
www.manaraa.com

Corresponding author:
Noah Hysler Rubin, Urban Design Masters’ Degree Program, Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, 23 Jaffa St., 
Jerusalem, Israel 
Email: noah.rubin@mail.huji.ac.il

cultural geographies
18(2) 231–248

© The Author(s) 2011
Reprints and permission: sagepub.

co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/1474474011402256 

cgj.sagepub.com

Geography, colonialism and town 
planning: Patrick Geddes’ plan for 
mandatory Jerusalem 

Noah Hysler Rubin 
Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, Israel 

Abstract
Patrick Geddes worked in Jerusalem between 1919 and 1925. He was originally summoned to 
the city by the Zionists, in order to plan the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; eventually, he also 
submitted an overall plan for the city, presented to its British Governor. Geddes’ university plan 
and many of his other local cultural and educational endeavours were not successful. However, 
his plan for the city was approved and still dictates its development on many planes. The article 
discusses Geddes’ overall work in Jerusalem as a product of his imperial world view, as he 
pictured the re-instatement of a biblical Jerusalem and assigned the homecoming Zionists the 
ancient role of a regional leader among its neighbouring countries. Geddes’ tools for the study 
of the environment, such as the survey, and his educational endeavours such as the museum and 
the exhibition, are discussed as local manifestations of the geographical imperial project. Geddes’ 
urban theory is discussed as a rigid and a foreign product of western and orientalist nature, which 
was enforced upon the landscape. Geddes himself is presented as a colonial town planner, one 
who practiced through an imperial professional and personal network and who had aspired to 
serve both the British and the Jews over the control of identity and space in contested Palestine. 
Finally, the article links Geography and Planning through the colonial practice of urban and social 
transformation. 
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Introduction: Geddes and study of the planning of colonial cities 

Patrick Geddes (1854–1932), a Scottish town planner, is a popular subject of research, in Israel as 
well as throughout the world. Several biographies describe the life of the biologist, sociologist, 
geographer, and planner, and many researchers discuss the work of the planner who is considered 
a disciplinary pioneer. Following changing trends in planning theory and practice in the late 1970s, 
Geddes has been crowned more specifically as a planning prophet, and his name became synony-
mous with anything that was sensitive, local, and humane in planning; Helen Meller’s corpus of 
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Geddes research has especially supplied a conceptual framework for many works which follow 
this interpretation.1 Since then, alongside the ongoing theoretical research, Geddes’ work has been 
discussed locally in various cities in which he had been active throughout the British Empire, 
mainly in Britain, India, and Palestine.

Between 1918 and 1925 Geddes worked in Palestine, submitting plans for old cities such as 
Jerusalem, Haifa, and Tiberias, and planning new settlements along the popular lines of the garden 
cities paradigm. His plan for Tel Aviv (1925), at the age of 75, eventually became his swan song. 
Geddes’ work received a place of honour in Israeli writings on geography and history, being gener-
ally described from a national perspective and mentioned regularly in research regarding the foun-
dation of the State of Israel. The research describes Geddes’ contribution to the identification and 
conservation of the built heritage of the Jewish homeland through the modern discipline of plan-
ning, thus also a cornerstone in the local planning heritage.2 The interpretation of Geddes’ work in 
Jerusalem especially reflects his overall perception as a planner who strove to reflect the needs and 
aspirations of the local Jewish community, which, together with his employment by the Zionist 
movement, made him a full associate of the Jewish homecoming.3

It seems as if the monolithic reading of Geddes’ oeuvre as a planner, in Israel and elsewhere, 
sanctified both his goals and his means, shielding him from more in-depth comprehensive scrutiny 
while casting aside temporary criticism, finally protecting his status as a flawless representative of 
the positive practice of planning.4 A more critical approach towards Geddes’ work arises today 
from the subfield of cultural geography, which draws on contemporary cultural and post-colonial 
theories. Geography is scrutinized as an imperial science, unconsciously ethnocentric, rooted in 
European cultures and reflective of a dominant western worldview.5 In the discussion of Geddes’ 
plans and related educational endeavours in relation to geographical concepts prevailing in Britain 
at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, his visual appliances and graphic 
products are no longer considered innocent but rather linked to complex relationships of knowl-
edge and power and imperial belonging.6

Analysis of Geddes’ work through cultural geographical critique, nevertheless, only uses com-
ponents of his work as illustrations for broader issues, never attempting a fuller analysis of his 
theory and practice. Moreover, despite the fact that Geddes worked for over 30 years in dozens of 
cities and applied his theory in various countries, no comparative study of his work was ever car-
ried out. Most importantly, critical geographical scrutiny has not affected the appreciation of 
Geddes as a planner. Thus, although Geddes’ work had been carried out within the political, social, 
and cultural framework of the British Empire, no thorough research has discussed his work as a 
colonial planner or examined his effect on colonial cities, sparing him so far from forthright con-
temporary critique regarding colonial town planning.

Contemporary approaches to the study of colonial cities mirror the rise of subaltern studies, 
relocating western narratives of progress in their wider colonial histories.7 The colonial city is 
treated as a complex product of conflicting sets of values, research emphasizing hybridity and 
contestation while examining different perceptions and utilizations of the built environment by 
various communities.8 Termed ‘contested spaces’, these cities are also examined as sites of recur-
rent undermining of imperial orders through negotiations over identity and place.9 

The study of colonial town planning, as efficient means for the spatial extension of the concur-
ring social, political, and economic relationships, has linked the knowledge of a place and its 
inhabitants with subordination and control. Planning has thus been studied as an exported practice, 
a set of modern techniques imposed on local settings.10 Other readings discuss the way planning 
has been employed by local communities, examining contested urban visions produced by the 
indigenous population by responding to, or even domesticating, foreign professional strategies.11 
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Colonial planners are similarly examined as having been influenced by, if not directly responding 
to, the priorities and expectations of various actors from their host cities.12 They are also described 
as operating within a professional network of imperial interconnectedness, thus providing insight 
into ‘the dynamic trajectories and networks of knowledge, power, commodities, emotion and cul-
ture that connected the multiple sites of the empire to each other, to the imperial metropole and to 
extra-imperial spaces beyond’.13 

The object of this paper is to claim the coloniality of Geddes as a town planner by analysing his 
work in Jerusalem in 1919. Geddes’ work in Palestine in general, and in Jerusalem in particular, will 
be discussed here as a product of his multiple loyalties to the empire and its imperatives as well as 
to the Zionist cause. It is, therefore, presented as a fascinating case study of the planning of a space 
contested by British rulers as well as by the complex indigenous society of Arabs and Jews. By 
linking, for the first time, between the existing scrutiny of Geddes within the discourse of postcolo-
nial geography and the ongoing analysis of colonial cities, I will claim that Geddes employed his 
quasi-scientific methods for studying and analyzing the built heritage of the city mainly as evidence 
of its great Hebrew past. I will examine how Geddes’ educational activities, deeply rooted in the 
geographical tradition, were used in Jerusalem as regulatory means for renewing the role of the Jews 
as regional leaders. Finally, I will present the resultant plan, a professional document of immense 
magnitude, as a practical vision of Jerusalem as a modern biblical city. I will thus present Geddes’ 
work in Jerusalem as part of a professional and cultural imperial network which supported his desire 
to serve the homecoming Jews, reflecting his western, evangelist, and orientalist worldviews.

After presenting the complex imperial aspects of Geddes’ planning commission in Jerusalem, 
the paper will examine five different features of the planning process: the survey, the museum, the 
travelling Cities and Town Planning Exhibition, the university and the overall plan. Each compo-
nent will be discussed in the overall context of Geddes’ planning paradigm and its current geo-
graphical scrutiny will be presented. The role of each component within the planning of Jerusalem 
will be analysed accordingly. The overall impact and importance of each component within the 
imperial shaping of Jerusalem will be discussed in the conclusion. 

As the paper aims to show, in spite of Geddes’ acknowledged sensitivity to the local population, 
his passionate worldview and his inflexible planning system obstructed any real local input, and 
his vision for Jerusalem was in fact estranged from both his Zionist and British employers. 
Nevertheless, the plan, which has been mostly implemented, determines the development of 
Jerusalem to this very day. Although most of the related meanings have been stripped from it, its 
constituting ideals, based on imperial geographical concepts, are still apparent. Thus, by providing 
a joint study of geography and planning through a postcolonial lens, the article also suggests the 
study of planning as theoretical and practical development of the social and political imperatives 
of imperial geography.14

Geddes in Jerusalem, a representative of the Empire 

Geddes’ colonial endeavours constitute the bulk of his practical work; most of them came about 
through personal acquaintances and professional networks. In 1914 Geddes was invited to display 
his travelling Town Planning Exhibition in Madras by the Governor of Madras, John Sinclair, Lord 
Pentland, former Secretary of State for Scotland and also the son-in-law of Lord and Lady 
Aberdeen, with whom Geddes had worked in Dublin only a few years earlier.15 Lord Pentland and 
his fellow governors arranged a tour for Geddes throughout the subcontinent. For the next ten years 
Geddes would be employed as a planner on various commissions by British officials and also by 
local princes and maharajas. 
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In 1918 Geddes suggested a plan for a university at the city of Indore, commissioned by the 
local Prince of Holkar.16 Very proud of the result, he sent a copy of the accompanying report to 
Jewish British psychoanalyst David Eder, a friend and colleague.17 Eder was also an elected repre-
sentative of the Zionist Executive in Palestine. Already in 1918, shortly after the British occupation 
of Jerusalem, Geddes had suggested planning the city; at the time he approached Eder through 
Israel Zangwill, Eder’s nephew and also an old acquaintance of Geddes since their joint days work-
ing at the poor East End of London.18 Back then, Eder had to decline: ‘I need scarcely tell you how 
I would rejoice to see you here, engaged in reconstructing . . . I cannot offer you an official invita-
tion as the Zionist Commission is unfortunately not the reigning government’.19 However, in 1919 
the planning of the Hebrew University was on the agenda. Eder wrote to Chaim Weizmann, the 
head of the Zionist Commission to Palestine, and Geddes’ appointment was soon under way. Upon 
his arrival in Palestine Geddes received a list of eight additional projects for the Zionist Commission, 
consisting mainly of the planning of new neighbourhoods and agricultural colonies.20 

When Geddes arrived in Jerusalem, the first plan for the city, commissioned by the British, had 
already been submitted. Prepared by the engineer William McLean, the plan was critically reviewed 
back in London; it was also followed by a fierce debate among the Jewish population, regarding its 
status in the city.21 As Geddes soon associated with Charles Robert Ashbee, another former col-
league and also the civic advisor to Governor Ronald Storrs, it was suggested to employ him in the 
preparation of a report to the Zionist Organization in London: ‘. . . Prof. Geddes knows how to 
maintain what is traditional and beautiful of the past whilst combining it with all the necessary 
requirements in the way of sanitation, hygiene and modern requirements’.22 Again, the reply was 
in the affirmative: ‘we are convinced with you that the town planning question in general is of the 
greatest importance and that the future appearance of Jerusalem as a whole deserves our special 
attention . . . Dr. Eder’s proposal to have the whole question studied by Prof. Patrick Geddes meets 
with our entire approval.’23

However, being commissioned to plan Jerusalem for the Jewish population was not a simple 
matter. Following an article on the subject in the Jewish Chronicle,24 the British Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs turned to Weizmann, who immediately wrote to Geddes: ‘. . . the paragraphs which appeared 
in the press regarding your mission to Palestine may give offence to the British administration in 
Palestine and also perhaps alarm the Arabs. It may be construed as meaning that the Zionist 
Organization desires to encroach upon the town planning schemes which have been initiated by the 
authorities on the spot . . .’.25 Geddes replied that Ronald Storrs had promised him his support with 
whatever improvement he would suggest to the existing plan;26 nevertheless, from then on, plan-
ning Jerusalem did not appear on the list of jobs Geddes was assigned.27 However, Geddes’ plan-
ning report, which was officially addressed ‘to the General Administration of Palestine – and to the 
Governor of Jerusalem’, was printed at the Zionist Commission’s offices and submitted formally by 
Eder to both Storrs and to Weizmann.28 In January 1920 the report was reproduced and distributed 
among Jewish leaders and organizations throughout the world, emphasizing its confidentiality.29

Upon his return to Jerusalem in June 1920 Geddes wrote to Ashbee, maintaining that his work in 
the city was carried out ‘with just the same independence of Jewish or other specific influence or bias 
as in any previous city’.30 The ambiguity regarding Geddes’ employers in Palestine continued to 
increase, as both British and Zionists employed him, separately and together, throughout his visits.31 

Geddes’ planning theory and the Holy Land 

Geddes’ imperial career can also be described as part of the ‘Scottish Empire’, prominent both in India 
and in Palestine.32 The Scottish cultural response to Palestine, claims Michael Fry, moved between 
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evangelist to orientalist, as the Scots’ sympathy for the Jews emanated from their shared regard for the 
Holy Scriptures. The Scottish, he describes, wished to restore ‘the civilised country’ and encourage the 
repossession by the Jews of their native land; following their God, the Scottish chose the Jews.33 In his 
passionate, religious interest in the Zionist homecoming, Fry claims, Geddes joined his countrymen, 
fostering the spiritual and intellectual qualities of a small nation forging an independent identity.34 

These notions were indeed also embedded into Geddes’ elaborate planning theory, which he had 
formulated in Britain and later practiced throughout the Empire. It is generally agreed that Geddes 
practiced in India (and later in Palestine and elsewhere) the theory he had amalgamated at home, 
and also that in his first stop in India, Madras, he devised a basic practice which he was to carry 
throughout his work since.35 Apparently, Geddes’ basic theories were already developed by the 
time he embarked on his first experiment in regional social and economic planning in Cyprus in 
1897.36 Indeed, Geddes’ theory, tools and expected outcomes all seem to have remained constant 
since their initial inception, composing an overall urban scheme which can be defined and traced 
throughout his various endeavors, reflecting a fixed worldview and inflexible practice.37 

In the historical, cultural scheme within which Geddes operated, the ancient Hebrew civiliza-
tion played an important role. According to the popular cultural interpretation, which Geddes 
embraced in his theory, the biblical people of Israel formed the earliest stage of western civilization 
holding traits which he wished to revive such as holistic approach, spiritual leadership, and a rich 
educational heritage.38 As early as 1913 Geddes expressed his wish to plan Jerusalem, which he 
viewed as an ancient prototype for urban renewal.39 He later expressed his admiration of the Zionist 
society in Palestine, picturing its recent homecoming as the re-instatement of a biblical entity in the 
Holy Land and assigning it the ancient role of a regional leader among its neighbouring countries.40 
The result in Jerusalem was a plan which aimed at returning the city to its biblical glory, restoring 
the ancient regional and cultural order, manifesting once again a popular Christian desire. 

The Survey: imperial gaze and biblical vision 

Jerusalem of 1918 was a predominantly oriental, traditional city, whose character was being chal-
lenged by modernization and exposure to western technology and culture. Competition for an 
imperial foothold in Palestine resulted in monumental edifices and large compounds of European 
religious and philanthropic institutions, mainly outside the old city. Zionist modernizing forces 
encouraged Jews to leave the crowded Jewish quarter, resulting in the construction of many Jewish 
housing estates around the city; a modern Jerusalem was slowly emerging. Upon the British occu-
pation in December 1917 and the acquisition of a League of Nations mandate in 1922, Jerusalem, 
still recovering from the war, was emerging as an important political and cultural entity.41 

Geddes’ account of the city is described in his report, ‘Jerusalem: Actual and Possible’, a written 
forecast, alongside with a plan, for the development of the town and the education of society.42 
Geddes’ planning report is based on a comprehensive survey, a geographical practice which he 
advocated as a preliminary step in planning already in his early years in Edinburgh.43 The survey 
was meant to allow the planner to study the city and its society by employing maps, plans, statisti-
cal data, local artefacts, personal impressions and more in his effort to identify the local urban and 
social potential for growth.44 The survey was based on the belief in any person’s – let alone the 
planner’s – visual capacity and inherent potential to observe and analyse his findings objectively, 
generally reflecting popular geographical positivism.45

However, the popular devices and visual products which Geddes had relied upon and produced 
himself, mainly the fieldwork and the map, have long been scrutinized as direct applications of the 
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imperial, totalizing, gaze.46 Thus, Geddes’ camera obscura, installed in the Outlook Tower in 
Edinburgh and employed for panoramic observation, endowed the observer with ‘a funny, poten-
tially voyeuristic kind of power over the object, deriving from both the nature of the image and its 
place in the dome’.47 As Geddes conceived of the environment as a visual archive, explains Christine 
Boyer, ‘the phantasmagoria of material facts . . . had to be mapped and structured in some manner 
if this plethoric accounting of details was to be intelligible’.48 Thus, she describes Geddes’ ‘variety 
of optical instruments’ as connoting power over the landscape, placing the viewer outside the 
instrumental proposition of the daily lives,49 ‘through which the world/city could be gazed upon, 
penetrated, analyzed, recorded, ordered and classified, and laid down for proposed changes’.50 As a 
conscious yet inclined observer, Geddes can be similarly accused of making sense of the world 
from his own experiences, his representation being narratives of his own worldly interpretations.51

Geddes’ survey, described by Naylor and Jones as a process of global homogenization which 
allowed local-level groupings and classifications,52 presented a vivid image of ancient Jerusalem 
as a sterile entity, producing a carefully selected archive of biblical elements chosen mainly by 
their oriental imagery. Already in his first stop in Jerusalem, just after alighting from the train and 
taking the views, Geddes notices ‘the noble City Wall leading on to the ancient Castle and Gate, 
but also the many modern disfigurements . . . on the one hand the mean modern buildings in the 
valley . . . and on the other the exaggerated scale and ill-designed detail of various modern religious 
buildings’. 53 Geddes praises Ashbee’s intention to rehabilitate the ancient citadel and the surround-
ing walls. Other features which he marks out for rehabilitation and preservation are generally 
remnants of Israel of old, such as pools and agricultural terraces, being ‘the only monuments of 
biblical times which it is possible to restore to their pristine condition and beauty’.54 True to his 
historic paradigm, he also lists cemeteries and major tombs, schools and welfare institutes, monas-
teries and convents, all reflecting the city’s preferred character. 

The elements which Geddes condemned, on the other hand, were those which obstructed his 
chosen image of the city, whether they hindered its unique built traits; were foreign to its biblical 
landscape; or very simply, ugly. In this spirit, he mocked, among others, the many monumental 
institutes built by foreign empires, demanding to pull down the Turkish clock tower erected adja-
cent to the city walls or foreign European buildings, to which he pointed as vulgar modern decora-
tion.55 The recently built Jewish quarters reminded Geddes of European ghettos and were generally 
destined for removal.56

The Palestinian Museum 

In Geddes’ scheme, the material facts picked by the viewer-planner, other than serving for future 
planning, were also intended to constitute the beginning of a Civic Museum, incorporating exist-
ing collections of local libraries or museums and providing a comprehensive representation of the 
city.57 The museum suggested by Geddes was in fact a typical form of display in the line of popu-
lar exhibitions, fairs, museums, botanic gardens, and archives, all imposing a unified interpretation 
and ordering.58 These are interpreted today as educational devices in which the arrangement of the 
artefacts in convenient and ordered categories reflected, according to Mary Louise Pratt, 
‘Eurocentred planetary consciousness’, thus producing a new kind of knowledge based on imperial 
hierarchy.59 Geddes’ own description of the incipient institute brings to mind imperial accumula-
tion and its classification: ‘We bring home . . . spoils, treasures, wonders, beauty-feasts . . . each 
obviously the beginning of a museum-gallery proper. But the specimens are as yet unarranged and 
unlabelled’.60 
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The museums Geddes suggested for Jerusalem supported his local vision and reflected his uni-
fied worldview. One would be a War Museum, ‘a collection of ordnance and weapons of past his-
toric times . . . the well known examples of the Tower of London, and of Edinburgh Castle, may be 
cited here as War Museums of great interest’.61 Another museum would be ‘a Palestinian museum, 
a Jerusalem museum, or whatever it may be called on lines at once comprehensively regional and 
civic’.62 The outline of the museum was meant to recount the local succession of historic cultures 
which have surrounded and affected both the Hebrews and Palestine:63 

In fact, the long history of Israel, from the Patriarchs to the present . . . how attractive will be a series of 
good Relief Models of Jerusalem, illustrating . . . the extent and character of the city from its earliest 
Jebusite days, to its glories under David, its greatness under Solomon, and so on throughout its chequered 
history. In the sketch it will be noted that those Galleries, namely: (1) those of Geography (2) general 
history and (3) of Hebrew and Jerusalem history, all lead into a final Gallery, for the renewing Palestine 
with its developing Cities and Capital.64 

The Palestinian Museum can easily be related to Boyer’s claim regarding Geddes’ Edinburgh 
Outlook Tower65 as an ‘encyclopedia of memory’, displaying images which enabled comparisons 
and acting as the stimulus to memory by filling the didactic role of resurrecting past ideas;66 more 
practically, as Boyer proclaimed, the museum would have called on images for arousal to civic 
action and city planning.67 However, the museum’s plan, which once again illustrated Geddes’ 
personal inclination and proclaimed aims for the city’s future, was criticized by a British official 
concerned with its political implications: 

The museum should be Palestinian in the fullest sense of the term. It should be an institution in which the 
Christian and Moslem as well as the Jew should figure prominently . . . the plan as proposed by Mr. Geddes 
is not made from this point of view and contains many features which should be criticised. In the first place 
history and excavations inform us that the country was only partially occupied by the Jews . . . to show a 
parallel range and a distinct development of Jewish antiquities culminating in Zionism, without doing the 
same for other peoples would not only be scientifically a serious mistake, but it would be wholly 
unacceptable.68 

The travelling Cities and Town Planning Exhibition 

Geddes’ travelling exhibition was meant to enrich the local planning process by presenting sugges-
tive examples of surveys of characteristic cities. The exhibition, which was originally mounted in 
London and later travelled throughout India, was based on Geddes’ historical paradigm. It described 
the high points in western civilization, starting with the Hebrew one and progressing through the 
great empires of Greece and Rome, the medieval ages, the Renaissance, and finally, the present 
age. Jerusalem was provided as a comparative example, as well as Rome, London, and New York.69 
A specific gallery was devoted to the modern science of town planning and displayed two themes: 
new garden cities, and social improvements upon the lines of modern eugenics. Geddes’ exhibi-
tion, an explicit educational tool, was accompanied by tours and lectures which, as with many 
others in their time, were meant to aid in maintaining geographical accomplishments and promot-
ing imperial identities.70 

The exhibition accompanied Geddes on his work in Palestine but remained in boxes until his 
second visit in 1920. As elsewhere, the content and aims of the Palestinian Exhibition were to out-
line the ever-fitting main aspect of the great human heritage, that of Civilization as well as the 
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practical aim of re-awakening citizens.71 The local exhibition was opened by a range of local offi-
cials and received with a variety of remarks: 

Mr. Nashashibi, the Mayor of Jerusalem emphasized the importance of combining the cultures of East and 
West, and expressed the hope that the High Commissioner may be successful in achieving his high minded 
programme for the improvement of Palestine’s cities . . . Mr. Ussishkin, who brought the greetings of the 
Zionist Organisation, said in part: ‘It is the Zionist Organisation which is responsible for the presence of 
Prof. Geddes in Palestine’.72 

The exhibition, which represented Geddes’ local ideal, revealed once again the ongoing discrep-
ancy between his own vision and those of the local communities. The exhibition was not success-
ful, as was reported in the special edition of The Palestine Weekly devoted to town planning.73 
When asked about the evident failure, Geddes replied: 

After these ten days of opening to visitors, my impression is only too clear. In the last ten years I have held 
fifteen Exhibitions in as many cities . . . and this Jerusalem exhibition is as yet the most unsuccessful in 
arousing the attention of the educated, and professional classes, or the general interest of the public – with 
one solitary exception, that of Belfast, the city of Europe as yet most submerged of all in material interests, 
in political strifes and in religious hatred . . . That Jerusalem has to be improved, all sections of the public 
agree; but that this improvement . . . can only be realised in the measure of their general and individual 
arousal to a renewed spirit of citizenship, such as has existed at each and every constructive period of the 
city’s history – this they have not yet awakened to see.74 

To one of his Zionist collaborators he later wrote, ‘between the historic idealism and the idealism 
of the future here was the concrete, the visual and practical building up. But only the mere handful, 
even of Zionists, realized this’.75 

The Hebrew University and the regional vision 

The university, the original reason for Geddes’ invitation to Palestine, was a crucial part in his 
urban plan: it is where the local tradition is studied and refined, and the future is outlined.76 Planning 
a university in Jerusalem was a dream comes true. Geddes had high hopes for the Hebrew University 
as the first manifestation of the new, post-war order as a renascent Hebrew institute. From this 
perspective, the university had a missionary role, as it was meant to bring ‘more and more clearly 
into view the yet wider claims of Israel throughout the ages, and of standing for these anew.’77 

Geddes’ Hebrew University was in fact planned to be a Palestinian university, manifesting an 
ancient, joint, national, and regional goal, as a centre provided by the Zionist Movement, not only 
for the people of Israel but for the region as a whole: ‘Nor can Israel, as the people who have most 
distinctively combined Oriental with Occidental ideals, ignore such suggestiveness as there may be 
in the developments of education among other Eastern peoples, each with its own culture, its cor-
responding share of light’.78

These notions were apparent in the layout of the university, its design, and its architecture and 
made a blunt – yet problematic – statement. The central Great Hall of the university, which had the 
role of gathering the Jewish population on suitable occasions, was also intended ‘for the coming of 
the Palestinian people at the various great occasions of the year’.79 Its design was based on the 
ultimate symbol of synthesis, which was also a Jewish symbol: ‘Israel has her distinctive plan, 
though not yet so far as I know thus utilised that of the Hexagon, which is central to the Magen 
David upon her banners’.80 



www.manaraa.com

Rubin 	 239

The plan for biblical Jerusalem 

Geddes’ plan for Jerusalem constitutes his most direct and influential contribution to the city. As 
the earliest graphic manifestation to present a clear image of the future city, it can be viewed as a 
significant visual construction which enabled the practical processing of reality, a procedure which, 
in Ola Söderström’s analysis, complies with the geographical procedures of selection, schematiza-
tion, and synthesis.81 The sophisticated form of mapping enabled the plan to pass from the complex 
reality to its simplified figuration and, eventually, its future projection. The visual product was 
complemented, according to Söderström, by the external capacity of the planner as a professional, 
producing a powerful combination which enabled total and immediate regulation, increasing even 
further the perception and visibility of the planned urban space and its rational ordering. This was 
an art, claims Söderström, which was fast developing in Britain at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury and can be best exemplified by the pioneering work of Patrick Geddes.82 

Geddes’ plan was in fact a compilation of both McLean’s existing plan for the city and of 
Ashbee’s suggestions.83 Geddes partially adopted the zoning system suggested by McLean, which 
designated the Old City and its closest vicinity as an urban asset of great aesthetic value and 
archaeological importance. To the east, construction was totally forbidden so as to preserve the 
topographically dramatic and archaeologically valuable area including the formidable view of the 
Mount of Olives:84 ‘the oliveyard below Scopas [i.e. Scopus] is at present the only spot which 
gives an idea of the ancient aspect of this valley and of what should thus become its future aspect 
as well’.85 To the west, Geddes suggested surrounding the Old City with a protective green belt 
incorporating those old artefacts to which he pointed in his survey, and comprising ‘the great 
Sacred Park of Jerusalem’ to create ‘an almost complete Park Ring all around or through 
Jerusalem’.86 Thus, Geddes’ plan in fact isolated the Old City from its closest vicinity. 

Nevertheless, having identified the desired origin for the new city, Geddes commended the 
architecture of the new city to be ‘as far as possible in the traditional style, i.e. with flat roofs or 
small domes, and not sloped roofs with red tiles’,87 disregarding the fact the existing traditional 
architecture was mostly Arab. A new road pattern was also developed along existing roads while a 
new road northwards was planned to lead directly to the site of the planned, already marked, 
Hebrew University. Altogether new additions to the city were planned according to the popular 
lines of the Garden City, including some very near Herod’s gate88 and the new Jewish garden sub-
urb, Talpioth, which included a school, place of worship, tennis courts, and playing fields, all 
within close walking distances.89 

Conserving the Old City? 

In Geddes’ plan for the Old City, which was to be preserved in its entirety, no planning can be 
discerned; however, it was the site for the employment of Geddes’ unique technique for exposing 
and replenishing urban elements of old, the conservative surgery, which certainly involved some 
demolition, albeit on a smaller scale or – more precisely – following more selective criteria.90 In 
Jerusalem, Geddes employed the technique for the rehabilitation of the ancient fosse surrounding 
the old city wall, in which ‘the squalid buildings on the west side of the road next to the older 
dumping-ground along the valley, will naturally be removed to make room for the necessary new 
markets and Khan’.91 The conservation scheme also included the replacement of a missing part of 
the city wall across the entrance roadway, removed in 1898 to allow Kaiser Wilhelm and his entou-
rage to enter the city, but which Geddes considered desirable on both historical and artistic 
grounds.92 In order to further enhance the look of biblical Jerusalem, Geddes also commended the 
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demolition of Jewish buildings, including the Montefiore Houses built from the 1860s en route 
from the train station to Jaffa Gate and newer neighbourhoods along Jaffa Road.93 

More intricate treatment was suggested for the site of the sacred Jewish ‘Wailing Wall’ and its 
vicinity, resulting in a plan which shows Geddes’ problematic position in all its complexity. Geddes 
suggested the removal of the nearby ‘Mogrebbin village’ of Moslem residents, which was boasting 
of vulgarly modern decoration and was generally, thus Geddes, unsuited to the locality. Moreover, 
he claimed, ‘With a removal of a single row of houses, and with the acquirement of the small gar-
den at the north end, the length of the Wailing Wall will be about doubled, and the space in front of 
it sufficiently increased’.94 The scheme was rejected.

Following an Arab attack on Jewish worshippers at the Wall in August 1929, Geddes approached 
a few of his former collaborators, trying to convince them of the potential contribution of his scheme 
to alleviating the critical political situation. A letter to Storrs, by then the Governor of Cyprus, pro-
vides another account of Geddes’ aim to secure safer access to the Wailing Wall instead of ‘that long 
lane of descent through unfriendly Arab quarter and especially through Moghrebbin [Geddes’ spell-
ing; NHR] houses, most unfriendly of all. My scheme however included the possible removal of 

Figure 1.  Geddes’ plan for Jerusalem (1919).
Prof. Patrick Geddes, 1919, Jerusalem: Town Planning Scheme No. 2 From: C.R. Ashbee, Jerusalem 1918–1920: being 
the records of the Pro-Jerusalem Council during the period of the British military administration edited by C.R. Ashbee 
(London: J. Murray for the Council of the Pro-Jerusalem Society, 1921).
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their little quarter to a better vacant site, nearer the “Dung Gate”’. On the vacated site, he details, 
‘there would be room for some decent cottages (I hoped Jewish) or perhaps better for some neutral 
building – or policemen’s cottages’.95 Storrs claimed to have no recollections of the plan.96 Arthur 
Ruppin, an official Zionist land agent to whom Geddes had written about ‘the Mogrebbin houses, 
which have always been a danger, since of lower class inhabitants’97 wrote in reply: 

Your suggestion is, from the technical point of view, without any doubt the best possible solution. 
Unhappily however it must be recorded that under present circumstances it is impossible to get the consent 
of the Moslem Supreme Council to get a road constructed which will pass through their land to the Wailing 
Wall . . . There is another plan similar to yours . . . this road would be parallel to the one devised by you, 
but it could pass through Jewish owned land.98 

Conclusion: Geddes’ imperial geography of Jerusalem

By presenting for the first time a comprehensive critical geographical analysis of Geddes’ oeuvre, 
the paper exposes the complex imperial notions of Geddes’ planning, as he employed his quasi-
scientific methods for studying and analysing the built heritage of the city which he was planning. 
Moreover, by analysing Geddes’ work in Jerusalem through the combined critical lens of postco-
lonial geography and the planning of colonial cities, the paper presents Geddes’ work as a direct 
derivative of an imperial network, a portrayal of the complexities of the local colonial situation. 
The paper shows how Geddes’ educational activities, including the survey, the museum, the exhi-
bition and the university, all deeply rooted in the geographical tradition, were used as regulatory 
means for the transformation of the society according to a predefined ideal. Finally, the resultant 
plan is discussed as a graphic manifestation of all of the above. Geddes’ planning, then, is claimed 
as a powerful professional mechanism for the enforcement of geographical notions upon the city 
and its society. Thus, more than simply shedding a new light on Geddes’ colonial planning and 
his overall unproblematic image, the paper exposes the crucial connection between imperial 
geography and modern town planning, illustrating the infiltration of geographical tools and con-
ceptions into the new formative science and presenting town planning as part of the overall impe-
rial project. 

Planning in Jerusalem was for Geddes the realization of a dream, both personal and profes-
sional; the Zionist society was a convenient vehicle for all his urban ideals. The uniqueness of 
Jerusalem on one hand and the complex political and historical situation on the other did not seem 
to come in the way; on the contrary, they made the planning endeavour only dearer. However, in 
contrast to the popular reception of Geddes as a sensitive planner, who strove to serve the local 
population and aid its natural evolution, it seems that the implementation of his urban theory in 
Jerusalem was rigid and arbitrary. In many cases, Geddes subordinated the environment to his ideal 
plan, urban and social. In fact, it seems as if Geddes, who was determined to protect and recon-
struct local history, nevertheless overlooked local contemporary goals. Rather than being loyal 
either to the needs of his British or Zionist employers, Geddes tried to enforce upon them a foreign, 
romantic ideal. 99

Undoubtedly, in his role as a British planner in mandatory Palestine, Geddes represented many 
of the local and more global conflicts which dominated Jerusalem in those days. In his work, Geddes 
got involved in many of the more sensitive and difficult local issues, regarding modern education, 
national desires and urban improvement. Geddes’ position as a British planner enabled him to select 
those physical and social elements which he deemed necessary for his future plan. These, as 
described above, reflected mainly imperial sentiments, common to Geddes and to his British col-
leagues.100 However, it was not the British who brought Geddes to Palestine, but the Zionists. Today, 
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this seems to make sense; but in Mandatory Jerusalem, the Zionist Commission was in fact compet-
ing with the British rulers for hegemony. There was not merely a dual imperial society in Palestine, 
as local society itself was rivalling over control of the Holy Land. In this conflict, Geddes, the colo-
nial planner, served not one but two entities competing for the control of the space. 

Yet Geddes’ zealous planning theory blinded him from seeing local politics as they were. In his 
passion to serve the Zionists, he failed to see the problematic situation of enforcing a biblical vision 
onto the disputed land of Palestine.101 As a matter of fact, the Zionists didn’t need Geddes’ personal 
narrative; they had their own. Moreover, his personal aims collided with theirs. In his wish to see the 
Zionists assume an ancient role of past cultures, Geddes avoided seeing Zionism as it truly was – 
western and modern – and forfeited the cooperation of his local colleagues. Geddes’ survey was 
meaningless when faced with the real New Jerusalem; his suggested museum was overruled for 
obvious political reasons; and the exhibition neglected by all but the Arab leadership, possibly hop-
ing for more. Even Geddes’ plans for the Hebrew University were eventually rejected. All in all, 
Geddes’ educational endeavours in Jerusalem were a great disappointment. 

The notions upon which all these were based were nonetheless manifested in Geddes’ plan for 
Jerusalem. In view of their wish to rebuild the city, Geddes’ Jewish employers were apparently not 
partner to his keen desire to bring the city back to some imaginary past and freeze it there;102 how-
ever, the plan was approved and eventually became statutory. To this day, Geddes’ plan for 
Jerusalem dictates the development – and mostly the preservation – of Jerusalem on many planes. 
While Geddes’ educational endeavours and his own ideal of biblical Jerusalem were cast aside, his 
ideas are forever recorded in the everyday life of the city and its inhabitants. Geddes’ plan for 
Jerusalem thus allows claiming planning as a powerful professional mechanism for the enforce-
ment of geographical, and unavoidably imperial, notions upon the landscape. 
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