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DARB QIRMIZ 
QUARTER 

Cairo, Egypt, Phase 1 completed 1980. Client: Egyptian An

tiquities Organization, Islamic Section. Restoration: Egyptian 

Antiquities Organization (Abd al-Tawab) and German Ar-

chaelogical Institute, Cairo (Michael Meinecke, 1973—1979; 

Philipp Speiser, 1979—; Muhammad Fahmi Awad). Master 

craftsmen: S. M. al-Habbal, S. H. Muhammad, I. Abd al-

Mun'im. 

Master Jury's Citation: For the ambitious restoration program ex

ecuted as part of the rehabilitation of a whole area of the Old City 

of Cairo. The effort made to restore seven important monuments, 

which had fallen into considerable disrepair, is exemplary. The high 

quality and purity of the restoration work is evident throughout as 

is its positive value for the surrounding community. The project has 

provided the opportunity to sustain and develop rapidly disappearing 

artisan skills. On the way to implementing successfully its ambitious 

program with limited resources, the Darb Qirmiz already stands as 

an important example of conservation in the Islamic world. 

Darb Qirmiz is a residential quarter in the center of what is 

now Old Cairo. In the 1970s restoration work began on the 

monuments of this ancient quarter with the aim of encouraging 

a more general rehabilitation and revitalization of the area. 

The conservation program is to be carried out in four phases 

and entails the restoration of seven monuments as a first step 

in the eventual rehabilitation of the quarter. Two monuments 

that were restored during the first phase and that have already 

contributed to community life are the Madrasa (Koranic 

School) of Sabiq ai-Din Mitqal al-Anuki, a Mamluk building 

dating from 1368 and restored between 1973 and 1976, and 

the Tomb of Sheik Sinan, dating from 1585, also restored 

between 1973 and 1976. The second phase, now in progress, 

includes the restoration of the five remaining monuments of 

the quarter. These are the Fountain of Abd al-Rahman Ka-

thuda, dating from 1744—1745, and under restoration since 

1979; the Madrasa of Tatar al-Higaziya, built, between 1347 

and 1360; the Palace of Bastak al-Nasiri, built in 1339 and 

under restoration since 1983; the seventeenth-century Wakalat 

Left: The Fountain of Abd al-Rahman Kathuda, with its upper-

level madrasa, is one of the smallest of the restored buildings, but 

its strategic position at a fork in the road makes it one of the most 

important visually. Pages 92—93: The fountain's ornate timber 

ceilings have been carefully restored and its wall tiles faithfully copied. 



Bazaar; and the Madrasa of Gamal al-Din Yusuf al-Ustadar, 

dating from 1407. 
The third and fourth phases, still in the planning stage, 

will concentrate on upgrading the infrastructure and residential 

buildings of the quarter, and will include the construction of 

new housing on empty plots. 

Location. To the north of the quarter and adjoining it lies 

the area where the original Fatimid Palace once stood. To the 

west the quarter is flanked by the main thoroughfare of Old 

Cairo, since the Middle Ages called Darb Qirmiz, from which 

the quarter gets its name. 

Background. The fact that the earlier monuments are still 

standing can be attributed to two factors: their solid construc

tion of thick stone walls and a regular program of repair and 

maintenance. During the last thirty years, however, this 

maintenance has been neglected, and all the monuments were 

found to be in an advanced state of disrepair, bordering on 

collapse, when the German Archaelogical Institute in Cairo 

chose this quarter as an experimental project for the conser

vation of the Old City. 
Lacking the historical significance of the monuments, the 

residential buildings of the quarter have suffered even more 

from insufficient maintenance. Despite having been recon

structed in most cases between the eighteenth and early-twen-

tieth centuries, they are nevertheless in a fairly advanced state 

of disrepair. 

The life of the quarter has become less vibrant over the 

years. The wealthier inhabitants have moved to other areas, 

and residential buildings have consequently deteriorated. At 

the same time traditional crafts and trades, once the predom

inant means of livelihood for the inhabitants of Darb Qirmiz, 

have been replaced by modern ones, notably aluminum works 

and the recycling of waste paper. 

Local Architectural Character. On average, both the monu

ments and residential buildings are 15 meters in height, with 

the former constructed throughout most of their height of 

stone-faced walls with a core of rubble. Occasionally their up

per levels are constructed of brick. The roofs are made of 

shaped wooden beams carrying a wooden platform with a layer 

of earth and clay serving as the roofing material. Floors are 

often of patterned marble or plain stone slabs. Poorer-quality 

materials have been used in the construction of the residential 

buildings. Here the walls are timber with an infill of brick and 

rubble. They are often plastered on the outside and colored 

in dark ocher or cream. 

The Work of Conservation. So far the procedure followed for 

the restoration of the monuments has been fundamentally the 

same for all. Stone in the lower levels of the walls that corroded 

as a result of rising damp has been replaced as have similarly 

damaged paving stones. All plaster that came loose or was 

damaged, once again because of rising damp, has been replaced 

with new plaster both made and laid in the traditional way. 

Damaged decorative work has been replaced, keeping as closely 

as possible to the original technique and appearance; damaged 



wood in doors and screens has either been repaired or replaced; 

original painted surfaces have been carefully cleaned and where 

possible repaired, especially those containing inscriptions. 

Missing features that were clearly identified have been replaced 

and new glass lamps have been hung in all seven monuments. 

Finally, all roof surfaces have been repaired and reconstructed 

with original materials. 

Details. Madrasa of Sabiq al-Din Mitqal al-Anuki. The central 

floor of the madrasa courtyard was re-created in its original 

form with the help of patterns found at the Egyptian Anti

quities Organization. The mihrab was dismantled and every

thing below its arch rebuilt. For this purpose old marble, which 

matches the particular type of marble originally used here, had 

to be found and special ceramics made. The minbar, which 

had fallen apart, was reassembled with the addition of new 

wood where necessary. One of the two badly burned wooden 

screens on the upper level, which looked onto the courtyard 

below, was partly reassembled from old pieces, while the other 

was remade with completely new material. 

Tomb of Sheik Sinan. The most important repair work on 

the mausoleum was done on the damaged dome, which was 

carefully replastered inside and out. Internally the building 

was cleaned and repainted and the cresting was repaired. 

Fountain of Abd al-Rahman Kathuda. Some of the most se

vere damage to the fountain was on the timber eaves and pen

dants at the top of the building. This was all repaired and the 

roofs resurfaced to make them waterproof. The paving of the 

madrasa on the upper level was relaid and the surfaces cleaned. 

1 : The madrasa on the upper level of the Fountain of Abd al-

Rahman Kathuda is a light, lofty structure of stone columns and 

arches surrounded by a timber balcony screen. 2: Tiny yet mon

umental in the street scene is the Tomb of Sheik Sinan. 3: The 

plan of the whole quarter identifies the seven monuments. 

a. Madrasa of Sabiq al-Din al-Anuki 
b. Tomb of Sheik Sinan 
c. Fountain of Abd al-Rahman Kathuda 
d. Madrasa of Tatar al-Higaziya 
e. Palace of Bastak al-Nasiri 
f. Wakalat Bazaar 
g. Madrasa of Gamal al-Din Yusuf al-Ustadar 



The restoration of this building has been held up because of 

difficulties in getting tiles made to match the originals. The 

experimental tiles produced were not considered to be of ad

equate quality, and further experiments are being undertaken. 

Madrasa of Tatar al-Higaziya. This building was in worse 

condition than the preceding three: only fragments of the 

original decoration remained and most of the plaster had fallen 

off. Re-creating the original appearance of the madrasa was 

therefore more difficult. All the gypsum screens had to be re

made, as well as large portions of the original, highly decorated 

calligraphic frieze around the courtyard and the mihrab. 

One of the splendors of this madrasa is the Tomb of Tatar 

al-Higaziya and particular care was taken in cleaning the gilt 
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and polychrome woodwork of its interior. The magnificent 

quality of the windows, both in terms of design and crafts

manship, became obvious once they had been carefully 

cleaned. Rising damp on the northeastern corner of the build

ing was a particular problem, but this was solved by leaving 

vent holes in the walls to allow evaporation. 

The top of the minaret, removed and stored at the An

tiquities Organization when it seemed that it might collapse, 

has still to be replaced. The correct identification of its stones 

seems to be in some doubt. 

Palace ofBastak al-Nasiri. Work on the conservation of the 

palace—the most ambitious project undertaken so far—was 

begun in 1983. When complete the main reception hall, which 

overlooks the Darb Qirmiz thoroughfare through a number of 

large screened openings, will probably be the finest example 

of interior domestic architecture surviving from the Mamluk 

period in Egypt. 

Conclusion. Shortage of funds made major restoration work 

in certain areas impossible. Consequently it was decided quite 

4, 5: The major domed space of the Tomb of Sheik Sinan. The 

section shows the relationship of the major and minor spaces; the 

interior was merely cleaned and the painted surfaces repainted. 6: 

The fourteenth-century Madrasa of Tatar al-Higaziya has a ribbed 

dome that sits on an octagonal base. 7, 8, 9: An interior view 

shows the mihrab and minbar, and the elaborate tiling and cal

ligraphy adorning the walls, details of which are also shown. So 

sensitive has been the restoration that nowhere is the newness usually 

associated with such projects apparent. 
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early in the conservation process not to undertake the ex

tremely expensive task of trying to control rising damp. Instead 

it was determined that continual maintenance and repair work 

on the buildings would be necessary in the future until this 

problem could somehow be brought under control. 

In some respects the shortage of funds was an advantage. 

For example, very little work has been carried out on those 

parts of the old fabric still in reasonable condition, with the 

result that the image of age that the buildings conveyed before 

conservation work began has been largely retained. 

The original restoration program has been somewhat mod

ified because the quarter is becoming increasingly commercial. 

Two new commercial complexes have been built on sites that 

had been earmarked for residential development. Fortunately, 

the buildings are relatively inoffensive and the German Ar-

chaelogical Institute has been able to ensure that their height 

does not exceed the average height of the older buildings in 

the area. The increasing commercial prosperity of the quarter 

is a welcome step in the direction of rehabilitating and revi

talizing the old city. 

The quality of the restoration work is generally of a high 

standard and the sense of retained authenticity is very strong. 

The impact of the project on the surrounding community has 

been considerable. Two local mosques have again become 

available for use. These have been beneficial to the local com

munity not only by providing centers for prayer, but since 



mosques are commonly used as madrasas, for religious instruc

tion as well. The restored Tomb of Sheik Sinan is a fine ad

dition to the street scene. It is hoped that the Palace of Bastak 

al-Nasiri will become a center for the organization and public 

display of projects relating to the development of the old city. 

A problem in the quarter has been the main cross lane, 

Darb Qirmiz, which was blocked by the erection of a house 

across it at the beginning of this century. One of the aims of 

the conservation program is to open a way through this house 

to allow traffic once again to pass from one half of the quarter 

to the other, thus assisting in the process of revitalization. 

Finally, apart from the importance of preserving the his

torical heritage of a nation, such restoration projects also help 

revive the traditional crafts of an area. The project has led to 

the employment of some of the finest masons, plasterers, and 

carpenters in Cairo, and their continued employment is help

ing to keep their crafts alive. 

I0: The courtyard of the Madrasa of Sabiq al-Din Mitqal al-Anuki 

with its re-created marble patterned floor and mihrab in the sanc

tuary. II, 12: Below is a detail of the entrance porch to the madrasa 

with its castellated parapet, and at right the sanctuary with the 

mihrab and minbar. All the glass lamps are new. 




