 
crowded alleys trying not to get in the way of a 
car, being followed and surrounded by a group 
of curious, little children joking and trying to find 
out what we were doing, maybe is not as easy as 
it sounds, if you want to avoid getting lost. I’m not 
sure but I think this wasn’t just about telling a story 
with our sketches, but to really experience and live 
this story. It was a great experience and big fun!
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>>THE WALKS AROUND THE CITY GAVE ME 
A CHANCE TO SEE DAMASCUS IN A NEW 
LIGHT AND FALL IN LOVE WITH THE CITY 
ALL OVER AGAIN<<

Hadia Taha, Damascus University

47



A Trip Down the Qassioun Mountain. 
By Niels Thuesen, Aalborg University

The complexity and richness of Damascus city was 
one of the main subjects in the investigation at the 
summer school, and to get a better understanding 
of this one of the assignments was to map the 
informal settlement at Qassiun Mountain.  The rapid 
growth of Damascus city has led to more and more 
expensive house prices, and therefore it has been 
necessary for the poor people to build their houses 
on the slopes of Qassioun Mountain situated 
outside the city centre. These settlements are built 
during the night, because the land is not owned by 
anyone. People living there are just occupying the 
land without any legal rights. 

This means that there is no overall organization, by 
the government or urban planners. The assignment 
was to document this part of the organic growing 
city by sketching the sequence of the streets. 
Syrian, German and Danish student were grouped 
together, and with the beautiful overview of 
Damascus from the mountaintop, the abrupt trip 
down the mountain began. The sketching clarified 
the organization of a part of the city and had many 
parallels to the Old City of Damascus because it is 
planned by the people living in it, and because they 
construct their houses in respect to the existing city 
fabric and the wellbeing of the people living there.  

It was a very exciting trip where you learned a lot 
about the informal city which normally is a closed 
place for people not speaking Arabic and for the 
wealthy people of Damascus. The assignment gave 
all the students a great experience of a very different 
way of organizing the city and an understanding of 
the people living there and the basic need for a new 
city to arise.
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>>THE SUMMER SCHOOL MADE ME UN-
DERSTAND MY CITY MORE DEEPLY AND 
SEE IT THROUGH OTHER PEOPLES EYES<<

Ola Al Zouhayli, Damascus University, Syria.
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>>THE SUMMER SCHOOL TAUGHT ME HOW 
TO ANALYSE AND WORK IN GROUPS AND 
HOW TO COMMUNICATE WITH FOREIGN 
STUDENTS WITH DIFFERENT CULTURES 
AND THOUGHTS. IT GAVE ME A CHANCE 
TO SHARE AND DISCUSS MY VIEWS WITH 
OTHERS<<

Mazen Al Shash, Damascus University
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Part 2 
Workshop: Stories and Imaginations
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Workshop: Stories and Imaginations

Part 2 of the summer school was the workshop. The 
aim was to work together and explore particulars 
about the city of Damascus. This was organized 
around three different thematic groups from each 
of the universities. The idea was to analyse thoughts, 
explore ideas and summarize the findings in 1:1 
installations showcased to the rest of the team. 

The workshop consisted of two parts:
Research, analysis and testing of ideas•	
Construction of ideas in physical form•	
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Group 1: Identity and Values
By Dr. Abir Arkawi, Damascus University

Tutors: 
Dr. Abir Arkarwi, Damascus University
Dr. Salwa Mikhael, Damascus University

Students: 
Mazen Al-Shash, Damascus University
Ouaees Hommous, Damascus University
Salma Jabri, Damascus University
Samer Said, Damascus University
Lutz Verleger, Berlin Technical University
Sofie Holtz, Berlin Technical University
Line Frier, Aalborg University
Niels Thuesen, Aalborg University

Identity and Values 
By the analyses of three parts (the old, the new and 
the informal settlements) of Damascus City. Many 
questions came into picture: Do the rapid urban 
growth, economical and cultural diversities affect 
the planning of Damascus? Where can we find 
our local identity? And after the observation of the 
traditional and new parts of the city, what are the 
characters? And what are the main values: social, 
economic and functional values? Those are the 
questions that were to be answered in the summer 
workshop.
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Work steps
The students of this group had a discussion about 
the issues mentioned above and the way of 
expressing their concepts through installations and 
presentation.

Schedule
Brain storming
Field study
Sketching and modelling

And then posing some points to discuss based on 
the tours done in the city and on the storytelling 
about Damascus, like the followings points:
Light and shadow
Natural plants
Facades (internal and external)
Courtyards
Private and public spaces
Hierarchy of spaces
Materials, patterns and decorations
Water

After that the students decided to do the field study 
in Damascus in different areas:

Inside the wall of Old Damascus•	
Malki-Muhajreen and Mazzeh in New Damascus•	
Qassiun- Mazzeh Sheikh Saad and Mazzeh 86 •	
as Informal Sectors

During the field study the students took pictures 
and they did some sketches and wrote some notes 
related to the main points. They also asked some 
people about their opinions and they noticed the 
big difference between areas, epecially between 
the modern city and the old city.However, they also 
noticed some similarities in the design of spaces 
or elements between the old city and the informal 
settlements.
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The Installations
The next step was to transform the research result 
into sketches and modelling for the presentation. 
Two installations were made: the main Entrance 
and the Wooden Structure. 

Main Entrance 
To make the main entrance of the building where 
the workshop is held more attractive for people 
who are expected to visit the exhibition. 
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Wood Structure
To express the concept of public and private spaces. 
The students have created a semi-public space in 
a public space; it is a growing structure and works 
as a chair with a shed or a partition. In addition to 
its function, it provides the ventilation through the 
wooden patterns.
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Public space Semi-private 
space

Shadow

Light
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Urban furnitures 
By Line Frier, Aalborg University

According to the topic of our workshop, “Identity 
and Value“, our assignment as a group was to focus 
upon the people of Damascus.  How do people 
act? In the new city and in the old city. Could we 
find similarities to help us define the values? 
In the team we made various observations in these 
two areas. It was obvious for the European students 
that the Damascenes use their cities in a different 
way. One of the main observations was that public 
spaces are put to great use in everyday life. How-

ever, spaces and streets do not have “interior” fitted 
for these needs. Especially in the Old City it was hard 
to find places to sit down and enjoy the day.  An-
other analysis focusing on light and shadow told us 
that the Damascenes stay in the parts of streets and 
squares that are shielded from the sun.  The contrast 
between light and shadow was to be found every-
where. Beautiful green roofs, textile roofs, but also 
the houses and their proportions in relation to the 
streets created places for the Damascenes to stay. 
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Group 2: Damascus from the Outside
By Jan Bunge, Berlin Technical University 

Tutors:
Jan Bunge, Berlin Technical University
Undine Giseke, Berlin Technical University

Students:
Ola Al-Zohaili, Damascus University 
Hadia Taha, Damascus University 
Hani Fakhani, Damascus University 
Ahmad Al-Mahairi, Damascus University 
Sherine Sheikh Othman, Damascus University 
Azadeh Rahnama, Berlin Technical University
Lulu Dombois, Berlin Technical University
Rasmus Hamann, Aalborg University

>>DEALING WITH TODAY’S CHALLENGES 
OF URBANISATION - IT IS OUR GOAL 
TO CREATE A VISION FOR THE FUTURE 
DEVELOPMENT OF DAMASCUS<<

Group 2, Imagination 2008
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Damascus from the outside
Dealing with todays challenges of urbanisation - it is our goal is to create a vision for the future development of Damascus

Sherine
Ola
Hadia
Azadeh
LuLu
Rasmus
Achmed
Hani

supervisor: Prof. Undine Giseke (TU Berlin)
                   Jan Bunge

our team

Damascus from the outside
Dealing with todays challenges of urbanisation - it is our goal is to create a vision for the future development of Damascus

Sherine
Ola
Hadia
Azadeh
LuLu
Rasmus
Achmed
Hani

supervisor: Prof. Undine Giseke (TU Berlin)
                   Jan Bunge

our team
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Damascus from the Outside
By Azadeh Rahnama, Berlin Technical University

After a few days of „getting-to-know-the city-
walks”, we separated into three groups. Our group 
(“Damascus from the Outside”) started its work by a 
tour as well. We rented a minibus and drove to the 
outer ring of the city, which is a quite undefined, 
constantly growing space around Damascus. 

So what we found on our roundtrip at the edge of the 
city was rather shocking. This actually characteristic 
area around the city, which was in almost all cases 
former green area (agricultural, park...) is in most of 
its parts spontaneously transformed into highways, 
intense and poor living areas, informal settlements. 
The original green belt of Damascus, the „Ghoutha“ 
we could only find on old maps, pictures and in 
famous poems and songs. Current maps show 
only a few relict lines of this very important former 
structure of the town. These lines seem to reach in 
the direction of the old Damascus-like fingers.

We got to know Damascus and its challenges from 
different perspectives. There was a quite shocking 
existing site, the old plans of the green belt, the 
stories of the Damascene students and their 
relatives about the old times, when the three main 
characteristics of Damascus where still existing: the 
river Barada, the mountain Qassiun and the green 
belt Ghoutha.

The concept of our work was built up on these 
thoughts, which we summarized in a lot of 
brainstorming and sketching. In the end of the 
workshop we were able to present a lot of ideas, 
wishes, maybe solutions or starting points for the 
challenges we found in Damascus. In a master 
plan we showed a possible way of “organised“ city 
extension, which would help with an uncontrolled 
spreading of the city.

I think, that with the work, thoughts and experiences 
we made during the workshop we did not only take 
a lot of knowledge for our personal studies with 
us, but also left something there for the place. In a 
way the summer school 2008 in Damascus meant 
the beginning of a very important and valuable 
project, which many of us want to continue. Lately 
I read somewhere, that... ”In the Oriental world 
human behaviour and constructional expressions 
were shaped throughout the same spiritual matrix.” 
Maybe the meaning of that sentence describes, 
what we were able to experience during the two 
weeks.
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It is our vision to equally cherish the key 
features: the Barada River, the Qassiun Mountain 
and the Ghoutha. Damascus was built on them and 
it is our goal to secure them for the future!

Imagine the creation of new sustainable satellite 
cities to prevent the city from “eating“ the rest of the 
green and the mountain area. We aim for an organic 
growth of developing the city and the green areas. 
Each of these satellite cities will have it’s own 
characteristic qualities generated from their location 
and Damascus will remain the cultural centre.

W
O

RK
SH

O
P

72



73



Example Strategy
an example for the future development in •	
the greater area of Damascus.
four different typologies of (urban) •	
landscape typologies are shown:

Central Damascus
make a place to live•	
reduce car traffic, more trains and bikes•	
keep cultural elements in the city•	
create public open spaces in the city•	
invent rules to keep the old structure•	

The Edge of the City
protect the rest of the green•	
keep the functional and spatial mix•	
develop a network of parks•	
upgrade the informal settlements•	
introduce better public transport•	
celebrate the diversity•	
invent rules to keep the old structure•	

Living in the New Green
create dense villages for a sustainable •	
solution in regards to land-, energy and 
water use.
small ecological footprint•	
work with the existing structure•	
introduce different typologies of green: •	
recreational and productive
enlarge relations between new and old•	
upgrade the informal settlements•	

New Satellite Cities
create new cities with different characters•	
try out different levels of sustainability•	
different typologies of building and green•	
evaluate and share the knowledge •	
gained!
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Building with and in the green following 
the rule that you have to give back to 
nature what you take. The existing villages 
in the Ghoutha will be developed with rules of 
minimum land-use for buildings for preserving the 
green and with a mix of landscape and building 
typologies to create an eco-friendly solution. The 
green areas can be used for food production, 
recreation and water purification.
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One part of the sustainable future development of 
Damascus is to increase and upgrade the 
public transport system. In our proposal a 
train connecting the city centre and the new satellite 
cities is implemented. The aim of the cartoon is 
to give an impression of the train trip we imagine 
being a part of the new urban plan for Damascus. 
The train trip starts at Damascus Central Station 
and passes by different urban and green landscape 
typologies on its way to the new satellite cities. The 
train pass by the focus points in the strategy: the 
Old City, the edge of the city, living in the green and 
the new satellite cities and gives an image of the 
characteristics of the areas and how they can be 
developed in the future.
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In our exhibition we presented a video showing 
how the situation is today, and we showed a short 
animated movie showing our vision.

One part of the sustainable future development of Damascus is to increase and upgrade the public transport system. In our proposal a train connecting the old city centre and the new satellite cities is 
implemented. The aim of the cartoon is to give an impression of the train trip we imagine being a part of the new urban plan for Damascus. The train trip starts at Damascus Central Station and passes by different urban and green 
landscape typologies on its way to the new satellite cities. The train passed by the focus points in the strategy: the old city, the edge of the city, living in the green and the new satellite cities and gives an image of the characteristics of 
the areas and how they can be developed in the future.  

In our exhibition we did present video material, showing how the situation is 
today and we did show a short animated movie, showing our vision.

One part of the sustainable future development of Damascus is to increase and upgrade the public transport system. In our proposal a train connecting the old city centre and the new satellite cities is 
implemented. The aim of the cartoon is to give an impression of the train trip we imagine being a part of the new urban plan for Damascus. The train trip starts at Damascus Central Station and passes by different urban and green 
landscape typologies on its way to the new satellite cities. The train passed by the focus points in the strategy: the old city, the edge of the city, living in the green and the new satellite cities and gives an image of the characteristics of 
the areas and how they can be developed in the future.  

In our exhibition we did present video material, showing how the situation is 
today and we did show a short animated movie, showing our vision.
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We transformed the staircase leading up to our 
exhibition space into a spatial experience - narrow 
grey concrete structure: the opposite of what we 
proposed upstairs.
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Group 3: Thresholds 
By Peter Mandal Hansen, Aalborg University

Tutor:
Peter Mandal Hansen, Aalborg University

Students:
Ammar Al-Habash, Damascus University 
Areej Wardeh, Damascus University 
Bodour Zenah, Damascus University 
Leen Al-Shorbaji Al-Mzayek, Damascus University
Yamen Zenah, Damascus University
Mania Lohrengel, Berlin Technical University
Helga Krueger, Berlin Technical University
Susanne Henriksen, Aalborg University
Christian Raun, Aalborg University

Thresholds
The third workshop of the Damascus Summer 
School had the title “Thresholds - a study of the 
transitional spaces of Damascus.”  The purpose of 
the workshop was to study the transitional spaces 
in the architecture of the Old City of Damascus.  

Within the theme of the workshop, the students 
of the workshop should find a topic of their 
interest to study in the Old City of Damascus. 
Six different studies were presented at the 
final exhibition at Beit Baroudi as a result of the 
studies of transitional spaces in architecture. 
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The purpose of the workshop was to make the 
students aware of the rich architectonic knowledge 
that the vernacular architecture represents based 
on culture, the social life, the climate and the 
building technique and materials. The purpose of 
the workshop was not to propose any solution for 
Damascus but simply to respect the architectural 
culture of Damascus by studying the rich architectonic 
culture and - so to speak - to use the City of Old 
Damascus as laboratory for the architectonic studies.  
  
In architecture in general a transition can be marked 
clearly as a defined, hard edge between one spatial 
entity and another. But a transition can also appear 
as a sequence of spaces from e.g. the street to 
the interior of the house. Transitional spaces can 
actually also take form as a temporary transition, 
where the same space changes its purpose during 
the day or according to the day of the week. 
 
The vernacular Syrian city and architecture 
appears for the outsider to be closed, secluded 
and introverted only with the commercial life 
of the souq and the religious institution – the 
mosques with the minarets – being points of 
public activity. It quickly becomes clear that the 
division between the public life and the private life 
is strict, and that instead a very refined vocabulary 
of multifaceted spaces secures a controlled 
transition between the public spaces of the city 
and the private spaces of the domestic architecture. 
 
The studies of the Thresholds-workshop 
included reflections and documentation on 
form and function of the transitional spaces 
of the architecture – including observing the 
social behaviour connected to the transition 
between spaces in the architecture and city. 

During the workshop different spaces of transition 
were studied:  

Secular public spaces, in the souq and in public •	
institutions
Religious public spaces, first of all in the •	
Umayyad mosque
Private spaces in the traditional Arabic house of •	
the Old City, which again can be divided into 
spaces of representation and spaces of privacy

 
After group discussions on the transitional spaces 
in the architecture of Damascus, the group 
made more extensive studies of the Old City of 
Damascus either individually or in small groups. 
 
  

A Temporary Transitional Space
Observations of the entrance zone of the traditional 
Arabic house with it’s turning entrance that has 
the main purpose of protecting the inhabitants in 
the house from outside views. By manipulating the 
entrance zones to the Beit Baroudi the idea was 
to decompose the normal procedure of entering 
the Arabic house and in this way draw attention 
to the architectural element that constitutes the 
entrance space to the domestic architecture. 
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The Screen
A screen of textile was established in the courtyard in 
front of the entrance which showed the shadows of 
the people entering and leading visitors to a tunnel 
which distorted the entrance space and made the 
visitors enter Beit Baroudi through the side spaces. 
The form was constructed using stretch textiles. 
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Transition
Study of three distinct architecture typologies of 
the traditional city: the bimaristan (the hospital), 
the mosque and the domestic house - to observe 
and document how the transitional spaces passing 
from the outside public space to the interior are 
formed as architecture. One of the interesting 
phenomenons discovered is that the entrance zone 
in the traditional architecture clearly had a slightly 
sloping ground from the entrance area towards 
the centre of the building, which means that when 
entering a building you are going slightly down into 
the building. Like the water running downwards, 
you are – so to speak - following the water when 
moving from the public to the private spaces. 
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Temporary transitional spaces
Hadrika square 

Seating arrangements are 
situated at the edges of 
the square to make best 
use of the shade of the 
sorrounding buildings. In 
the the hours through the 
middle day the buildings 
only provide shade for 
about half of the seat-
ing arrangements,this is 
also evident looking at 
the walking patterns of 
people in transit through 
the square. People stay 
of course clear of the 
sun and they thereby cre-
ate temporary transition-
al spaces with greater 
density then otherwise 
expected in this large 
square. 

Hadrika square 

Taking a closer look 
at the borders of the 

temporary space cre-
ated by the shade, it 

seems to be used mostly 
for transit but it also 

provides a temporary rest-
ing place when waiting for 

a friend.     

Hadrika square 

Intermediate stays at the 
square are situated close 
to the walking paths but 
a little further into the 
shade. Here you also find 
small merchants try-
ing to sell to bypass-
ing people, they move 
around the square 
with the sun. The 
intensity of peo-
ple is greatest in 
this zone.

N

Transit 
Intermediate Stays 
Longer Stays 

Streets

The temporary tran-
sitional spaces of 
the streets are es-
pecially evident 
at the middle of 
the day as the pic-
ture shows. The nar-
row spaces of the 
streets seem even 
smaller at the middle 
of the day, when the 
people in transit are 
pushed to the wall to 
be in the shade and 
therby intensifying 
the density of people. 
This makes spaces 

Diagram of sun/shadow studies

89



W
O

RK
SH

O
P

90



91



Sightlines
Two students concentrated their studies on 
observing the sightlines of the people in the street 
and in the domestic architecture. They studied in 
particular how the sightlines with different kinds 
of architectonic arrangements are blocked in order 
not to penetrate the autonomy of the domestic 
house. The students observed and documented 
how the blocking of sight lines are arranged not 
only horizontally but also vertically for the two-
level houses, which can secure a look from the 
domestic house into the street but not the other 
way around.

The students concluded that some specific 
architectonic elements secured the privacy of the 
private house, and studied the concept of the 
“Mashrabiya”, a semitransparent structure that is a 
very important transitional element in the Arabic 
architecture. As a result of the studies the students 
constructed a portable “Mashrabiya” - in order to give 
you the opportunity to bring protecting architectonic 
elements with you when you walk in the city. 
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The Fountain
In the traditional Arabic house the fountain is the visual 
focus of the courtyard and of the house. The fountain 
with it’s evaporating water brings coolness into the en-
vironment of the house, and the sound of water gives a 
homely and calming tone to the court yard space. Also 
at the court yard of the Beit Baroudi the beautiful foun-
tain formed in a baroque form is the center piece of the 
spaces of the house. 

As a symbol for the Summer school exhibition in Beit 
Baroudi a student worked hard to make a huge and im-
pressing Damascus Rose in the colours in red and green 
to fill the fountain and to give the fountain a new func-
tion as a vase for the Damascus rose. 
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Light
Studies of how light enters into the different 
architectural spaces represented in the Old City of 
Damascus. The daylight gets modulated in different 
tones according to the forms of transition spaces of 
the houses. Different models were tested showing 
the different kinds of modulation, according to the 
openings of the spaces.
 
In other works the ability of the light to form 
an ornamental pattern was studied: a card 
board model was cut and by using light 
bulbs, beautiful ornamental forms appeared. 
Light in itself becomes the forming element. 
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The Window
Another project focused particularly on the typical 
window of the domestic house as a transitional 
architectonic element, allowing light and air into to the 
building. In the Arabic tradition the window is richly 
ornamented and the students interpreted the typology of 
the Arabic window by using two windows of Beit Baroudi 
as a case study for a transformation and ornamentation 
of the window.  The windows became semitransparent 
objects – both a window to look through but also a 
window, which in itself becomes a motif, emphasized 
in particular by the use of light during the nighttime. 
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„Put the Threshold in your Pocket“ 
By Sophie Holz and Mania Lohrengel, Berlin 
Technical University

An installation as a connecting element to overcome 
threshold and borders.

The group dealt with the theme  “Threshold”, the 
emerging transition and transit areas in the Arab City 
of Damascus and its houses. These transitional areas 
also form the space between public and private 
life, they are consciously „produced“, designed and 
clearly structured.

Already the hierarchically structured roads interpret 
on it. The few tangential main streets are interlaced 
by connecting roads, from which again dead ends 
lead to the private houses. In the dead ends you 
find a semi- private atmosphere, in their chaotic 
close goes only someone who knows the place or is 
searching for something.

These special „threshold” areas are also found in the 
structure of each traditional Arabic house. You enter 
the house through an entrance area, which leads 
into a narrow winding course towards the centre 
of the building, the spacious, bright, and refreshing 
courtyard.

As an example to emphasize the special care 
of thresholds in old Damascene houses, it was 
common to add jasmine flowers to the plaster for 
the walls of the entry hall. Before the arrival of the 
guests, the plaster is sprinkled briefly with water so 
that the scent could unfold and make a remarkable 
welcome.
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Operating instruction:
one goes to the awning Souq•	

one bargains with various distributors for •	
an adequate price

one orders 30 travel bags 25x40x40 cm of •	
awning material with handles and zipper

one purchase 40m white cotton cloth, of •	
2.5 m wide

one convinces and negotiates with the •	
foam dealer to borrow material remainders 
and rests for little money

one fills the travelling bags up with the •	
foam material to comfortable cushions

•	
one cleans up the yard•	

•	
one spreads out the cotton cloth in the •	
courtyard

one arranges the seat pockets•	

one relax, dreams, tells stories in the •	
lounge

one grabs a seat travel bag•	

one empties it•	

one fills it up with “personal belonging” and •	
memories and travels over the thresholds 
of the countries.
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Part 3 
Showcase: Exhibition of our Findings

101



Showcase: Exhibition of our Findings 

On the last evening an event was held at the Beit 
Baroudi to showcase our findings during the two 
weeks of the summer school. We had the pleasure 
of Prof. Dr. Wael Mualla, President at the Damascus 
University, opening the exhibition together with 
Prof. Dr. Mamoun Al-Werh, Dean at the Architectural 
Faculty at Damascus University. Visitors, friends 
and family were walked through the Beit Baroudi 
where students presented their work. We also had 
the pleasure of a visit by the Danish ambassador in 
Damascus, Ole Egebjerg Mikkelsen who we kindly 
thank for all the embassy’s support during the 
planning of the summer school.

There was a fantastic spirit this evening at the Beit 
Baroudi. Everyone had worked very hard together 
to express their thoughts and finish the exhibition. 
Despite a sudden downpour of rain the same 
afternoon, the Beit Baroudi had transformed from 
a vibrant workshop into an innovative beautiful 
exhibition. A fantastic gathering of participants and 
visitors where ideas were exchanged - a large part 
of Syrian life.

The showcase event was more than the academic 
products, which was showcased. The process of 
working together despite different disciplines, 
cultures and learning backgrounds and to be 
open to learn from each other was the outset of 
the summer school. The beautiful atmosphere 
of joy, curiosity and a collective engagement and 
effort from everyone on this last evening was the 
evidence of the success - both in the work and 
in conversations. We had truly become one joint 
group. Hopefully the dialogue has just started and 
will inspire more collaboration in the future.

SH
O

W
CA

SE

102



103



EV
EN

T
SH

O
W

CA
SE

SH
O

W
CA

SE

104



>>BEING PART OF ANOTHER CULTURE AND 
WORKING WITH STUDENTS WITH OTHER 
LEARNING BACKGROUNDS OPENED UP 
DIFFERENT WAYS OF SEEING AND INTER-
PRETING ARCHITECTURE AND THE URBAN 
ENVIRONMENT<<

Niels Thuesen, Aalborg University
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>>TO BE ABLE TO WORK WELL INTERNA-
TIONALLY AS AN ARCHITECT REQUIRES 
AN UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURAL DIF-
FERENCES AND AN ABILITY FOR EMPATHY 
RELATING TO THE SURROUNDINGS IS OF 
GREAT IMPORTANCE.<<

Line Frier, Aalborg University, Denmark
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>>THE SUMMER SCHOOL LEARNED ME 
TO BELIEVE IN TEAMWORK AND TO START 
WORKING ON PROJECTS EVEN IF THEY ARE 
OPEN ENDED – LIKE THE CITY OF DAMAS-
CUS<<

Hani Fakhani, Damascus University
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>>THE OPENING OF THE EXHIBITION TOOK 
PLACE IN BEIT FAKHRI AL BAROUDI  WHICH 
WITHHOLD ALL UNFORGETTEABLE MEMO-
RIES FROM THE PAST. THE AIR CARRIED THE 
SMELL OF GOODBYES AND THE END OF A 
JOURNEY. THE EXPERIENCE WILL BE TAK-
EN AS A WHOLE WITH THE WISHES THAT 
“GOODBYES” TURNS INTO “SEE YOU SOON 
AGAIN<<.

Shereen Shiekh Othman, Damascus University
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>>I EXPERIENCED A TRUST THAT WE WERE 
ABLE TO CREATE SOMETHING NEW, SOME 
KIND OF COMMON BENEFIT, DESPITE OR 
MAYBE BECAUSE OF THE HUGE DIFFER-
ENCES IN CULTURE AND THE LIMITED TIME 
WE SPENT TOGETHER.<<

Lutz Verleger, Berlin Technical University
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Readings

 Urban Form In The Arab World - Past And Present•	
 Author: Stefano Bianca
 

 Head-turning Situations: A Street Walk In The City Of Old Damascus•	
Author: M. Salim Ferwati

 
 Proportions And Human Scale In Damascene Courtyard Houses•	

Author: M. Salim Ferwati & M. Alaa Mandour
 

 A Call For Translation: “After Amnesia: Learning From The Islamic Mediterranean Urban Fabric”•	
 Author: Attilio Petruccioli
 

 Damascus, Entwicklung und Struktur•	
 Author: Dorothèe Sack
 

 Damascus Nights•	
Author: Rafik Schami

 
 Damascus•	

Author: Gèrard Degeorge
 

 The Report, Emerging Syria 2008•	
Author: Oxford Business Group
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