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STUDIO INTRODUCTION 

Heritage preservation is most often understood in terms of what can be measured: the age of a 

stone, the dimensions of a façade, the structural integrity of a wall. Since the 1972 World Heritage 

Convention, UNESCO’s global framework has largely privileged the tangible—monuments, 

buildings, and sites whose value can be documented, dated, and defended.2 It was not until 2003, 

with the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, that UNESCO 

formally recognized a heritage that cannot be measured in stone: oral traditions, performing arts, 

and, notably, traditional craftsmanship.3 UNESCO calls this intangible heritage “living heritage”—

heritage that survives only by being practiced, and is lost the moment it stops being made. Yet, 

craft within the built environment occupies a space between the tangible and intangible. It produces 

the tangible (the wall, the lintel, the arch),  yet it is sustained by something intangible (skill held 

in the hand, transmitted through apprenticeship, repetition, and material experimentation). There 

is no separation between the tangible and intangible; they are one.  

Across Palestine, this tension is especially alive. Heritage rehabilitation organizations such as the 

Hebron Rehabilitation Committee (HRC), the Centre for Cultural Heritage Preservation (CCHP) 

in Bethlehem, and Riwaq – Centre for Architectural Conservation in Ramallah restore historic 

buildings not only to preserve stone and structure, but to sustain the communities, crafts, and 

knowledge systems that built and continue to inhabit them. Their work insists that heritage is not 

only what stands, but who continues to make, maintain, and dwell within it. This approach is also 

political. In the absence of a fully sovereign Palestinian state, heritage rehabilitation has become a 

way of asserting presence and self-determination on the ground. Chiara De Cesari describes this 

work as laying “material claims to sovereignty”—a phrase that captures how something as 

ordinary as a repaired wall or a reconfigured ceiling detail can carry the weight of a political claim.4  

Living Heritage is a design studio grounded in craft and material, using them as a starting point 

for architectural inquiry. Working alongside HRC, CCHP, and Riwaq, you will begin not with a 

site or a program, but with a craft or a material detail—one that has long shaped the architecture 

of these cities. You will trace its lineage, test its material properties with your own hands, and 

ultimately translate what you learn into an architectural proposal for a site provided by your 

partner organization. 

This is what it means for heritage to live, to be carried forward by hands that keep making it. 

Each phase of the studio enacts this idea —research keeps a craft’s history alive in memory, 

material testing keeps it alive in the hand, and design implementation keeps it alive in new 

architectural form. Throughout the studio, we will learn to think with material before we think 

with form. We will learn to research a craft not only through texts but also through its makers, 

 
1 If you have any questions, please contact Rana at rabughannam@sala.ubc.ca  
2UNESCO 1972. 
3UNESCO 2003. 
4De Cesari, Chiara. 2019. Heritage and the Cultural Struggle for Palestine. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 5. 
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tools, and failures. We will learn to experiment, understanding that knowledge is built as much 

by the body as by the mind.  

ASSIGNMENTS and SCHEDULE5 

 

Week 1-3 

Craft as Departure Point | Group Research (2) 

Each student will begin with a heritage organization—HRC in Hebron, CCHP in Bethlehem, or 

Riwaq in Ramallah—and learn about a craft embedded as an architectural detail within a site 

associated with that organization. Students are asked to research its lineage and practice. How 

has this craft developed within its specific city and among its craftspeople, and how does it relate 

to broader regional and material histories? What are its material properties, its tools, and its 

makers?  Begin translating your research into traces of drawings, diagrams, and material 

samples. 

Week 4-6 

Material Experimentation | Group Research (2) 

With your craft and its materials understood, begin testing. What can this material do beyond its 

traditional use? Through iterative mock-ups and hands-on experimentation, explore its structural, 

tactile, and spatial possibilities. By the end of this phase, design and construct one interior 

architectural element—an object, surface, or spatial intervention—that translates your material 

research into a proposal that could exist within any interior space. 

Week 7   

Site Analysis | Group Work 

Each heritage organization will provide a site connected to your craft and city. Over this week 

and a half, analyze its architectural, social, and spatial context. How is the site used, or not used, 

today? What does the surrounding community need? What possibilities, constraints, and histories 

does the site hold? 

Week 8  – Week 13 

Design Implementation | Individual Work 

Bring together your material experimentation and site analysis. How can the craft and material 

practice you have been testing find new architectural life within this heritage site, used in new 

ways rather than simply restored? Your final proposal must include at least two design elements: 

an architectural element (a wall, floor, fenestration, or ceiling) and an interior element (a piece of 

furniture). Develop both—through drawings, models, and material prototypes—in dialogue with 

your site analysis and your partner organization. Your final review will take place with 

representatives from your partner organization. 

 
5 We will have guest lectures from HRC, CCHP, and Riwaq throughout the studio schedule. Due to the time 

difference with Palestine, some of these will be held early in the morning at 7:00 AM and will be announced as soon 

as they are finalized. 


