
Introduction
Ever since 2013, redevelopment projects in Egypt have 
operated under the aegis of Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. Al-Sisi, 
painting himself in election posters and commemora-
tive plates with the image of Muhammad Ali and Abdel 
Nasser, has tacitly acknowledged that historic images 
contain political power.12 His infrastructural campaigns 
have crossed paths with historic resources in multiple 
ways. In two projects, the urban renewal of informal 
housing settlement Maspero Triangle and the redevel-

1 - Ali Alraouf, “Phantasmagoric Urbanism: Exploiting 
the Culture of Image in Post-Revolutionary Cairo,ˮ in
Traditional Dwellings and Settlements Review, Fall 2019, 
Vol. 31, No. 1 (Fall 2019), 73.

2 - Aga Khan Development Network, “Aga Khan Sees 
Safeguarding of Cultural Heritage as a Springboard for 
Human Development,ˮ October 22, 2015,
https://the.akdn/en/resources-media/whats-new/
news-release/aga-khan-sees-safeguarding-cultural-her-
itage-springboard-human-development

opment of Al-Warraq into “Horus Island,ˮ Al-Sisi has su-
perimposed a modernist city onto historically significant 
land, removing all historic emanations that are deemed 
disorderly or insignificant. The few structures which are 
tasked to remain—often mosques and archaeological ar-
tifacts of great antiquity—provide valuable insight into 
what is deemed acceptable (i.e. profitable and produc-
tive) heritage for preservation. In one exceptional case, 
the so-called “New Suez Canal,ˮ Al-Sisi has directly ex-
panded upon the scope of an existing historic resource. 
Though this specific project proved to be an econom-
ic failure, this model of historic preservation would be 
repeated in projects by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture 
which, in its own words, sees the “safeguarding of cul-
tural heritage as a springboard for human development.
ˮ2 The methods by which heritage resources, including 
buildings, urban patterns, and daily activities, are re-
worked into a redevelopment narrative constitute the 
second half of contemporary preservation practices in 
Cairo.
This dynamic is further complicated by the architecture 
of Egyptʼs modernist heritage.
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Modernist buildings in Cairo—often designed by Egyp-
tian architects who had studied abroad3 —suffer exclu-
sion from listed heritage due to being not old enough 
(at least 100 years according to Law 117/1983 or being 
modified over time. Meanwhile, listed buildings suffer 
from expensive restoration requirements, limitations to 
building re-use, and may be demolished for the afore-
mentioned reasons.44 Mohamed Elshahed, the author 
of the regionʼs first scholarly survey of modern architec-
ture, Cairo Since 1900 An Architectural Guide, states that 
“the bulk of Cairoʼs modern buildings worth protecting 
have already disappearedˮ as of 2020.5 The Ministry of 
Culture, focused on artifacts of the more recent past, 
cedes modern heritage to private interests. Private 
sector restoration privileges commercial areas, such as 
Imad al-Din street, preserving structures built as recent-
ly as the 1920s. For these reasons, the preservation of 
modern architecture is of unfortunate little relevance to 
urban-scale preservation practice.
Until recent history, preservation practice in Cairo fol-
lowed historic trends that can be traced to Isma’il Pasha. 
Select monuments of great antiquity were preserved 
on a building-by-building basis, with encroachments 
and non-monumental historical properties removed in 
the name of improved cleanliness and circulation. This 
approach to preservation would persist until at least 
the 1990s with the Historic Cairo Restoration Project 
(HCRP).

This paper will address the evolving philosophies of ur-
ban-scale preservation in Cairo as they are expressed in 
the preservation of monuments. While Al-Sisiʼs whole-
sale demolitions of housing settlements are presented 

3 - Mohamed Elshahed, “The ‘White Cityʼ and Egyptʼs 
Modernist Heritage,ˮ Cairobserver, April 28, 2012. 
https://cairobserver.com/post/21938918144/the-
white-city-and-egypts-modernist-heritage

4 - Mohamed Elshahed, Cairo Since 1900 An Architec-
tural Guide Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 
2020, 23-25.

5 - Elshahed, Cairo Since 1900, 25.

under the guise of developing historic neighborhoods, 
these projects do not place heritage at the forefront 
of their narrative. Two projects, the HCRP and the Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture (“the Trustˮ)ʼs Urban Regenera-
tion of Darb al-Ahmar, highlight contrasting principles 
of monument-led urban preservation between a gov-
ernmental authority and an international, philanthropic 
organization.

Legal Frameworks for Preservation in Cairo

Law 117/1983 on Antiquities Protection, Egyptʼs first law 
for the protection of historic resources, was created to 
cease the foreign trade of Egyptian artifacts uncovered 
by foreign archaeological expeditions. In effect, it de-
fined historic property, whether moveable or real estate, 
as such: “the product of Egyptian civilization… since the 
pre-historic ages and during the successive historic ages 
till before 100 years.ˮ6 As mentioned earlier, this lim-
ited definition of historic significance excludes Cairoʼs 
modernist heritage. This law also afforded the Supreme 
Council of Antiquities (SCA) “exclusive authority con-
cerned with all that is related to antiquitiesʼ affairs at its 
museums and stores, at archaeological sites and areas, 
over or under earthʼs surface… The Council undertakes 
exploration and excavation in lands even if owned by 
others.ˮ

Despite its apparent limitations, Law 117 officially es-
tablished Cairoʼs medieval, Islamic heritage as being 
worthwhile for government protection. As recently as 
the 1960s, Islamic Cairo had been “uncharted territory,ˮ 
even for a student of Islamic art and architecture at Cai-
roʼs American University.7

6 - Egypt, Law No. 117 of 1983 as Amended by Law 
No. 3 of 2010 Promulgating the Antiquitiesʼ Protection 
Law, Official Gazette, February 14, 2010, reprinted by 
UNESCO, https://media.unesco.org/sites/default/files/
webform/mhm001/egypt_law3_2010_entof.pdf

7 - Caroline Williams, “Reconstructing Islamic Cairo: 
Forces at Work,,ˮ in Singerman, Diane, and Paul Amar, 



Vol.2, Issue 1, Arab City - Columbia University�, GSAPP, Spring 2026VAS - Visionary Architecture Studies, Scientific Journal

132

Law 144/2006 Regulating the Demolition of Non-Dilap-
idated Building and Establishments, and the Preserva-
tion of Architectural Heritage establishes the regulatory 
framework for listing and governing significant historic 
buildings, including those that are privately owned. Per-
manent committees, including both government repre-
sentatives and university faculty of architecture, engi-
neering, history, arts, and related fields, meet once per 
year to establish a proposed list of historically significant 
buildings. Buildings deemed in need of restoration must 
be repaired at the stateʼs expense, with building occu-
pants evacuated as needed8. Though the assignment of 
historic resources appears at least partially a scholarly 
exercise, the enforced restoration appears as an in-
fringement on personal property rights at worst and, at 
best, a piecemeal solution which ignores larger historic 
landscapes.

Law 119/2008 Building Law (Urban Harmony) attempts 
to remediate this issue. Not only applicable to designat-
ed “heritageˮ areas, the act establishes the creation of 
a zoning plan that enforces not only “urban harmonyˮ 
through unified land use, but a sophisticated and am-
bitious study of existing lot dimensions, setbacks, and 
proposals for green spaces, public transportation, and 
facade regulations in color, material, and architectural 
features.9 The newly established National Organization 
for Urban Harmony (NOUH) is expressly given the pow-
er to designate “areas of peculiar value.ˮ The inclusion of 
properties deemed significant by Laws 117/1983 and 
114/2006 is prominently listed as a top criterion for 

eds. Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban 
Space in the New Globalized Middle East Cairo: American 
University in Cairo Press, 2006 https://www.egyptarch.
gov.eg/sites/default/files/pdf/Books/Cairo%20%20
%20Cosmoplitan.pdf, 269.

8 - Hassan Fahmy, “Egyptian Legislations in Relation to 
the Rehabilitation of Historic Cairo,ˮ In Urban Regenera-
tion for Historic Cairo 8World Heritage Centre, 2013), 9.

9 - Fahmy, “Egyptian Legislations in Relation to the 
Rehabilitation of Historic Cairo,ˮ 11.

designation, alongside areas that “reflect a phaseˮ of de-
velopment, that are associated with historic events and 
figures, that are part of an otherwise important “hub or 
path,ˮ or contain a valuable natural resource.10 In addi-
tion, one criterion simply states that an area may be of 
peculiar value if it contains “unique natural or cultural 
value for a group of present or past people.ˮ While the 
expanded definition of historic resources under Law 
119 seems remarkably similar to the liberal historic des-
ignation guidelines of the United States (see following 
image), the vague and open-ended wording of certain 
criteria identifies the policy as being a weak legal frame-
work for identifying historic resources. Instead, it pro-
vides the state with total authority to prohibit private 
property in these areas from being “erected, modified, 
heightened or restored, nor temporarily or permanently 
occupiedˮ if they fail to meet Urban Harmony standards.

10 - 10 Ibid., 15.
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Fig.1 - Comparing Egyptʼs “areas 
of peculiar valueˮ criteria under 
Law 119 and the United Stateʼs 
criteria for National Historic Land-
marks (from National Park Service. 
National Register Bulletin: How to 
Apply the National Register Criteria 
for Evaluation (NRB 15). Washing-
ton, DC U.S. Department of the 
Interior, National Park Service, 50. 
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/
nationalregister/upload/NRB-15_
web508.pdf)
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Monuments and Beyond: Brief History of Urban-Scale 
Preservation in Cairo

Urban-scale preservation in Cairo can be traced to at 
least 1980, when UNESCO released a study of Islamic 
(also called “Oldˮ or “Historicˮ) Cairo. While the study 
identifies urban issues in the realm of infrastructure, 
transportation, and land value, preservation efforts were 
directed towards “six key clusters comprising significant 

monuments or architectural ensembles.ˮ1111 Out of the 
six clusters, Al-Muʼizz and Bab al-Wazir would later be-
come subjects of the HCRP and Aga Khan Trust projects, 
respectively.

11 - Urban Regeneration for Historic Cairo (URHC) 
First Report of Activities. Action Plan. Cairo: UNESCO 
World Heritage Centre, 2010/2012, 15, https://www.
urhcproject.org/Content/studies/EN_ActionPlan.pdf

Fig. 2 - Six zones identified by the 
1980 UNESCO report as contain-
ing significant monuments worthy 
of preservation efforts.12 The zones 
are: (1) Al-Mu’izz Street, (2) Sharia Al 
Gamaliyya, (3) Al-Ghouriya, (4) Bab 
Zuwayla, (5) Sharia Bab al-Wazir, and 
(6) Ibn Tulun Mosque to the Citadel.

12 - Jim Antoniou, Stefano A. Bianca, 
Sherif Mahmoud El-Hakim, Ronald 
Lewcock, and Michael Welbank, 
Programme of Participation in the 
Activities of Member States for the 
Preservation and Presentation of the 
Cultural and Natural Heritage, technical 
report (Paris: UNESCO, 1980), https://
unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000044624, 79-83.
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The rehabilitation of al-Darb al-Asfar Alley began more 
than a decade later in 1994. This corridor was a crucial 
part of the significant al-Muʼizz Street, the main sub-
ject of preservation in the Supreme Council of Antiqui-
ties-led Historic Cairo Restoration Project (HCRP). The 
HCRP put urban-scale development at the forefront of 
its mission. However, among its three goals, to “save list-
ed monuments from deteriorationˮ sits above the goal 
to “apply a holistic concept of conservation rather than 
the restoration of single buildings.ˮ13 

After documentation, the restoration of significant 
buildings began in 1996, including bayt al-Suhaymi (est. 
1648), bayt-Mustafa Jaʼfar (est. 1713), bayt al-Khoraza-
ti (est. 1881), and sabil-kuttab Qitas (est. 1630) among 
30 other monuments in al-Muizz and 67 monuments 
beyond. Adaptive reuse was integral to the restoration 
campaign, with the aforementioned properties and 
several others seeing new life as headquarters for the 
Suzanne Mubarak Center for Islamic Civilization, the 
National Archives of Folklore (established under UNE-
SCO supervision), and other cultural centers providing 
space for galleries, meetings, concerts, classes, cafes, 
and tourist services. These amenities, as much as they 
were intended to be “cultural centers in neighborhoods 
which donʼt have any,ˮ also served the SCAʼs goal of an 
“open-air museum.ˮ14

The architectural scope of the preservation work ap-
peared to include best practices for remediating wood 
decay, eroded mortar, efflorescence, and weathered 
stone: namely, repointing with compatible mortar and 
fixing underlying drainage issues within roofs and ad-
joining streets. However, some experts and historians 
voiced concerns about rising water tables, undue and ir-
reversible interventions, and use of unqualified contrac-

13 - Urban Regeneration for Historic Cairo (URHC), 16.
14 - Singerman, Diane, and Paul Amar, eds. Cairo Cos-
mopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the New 
Globalized Middle East. Cairo: American University in 
Cairo Press, 2006. https://www.egyptarch.gov.eg/sites/
default/files/pdf/Books/Cairo%20%20%20Cosmopli-
tan.pdf, 281/82.

tors.15 A later HCRP project, the 1999 restoration of the 
Mosque of al-Azhar, suffered from intense sandblasting 
and acrylic replacement of stucco painting. Some inter-
ventions overlap between the architectural and urban 
scales, such as improvements to trash collection and 
traffic. Other interventions were clearly imposed as part 
of an “urban harmonyˮ paradigm, even a decade before 
the passage of the namesake act. Streetswere repaved 
to achieve a uniform finish, and doors were repainted 
to achieve a uniform color. In summary, the preserva-
tion of Cairoʼs monuments throughout the 1990s can be 
attributed to a long-term, aesthetic vision for a historic 
neighborhood. Monuments preserved along al-Muʼizz 
became clean yet distinctly old; uniform in color yet 
bustling with commercial and cultural activities. Historic 
monuments were treated not only as unique assets, but 
as an idealized model of what a historic neighborhood 
could and should be.

15 - Singerman, Diane, and Paul Amar, eds. Cairo Cos-
mopolitan, 278.
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Fig.3 - Before (left) and after (right) preservation of the Bayt al-Kourazati and Bayt Mostafa Gaafar (top) and mashrabi-
yya of Bayt al-Siehmi (bottom). Photos from Galal Bada, “Historic Cairo: 50 Years of Projects, Planning, and Non-Im-
plementation.ˮ
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Fig. 4 - Before (left) and after (right) preservation of the Bayt al-Siehemi, aerial view (top) and north courtyard (bottom).
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Restored vs Restoring: Urban Development via Monu-
ment Preservation Processes

In 2004, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture completed 
Al-Azhar Park. The philanthropic organization, particu-
larly through its Historic Cities Programme, advertises 
its mission as using “culture as a springboard for devel-
opment.ˮ16 The park is a historic monument in its own 
right, being a collage of new, historically-inspired build-
ings atop archaeological land and surrounded by the 
12th-century Ayyubid Historic Wall. Its prime position 
in the center of several historic districts would allow the 
Trust to rehabilitate further neighborhoods, including 
the Fatimid neighborhood of al-Darb al-Ahmar.

As verbalized by UNESCO nearly 30 years ago, the Trust 
identified infrastructure and income as the structural 
problems underlying Darb al-Ahmarʼs underdevelop-
ment. However, they also identify the “severe dete-
rioration of monuments and private housingˮ as a de-
velopment issue, while the neighborhoodʼs social and 
architectural cohesion were listed as economic assets.17 
Within the same sentence, the Trust espouses both its 
work in “micro-credit for business development and 
housing rehabilitation” and “direct investment in the res-
toration of monuments.ˮ Further elaborating, the Trust 
states:

The historic fabric and its preservation are central to this 
programme, but not as something frozen in time, like a 
museum, or commercialised as a tourist attraction. Rather, 
the old buildings and traditional social ties are seen as a 

16 - Aga Khan Development Network. “Aga Khan Sees 
Safeguarding of Cultural Heritage as a Springboard for 
Human Development.ˮ October 22, 2015.
https://the.akdn/en/resources-media/whats-new/
news-release/aga-khan-sees-safeguarding-cultural-her-
itage-springboard-human-development

17 - Aga Khan Trust for Culture. Cairo: Urban Regen-
eration in the Darb Al-Ahmar District—A Framework for 
Investment. Geneva: Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 2005, 
2.

resource for positive change, as they embody the very es-
sence of the place with its complex stratification of spaces 
and uses.18

The execution of this philosophy can be evaluated in 
the Trustʼs work in Bab al-Wazir, the southern section 
of Darb al-Ahmar consisting of medieval mosques and 
historic homes established between the 13th and 19th 
centuries. The project astutely began by identifying not 
monumental buildings, but monumental architectural 
elements—the minarets of Khayer Bek and Um al-Sultan 
Shaaban. The Trust asserts that the minarets “form posi-
tive focal pointsˮ for visual improvement.19

The Khayer Bek minaret provides an axis to which a 
new neighborhood gateway would align. The gateway, 
leading to al-Azhar, weaves al-Darb al-Ahmar and oth-
er discreet pockets of historical identity into the larger 
tapestry of Historic Cairo using the technique of his-
toric monuments connected by linear visual pathways. 
Individual housing rehabilitation is chosen “according 
to location with respect to the open spaces earmarked 
for upgrading and the historic and architectural value of 
the houses in question,ˮ further enhancing the viewshed 
qualities of monumental structures.20

18 - Aga Khan Trust for Culture. Cairo: Urban Regenera-
tion in the Darb Al-Ahmar District, 3.
19 - Ibid., 39.
20 - Ibid., 33.
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Fig.5 - Aga Khan Trust for Culture preservation plan for Bab al-Wazir.
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Fig. 6 - Before and after the reconstruction of the Um al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque minaret. From 
the Aga Khan Trust for Culture. Cairo: Urban Regeneration in the Darb Al-Ahmar District—A Frame-
work for Investment. Geneva: Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 2005, 42.

Fig. 7 - (Left) Restoration of a Khayer Bek mashrabiyya screen in a wood conservation workshop. (Right) “Painstakingˮ 
restoration of the decorated shaft of the Khayer Bek minaret.
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As well as providing visual connectivity, the Trust em-
phasizes the role of high-profile restoration projects in 
supporting traditional crafts, creating local jobs, attract-
ing “visitorˮ presence and otherwise stimulating eco-
nomic activity. The Trustʼs plans for computer and read-
ing literacy classes follow after its plans for vocational 
training of carpenters and stonemasons.21 

Monumental preservation has become not only a con-
tainer for community amenities through its end results, 
but a vehicle for community development through its 
process. Buildings of different eras are joined not only 
through close and distant space, but through shared 
pools of knowledge and craftsmanship.

21 - Ibid., 11-12.

Another rehabilitation project, the Burg al-Mahruq, in-
terprets the stratigraphy of Cairoʼs historic resources 
in a direct and didactic manner. The tower, formerly a 
defensive fortification, remains as the most prominent 
feature of the Ayyubid Historic Wall. Its earth, however, 
contains even more ancient remains, including an arch-
way, street paving, and cemetery. Serving dual purpose 
as both archaeological exhibit and vertical circulation, 
the structure takes on new life as a metaphorical and 
literal gateway between the historic Darb al-Ahmar and 
the historicized, false history of Al Alzhar Park. Primarily 
a visual spectacle, its sole social amenity—an amphithe-
atre on the park side—uses Burg al-Mahruq as a “very 
suggestive backdrop.ˮ22

22 - Ibid., 21.

Fig. 8 - Aga Khan Trust for Culture proposed section through Burg al-Mahruq.
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At the same time, preservation philosophy had moved 
beyond the wholesale demolition of informal housing 
for curatorial purposes. The informal and encroaching 
housing developments along the Ayyubid City wall were 
largely preserved in accordance with “todayʼs prevail-
ing international conservation philosophyˮ and to avoid 
“dangerous development pressures.ˮ23 

All buildings were classified according to their use, con-
dition, date, and physical connection to the Ayyubid 
Wall. While some buildings were removed, these de-
cisions were based on new preservation principles of 
historic authenticity, structural integrity, interior charac-
ter, and reversibility. This marked the victory of a new 
wave of preservation practice that directly opposes Law 
117/1983ʼs requirement to clear the space surround-

23 - Stefano Bianca, “Introduction: A Compre-
hensive Vision of Urban Rehabilitation,ˮ from Aga 
Khan Development Network, Al-Azhar Park in Cai-
ro and the Revitalisation of Darb al-Ahmar. Geneva: 
Aga Khan Trust for Culture. https://static.the.akd-
n/53832/1640331437-cairobrochure.pdf, 12.

ing a monument. Yet principles of Urban Harmony were 
not fully abandoned. The following images present a 
new, complex vision of an ideal historic neighborhood: 
crowded with buildings but only of a certain height and 
type, streets filled with activity, and facades rehabilitat-
ed to showcase stone joints in some buildings and to 
hide them in others.

Al-Azhar Park stands as the origin of the Darb Al-Ahmar 
revitalization campaign as well as one of Cairoʼs most 
complex iterations of historic preservation. As preser-
vation activities grew in Cairo, High Highness the Aga 
Khan would assert that “in keeping with the general 
strategy for HCSP projects. . . the Park construction, as 
well as the Historic Wall conservation, could and should 
also act as stimuli for the rehabilitation of Darb al-Ah-
mar.ˮ24 

24 - The Aga Khan, Preface from Aga Khan De-
velopment Network, Al-Azhar Park in Cairo and 
the Revitalisation of Darb al-Ahmar. Geneva: Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture. https://static.the.akd-
n/53832/1640331437-cairobrochure.pdf, 3.

Fig. 9 - (Left to right) Aslam Square in its present condition (c. 2001), “worst-caseˮ scenario (with page break in the 
center), and “best-caseˮ scenario. From Aga Khan Development Network, Al-Azhar Park in Cairo and the Revitalisation 
of Darb al-Ahmar.
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Fig. 10 - Elevations of Atfet Asaad 
Alley before and after rehabilitation. 
From the Aga Khan Trust for Culture.

Fig. 11 - Photo captioned with, “This 
food stand in Bab al-Wazir is one of 
the many popular cafés and restau-
rants which give the street its vibrant 
and lively character.ˮ Its irregularly 
painted facades, modern garage door 
additions, and uneven street paving 
are not seen as having a negative im-
pact. From the Aga Khan Trust for Cul-
ture.
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The park, however, was initially conceptualized as a do-
nation for Cairo within the 1984 conference, “The Ex-
panding Metropolish: Coping with the Urban Growth of 
Cairo.ˮ25 The site was chosen before the discovery of the 
Ayyubid city wall. Treated as a clean slate (though it was 
actually a garbage dump), the hilly landscape provided 
panoramic views of multiple districts of historic Cairo, 
and occasionally even the pyramids 10 miles away.

Architectural historian Sadia Shirazi astutely identifies 
the siteʼs unique character as lying within the earth itself: 
a landfill of archaeologically significant antique ceramic 

25 - Bianca, “Introduction: A Comprehensive Vision of 
Urban Rehabilitation,ˮ 8.

shards. Indeed, the sensitivity of a preservation project 
may be judged on how it approaches the ground. At Al-
Azhar, the buildings flat above the ground, referencing 
a disembodied Islamic past, while the hilly landscape is 
reformed into a French, axial boulevard. The Lakeside 
Cafe and Pavillion, designed by French architect Serge 
Santelli, is composed of geometric pavilions with some 
historically inspired details, such as screens referring to 
mashrabiyya panels. But their relationship to the ground 
is ignored. In the landscape, Shirazi notes the “surreal 
additionˮ of palm trees, evoking a royal presence though 
inappropriately dotted along a hilly landscape rather 
than at the low point of a valley or oasis.26 In neighboring 

26 - Sadia Shirazi, “Architectural Reading: Cairoʼs Al 

Fig. 12 - Analysis of Darb Shouglan Street. Used to preserve the “character of the areaˮ along proposed interventions. 
From the Aga Khan Trust for Culture.
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Fig. 13 - Serge Santelli, lakeside pavilion at Al-Azhar, axonometric view and elevations. From Aga Khan Develop-
ment Network, Al-Azhar Park in Cairo and the Revitalisation of Darb al-Ahmar. Geneva: Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 
28; 31.
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Darb al-Ahmar, attention is instead paid towards the sky, 
marked by two minarets which form another axial rela-
tionship. At Al Muʼizz, the ground is repaved as a means 
to “urban harmony.ˮ The most sophisticated interpreta-
tion of the ground comes from the Burg al-Mahruq and 
greater Ayyubid Wall: an explicit archaeological project 
with didactic value in exposing the earth.

Increasingly Modern Monuments and Preservation Fu-
tures

In “Urban Transformation: Social Control at al-Ri-
faʼi Mosque and Sultan Hasan Square,ˮ author Yasser 
Elsheshtawy describes a separate HCRP campaign lo-
cated south of Darb al-Amar. As has been criticized in 
aforementioned preservation campaigns, the project 
sought to highlight the al-Rifaʼi mosque as a tourist 
destination, replete with a ticket gate, security officers, 
signs, and a clear space for photography, all at the ex-
pense of Cairenes who had been using the space. The 
gates were introduced in 2000, and the space had be-
come desolate by 2003.27 More than the Aga Khan 
Trustʼs depiction of a colorful food stand, Elshestawy 
enumerates the reasons why the space was successful 
in fostering social liveliness: (1) the offering of a space 
for undefined leisure and walking (“fushaˮ), not attached 
to a particular residence and without the negative con-
notations of a coffeehouse (ahwa); (2) wide streets al-
lowing room for both actors and spectators, especially 

Azhar Park,ˮ Bidoun, accessed May 4, 2026, https://
www.bidoun.org/articles/architectural-reading-sa-
dia-shirazi

27 - Yasser Elsheshtawy, “Urban Transformation: Social 
Control at al-Rifaʼi Mosque and Sultan Hasan Square,ˮ 
in Singerman, Diane, and Paul Amar, eds. Cairo Cos-
mopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the New 
Globalized Middle East (Cairo: American University in 
Cairo Press, 2006) https://www.egyptarch.gov.eg/sites/
default/files/pdf/Books/Cairo%20%20%20Cosmopli-
tan.pdf, 297.

as a space for unmarried people to meet and socialize; 
and (3) accommodations for outdoor-to-indoor activi-
ties, such as weddings, engagements, and feasts among 
the lower-class (as the middle- and upper-class typically 
celebrate in a hotel).2828 Though reliant on urban con-
text, none of Elsheshtawyʼs descriptions require a har-
monized, uniform street wall or a cleverly adapted his-
toric monument. In fact, the qualities that create a lively, 
historic square may be its unprogrammed space, open-
ness and closedness that reflect evolving social dynam-
ics, and interactions between indoor and outdoor space.

While Islamic monuments have evolved from being un-
catalogued to focal points of preservation campaigns, 
private-sector preservation has moved to an even more 
recent past: Cairoʼs belle-epoque. This invented term 
spans Egyptʼs pre-revolutionary, British protectorate 
period, approximately 1870 to 1952. The concept of 
preserving an eclectic, Western-influenced architectur-
al heritage began with the 1984 Aga Khan Foundation 
conferenceʼs discussion of Heliopolis, though actual 
preservation activities remained private and minor. 
After the 1992 earthquake, however, press attention 
turned to protecting medieval and belle-epoque struc-
tures alike. Their historic status became official with the 
1997 government-led inventory of historic buildings, 
which captured belle-epoque buildings.

Restoration of individual buildings was funded signifi-
cantly by private actors, such as consulting firms, entre-
preneurs, and businesspeople, while the governorate of 
Cairo initiated a restoration project to save one flooded 
building, the 1928 Stock Exchange designed by Georg-
es Parcq. The repaving of roads and other surrounding 
urban-scale rehabilitations were privately funded. In 
effect, at least within a neighborhood with sufficient 
capital the government is able to initiate preservation 
projects for a single monument which will be followed 
by private-sector investment in the surroundings. But 
first, a monument must be declared a monument. The 
heritagization of increasingly contemporary buildings 
and glorification of the protectorate period was led by 

28 - Elsheshtawy, “Urban Transformation,ˮ 302/307.
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cultural elites, promoting TV shows, films, galleries, and 
literary events glorifying the “good old days.ˮ29 Private 
interest not only provides financial backing for preser-
vation projects, but provides the very definition of a his-
toric territory.
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