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Project Scope / Objectives

Documentation and the development of presentation 

designs and operational plans were carried out, as 

were archaeological excavation, shoring and stabil-

ization, cleaning, reconstruction of core walls, stone 

repair, stone replacement, re-pointing, construction 

of retaining walls, and the construction of metal 

stairs, gates and parapets. Finally, electrical services 

were installed.

Historic Wall
CAI RO,  EGYPT

The historic urban Wall is the south-eastern segment of Cairo’s Ayyubid fortifi ca-

tions, which were partially exposed during the works to create the new Azhar 

Park. The Wall measures over 1500 metres in length, running north from Bab 

al-Wazir to al-Azhar Street, and forms the boundary between the Darb al-Ahmar 

district of Historic Cairo and the new Park. It is the longest and best-preserved 

portion of Cairo’s old fortifi cations. Following preliminary investigations, the Aga 

Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) began restoration works in 2000. Most of the work 

along the side facing the Park was completed in 2008.

 Built in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries by Salah al-Din and his succes-

sors, this portion of the city wall was Cairo’s eastern boundary for centuries. 

Over time, its role changed: although it continued to be a defi ning element for 

the city, it long ago ceased to be a defensive structure. This shift in function 

meant that the city gradually spread to and into the very edge of the Wall, follow-

ing an accretive process common to historic cities everywhere. From the fi f-

teenth century onwards, the area just outside the Wall began to be used as a 

dumping ground and the Wall gradually disappeared under the debris, where, 

in fact, it remained protected from the ravages of time and weather.

 Today, following the interventions to create the Park, the outer face of the 

Historic Wall is once again exposed to view and to the elements, while, on the 

city side, private development pressures as well as institutional requirements 

raise complex urban development issues. The interventions considered not only 

the preservation of the Wall, but also how best to intervene in the surrounding 

urban context. Thus, comprehensive restoration, planning and design policies 

were established with regard to the monument itself, as well as the residential 

fabric abutting the Wall, the historic gates and the pedestrian promenade along 

the western edge of the new Park.

History

Construction of the Historic Wall was begun in 1176 by Salah al-Din, a Kurd of 

the Ayyubid clan who came to Cairo from Syria and overthrew the Fatimid 

caliphate in 1171. Salah al-Din’s idea of a single wall surrounding the entire city 

of Cairo would prove a long-lasting legacy. The new fortifi cations encircled 

A new paved promenade is now located along 

the Historic Wall inside the Park. 

Opposite page:

Above, the Historic Wall acts as both the 

perimeter of the Park and an interface with 

the Darb al-Ahmar neighbourhood. 

Below, the most prominent tower of the 

Historic Wall, Burg al-Mahruq, was still buried in 

debris in 1994. Its excavation was a painstaking 

archaeological process (see p. 321 for the 

fi nal result).
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 1 Azhar Park 

 2 Stepped Ramp and Walkway 

  between Community and Park

 3 Park Ticket Offi ce

 4 Community Street, access to 

  and from the Park

 5 North Fortress Tower, viewing 

  area with new access stairs

 6 Ruins of Bab al-Mahruq Exhibit

 7 Ramp from Intermediate Area to Ruins

 8 Historic Wall Promenade

 9 South Fortress Tower, exhibits 

  with new access stairs

 10 South Fortress Tower, viewing platform

 11 Ramp from Historic Wall 

  Promenade to Intermediate Area

 12 Historic Wall 

 13 Service Entrance

 14 Surrounding Housing, rehabilitated

 15 Aslam Square, public space renewal

16 Aslam Mosque, restored monument
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within a single system the Citadel and the Fatimid city, as well as the pre-Fatimid settle-

ments of Fustat, al-Askar and al-Qata’i. The new city walls were built entirely of stone and 

made use of new advanced defensive techniques imported from Syria, with bent 

entrances and arrow slits reaching to the fl oor.

 The east Wall was built as part of the new fortifi cation and seems to have remained 

important for two centuries after its construction. Soon after, as the threat posed by cru-

sader armies and other invaders declined, so did the importance of maintaining the 

defensive walls. On the eastern side, urban expansion virtually stopped. Already during 

the late Mamluk and early Ottoman periods, although the walls continued to mark the 

limits of the Old City, the area outside the fortifi cations became a dumping ground, a 

practice that continued unabated during the following centuries.

 The maps drawn at the time of the French occupation, around 1800, in fact show that 

buildings in Darb al-Ahmar were generally built right up to the edge of the city. During the 

rest of the nineteenth century an increasing number of travellers came to Egypt, who 

sketched and photographed what they saw. A series of panoramas taken by French 

photographer Pascal Sebah in 1880 provides one of the most valuable visual documents 

of the eastern Historic Wall, showing that much of the original stonework, including the 

crenellations, still existed at that time.

 In 1882 the government established the Comité de Conservation des Monuments 

de l’Art Arabe to preserve Egypt’s Islamic and Christian architectural heritage. Although 

the Comité repaired the city walls from time to time during the fi rst half of the twentieth 

century, it was not until 1950 that they undertook a major campaign along the eastern 

Historic Wall. This consisted of the reconstruction of two towers along with extensive re-

placement of the missing facing stonework in several areas of the fl ank wall. For the next 

fi fty years no further repairs or restoration were undertaken.
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Left, the fortifi cations included advanced 

defensive techniques such as arrow slits.

Right, restored houses have been 

integrated into the historic preservation 

of Bab al-Mahruq.

Opposite page:

A plan of Bab al-Mahruq in its context 

(above) and in section (below).

10 m
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These tenets are rooted in internationally recognized and accepted standards of conser-

vation, namely the ‘International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monu-

ments and Sites’ of 1964 (the Venice Charter). It builds on the fundamental principles set 

out in the Athens Charter (1931) with the added emphasis on the importance of context, 

the discouragement of reconstruction except in cases of anastylosis (reassembling of 

preserved fragments), and the integration of modern scientifi c technology where appro-

priate and useful.

 In line with these general principles, the intervention guidelines applied by the AKTC 

team to the conservation of the Historic Wall expressed, whenever possible, preference 

for retention or compatible repair of original fabric over reconstruction. The recommen-

dations for intervention on the surrounding urban fabric advocated respect for the 

changes accrued over time, in order to preserve the integrity, scale and signifi cance of 

the Wall in its current confi guration and context. Ultimately, the proposed interventions 

promoted continuity rather than transformation. The long-term goal is to integrate and 

harmonize the remnants of a valuable past with present realities and future uses in ways 

that are compatible and sustainable.

 The following conservation treatments were carried out between 2000 and 2008 at 

the Historic Wall: stone replacement, masonry cleaning, epoxy injection and reattach-

ment, repointing, plaster reattachment, core injection, and the application of artifi cial 

patinas. All interventions were thoroughly documented. Selected replacement materials 

were physically and chemically compatible with the original fabric and clearly distin-

guishable upon close examination.

The Wall as a Culural Resource and Visitor Destination

Conservation of the original wall structure and preservation of the living city fabric around 

the Historic Wall are seen as the best antidotes against further decay on the one hand, 

and destructive commercialization on the other. The actions to ensure that the Historic 

Wall maintains its original signifi cance and that it be properly reintegrated into its con-

temporary context included: fi rstly, creating pedestrian circulation along the western side 

of the Park and access through the former city gates (Bab al-Mahruq, Bab al-Barqiyya 

and Bab al-Wazir) to enhance the perception of the Historic Wall as a dynamic edge and 

meeting point, rather than as a barrier between the community and the Park; secondly, 

establishing didactic programmes, exhibits and an overall interpretive scheme to enhance 

appreciation of the Wall as an important urban feature of Historic Cairo, to explain its 

changing role in the development of the city and to introduce visitors to the life of the 

Darb al-Ahmar community; thirdly, introducing educational and training activities that are 

relevant to promoting a deeper understanding of the cultural heritage among visitors and 

residents and the development of capacity through enrichment of local skills and abilities to 

preserve and protect Historic Cairo; and fourthly, ensuring the future management and 

long-term sustainability of the Wall through the establishment of permanent repair and 

main tenance programmes and the monitoring of future changes and transformations.

 The shift in perceiving the Historic Wall as an abstract, isolated monument to its rein-

vention as part of a larger urban programme can turn this obsolete structure, buried for 

centuries and removed from the city’s mainstream development, into a cultural asset and 

vital component of the rehabilitation of Historic Cairo. The challenge ahead lies in safe-

guarding the remains and true signifi cance of the Historic Wall, while shaping its new role 

in the years to come.

The defensive tower, Burg al-Mahruq, 

now seen unearthed and conserved 

(see page 317 for a view of the same 

site before intervention).

The Historic Wall remained, as it had been for centuries, the eastern boundary of the 

densely built up Darb al-Ahmar district of Historic Cairo. The continued dumping of rubbish 

meant that the mounds of debris, now known as the Darassa Hills, had buried the outer 

face of the Wall all the way up to the level of the crenellations. It was only after AKTC 

began moving earth for the future Azhar Park that the accumulated debris was removed. 

The regrading brought to light not only the buried section of the Wall known through 

early photographs and historic maps, but also the northern section, unrecorded even on 

Napoleon’s map of 1798, and probably buried since Mamluk times.

The Survey

The fi rst step in the conservation process was a comprehensive study of the Wall’s 

physical condition followed by a detailed assessment of each part of the monument that 

would be subject to intervention. The general study documented the Wall’s overall condi-

tion, including an analysis of the masonry and identifi cation of areas of signifi cant deter-

ioration, distinguishing between the loss of facing stone and total loss of the Wall. It also 

documented the presence and extent of previous repairs. The subsequent detailed con-

dition survey provided a fuller quantitative analysis, complemented with a qualitative 

assessment of the causes and effects of deterioration. Severity of loss, for example, was 

classifi ed according to the extent and depth, as well as to whether the process was still 

active or inactive. In addition, samples were taken for laboratory testing to ascertain the 

exact nature of the materials and their conditions and problems.

 Together, the fi eld survey, graphic documentation and laboratory work yielded a 

comprehensive record of the construction of the Wall and its present state of conservation, 

as well as the diagnostic tools needed to formulate an intervention programme. Recom-

mended measures included archaeological investigation, emergency stabilization, 

masonry treatment (including cleaning, removal of salt and biological growth, grouting, 

consolidation of deteriorating stone and selective stone replacement), as well as limited 

reconstruction where needed to maintain the structural stability or visual continuity of the 

Wall. The resulting policies and guidelines for masonry intervention were designed to 

achieve maximum retention of the original historic fabric while ensuring the visual and 

functional continuity of the Wall as an urban element.

Approach and Methodology of Intervention

The restoration works started in 2000 with the launching of pilot interventions on limited 

sections of the Historic Wall gradually extended to increasingly greater portions of the 

monument. The principles underlying the interventions can be summarized as follows: 

fi rstly, to research and document all evidence, including physical, archival and historical 

information, before, during and after intervention; secondly, to respect the cumulative 

age-value of the structure, by recognizing the stratifi cation of human activity, displaying 

the passage of time and embodying different materials and techniques, as well as 

changing cultural beliefs and values; thirdly, to safeguard authenticity as a cultural value 

associated with the original actions of the making or remaking of an object or site, recog-

nized as the embodiment of authorship or the record of a time and place; and fourthly, to 

avoid harm to the monument, either by minimizing physical interference to re-establish 

structural and aesthetic legibility and meaning, or by intervening in ways that will allow 

other options and further treatment in the future.
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Above, an archaeologist working on top of 

Tower 5, excavating the remains of Ottoman 

houses built later on top of the Wall. 

Below, a view south along the Wall from 

Tower 10, showing a defensive tower under 

scaffolding.

The interior of Burg al-Mahruq, which has 

now become a space for exhibitions, after 

its restoration.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The eastern portion of the Historic Wall is part of the 

city wall of Cairo built by Salah al-Din in the later part 

of the 12th century to contain the Fatimid city and its 

suburbs, as well as the pre-Fatimid city of Fustat, within 

a single fortifi cation system. In the following cen turies, 

the area outside the eastern wall became a dumping 

ground, rising to a height of some 30 metres and even-

tually burying the fortifi cations under the debris. The ac-

cumulated rubbish formed a major barrier to modern 

urban expansion and contributed to preserving the 

Historic Wall to this day. Following the completion of 

Azhar Park, approximately 1500 metres of Wall were 

exposed, from Bab al-Wazir to al-Azhar Street, forming 

the boundary between the Darb al-Ahmar district 

and the Park. A comprehensive restoration programme 

began in 2000.

Challenges

SITE CONDITIONS

The poor state of conservation and unstable condi-

tions of some portions of the Historic Wall required 

extensive shoring. Also housing encroachments 

against the walls, as well as inside and on top of the 

one-time fortifi cations, posed an additional challenge 

and greatly complicated restoration work. 

INFRASTRUCTURE

New water and sewer connections had to be estab-

lished for the houses abutting the Wall to avoid infi ltra-

tion of water and rising damp. New concealed electrical 

connections had to be established to light the ramparts 

and interior galleries of the restored monument.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

The recording of the Wall’s general conditions (Level 1) 

distinguished between total loss (core and facing 

stones), partial loss (facing stones and parts of the core 

walls), loss of facing stones, structural instability, pres-

ence of earlier repairs, basal erosion, and loss of paving 

along the ramparts. The detailed survey (Level 2) re-

corded the conditions of the individual stones and dis-

tinguished cases of surface erosion, and the presence 

of black crust or carbon soot, cracking, de-lamination, 

detachment, disaggregation, displacement, fl aking, loss 

and the presence of salts and metal stains. In addition, 

housing encroachments were classifi ed by type and 

included houses built: along the back face of the Wall; 

over part of the rampart; within the interior galleries; and 

to replace, in part or in full, entire sections of the Wall.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

The documentation prepared before the interventions 

included architectural, archaeological and condition 

surveys. In addition, laboratory analyses on existing 

mortars and stones were carried out throughout the 

restoration work to identify best matches and compat-

ible materials.

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

These defi ned the general programme and priorities of 

intervention for the entire Wall and led to the prepara-

tion of area plans, descriptions of works, operational 

schedules and budgets.

PLANNING ISSUES

Gates and special areas were subjected to detailed 

planning, including pedestrian access and circulation, 

presentation circuits, rehabilitation of houses en-

croaching on the Wall, promenades on the ramparts 

and at the base of the Wall and rehabilitation of interior 

galleries and passages.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

In order to disseminate and reinforce local expertise in 

architectural conservation, the Historic Wall restoration 

served as a training ground for the development of 

skills among Egyptian professionals and craftsmen.  

On-the-job training activities included the cutting, 

dressing and tooling of stones, preparation and use of 

mortars and renders, stone masonry repair and clean-

ing, and stone masonry construction.

CONTRACTING METHODS

With the exception of a limited number of subcontracts 

for electrical works, all restoration activities were carried 

out with direct labour recruited by AKTC, often from the 

resident community, and supervised by the project’s 

professional staff.

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

All conservation work was undertaken in accordance 

with the relevant international charters and in keeping 

with Egyptian antiquities laws and procedures. The for-

mulation of standards and operational guidelines drew 

on documented examples of similar types of interven-

tions carried out elsewhere in the region.

 

LESSONS LEARNED

Techniques and guidelines for the treatment, repair 

and replacement of limestone in traditional construc-

tion, as well as the characterization and matching of 

traditional mortars, were thoroughly investigated and 

tested during the course of the project. This work pro-

vides lessons which can be applied to similar AKTC/

HCP projects carried out in the surrounding region and 

elsewhere.  

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Governorate of Cairo, Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Authoritative Framework

‘Memorandum of Understanding’ between the Supreme 

Council of Antiquities and the Aga Khan Trust for Cul-

ture covering the restoration of the Historic Wall and 

other monuments in Darb al-Ahmar.

Phasing  1999 Y 2010

Excavation of eastern 

fi ll completed; start of 

archaeological excavation 

on Urban Triangle

1999 2000 20032001 2002

Opening of Towers 4 and 

5 visitor circuits leading to 

Darb Shoughlan School

Opening of Bab 

al-Mahruq Gate from 

Darb al-Ahmar

Opening of Bab 

al-Barquiyya Gate from 

Darb al-Ahmar

Completion of 

the Historic Wall 

restoration

The restored Darb Shouglan Community 

Centre, formerly a school, is integrated into 

its historic surrounds. Once a barrier, the 

Wall has become a catalyst for regeneration.


