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Neo-Arabic Renaissance 
in Egypt, 1870-1930 

T he years 1870-1930 were 
marked by radical 
changes in the urban fab
ric of Egyptian cities. 
Alexandria and subse
quently Cairo were re

modelled following methods that resem
bled those of Baron Haussmann in 19th 
century France. The "necessities of mod
em life" required the creation of a new 
street system and the invention of a new 
architecture. There was also widespread 
construction of Western-style buildings 
(Viennese and Italian in particular), and 

"Various Buildings in the City" 
Below: An apartment house on 26th of July 
Street, Cairo. Note particularly the carved 
wooden mushrabiyas and vertical ornamenta
tion at the comers. 
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many in Cairo and Alexandria reflected 
an Art Nouveau influence during the ear
ly 1900's. But upon closer examination, 
one can see at the same time a wider use 
of Arabic decorative motifs and even 
numerous nea-Moorish style construc
tions appeared. Undoubtedly, it is the 
decoration which should be mentioned 
initially: stalactites on the comers, of 
buildings, borders around windows, 
crenellation along roof-tops, balconies 
enclosed with wood (like mushrabiyas) , 
not to speak of minarets, often found at 
the angle of villas or apartment buildings. 

Right: The sabil Bouttab (public fountain) at 
the Babel Hadid, by the architect Pantanelli 
done around 1870. 



Many of these decorative elements call 
to milld the Cairo street created for the 
Universal Exposition of 1889 in Paris. 
However, there were also profound in
fluences upon interior spaces and their 
architecture. Villas with a salamlik, cupo
las (which express highly-centralised 
arrangements of interior spaces), and in
direct or veiled lighting are all features 
that prevent us from dismissing this taste 
for Arabic decor as being purely exotic. 

It is indeed difficult today to locate all 
of these buildings. Most of them were 
demolished starting in the period 1920-

1930 to make way for big apartment 
buildings. This is primarily due to the 
fact that often they were individual villas 
and small two-storey constructions. 
Nevertheless, maps of Cairo, the survey 
archives, newspapers and biographies of 
certain architects allow us to understand 
the extent of this movement and to deter
mille that it very probably represented 
one of the domillant styles. It is to be 
found everywhere, even though villas 
and palaces were the first to be built in an 
"Arabic style", above all in the present 
centre-city (Qasr al Nil, then Ismailia). In 
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addition, there were new public spaces 
created in the old fabric (al Rifai, then al 
Azhar) and numerous private or public 
realisations in the heart of the old city 
(from Khan al Khalil to Ghuriyya) . 
Many small bourgeois edifices also tried, 
at least at a decorative level, to incorpo
rate features of the great historic monu
ments that surrounded them on all sides. 
As for the housing developments that 
were located on the outskirts (from 
Zahir, first of all, and then Heliopolis) , 
they are still full of these Arabic-style 
constructions, which provide much of 



their charm. 
Thus it is possible to perceive the ex

istence of a style that is manifest in the 
Society of Engineers building (1920) and 
certain ones along 26th ofJuly Street, but 
particularly in the Villa Saint Maurice 
(1874), the Misr Bank (1927), the 
Guezireh Palace (built to accommodate 
the Empress Eugenie), the Ruchdi Pasha 
villa, the Zogheb villa (1898) and the 
Museum of Arab Art (1903). Most villas 
have been tom down, such as those for 
the Charaoui, Mosseri, Batigelli, 
Bakhoun, Boghos Pasha Ghali, and Rafi 

families; few large palaces remain, an ex
ception being the Guezireh, today trans
formed and renovated into a Marriott 
Hotel. Only a few public buildings and 
apartment-houses remain, which could 
explain why the Arabic style seems to 
come down simply to decoration: rental 
apartments, police stations or museums 
were difficult to "dress". 

In any event, it becomes difficult to 
compare this phenomenon with what 
was being produced in the West. For 
example, the industrialist Vaissier had an 
oriental style chateau topped with a large, 

"Various Buildings in the City" (Cant.) 
Below: The Central Railway Station and the Li
moun Bridge Railway Station in Cairo shown here 
on an old postcard. 
Below, left: Bank Misr, Emad el Din Street, 
Cairo, by the anhitect A. Laseiac, completed in 
1927. 
Bottom: View of the stone floor in the hall of the 
Bank Misr, Cairo, 1927. 
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stained-glass dome built for himself in 
1892 in Tourcoing, in northern France. 
At the same moment, a neo-Moorish 
style manifested itself in North Africa, 
Spain, Portugal and the United States. In 
spite of the vast geographic distances be
tween such buildings, it was really a mat
ter of fashion: ostentatiousness of a 
nouveau riche, as in Tourcoing, or gra
tuitous showing-off of an eclectic 
architectural knowledge. Except in 
North Africa. One author has noted that 
there was "a sort there which remained 
despite of all the changes ... and which 



went beyond the neo-Moorish". 1 Its offi
cial character, like its permanence, led 
him to present it as one of the dominant 
types of modem architecture in North 
Africa. Beguin· calls the phenomenon 
"arabisance". We do not propose em
ploying this same vocabulary because 
modem Egyptian architecture does not 
have similar characteristics. But it is clear 
that we are not faced with simple play of 
ornamentation, even if we sometimes get 
the impression of an irrational use of di
verse formal elements whose only com
mon denominator seems to be that they 

"Arabic Style" Decorative Details 
Right: A doorway in the Faggala quarter, 
Cairo. 
Far right: A doorway in the Sakakini quarter, 
Cairo. 
Below: Arched entrance with decorated grill
work to an apartment building in Mounira 
quarter, Cairo. 
Below, right: Entrance to the Khayry Bey 
Palace in Cairo, built in 1870. 
Below,jar right: Portico of the new wing to the 
American University in Cairo, built in 1932. 

are "Arabic" in origin. 
Let us put aside for the moment the 

category of mosques, even though that of 
al Rifa'i is truly remarkable. Mosques 
have resisted exterior influences more 
than any other building type. Nonethe
less, the presence of Arabic decoration 
largely surpasses this religious 
framework just as it does that of indi
vidual private villas. Moreover, it does 
not simply have an official character as it 
does in Algeria. It was quite explicitly a 
matter of searching, whether it be the 
attempts at a "Saracenic style" as 
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Newnum2 called it in 1938, like the 
Royal Society of Agriculture, the Arc
hives of the Citadel, the Police Station in 
the Citadel, the new blocks of AI Azhar 
university or the Parliament mosque. 
The Public Works Reports reflect a desire 
to encourage the "Arabic style" during 
reconstruction of areas expropriated in 
the old city. Facility, of course, lead to 
decorative elaborateness without altering 
basic structures. This trend was violently 
criticised in 1881 by Rhone: "People are 
vaguely inspired by ancient models 
whose style and arrangement have been 



corrupted", he wrote and called this an 
"opus incertum".3 It is true that the 
haphazard distribution across a fac;ade of 
the basic elements of Islamic architecture 
could only be considered as playfulness. 
"Interchangeable minarets" are the most 
ridiculous examples. 

However, at the same time and cer
tainly under the influence of what was 
then happening in Istanbul and Galata, 
there were some really "historicist" 
buildings (of Marnluk or Aridalusian art 
.. . ). Above all there were transformations 
of structure. For example, there is the 
case of villas with a salamlik, which was a 
common practice until the beginning of 
the 20th century. In such instances, the 
main living quarters became a kind of 
haramlik (it could even be an otherwise 
totally Western villa sometimes), and a 
sort of appendage was added, much 
smaller but strictly in a traditional idiom, 
as a kind of refuge for all one's fantasies . 
Frantz Bey referred to the house ofCherif 
Pasha as "a complete separation of the 
family functions .. . , but in a liberal way, 
not according to terrible old traditions". 4 

One can still find this in Munira al Djadi
da quarter (although most have been des
troyed today), along Sheik Ali Youssef 
street, or in Abbassiah. This quality is to 
be found in a more prestigious manner in 
large palaces built slightly earlier, like the 
salamlik of Guezireh or that of Manial. 

Such features prove that there was 
some fundamental architectural research 
going on. They occurred also on the in
teriors of houses, whether in the form of 
qa'a~type rooms situated in the middle of 
truly eclectic "follies", or inside "colo
nial" villas with domes such as in 
Heliopolis. There, the dome defined a 
vast central vestibule which was above all 
a room where people received friends and 
guests. 

Over and above the multiform exist
ence of a style, there was a rich evolution 
within the innermost realms of dwellings 
of the period in Egypt, which under
scores the fact that one can neither limit 
discussion to a simple classification of 
building-types such as Palaces, Villas, 
Public Buildings and Apartments, nor to 
a simple opposition: Decoration versus 
Structure. 

Thus, it is through a chronological 
approach that one can best perceive the 
emergence and evolution of certain 
forms. At the outset the "Arabic" style 
seems to be attributable to rich European 
'orientalists' or to princes. The Egyptian 

"The Salamliks" 
Below: Salarnlik of Ghezireh Palace, built in 
1863 by Frantz and De Curel. All of the 
elements are of cast-iron, produced in Gelmany 
and assembled in Cairo by specialised workers 
br~ught to Egypt from Gelmany. 
Bottom: The Salamlik of Omar Sultan 
Pasha's Palace, built by A. Laseiac in 1907, 
and located in Bab el Louk quarter of Cai;·o. 
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upper-class kept to their old dwellings, or 
eventually transformed them completely 
on the interior. A few European 
architects around 1870-80 tried their hand 
at an "Arab" villa, such as the one near 
Ezbekiyya aescribed by Frantz as "a two
storey country house surrounded by a 
garden" built by Diebitch. Paradoxically, 
it was therefore a non-Egyptian 
bourgeoisie that employed the "Arabic" 
style, out of a taste for the exotic, but also 
taste for a luxury not .attainable in the 
newest Italianate constructions of the 
time. Such experiments remained limited 
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and many of these villas were never even 
executed. The "Arabic" style tended very 
rapidly (in the years 1890-1900) to consist 
primarily in decoration. It became simply 
a matter of stucco-work on the fa<;ades of 
apartment buildings. Yet during the 
same period, certain other elements en
tered more profoundly into accepted us
age. This entailed villas with salamliks or 
qa'as in otherwise bourgeois interiors. 
Thus, one perceives simultaneously a 
dual development: general diffusion on 
the one hand, and a kind ofinteriorisation 
on the other. Everyone employed this 

"The Omcial Style" 
Below, left: The Kaab el Akbar Mosque and an 
apartment building in Nasrieh quarter, Cairo, both 
designed by architect Mahmoud Fahmy Pasha, cir
ca 1920. 
Below: The Waqft Ministry Building in Bab el 
Louk quarter, Cairo. This new wing was also 
designed by Mahmoud Fahmy Pasha in "1925. 
Bottom: Small apmlment building - constructed 
during the urban renewal project in the area of 
Sultan Hassan around 1920. 
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mode of expression, sometimes in an os
tentatious way, as in certain villas, or 
neighbourhoods such as Zahir or 
Heliopolis later - and according to his/ 
her taste, religion, and status within the 
cultural life of Egypt. At other times, it 
was a matter of creating intimate spaces, 
as in the Sakakini palace of 1897 where 
there were superb Baroque reception 
rooms on the ground floor and upstairs 
an intimate Turkish-style salon adjoining 
the bedrooms. In all cases the trend be
came stronger and culminated in the 
years 1910-1920 with a general orienta-



"Stylistic Exercises" 
Below: The Villa St. Maurice in Cairo, built in 
1874, and which later became the French legation. 
Right: View of the interior hall of the new French 
Embassy Building in Guizeh by the architects 
Parcq and Hardy in 1937. The architects designed 
the new chancellery employing older decorative ele
ments saved from the Villa St. Maurice - the 
former embassy which was tom down. This is an 
extreme example of playfulness with forms and 
decoration. Thus, elements from a ga'a are used to 
ornament a cruciform hall which is a main passage
way, the court is essentially rejected to the outside of 
the building, serving as a link to the garden. As for 
the mihrab, it does not of course indicate the direc
tion for prayers. 
Bottom: The Mihrab. 
Below, right: The court. 
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Plan, French Embassy, Cairo, 1937 

tion towards an "Arabic" style. When 
expropriations took place around Sultan 
Hassan to make gardens and to open a 
tramway line, the Public Works Depart
ment asked Herz Bey (architect to the 
Conservation Committee for Monu
ments of Arab Art) oto design special 
lamps. Housing in the Arabic style was 
encouraged at this time by construction 
of a small apartment building and that of 
caracol (a Police Station) "treated in a sim
ple Arabic style to harmonise with the 
mosque".5 This style merits without 
doubt discussion and debate, but it testi
fies to a serious tum in aesthetic thinking 
which is, moreover, highlighted by the 
creation of al Azhar plaza. Such achieve
ments in the public realm were paralleled 
in private constructions that were often 
ostentatious, like the salamlik rebuilt in 
1907 by the son ofOmar Pasha Sultan, or 
the palace of Hoda Charawi, "recon
structed in recent years in an ancient Ara
bic style". Certainly, this Arabic style is 
debatable because ,the great hall was 
modelled on Spanish Andalusian motifs, 
with Turkish tiles and a Mamluk foun
tain. Yet it bears out an essential fact:' at 
the very moment when some people 
were trying to build in a neo-Pharaonic 
style, the Arabic style had swept up the 
Egyptian bourgeoisie ... , and the whole 
city. I t was certainly not the only possi

ble form of expression. The 
building fever in Cairo was such 
that undoubtedly there had never 
been so much built before, and in = all sorts of styles. But the de

mand for the Arabic style was clearly one 
of the biggest. Moreover, it was not the 
result of specialisation by a few particular 
architects. Nearly all of them contributed 
to this movement because of an impor
tant rise in the number of commissions. 
El Sayyed Mitwalli Effendi, for example, 
who was born in 1871 at Kafr Shubra, 
executed a number of official buildings 
for the Ministry of Public Works, such as 
the school in Saliba, until approximately 
1905. When he went into private practice 
after 1908, he constructed in the Arabic 
style. Numerous Egyptian architects and 
contractors before him had altemated in 
building in Western and Arabic styles. A 
Frenchman, Mr. Baudry, ' student of 
Lebas and Loubet and recipient ofa med
al at the 1867 Universal Exposition in 
Paris, was administrator of a public 
works enterprise (Societe Anonyme 
Generale de Travaux) in Egypt which did 
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certain Arabic villas (E. G. villa Delort, 
Baudry and St. Maurice). Yet one finds 
above all Italian architects like Ciro Pan
tanelli, born in Sienna in 1833 and gradu
ated from the faculty of architecture in 
that city, who executed the Kasr el Nil 
palace for Said Pasha in Cairo and even a 
fountain, the Bab el Hadid. 7 He also built 
some of the first Arabic style villas, like 
the Zahar house. Still another Italian, 
Alfonso Manescalco, was responsible for 
the Museum of Arab Art and the Lib
rary, while Carlo Virgilio Silvagni com
pleted the al Rifa'i (1906-1911). These 
Italians certainly played a central role in 
the way that this style penetrated Egyp
tian society. Manescalco, as Chief 
Architect to the government was quite 
close to Mahmud Bey Fahmy, Inspector 
at the Tanzim of Upper Egypt, who later 
became Chief Engineer to the Waqf 
administration, directing numerous pro
jects but also creating an Encyclopedia for 
engineers -....:.. thereby aiding the develop
ment of a school of Egyptian architecture. 
Mustafa Fahmy (founder of the En
gineers' Society) reached even higher dis
tinction: first as Director General of State 
buildings in 1937, the Director General of 
the Tanzim in 1943, Chief Architect for 
Royal Palaces and even Director General 
of the Municipality ,of Alexandria. 

One should not overemphasise the 
importance of these achievements. Many 
people preferred truly Westernised villas 
or apartments. Yet the movement we 
have described did become firmly im
planted. The Arabic style was consider
ably more than a simple fashion if we 
may judge from the ranks of professional 
architects the manner it appeared 
throughout the city. The public debate 
that emerged concerning these "Arabic" 
constructions indicates that this style was 
one focus of a national debate which 
swept Egypt in the early 20th century. 
Such discussions extended over more 
than half a century and their development 
allows those who know how to read the 
signs to follow the discussions through 
the architecture. 

Frantz Bey said in 1871 that people 
would quickly regret the loss of old 
fa~ades if new architectural forms were 
not found. Ten years later Rhone re
marked: "Everything is threatened by the 
banal transformations which are invading 
our cities from the West", while at the 
same time stigmatizing the play of Arabic 
ornamentation indulged in by the Euro-

, pean architects of certain villas. It was a 



"Stylistic Exercises" (Cant.) 
Elevation, villa with a "minaret" by architects 
Andre and Robida, Heliopolis, 1907. 
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similar point of view to that of Mariette 
(one of the better theoreticians of 
'adapted' architecture around 1880): "It 
would be childish to come back to 
Moorish decoration. No matter what 
happens, it has fallen into the realm of the 
archaeologist". 8 Hence, this is not a ques
tion of purist nostalgia. Even if European 
aesthetes were the first to draw attention to 
the need to think about a new Egyptian 
architecture, they corresponded in reality 
to men like Ali Pasha Mubarak (builder 
and Minister of Public Works), who tried 
on their side in Egypt to facilitate efforts 
towards new urban forms. 

It was this union which brought about 
a style that linked the necessities of mod
em dwelling (buildings with windows, 
particular spatial arrangements, etc.) to an 
exterior fa<;ade (or an ornamentation) that 
recalled Arab art. Often the impetus was 
without doubt conservative in nature. It 
was a matter of "retaining that special 
quality which is characteristic of our city" 
(Bay, 1915). But a profound desire to 
save what was essential did emerge. In 
1911 (when the Arabic style was spread
ing e~erywhere) Herz Pasha called for 
creation of a sort of repository of tradi
tional architectural forms of Cairo 
"which would be made avaihble to 
clients so that architects could find in
spiration among forms that pleased the 
tastes of their clients".9 The Committee 
for Monuments of Arab Art collaborated 
closely with the Ministry of Public 
Works and the Waqf Ministry. 

In this light, constructions in an Ara
hic style seem to us, both through their 
weaknesses and their originality, to be the 
material manifestation of the values of 

one social class: a cosmopolitan 
bourgeoisie, essentially Egyptian, that 
"wanted to be noticed" through this style 
- which was more a "neo-classicism" 
than exoticism. Far from being superficial 
veneer, the style is a deep expression of 
social change, a slow collective reapprop
riation that parallels a political movement 
of Egyptian renaissance. It is precisely 
this depth of the movement that has con
tributed to certain forms of continuity. 
Private constructions do tend to become 
rather uniform. But the buildings for the 
Waqf Ministry maintain a tradition. Still 
today there are recent edifices which bear 
this out. Some of the arguments that 
were used in debates around 1900 have 
reappeared in today's debates. Although 
in some ways a "colonial" style, the neo
Moorish style in Egypt was also some
thing else still: an expression of a search 
for identity. 
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