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The area popularly known as Downtown (Wist 
al-Balad in Arabic) is a triangular zone, its 
northwestern boundary defined by the diago-
nal Ramses Street, with Azbakiya Garden to its 
east and Abdeen Palace on its south side. The 
area is composed of Tawfiqiya and Ismailiya, 
two adjoining nineteenth-century urban expan-
sions west of the historic city. The urban street 
pattern laid out in the 1860s was contemporary 
with the latest planning standards of the time, 
with nine squares connected by a grid of streets 
overlaid with a network of radial and diagonal 
avenues. The initial structures built in the area 
were mansions with leafy gardens, but starting 
at the turn of the twentieth century nearly all 
of these were demolished to give way to new 
typologies of buildings, namely Cairo’s first large 
multi-level apartment blocks, a departure from 
earlier forms of collective living found in the old 
city. The Said Halim Pasha Palace, designed by 
Antonio Lasciac and completed in 1899, is the 
last of the area’s grand palaces, whose garden 
extended to Mahmoud Bassiouny Street, where 
three large apartment blocks stand today.

With the beginning of the twentieth century the 
area had transformed into Cairo’s entertainment 
and commercial center, with theaters, depart-
ment stores, and banking institutions, and—by 
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the 1930s—cinemas. Large-scale architectural 
projects, some sponsored by the state, others 
commercial endeavors, were erected after the 
end of the Second World War. Riots and arson 
in January 1952 damaged hundreds of buildings, 
leading to a new wave of construction. Nasserist 
nationalization policies transferred the majority 
of Downtown’s buildings into state ownership. 

Despite its nineteenth-century origin, Down-
town’s architectural landscape today is entirely 
a product of the twentieth century, with a few 
exceptions dotting the area. Documentation 
and preservation efforts increased following 
the 1992 earthquake, though this has been 
done inconsistently. The history of the area 
is marred with misconceptions, often being 
described as European and misleadingly com-
pared with Paris. However, Downtown’s eclectic 
architecture defies stylistic categorization, as 
hybridity defines most of its buildings. Some of 
the city’s most prominent Modernist buildings, 
carried out by Egyptian architects, are located 
in the area. Downtown has seen several reha-
bilitations, such as the creation of pedestrian 
streets and the painting of façades, but this 
has fallen short of modernizing the area’s infra-
structure and finding a financially sustainable 
system for the proper upkeep of its buildings.
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Egyptian Museum
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arches shading a portico that has since 
been enclosed. Two additional protruding 
bays at the east and west ends of the 
elevation complete the symmetry. The 
fate of the building once its collections are 
moved to the Grand Egyptian Museum 
(#219) has not been determined.

Address: 15 Mariette Pasha Street, 
Tahrir Square
GPS: 30.047572, 31.233602
Year: 1902
Architect: Marcel Dourgnon

Egypt’s first architectural competition, 
held in 1894, was for a new purpose-built 
museum near the east bank of the Nile, 
in the Ismailiya district, to display the 
growing collection of Egyptian antiqui-
ties. Marcel Dourgnon’s Neo-Classical 
T-shaped design for the two-story build-
ing includes a grand sunken atrium at the 
center with skylights, for the display of 
colossal statues and large stone objects. 
The museum is entered through a garden 
leading to the raised ground floor. A 
domed double-height space near the 
entrance acts as a distribution point to 
the galleries to the right and left and to 
the atrium directly ahead. The second 
floor is reached by two grand stairs at 
the ends of the east and west wings. Cor-
ridors run around the building on both 
levels to facilitate circulation. All gallery 
spaces are double height, with plenty 
of natural sunlight entering through 
clerestory windows and skylights. 

There are several balustraded circular 
openings that allow for visual connec-
tions between the two floors as well as 
for natural light to reach the ground 
floor. To maintain the feeling of open-
ness, pillars lining the atrium give way to 
large semicircular arches that support 
the flat concrete roof. The classically 
designed main elevation is divided into 
five sections, with a protruding central 
bay with the main entrance set within a 
large arch supported by two columns. 
Two Beaux-Arts relief sculptures of 
female figures in ancient Egyptian dress 
flank the semicircular arch. The two side 
wings were each articulated with three 
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Address: 15 Mariette Pasha Street, 
Tahrir Square
GPS: 30.047572, 31.233602
Year: 1902
Architect: Marcel Dourgnon

Address: Corniche al-Nil
GPS: 30.047670, 31.232174
Year: 1959
Architect: Mahmoud Riad

Arab Socialist Union
(demolished)

9

This building became known first as 
the headquarters of the Arab Socialist 
Union (1962–78), then of the National 
Democratic Party (1978–2011). However, 
it was initially built to house the short-
lived Cairo Municipality, a different 
form of municipal government from the 
current governorate system. The building 
consisted of a fourteen-story rectangular 
block placed along the east side of the 
site, with an attached three-story base 
that protruded from the back and a 
second four-story volume at the south of 
the site containing the auditorium. The 
overall L-shaped composition created 
an open space at the center of the site 
to reflect a spirit of openness, as the 
fenceless space allowed Cairenes to 
approach the monumental building with 
ease. The building primarily contained 
offices and meeting rooms, a library, 
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and archive spaces.  Public services 
were placed on the lower three floors 
of the tower within the protruding base, 
while limited-access administration 
occupied the tower above. The archi-
tecture was characterized by its austere 
Functionalist design, with a regular 
grid of windows on both the east and 
west elevations of the block. A cafete-
ria was placed on the top floor, with 
views over the Nile. The proportions 
of the tower were designed so that all 
offices were aligned with the exterior, 
maximizing natural light and air, with a 
hallway in the center of the floor plan 
on each floor. Circulation shafts were 
placed at either ends of the narrow 
block. Having been the headquarters of 
the ruling National Democratic Party, 
the building was torched in January 
2011 and demolished in 2015.
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Nile Hilton Hotel
(Ritz Carlton)
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pedestrian bridge from the hotel to the 
Nile. In the final design the exterior was 
a gleaming white slab with a stripped-
down, Functionalist façade of equally 
sized balconies, reflecting the equally 
sized rooms. Protruding volumes at the 
base of the block housed restaurants, 
stores, and the casino. The crisp horizon-
tal lines and exterior stairs zigzagging up 
its sides added to the building’s Inter-
national Style. The interior of the hotel 
was minimally decorated with extensive 
use of Egyptian stone, blue mosaics 
and teal-painted surfaces adorned with 
replicas of ancient Egyptian reliefs. An 
extensive redesign completed in 2015 
significantly modified the exterior, now 
fully enclosed behind a curtain wall 
that encapsulates the grid of balconies, 
and entirely reworked Becket’s interior, 
which had been largely lost in previous 
renovations.24

Address: 1113 Corniche El Nil
GPS: 30.045902, 31.231939
Year: 1953–58
Architects: Welton Becket, Mahmoud Riad

Only the second international Hilton 
Hotel after Istanbul’s, this building 
marked the full arrival of Americanism in 
Cairo and served as an important corner-
stone in the Cold War as a meeting place 
for international politicians. The land had 
been vacant after the nineteenth-cen-
tury military barracks that stood there 
and had been the headquarters for the 
British occupying army since 1882 were 
demolished in 1947.  Schemes for a hotel 
with a similar shape and appearance to 
be placed at this site circulated as “Nile 
Hotel” as early as 1953. The arrival of 
Conrad Hilton to the project brought with 
him American architect Welton Becket, 
who mostly handled the interior design 
of rooms as well as public areas of the 
hotel such as the reception, lounges, 
casino, bars, and restaurants. The earlier 
scheme for the building by Mahmoud 
Riad was modified only slightly, for 
instance by the removal of the proposed 
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Address: 92 al-Tahrir Street, Tahrir Square
GPS: 30.044569, 31.233220
Year: 1955
Architect: Mahmoud Riad

League of Arab States
11

Mahmoud Riad’s design for the head-
quarters of the League of Arab States 
(Arab League) was the first of what 
became a new face for 1950s Cairo along 
the Nile. Similar to the Arab Socialist 
Union building (#9), the Arab League 
is designed as a nine-story rectangular 
block with attached three-story volumes 
arranged in a U-shape, with a semi-open 
courtyard in the center. The design 
mediates between internationalism and 
regionalism by incorporating decorative 
elements drawn from the Arab world, 
such as the Moorish patterns adorning 
the main and ceremonial portals, with 
the form and functionality of the Interna-
tional Style. 

The building includes the large meeting 
room for representatives of the member 
states, located in the west wing, and 
offices for administration in the tower. 
Additional meeting rooms, lounges, a 
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library and archive room, and a public 
reception are located along the base of 
the tower. The tower consists of offices 
along its two long elevations, with a hall-
way in the center and circulation shafts 
at the two narrow ends, which are each 
adorned with a large clock.
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Qasr al-Nil Bridge
12
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GPS: 30.043762, 31.229764
Year: 1933
Architect: Dorman Long & Co. Ltd.

The first bridge crossing the Nile any-
where along its path was completed in 
Cairo in 1871 at the same spot as the cur-
rent Qasr al-Nil Bridge. However, by 1930 
the old bridge was no longer sufficient 
given the increased need to urbanize 
westward and the growing number 
of automobiles in the city, surpassing 
thirty thousand vehicles. The new bridge 
was constructed in thirty months and 
completed in 1933, at 382 meters long 
and 20 meters wide. The modular design 
of steel arched beams resting on piers at 
even intervals allowed for the pieces to 
be manufactured in England and shipped 
for speedy installation. Much of the work 
done on the site focused on stabilizing 
foundations and building the piers. The 
four lion sculptures that adorned the 
first bridge were reinstalled on new 
shorter plinths backed by tapering pillars 
crowned by Art Deco lighting fixtures. LI
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