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Alin Aq Palace

To understand the importance of Alin Aq Palace, built in 1329–30 by the cup-bearer 
of the long-reigning sultan al-Nasir Muhammad, one must think of its proximity to the 
Citadel, the Mamluk seat of power, and of the fact that it is prominently located on  
the main thoroughfare connecting the Citadel and the city. In Mamluk times, this would  
have been a processional route, well frequented by the court.

Unlike medieval mosques that have been sustained across the centuries through 
piety, medieval Cairene palaces have fared less well, and although this one survived 
into the modern period, it did so in a ruined state.

Fortunately, enough of its superstructure survives to enable an appreciation of 
the original appearance of the building, particularly the gigantic scale of a surviving 
upper-storey reception hall (qa’a). In its heyday, this must have been a truly magnifi-
cent edifice. Evidence of its ownership history can be seen in the surviving entrance-
way, which bears the emblem of a cup, referring to the courtly position held by Alin 
Aq al-Husami (sometimes also referred to as Alnaq).

The lower storey of the structure is constructed of large monolithic blocks, a clear 
reminder of the political instability of the Mamluk period, which made solidly con-
structed princely residences a necessity.

Because of the palace’s strategic location, it remained in use for centuries. One  
of its later occupants was Khayrbek, a shrewd and ambitious courtier who built his 
religious complex next door in the early sixteenth century.

When AKTC launched a scheme to restore the building, it was in semi-ruined  con dition. 
Its upper storey, which had long lost its roof, was in a particularly precarious state. 
The soaring central space of the qa’a and its flanking iwans required  consolidation, 
and there was a substantial amount of mortar repointing required to ensure its 
 longevity. The sheer scale of the building made this a monumental endeavour.

Although the form of this grand qa’a was clear, evidence of the original appear-
ance of the rest of the building was scanty, as were remains of its finishings and 
fittings. AKTC’s approach was, therefore, to undertake all measures to stabilize the 
building but not to reconstruct it.

On the lower storey, what had once been stables and storage areas were generally 
in better condition, but still required a range of interventions, from basic cleaning  
and removal of debris, to more sensitive work to remove the effects of long-term  
misuse and neglect. One area that required fine conservation work was the portal, 
which retained a high level of decorative detail, lost in the rest of the building.  
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Above, first-floor residential spaces, prior to 
conservation.

Below, ground-floor plan with new tiling.
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Above, longitudinal section through Alin Aq Palace.

Below, the north facade (left) and the ground floor 
(right) of Alin Aq Palace after conservation.
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The completed scheme has ensured the future survival of this monumental residence, 
and rendered the building in a usable state.

Conservation design and preliminary studies in Alin Aq Palace introduced the 
 resident conservation team to the challenge of archaeological conservation of a built 
 structure. The remains of the palace were not only ruined, roofless and had lost all 
decoration, but the monumental Mamluk stone structure was also in bad  condition. 
The approach was based on the criteria of minimal intervention in the objective  
of bringing back its stability without compromising its archaeological authenticity. 
Structural stabilization of the remains was carried out using traditional techniques, 
such as stone masonry with local repairs using a similar type of stone materials,  
while a system of timber bracing was established at the wall tops to guarantee lateral 
 stability. Historic plaster remains were stabilized via grout injection and no attempt 
was made to re-establish decoration. A gentle soft cleaning was finally implemented 
to visually integrate the repairs with historical parts.

Alin Aq Palace and khayrbek Mosque and 
 Mausoleum after their restoration.
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Aqsunqur Mosque

This mosque was built in 1346–47 by Amir Aqsunqur, a son-in-law of the Mamluk 
 sultan al-Nasir Muhammad. A mausoleum for some of the sultan’s deceased children 
already existed on the site, and was incorporated into the structure, resulting in some 
irregularities in the plan of the building.

This is one of the larger courtyard mosques of Cairo, and the medieval  chronicler 
al-Maqrizi notes that Aqsunqur was so involved in the project that he helped his 
labourers move mounds of earth on the building site with his own hands. Apparently, 
he was so absorbed in this process that he would often forget to stop to have his 
meals.

One unusual feature of the mosque is the fact that some of the arcades  comprised 
cross vaults supported by stone piers, rather than columns and arches as was the 
convention in Egypt. This detail was almost certainly inspired by the great Mosque of 
Tripoli in modern lebanon, where Aqsunqur had previously been governor.

Unlike most Cairene mimbars (pulpits for the imam), which are in wood, the one 
in this mosque is made of a number of different types of coloured marble. Classical 
vegetal scrolls decorating the mimbar are a reminder that Mamluk art was an assimi-
lation of many traditions.

In the mid-seventeenth century, the mosque was appropriated by Ibrahim Agha  
Mustahfazan, an important courtier who redecorated the building in the  Ottoman 
style, namely by adding expanses of Iznik-style tiles to many of its interior  surfaces, 
especially the qibla (Mecca-facing) wall. land in the city centre was at a premium, 
and this sort of intervention was a cheap and easy way of having a large mosque 
associated with one’s name without having to build anything. Ibrahim Agha 
 Mustahfazan’s tiles have given the building the popular epithet of the “Blue Mosque”, 
and earned it a place in every Cairo guidebook, as well as on most tours of Historic 
Cairo. Unfortunately, a serious earthquake in 1992 caused damage to this important 
landmark, along with many other buildings in the city. It was in need of a comprehen-
sive restoration programme.

When AKTC began restoration of the mosque, there were serious cracks in many 
areas, including the main dome above the mihrab and the tomb of Ibrahim Agha  
Mustahfazan, a lavishly decorated space with coloured marble panelling topped  
by Ottoman tile work. As stated above, the building had greatly suffered from the 
1992 earthquake and some temporary steel shoring had been in place since then. 
Structural reinforcement using steel anchors was necessary, as was the repair of the 
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Above, general view of the roof and minaret 
after conservation.

Below, a conservator at work retouching the 
painted decoration in a wooden band.
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entire surface of the roof. recording devices had to be installed to monitor building 
movement, and damaged areas of stonework were carefully replaced.

One of the successes of this scheme has been the conservation of the architec-
tural detailing and ornamentation. For example, the cleaning of the stonework 
revealed the original decorative treatment of the facades’ alternating bands of red 
and white stone. Thorough intervention was also needed in Mustahfazan’s mauso-
leum, involving the stabilization of the marble and tile work, presenting the beautiful 
space to its own best advantage.

The Aqsunqur Mosque conservation project, implemented between 2009 and 2012, 
was the ultimate project and largest in size carried out by the conservation team in 
Cairo. The mosque had been vacated from religious use following the 1992 earth-
quake. While structural reinforcement of the building was a prerequisite to be able to 
remove temporary shoring in the main arches, the main scope of intervention con-
cerned the intricate decoration made of polychrome stones and marbles, blue Iznik 
tiles and painted ceilings. gentle cleaning of all exterior facades and courtyard  
ele vations revealed the original decorative pattern of the facade alternating bands  
of red and white stone, including marble incrustations. In the interior, the level of  
deterioration of the polychrome marble panels in Ibrahim Agha Mustahfazan’s mauso-
leum due to capillary rising damp made it necessary to dismantle and reassemble  
a significant number of broken panels. Conserved with grout injections, poultice  
cleaning and integration of lacuna, the interior decoration is now well preserved and 
presented in an integrated manner.
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Opposite page, the roofed prayer space 
of Aqsunqur Mosque and the qibla wall 
adorned with blue glazed tiles in the 
background. 

top left, the open courtyard of Aqsunqur 
Mosque and its minaret.

Above, the mausoleum of ibrahim Agha 
 Mustahfazan after conservation.

Left, the ground-floor plan of Aqsunqur 
Mosque.
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Aslam al-Silahdar Mosque

Built in 1344–45 by Baha’ al-Din Aslam al-Silahdar, the sultan’s sword-bearer, this 
mosque was constructed during an architectural golden age and bears witness  
to Cairo’s importance as a magnet for skilled artisans from across the Islamic world. 
Its most distinctive feature in this regard is the decorative tile work on its dome, the 
work of craftsmen from Tabriz, in Iran, who came to Cairo for a brief period to work 
on Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad’s own buildings, and were commissioned by courtiers 
such as Aslam as well.

A second notable feature is the magnificent marble-work panel above the main 
entrance, similar to the elaborate textiles that have been made in Cairo for at least  
a millennium, and are still hand-stitched today in the nearby tentmaker’s market.

The mosque interior is an uncommon combination of two usually distinct typo-
logies in Cairene architecture: the first comprising rows of arcades and the second 
consisting of four vaults around a central courtyard. reused roman columns are a 
reminder that Cairene builders were as resourceful as they were ambitious.

like other Mamluk buildings, this one was built in phases, reflecting the patron’s 
evolving career: the mausoleum was constructed first, followed by the mosque and 
minaret (although the current minaret is a replacement from the Ottoman period). 
What is remarkable about this building is its continued use as a community mosque 
for eight hundred years, thanks, in part, to its location at the intersection of several 
thoroughfares in the heart of a closely knit residential neighbourhood.

Untouched by significant conservation work since a campaign by the Comité de 
 Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe in the early 1900s, the Trust identified 
that the mosque was in urgent need of repair, and launched a comprehensive con-
servation scheme in 2006.

The preparatory work began with thorough architectural and photographic 
 documentation of the building, followed by detailed analysis and research into its 
condition and state of preservation. The scheme addressed both the structural  
issues and the conservation and restoration of all the decorative features, revealing 
their outstanding aesthetic qualities hidden for years under layers of dust.

A number of highly skilled conservators, craftsmen, architects, engineers and 
workers were involved in the project, and others trained during the process.  
The scheme restored the architectural integrity of a fine Mamluk building that had suf-
fered from insufficient funds for repair and a history of small-scale periodic patching 
up that had detracted from the unified spirit of the imposing edifice.
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the ribbed cupola with its circular glazed-tile 
inscription band after conservation.
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Cross section of the mosque looking south, 
drawing as built. 5 m

24�

CAse studies  ASlAM Al-SilAHdAr MOSqUe

5641_Cairo_AKTC_LayoutRZ.indd   240 18.05.18   09:58



Above, Aslam al-Silahdar Mosque after 
 conservation in its urban context.

left, a conservator at work cleaning and 
 conserving an inlaid Mamluk door.
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given the building’s community significance, both as a meeting place and as a place 
of prayer, this restoration project has been warmly received by local residents, who 
recognize that they are its primary beneficiaries. The cornerstone of their communal 
life has been restored, and has subsequently led to the Trust upgrading the whole 
area around it. Almost a decade after the project’s completion, the mosque is well 
cared for and maintained by its congregation.

The Aslam al-Silahdar Mosque conservation project, implemented between 2006 and 
2009, built upon previous experience gained by the team in transitioning from the 
Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque project. The religious usage of the mosque was not 
interrupted during conservation work. Due to the compact dimension of the building, 
all procedures and stages were performed with great attention to the details. Initial 
architectural surveys included all secondary systems, such as historical doors and 
stucco carving, and mapped all deterioration, such as cracking, settlements, losses 
and modern additions. There was, however, only local structural damage, so work 
focused on intensive material conservation of the decorative elements. Accumulated 
dirt and dust were cleaned on the exterior facades using poultice and hand tools.  
The interior courtyard elevations covered with stucco carvings and plaster were sub-
ject to grout injections, stabilization and manual cleaning. running around the drum 
of the ribbed dome, an inscription band made of coloured glazed tiling was covered 
with dirt and was detaching from its supporting wall. After each detached area  
was stabilized and the inscription band cleaned, missing decorative elements were  
reintegrated with reversible colours to provide better visual integrity.
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Opposite page, Aslam al-Silahdar mosque 
south facade and the socially vibrant 
 rehabilitated Aslam Square. 

Above, the ground-floor plan of the mosque, 
drawing as built.

Left, elevations of the mamluk mimbar 
adorned with inlaid wood panelling.

5 m
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Khayrbek Complex

The earliest part of the Khayrbek complex is its imposing mausoleum. This was built  
in 1502, shortly before the Ottoman conquest of Egypt by a man who was to betray 
the Mamluks, allowing the Ottoman army to win in return for the governorship of 
Egypt. It is an elegant structure, the stone dome entirely decorated with a lattice 
design superimposed on an elaborate vegetal pattern. It was one of the last examples 
of a tradition that had developed since the early fifteenth century, one of Mamluk 
Cairo’s most impressive architectural achievements.

The mosque was built in 1520, after Khayrbek had taken the reins of power. It is 
a most unusual structure, very small in size, probably because there was little land 
available alongside the mausoleum. The vaulted prayer hall shows a mastery of the  
art of stone masonry, in some respects refuting the claim that all the good craftsmen 
of Cairo were taken to Istanbul by the Ottomans. Fine decorative stone panels at  
the intersections of its vaults reveal an architectural flair on the part of the craftsmen 
working on this building.

Despite its small size, the Khayrbek complex has retained the attention of artists 
and photographers for at least two centuries. This interest has left valuable informa-
tion about the appearance of the building over time. One of the major changes this 
complex witnessed was the loss of the uppermost section of its minaret in the late 
nineteenth century, a fate shared with other buildings in Cairo.

By the turn of the twenty-first century, the complex was largely disused, and one 
of the adjacent residences had been partially destroyed. AKTC sought to breathe new 
life into this significant ensemble.

From a conservation point of view, the largest intervention required was the recon-
struction of the top of the minaret, whose loss significantly compromised the integrity 
of the complex. Fortunately, its appearance was well documented, and an accurate 
reconstruction possible. The same applied to one of the adjacent houses, which had 
lost its upper storeys in recent decades. Other interventions included a significant 
amount of fine restoration and cleaning, reinstating the elegance and subtlety of the 
architectural detailing in a wide range of materials, including stone, stucco, wood 
and paint. These provided a multitude of training opportunities for conservators, 
both new and experienced. One of the most pleasing results from the  conservation 
scheme was to reveal the fact that the religious complex had been constructed 
with two different colours of stone, a pale honey colour accentuated with a reddish 
orange.
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Above, left, a skilled craftsman at work restoring 
gypsum windows with stained glass.

Above, right, conservators at work  retouching 
the painted ceiling (top) and cleaning the 
 surface of the exterior stone cupola with a micro 
sandblaster. 

Below, Khayrbek complex and Alin Aq Palace 
street elevation, drawing as built. 

5 m
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Below, cross section of the Khayrbek 
Mausoleum.

Opposite page, interior view of Khayrbek 
Mosque after conservation.

5 m
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The idea underlying the conservation scheme of the Khayrbek complex was not just 
to restore an important series of buildings, but to integrate them into the life of the  
community more effectively. The mosque has once again become publicly  accessible, 
while the spaces in the houses immediately to its north have lent themselves to a 
number of different uses over the years, including a community health centre.

conservation in the Khayrbek complex included a wide variety of types of  intervention, 
ranging from entire building reconstruction in the case of the Ottoman houses, which 
were at the point of collapse, to the mosque and mausoleum requiring delicate 
 conservation of stone and wood surfaces. Because the reconstruction activities in the 
Ottoman houses took place at the inception of the conservation Programme starting 
in 2001, the Khayrbek complex team gained extensive experience in complex recon-
struction challenges, including simultaneous shoring and construction and masonry 
replacement. A dedicated conservation team also developed stone conservation 
techniques and painting conservation with the help of foreign specialists to success-
fully tackle the cleaning and material consolidation of the polychrome decoration of 
the mosque and mausoleum.

teChniCAL ChALLenges

Key plan of the Khayrbek complex,  
including Alin Aq Palace.

1  Khayrbek Mosque and Mausoleum
2  Ottoman houses   
3  Alin Aq Palace 
4  Historic city Wall
5  Aqsunqur Mosque
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ottoman-era housing units constructed in the 
17th century between the khayrbek complex 
and Aqsunqur Mosque. they are now used for 
community services.
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Tarabay al-Sharif Complex

The cemetery has always played an important role in the life of Cairo, in many 
respects continuing an ancient relationship between life and what comes after it. 
visits to the cemetery have been a key part of Cairene life since the founding  
of the city and, throughout its medieval history, key political figures have invested 
heavily in funerary structures, which sometimes surpass those of daily life in scale 
and grandeur.

The mausoleum of Tarabay (1503–04) is such a structure. Constructed just  
outside the walls of the city on its south-eastern side, it is a truly monumental stone 
building, befitting the man for whom it was constructed, who was one of the most 
prominent of the Mamluk amirs in the early sixteenth century. The monumental 
 structure that survives was part of a larger complex, now mainly destroyed. Still 
surviving is the sabil-kuttab (water fountain and Qur’anic school) and an archway 
demarcating the boundary between city and cemetery.

Adjacent to the Tarabay complex is another sixteenth-century funerary complex, 
that of Amir Azdumur al Tawil, originally a Mamluk of Sultan al-Zahir Jaqmaq who rose 
to hold several high offices of state. A mausoleum, qa’a (hall) and the remains of living 
accommodation are a reminder that the endowments of charitable foundations like 
these often made provisions for the poor and destitute, and for religious  communities, 
such as the Sufis, who kept religious complexes alive with prayer and worship. 
 Surrounding the Tarabay al-Sharif complex is a warren of low walled structures that 
make up the more modern cemetery, still in use today.

Apart from the towering structure of the Tarabay Mausoleum itself, the rest of the 
complex was practically inaccessible due to extraordinary quantities of debris 
that made it impossible to fully appreciate the extent of the area and the range of 
 buildings it once comprised.

Initial stages of the conservation involved removing this debris to expose the  
historic structures and permit access. This also enabled an understanding of the  
original configuration of the complex and of its original multi-purpose nature. Prior  
to the work commencing, it had been impossible to appreciate what had survived,  
or to comprehend the ways in which the complex had been designed to function.

The conservation project also involved a substantial amount of cleaning, of both 
the external and internal surfaces of the buildings. Under layers of dust that had 
rendered many details invisible, it was revealed that the entire inner surface of the 
mausoleum was decorated with a painted geometric design that complemented the 
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chevron (zigzag) carving of the exterior. Cleaning also restored to life the striking 
interior marble panelling typical of the Mamluk period.

The ribat of Azdumur was in ruins, with only a third of the structure standing. 
However, enough physical evidence remained to enable an accurate reconstruction, 
and this was the course of action taken, both to preserve the remaining structural 
 elements and to reinstate the original appearance of the building.

The sabil-kuttab, although complete, was in poor condition, to the extent 
that shoring of its vestibule made it totally inaccessible. Severe structural issues 
 necessitated the dismantling of some of the vaults, and these were then recon-
structed in place. Other spaces required architectural cleaning and conservation.

The Tarabay al-Sharif complex conservation project, implemented between 2006 
and 2009, built upon previous experience gained by the team in both Umm al-Sultan 
Shaaban Mosque and the Khayrbek complex. Within the wide spectrum of conser-
vation activities that were carried out in the project, structural and civil works played 
an important role as most of the buildings were in an advanced state of deterioration. 
A valuable example of such works took place in the large medieval hall adjacent to  
the sabil: this was at a point of collapse due to the cross vault’s thrust on its support-
ing walls and had been shored up for decades. Work procedures included numbering 
all stones in walls and vaults, cataloguing and careful dismantling. Wall foundations 
were enlarged and stone walls and cross vaults were reconstructed with salvaged 
stones. A special timber support system was designed to enable the reconstruction 
of the cross vaults.

left, reconstruction of the cross vaults of the 
sabil’s adjacent area to address structural 
hazards.

right, a conservator cleaning stone using  
a micro sandblaster on the tarabay al-Sharif 
Mausoleum.
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Above, cross section through the 
mausoleum and its adjacent spaces, 
drawing as built.

Right, existing conditions survey of the 
remains found of gypsum windows 
and stained-glass fragments followed 
by  reconstruction shop drawings.
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Above, tarabay al-Sharif Mausoleum and its 
adjacent buildings after conservation.

Below, the interior of tarabay al-Sharif 
 Mausoleum and details of its south facade 
after conservation.
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Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque 
and Madrasa

The madrasa of Umm al-Sultan Shaaban, constructed between 1368 and 1369, is 
unusual in that it bears the name of a woman, “the mother of Sultan Shaaban”, whose 
name was Khawand (lady) Baraka. As the sultan was fifteen at the time, it is likely 
that it was Baraka herself who built the complex to commemorate performing the 
 pilgrimage to Mecca – a journey that took place with magnificent pomp and grandeur. 
lady Baraka was a prominent and respected figure in Mamluk Cairo, renowned for 
charitable work and piety, of which this religious complex is an excellent reminder.

like other madrasas of its period, the building consists of a large courtyard sur-
rounded by four vaults (iwans), with a number of smaller auxiliary spaces, including 
two domed mausolea, the larger one for lady Baraka, the smaller one for her son,  
the sultan. A minaret was placed at the corner of the building to catch the eyes  
of  passers-by on what was the main avenue of medieval Cairo. Achieving this visual 
prominence in a dense urban fabric was a challenge requiring architectural skill 
honed to perfection by the Mamluks and exemplified in a building like this one.

Unfortunately, in 1884, a devastating earthquake damaged the upper part of this 
minaret, which was eventually dismantled. Attempts to reconstruct the minarets  
of the Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque and Khayrbek Mosque in 1941 by the Comité 
de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe were prepared, but funding limita-
tions prevented the project from going ahead. Both minarets eventually had to wait 
until 2003 to recover their integrity, when AKTC, based on historical analysis, started 
with the Supreme Council of Antiquities to reconstruct their lost upper sections  
to their original shape.

When AKTC started its urban rehabilitation programme in al-Darb al-Ahmar, it became 
clear that reconstructing the top segment of the Umm al-Sultan Shaaban minaret 
would significantly improve the skyline of Historic Cairo, especially from al-Azhar Park, 
and restore the integrity of this magnificent building. The technical challenge was 
twofold: first, to determine the original architectural design; and second, to be able  
to reconstruct it on top of the towering Mamluk structure.

Historical research revealed evidence of the minaret’s original appearance, while 
extensive analysis of the Mamluk architecture, together with the physical remains on 
top of the existing stub, enabled an accurate design based on historic architectural 
patterns. This ensured visual harmony by paying close attention to the detailing.  
In-depth surveys in 2001 led to the development of structural strengthening  measures 
using steel connectors to ensure that new stone loads would be perfectly robust,  
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Above, the south-east elevation after 
 conservation and minaret reconstruction.

Below, left, a historical photograph dating 
from the end of the 19th century showing the 
minaret’s top section propped up, following 
the 1884 earthquake.

Below, right, the interior courtyard of the 
mosque.

Following pages, left, an aerial view of umm 
al-sultan shaaban Mosque after conservation 
and minaret reconstruction.

Right, a low-angle view of the sultan’s 
mother’s burial mausoleum, after conserva-
tion and integration of stained-glass gypsum 
windows.
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Right, the ground-floor plan.

top, left, the exterior facade of the sultan’s 
mother’s mausoleum.

top, right, the interior facade of the mosque.

Bottom, details of the polychrome marble 
mihrab (left) and the intricate wood inlay  
of the doors giving access to the prayer area 
(right). 5 m
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and the entire structure safe. Implementation started in 2002 as the first phase of  
a four-year restoration programme to conserve the entire madrasa,  preserving its use 
as a functioning mosque and reinstating community focused activities in its auxiliary 
spaces. Today’s passers-by would scarcely believe that for over a century this land-
mark of al-Darb al-Ahmar was bereft of its most memorable feature.

Within the spectrum of conservation activities that took place between 2001 and 
2006, the reconstruction of the top section of the minaret has been an important 
milestone in project development and a visible achievement in the skyline of Historic 
Cairo. Structural engineering design was critical especially because of seismic  
codes, as the reconstructed part had to provide sufficient connection to the shaft and 
 resistance. Initial engineering calculations questioned the use of traditional stone-
masonry construction techniques as engineers felt they were not able to withstand 
seismic displacements. Innovative solutions were designed associating traditional 
stone-masonry techniques with embedded horizontal and vertical metal anchors. 
revival of the traditional stone-masonry methods included the use of panels to carve 
three-dimensional stones to the desired patterns on the ground. Construction  
of stone courses with lime-based mortar was carried out by skilled stonemasons.

details of the reconstructed minaret’s 
top section.
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Housing Programme

One of the main qualities of al-Darb al-Ahmar is its late-nineteenth-century housing 
stock, which reflects older spatial traditions shaped by environmental conditions, 
 cultural values and social conventions. Around 1900, for example, wealthy families 
would have lived in large courtyard houses, typically comprising grand reception 
areas on the ground floor and family quarters upstairs. In spatial terms, these were 
very much the product of a Cairene tradition. In decorative terms, however, they were 
more eclectic: it was common to find Ottoman and Mamluk-style woodwork with 
European-style painted scenes, Turkish baths, and stone carving very similar to that of 
medieval monuments in the neighbourhood. Middle-class homes, though less  lavish, 
were equally representative of a society that combined a strong sense of identity with 
centuries of exposure to ideas from around the world.

Most houses incorporate features to ensure privacy (for example courtyards and  
screened windows), while responding to climatic conditions, using typologies 
designed to capture the prevailing winds, encourage the movement of cool air and 
avoid strong sun. Many were designed to enable extended families to live together. 
Over the course of the twentieth century, however, as the area’s economic  conditions 
declined, many of these buildings fell into a state of disrepair, and with the rise  
of modern construction techniques, the knowledge of how to repair them was lost. 
There were also no financial support systems to enable residents to access funding 
required to undertake significant repairs. That said, the sense of community and 
multi-generational ties in the neighbourhood remained very strong.

AKTC’s housing programme was set up as a means of improving living conditions in 
the neighbourhood while restoring the dilapidated housing stock. Contrary to some 
perceptions, local residents were extremely keen to invest in restoring their homes, 
and a housing loans programme was strongly welcomed. The housing team developed 
the expertise to rehabilitate the area’s traditional buildings, as well as the design  
skills to sympathetically remodel existing houses to accommodate the demands of 
current residents. The most common demand was for additional bathrooms. The pro- 
gramme’s premise was to provide good-quality work using durable, low-cost materials 
sympathetic to the history of the building stock. local human resources were used 
extensively, both in terms of labour and craft skills, such as carpentry and tile work. 
vocational training raised the standard of local craftsmanship, creating opportunities  
in discerning markets in other areas of Cairo. A total number of more than two 
 hundred housing units were restored through this programme.

iNtErVENtioNS uNdErtAkEN
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Above, brick masonry work in progress for 
housing repair and reconstruction.

Below, existing condition survey (left) and 
repair and colour scheme proposals (right).

Left, top and middle, prior to AKtC’s interven-
tion: the deteriorated condition of the hous-
ing stock in general, and neglect and lack 
of investment in houses in darb shoughlan 
street. 
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top, darb Shoughlan Community Centre,  
the historic City Wall and al-Azhar Park.

Above and right, housing interventions  
in the streets of al-darb al-Ahmar.
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The restoration of the late-nineteenth-century housing stock provided different 
 challenges from those of monument restoration.

Before any work could commence, the early stages of the Housing Rehabilitation 
Programme (HRP) necessitated obtaining permission from the Supreme Council of 
Antiquities to allow work to take place on houses abutting the Ayyubid Wall, which 
were seen as encroachments. This was a difficult battle to win, but eventually AKTC 
succeeded. It necessitated reconfiguring some of the existing buildings to minimize 
these encroachments. Small plot sizes made this a substantial design challenge.

From a technical perspective, work needed to be very durable but also extremely 
low cost, given that local residents were paying for it themselves. Significant research 
was undertaken to identify good sources of appropriate building materials in keep-
ing with the history of these buildings, and robust enough for a demanding domestic 
environment. Additionally, in many cases, fittings, such as staircase handrails, had 
been totally lost and needed replacement. Fortunately, traditional workshops in  
al-Darb al-Ahmar still survived and were able to provide most of what was required.

Other challenges included understanding traditional building renders and re- 
plicating these, and accommodating people’s demands for changes to their homes 
without compromising their historic integrity. For houses overlooking the new 
 al-Azhar Park, formerly a dumpsite, the backs of buildings had suddenly become their 
fronts, and this necessitated sensitive design intervention to improve the appearance 
of what had become important facades.

Due to the fact that local residents had to vacate their homes during the restor a-
tion process, refurbishment work had to take place at speed. As such, accurate initial 
assessments of the scope of work required were essential.

housing interventions in darb Shoughlan 
Street.

key cOnServATiOn chALLengeS
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Open Spaces and Infrastructure

Open spaces in al-Darb al-Ahmar range from public squares at important community 
nodes to small alleyways used by residents as extensions to their homes. In a poor, 
largely pedestrian historic neighbourhood with a large number of small businesses, 
it is hard to overestimate the value of the street as a key space for social interaction. 
For example, carpenters, one of the neighbourhood’s most common tradesmen, have 
always used the street as an extension of their workspace. larger open spaces are 
rare, and therefore well used for a multiplicity of purposes, ranging from informal 
meeting areas and play spaces for children, to the setting for games, rides and com-
munal meals during festival periods and ramadan, and, more practically, as transport 
nodes and pick-up points for finished items produced in al-Darb al-Ahmar.

Surveys of the area showed the remains of attractive and sophisticated urban 
landscaping, exemplified in a tradition of paved stone surfaces and elaborate 
street lights. In more recent years, however, a dearth of resources meant that urban 
manage ment schemes were limited to utilitarian interventions, maintaining public 
spaces at a basic level, thereby not making full use of them as key assets of the 
 historic urban environment. Infrastructure systems suffered from the same problem, 
and water and sanitary systems, in particular, were in poor condition and prone to 
bursting and blockages. Municipal intervention was usually limited to reactionary 
 measures to fix problems rather than plan for the future, especially in the network of 
small streets, where deteriorating infrastructure went largely unnoticed.

AKTC’s intervention focused on priority areas where its other initiatives were ham-
pered by the challenges of neglected open spaces and unreliable infrastructure  
networks. These were adversely affecting living conditions and, in some cases, 
actively contributing to harming the built environment. One example is Bab al-Wazir 
Street, al-Darb al-Ahmar’s main thoroughfare, where water pipes frequently burst, 
causing health risks, damage to valuable historic buildings and traffic jams. Other 
areas include Darb Shoughlan, an important neighbourhood spine where many 
houses were rehabilitated, and Asaad Alley, which was developed as a pilot to de- 
monstrate the incredible potential of the neighbourhood. replacing outdated piping 
systems and reintroducing stone paved surfaces had both practical and aesthetic 
benefits. In areas where most of the traditional paving had been lost, interlocking 
bricks were used as affordable, practical substitutes.

Aslam Square is a particularly good example of how open space upgrading 
complemented a range of other initiatives, including housing rehabilitation and the 

oPEN SPACE iNtErVENtioNS
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Craftsmen repairing the stone paving in front 
of the darb Shoughlan Community Centre.
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right and below, restored housing unit now 
used as a community serviced cafeteria. 
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 restoration of historic monuments. The vision for how to improve the square was 
developed through a participatory process in which the aspirations of community 
 members shaped the scheme. AKTC subsequently developed an urban design 
 project that both enhanced community meeting places, such as a local coffee shop 
and the  fourteenth-century Aslam Mosque, while significantly improving the pub-
lic realm through landscaping and the introduction of street furniture that drew its 
 inspiration from the way local residents used the space.

With regards to infrastructure improvements, one of the key challenges was to 
 identify replicable treatments that were not too costly, to ensure that pilot initiatives 
could be emulated by others and would not require extensive future maintenance.  
For example, road paving in pedestrian areas used commercially available interlocking 
blocks rather than traditional stone blocks, because the latter were almost impossible 
to obtain, and very expensive. Thus economy and durability were critical factors in 
the decision-making process.

For open space upgrading, these two parameters were critical as well. Assess-
ments of other urban intervention schemes in Cairo made it clear that long-term urban  
maintenance was limited, while, at the same time, wear and tear was high, especially 
in a busy, closely knit urban fabric like al-Darb al-Ahmar. To ensure that pedestrian 
spaces did not revert back to vehicular use, for example, built street furniture was 
used to create a permanent barrier between pedestrian and non-pedestrian areas. 
robustness was seen as a key factor in the design and selection of materials and built 
forms, which were purposely functional, meaning that local residents could maintain 
public spaces with very limited resources.

open space upgrading in Aslam Square; 
Aslam al-Silahdar Mosque in the background.
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