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CHAPTER 1:
REgENERATION Of all of the projects that Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdelhalim has been involved in 

over his long career, both in and out of Egypt, the Cultural Park for Children 
in Cairo perhaps best exemplifies his belief in the traditional wisdom of the 

people and their ability to direct the architect by revealing their well-established 
patterns and rituals, through a participatory, communal design process. It is a clear 
example of the ritual of regeneration, because it has renewed an area of the city 
that was once vital and thriving but had become derelict and abandoned. 

The Cultural Park for Children

This project was put forward as a competition, organized by the Egyptian Ministry 
of Culture, in 1987. Abdelhalim recognized that it had the potential to be a perfect 
forum for expressing the principles he had been developing since 1967, and replied 
enthusiastically to the call for entries. 

The park is located in a previously abandoned area in the middle of a distinct 
Cairene neighborhood called Sayeda Zeinab. The original name of the site was al-
Houd al-Marsoud, ‘the enchanted pond.’ There was a natural basin there that was 
part of a chain of such residual bodies of water, located between al-Khalig al-Masri 
(a canal) and the Nile, and this provided one of the most important theoretical 
starting points for the design. 

There are various legends behind this name that run the gamut from one that 
insists that the small lake was inhabited by ghosts, to others that include stories 
of illicit activities that took place here in the past. What is certain is that it was a 
meeting place for the resistance movement during the Second World War and has 
regularly served as a temporary refuge for the victims of natural disasters.

In addition to its aquatic link to the past, the site on which the Cultural Park 
for Children now stands is situated on a main thoroughfare that also leads to 
the Mosque of Ibn Tulun. This allows a clear view from the site to the signature, 
spiraling form of the minaret of what is generally considered to be one of the most 
important monuments in both Cairo and the entire Islamic world. This connection 
provided a second critical influence for the design concept for this project that was 
originally submitted by Abdelhalim and CDC. 
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The Cultural Park for Children

The Design

The Cultural Park site is bow-shaped, with a relatively straight northern edge, 
bounded by a road on that side and an elongated curving edge on the south, with 
a road there as well. Due to the twelve-day deadline allowed for the submission of 
the competition entries, the strategy that CDC agreed upon was to provide a series 
of idea diagrams that could then be formalized through interaction with the Sayeda 
Zeinab community once the commission had been secured. The major components 
of that idea diagram are: clearly defined boundaries or edges, which are permeable 
enough to allow the local residents to feel welcome, along with a protected, green 
space in the middle and an internal pedestrian street near the southern boundary 
wall that conforms to its curved outline. This ‘street’ is an essential part of the 
scheme for several reasons. The first is that it gives the people, and primarily the 
children, who are using the park a second layer of protection from the noise and 
dust of the surrounding city and the highways nearby. Cairo is one of the noisiest 
cities in the world, with decibel levels caused by traffic that are far beyond a normal 
range, and so this barrier is important. Secondly, this ‘street’ acts like a playground, 
but with a purpose, in that it conveys urbanistic lessons to its users. Thirdly, those 
lessons are also historical, engendering respect and eliciting memories, because 
the ‘street’ is like Shari‘ al-Mu‘izz, the backbone of medieval Cairo, in miniature. 

The Cultural Park 
for Children, Sayeda 
Zeinab, Cairo, Egypt.
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The Cultural Park for Children, 
Sayeda Zeinab, Cairo, Egypt.  
Left: The northeast elevation
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The Cultural Park for Children

Like Shari‘ al-Mu‘izz, this smaller version also has a series of courtyards on each 
side, attached to it like pearls on a necklace. Medieval Cairo, which it recalls, was 
once a self-cleaning organism, filled with a logical pattern of alternating planted 
and paved courtyards that were deliberately organized to be on an axis with the 
prevailing breeze coming in from the northwest, from the Mediterranean and the 
eastern tip of the Libyan Desert. Trees, grass, and smaller plants in the first planted 
courts caught and filtered the cooler night breeze, which was then accelerated by 
convection once the sun started its daily arc over the old city and heated up the 
paved courtyards in front of their verdant partners. This intuitively applied system 
kept each of the houses, mosques, shops, and palaces cool and the entire city 
clean. When Khedive Ismail ordered his minister of public works to have Boulevard 
Mohammed Ali, now known as Shari‘ al-Qal‘a, cut through the complex, interactive 
fabric of this medieval city, because he wanted to emulate the boulevards of Paris, 
he destroyed this ingenious convective cycle, and now that part of Cairo is as 
coated with dust as the rest of it. By using arches, and landscaping the interior of 
the Cultural Park, Abdelhalim has reintroduced this cyclical convective process at a 
microcosmic level, as a way of demonstrating its effectiveness once again. 
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