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Forewords 

 

Alexandria, Egypt is well known for a specific period 
of its modern history; the 100 years between 1860 
and 1960 which shaped the current image of the 
city. Since the 70s the population of Alexandria has 
exploded. In time, many of the older buildings were 
demolished and replaced with sterile modern 
structures. After the revolution of 2011; more than 
27,000 new buildings were erected most of them 
illegally and many on demolished heritage buildings’ 
land. As a result, the city lost more than 100 
protected buildings out of a list of almost 1135 listed 
in 2007 by the government, not to mention the 
lesser-known, hidden or even deserted examples of 
built heritage that were not listed and deserve 
special attention. This project aims at documenting 
the built heritage; the embodiment of history, 
memory and culture of the Alexandrian community, 
for current and future generations, in order to 
preserve the identity and sense of pride of our city. 
Hence the research question is what are the 
memories, events and history attached to the 
physical building and in what way –if any- does that 
affect those engaged with it? Does the city have a 
full account of its heritage, hidden and apparent, an 
account beyond the physical? How can we preserve 
the meanings attached to our heritage? 

One of the most important reasons that led to the 
loss of heritage is the lack of information and the 
fragmented data especially in the absence of a 
national archive and professional documentation. 
Remarkably, the main source of our information is 
the documents conducted by travelers describing 
their experiences in Alexandria between the 16th 
and the 18th century whilst the 19th and 20th 
centuries are generally neglected. Description of 
Alexandria is a wide scale survey of the architectural 
and cultural heritage. It involves engaging the public 
and capturing the narratives associated with the 
built heritage. Beyond the immediate impact of the 
documentation, the research provides wider impacts 
in contributing to the spread of awareness of the 
intrinsic value of these buildings and sites, building a 
sense of belonging which may very well contribute 
to a public patronage of the built heritage, 
consequently halting the trend of expungement. As 
architectural heritage is one of the five key priority 

research areas announced in Egypt. Description of 
Alexandria is a pioneered cultural and artistic 
documentation study based on the first-hand oral 
investigation and extensive field surveys of the sites 
and the buildings whose goal is to determine and 
record the tangible and intangible cultural heritage 
of Alexandria, Egypt. It is seeking to document the 
heritage of the city and its architectural and cultural 
memories, presenting a true and actual image of 
today’s Alexandria and the recollections of the past. 
It also seeks to enhance the engagement of the 
society in preserving their legacy through a long-
term awareness. The research and intended 
publications are carried out by a team of architects, 
artists, and researchers and it was found by 
Mohamed Gohar in 2013. 

Mohamed Gohar is a senior practicing architect with 

over 11 years’ experience working in Egypt and Arab 

region. Mohamed’s practice spans projects in 

housing, institutional and public design, having 

particular emphasis on historical roots of traditional 

local architecture and its connection to the modern 

society. Gohar is the founder of Description of 

Alexandria, a documentation project for the cultural 

heritage of the city of Alexandria. He is also an artist 

and researcher born in Alexandria Egypt in 1983. 

From 2000 to 2010 he studied architecture at the 

University of Alexandria, the Fine arts school with 

further postgraduate studies at the Arab academy. 

His work on documenting the cultural heritage of 

Alexandria has gained much recognition among 

academics and cultural heritage professionals in 

Egypt and abroad as it has further potential to 

provide a wide scale survey and library for the 

architecture and culture of the city, involves 

engaging the public and capturing the narratives 

associated with the built heritage. He is also a 

lecturer and TEDx speaker. His art work is driven by 

the social and cultural influences and has been on 

display in different local and international 

exhibitions.     
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Project Summary 

 

"Sometimes different cities follow one another; on the same site and under the same name, born and dying without 

knowing one another" Italo Calvino, Invisible cities 

Every ancient city has its own characteristic that 

makes it unique and special. In the case of 

Alexandria since its construction almost 24 centuries 

ago, it has always been the pluralism, cultural 

diversity and the interaction between different 

social groups that was the source of wealth and a 

history full of achievements and rich heritage. As in 

Paris in the 1920s, Tangier in the 1950s or San 

Francisco in the 1970s Alexandria is well known for a 

specific period of its modern history; the 100 years 

between 1860 and 1960 which shaped the current 

image of the City as we know it today when 

Alexandria was the gateway to Egypt, the point of 

contact with other civilizations and the hub of 

cosmopolitanism. 

Alexandria is a linear city bordered between the 

Mediterranean Sea to the north and Lake Mariout to 

the south and its maximum depth reaches around 6 

km. Since the 1970s, the population of Alexandria 

has exploded and the appearance of the 

Mediterranean city has changed. Many 

administrations have governed the city, yet none 

strategically dealt with the special nature of the city. 

After the revolution of 2011, the city lost more than 

100 protected buildings out of a list of almost 1135 

which was published in 2007 by the government, 

disregarding the lesser-known, hidden or even 

deserted examples of built heritage that were not 

already listed and deserve special attention.  Due to 

the massive loss of the Alexandrian built heritage 

which is the container of history and memory; the 

culture of the city is always is tilting to a worse 

version of its origin. The urban fabric has been 

completely changed (Figure 1) and the architectural 

theme was deformed forever, very few places in 

some certain districts that still keep its old character. 

  

 

Figure 1: Water front of the Eastern Harbor, Source: Description of Alexandria 
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Throughout history many causes have led to this 

major problem, but one of the most important 

reasons is the lack of information and the 

fragmented data especially in the absence of a 

national archive and professional documentation. If 

the buildings were well documented they would 

have a better chance to survive. Unfortunately every 

attempt to explore Alexandria and its cultural 

heritage is always constrained by the availability and 

accessibility to the documents and the historical 

materials. 

The structure of the project follows a 4 phase 
methodology; namely Primary data collection, 
Building selection, Building documentation and 
interpretation, and Knowledge transfer, exchange 
and dissemination. The first phase involves survey 
preparation, where all available information of the 
area under study is collated, including parcel 
mapping, published papers, books, blogs, and 
diaries. The second phase builds on the analysis of 
the data gathered from phase 1 and helps identify 
key buildings to be included in the journal and the 
number of buildings to be surveyed in the area. The 
third phase is the most demanding and requires the 
use of various methods of documentation and 
interpretation, namely architectural drawings, 

written descriptions, memory documentation and 
finally photography and sketching. This is further 
explained in the next section. The fourth phase is 
concerned with making the information accessible to 
the public through publications, workshops, lectures, 
community meetings and electronic platforms. 

The methodology provides several advantages. It 
relies on a qualitative approach hence is innovative 
in the means of documentation and in what is 
documented. The use of various forms of 
illustrations and visual representation allows 
accessibility to information as it is comprehensible to 
the general public. Also, using narratives to capture 
the memories associated with the buildings departs 
from the general trend of documenting the physical 
aspects of the built heritage.  

Description of Alexandria has already gained much 
recognition as it has further potential to provide a 
complete survey and library of the urban heritage of 
Alexandria. It also has the potential to engage a 
wider sector of the public, interest groups and policy 
makers to effectively preserve the heritage of the 
city. It aims at documenting and interpreting as well 
as spreading awareness of the built heritage, hence, 
significantly contributes to the field of urban 
heritage documentation. 
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Questions and Objectives 

 

 

 

The research paves the way to multiple goals; 
curating the urban built environment of the city of 
Alexandria, making it publicly available and 
contributing to safeguarding and conserving cultural 
heritage for future generations. The research also 
has an imbedded goal which is to spread of 
awareness of the intrinsic value of heritage buildings 
and sites, cultivating of an awareness of national 
consciousness and building a sense of national 
identity. 

In the last five years, the city of Alexandria has 
witnessed an unprecedented wave of construction, 
mostly unregulated and illegal. This intensity of 
construction has resulted in a disfiguration of the 
city fabric and left heritage buildings as victims, 
targeted for demolition to give way to multi-storey 
residential buildings. With the loss of awareness of 
the values attached and memories associated, 
heritage buildings, which no longer have the 
protection of being listed or which have fell to 
disrepair, lost any public patronage or hope of 
mobilization to save them. The literature points to 
the importance of architectural heritage.The urban 
built environment provide rich sources of memory to 
both residents and visitors, telling them about the 
city's past, about shared meanings of its present, 
and about themselves (Jacobs A. J., 2003). Thus, 
place memory is important for a city's insider, as 
memory constructs or maintains their identity, and 
historic sites help citizens define their common pasts 
and trigger their memories. 

The research questions are: what are the memories, 
events and history attached to the physical building 
and in what way –if any- does that affect those 
engaged with it? Does the city have a full account of 
its heritage, hidden and apparent, an account 
beyond the physical? How can we preserve the 
meanings attached to our heritage?  

The objectives of the project are as following:  
To document and interpret tangible and intangible 
elements of the built heritage of Alexandria. 

To enrich academic debates concerning the 

definition of heritage, collective memory, and 

community involvement, and to propose new 

perspectives on the crucial role of the built heritage 

in shaping collective memory and national identity. 

To celebrate and appreciate the diversity and 

richness of cultural heritage in Alexandria, fostering 

community pride and sense of shared identity and 

ownership. 

To stimulate discussion and local activities related to 

safeguarding Alexandria’s endangered urban 

heritage. 

To promote awareness among the residents of 

Alexandria of the value of their built heritage and 

the threats facing it. Informing the general public of 

their endangered or neglected urban built heritage 

would give them a chance to become involved in its 

protection. 

To create a more democratic and more engaging 

heritage interpretation for the residents of 

Alexandria of historical sites and places in which 

most of them live or work. 

To propose a model for creative community 

involvement in urban heritage projects in other cities 

across Egypt. 

To support and develop a number of skilled 

professionals in the domains of heritage 

documentation and interpretation in Egypt. 
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Research Design and Methods 

 

Description of Alexandria is a cultural and artistic 

documentation study seeking to document the 

heritage of the city and its architectural and cultural 

memories, presenting a true and actual image of 

today’s Alexandria and the recollections of the past. 

It also seeks to enhance the engagement of the 

society in preserving their legacy through a long-

term awareness. The research and intended 

publications are to be carried out by a team of 

architects, artists, and researchers.  In  an attempt  

to  achieve  the  former  objectives,  Description of 

Alexandria  is  based  on a first-hand oral 

investigation and extensive field surveys of the sites 

and the buildings where the output is to be 

presented in two forms; a book and a periodical 

journal. In the book the city is divided into five areas 

as shown in (Figure 2), each to be represented in a 

chapter. The book will include a systematic 

documentation of each of the areas by describing 

every building and site recorded on the map. The 

first volume is dedicated to the part of Alexandria 

contained within the old city borders. Further 

volumes can follow, to document the modern parts 

of Alexandria. The team is currently investigating the 

first area leading to chapter one that documents the 

waterfront of the Eastern Harbor of the old city, 

starting from the fort of Qaitbay and concluding at 

the new Library of Alexandria.  

 

 

Figure 2: Map of the book, volume I study areas Source: Description of Alexandria
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The journal issues are dedicated to the study of only 

one building depending on some qualitative factors: 

age, history, specific architectural features, the 

building’s function, cultural or religious values and of 

course the folklore. Since 2013 the team has 

published five journals within the project of 

Description of Alexandria, these are: Alexandria 

Court of First Instance, Casa Di Riposo, Spahi Villa, 

Jesuit Cultural Center and the Swedish Institute.  

https://descriptionofalexandria.wordpress.com/publ

ications/ 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Book, volume I: surveyed buildings from the waterfront of Alexandria 

https://descriptionofalexandria.wordpress.com/publications/
https://descriptionofalexandria.wordpress.com/publications/


10 

 

In both the book and journal the methodology to be 

adopted follows the structure outlined in (figure 6). 

The methodology is primarily qualitative. And the 

outlined structure allows the documentation of both 

tangible and intangible heritage through four  

  

methods adopted to describe the buildings and their 

surrounding environment, the cultural background, 

memories attached as well as meanings associated 

with the building. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 4: Periodical Journal, Casa Di Riposo Figure 5: Periodical Journal, Spahi Villa 
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Figure 6: Research Methodology 

 

The four methods adopted are as follows: 

Firstly are the architectural drawings and sketches. A 

sketch is a two-dimensional representation of the 

three-dimensional environment; therefore, we draw 

different perspectives from many and different 

views to make sure we have covered all the building,  

leading to greater accuracy in the extracted data. 

Following the sketching, the 2D Elevations and floor 

plans are drawn, if it is available to access the 

building. Details of the building, its motifs and the 

decoration icons, the openings, windows, doors and 

balconies are all drawn. If any changes or alterations 

occurred, these are also documented and an 

investigated into when and why changes occurred 

feed into the next method. 

BOOK 

JOURNAL 

1- Architectural 

Drawings 

2-Physical 

Description 

3-Memory 

Of the Place 

4-Photography 

Archive 
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Secondly is a written description. The building is 

analyzed and described; it’s architectural style, the 

structural system and the current conditions of the 

building. Then the history of the building form is 

reviewed from the available books and researches, 

also referring to the old maps to identify exactly 

when it was built and who were the original owners, 

were they Egyptians or not, what were their 

professions, which leads to the third method. 

The third method is quite fundamental to the 

research, distinguishing it from other pieces of 

research on the built environment that is capturing 

the memory of the place. Memory whether 

collective or individual is often neglected in previous 

efforts of documentation which are typically limited 

to merely the physical aspects of single buildings, or 

recording events independent of the built 

environment. Three layers of information sources 

are differentiated and provide a triangulation to 

assert the narrative of a building: (a) memories 

imposed by hegemonic elite, (b) memories socially 

constructed and shared by primary and secondary 

groups, and (c) memories based on the personal 

experience of individuals. The method used is to 

conduct interviews and questionnaires with those 

associated- owner, user, or some other affiliation, 

with the built heritage under investigation leading to 

writing articles. These articles tell the unwritten 

story of the building, capturing the oral history which 

is not recorded. Drawn illustrations describing the 

building’s story complement the written articles. 

This makes the information gathered more 

accessible to various readers and interested 

disciplines. 

The forth method is photography archive which 

gives a different level of details and displays the 

important aspects such as the structural and physical 

state of the building, finishing materials and 

textures, the surrounding urban fabric and 

environment as well as key persons associated with 

the building and its location.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Perspectives and details, Jesuit cultural 
center 
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Finally additional maps are used in the 1
st

 phase to 

identify buildings and as an output to provide a 

simple way to track the surveyed buildings. An 

earlier version of a collective map was produced in 

2015 (figure 9) in collaboration between the Swedish 

Institute Alexandria (Swed Alex) and Description of 

Alexandria, as a guide to selected studied buildings. 

The content of this map is the result of months of 

research, investigative site visits, and oral interviews 

with inhabitants or neighbors. Data about the 

buildings was not always accessible. Constant 

updates are added to ensure that the most up-to-

date (2016) information is presented.   

 

 

Figure 8: 2D Architectural drawings, Spahi Villa and the Swedish institute 

Figure 9: Heritage buildings map in collaboration with the 
Swedish institute Alexandria  
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Anticipated Results  

And Evaluation Criteria 

 

 

In order to have a well-defined output, the project 
will focus on a number of cases from five distinctive 
zones in the old city of Alexandria. Buildings and 
sites already listed in Governorate of Alexandria’s 
List of Buildings and Structures of Significant 
Architectural Value will be included and 
represented. However, documentation and 
interpretation will also cover other important sites 
or buildings that may have been overlooked by the 
governmental list. A separate ‘chapter’ will be 
dedicated for each of the five zones. Each chapter 
will be disseminated in the form of a digital and a 

printed document. The targeted audience may 
include researchers, students of architecture and 
history, tourists and tour guides, school students, 
among other interested groups and stakeholders.  

Online dissemination of the project chapters has 
multiple of benefits, as it can be reached by the 
general public at any time, and thus it will be much 
easier to be updated and enhanced. It may also 
provide the opportunity to use other digital media 
and interactive maps, whenever that was useful and 
possible. 

 

Expected Project  

Outcomes and Impact to  

Alexandria 

 

 

Description of Alexandria is a project to conduct a 
large scale survey to gather important information 
on the city’s built heritage, the collective memory of 
the built heritage of the city, and the contribution 
towards the identity of the city. The information 
gathered can be used in multiple ways and 
considered critical to decision makers, planners, 
developers, architects and historians concerned with 
the built heritage, the city image, city branding, 
economic competitiveness, tourism and property 
development. The information will be made 
available in several outlets. A book divided into 
chapters where each chapter tackles one of the five 
mapped areas. Periodical journals focusing on 
landmark buildings. The documentation process will 
provide tangible information in the form of 

architectural drawings, anatomical descriptions, 
history, narratives and memories of the building as 
well as detailing. A public platform will provide this 
information to the general public, engaging with 
interested persons and groups, spreading 
awareness, communicating and networking with 
groups locally and internationally concerned with 
curating the built heritage. City image and city 
branding draw heavily on the perception of the city, 
whether by its residents, local visitors from other 
cities of the country, international visitors or those 
who have never visited but are interested in the city. 
A recent study found that there is a general 
misperception of the city of Alexandria and 
contradictory images between the different groups. 
This research will contribute to defining the image 
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and aligning the different perceptions through the 
above mentioned outputs. This extremely valuable 
information shall be used to further this venue of 

research and publish articles in reputable journals, 
contributing to knowledge in this under-researched 
yet critical field. 

Summary of Description of Alexandria Output: 

Book installment: documenting and interpreting the 

five zones outlined, currently working on Volume 

one and 21 buildings out of 115 were covered. 

Journal editions: 5 issues were already published and 

8 issues are scheduled to be released during the 

coming year. 

Webpage Launch: The project is now developing a 

preliminary design for a webpage that encompasses 

all our work along with an interactive map of 

Alexandria, this map allows users to review data 

collected on the documented buildings. As well as 

make contributions to the research and share their 

experience and findings. We have scheduled a soft 

launch by the end of 2016 and expect a fully running 

model in 2017. 

Workshop, lectures and exhibitions: As part of our 

commitment to raising public awareness and 

involving society with the importance of heritage 

and conservation, public visits to heritage buildings, 

lectures for different sectors related to the topic, 

and participating in exhibitions are to be arranged. 

Alexandria Heritage Maps: as part of collaboration 

with the Swedish institute in Alexandria, a map 

documenting part of the built heritage of Alexandria 

has been developed targeting both locals and 

tourists interested in exploring the city. The map 

currently covers only 26 buildings. The proposed 

map comprises working on the existing map so it 

covers another 30 buildings. Making it accessible on 

smart phones, websites as well as a printed 

document. 

Articles: targeting reputable journals on Heritage 

interpretation and documentation, memory, city 

branding, community involvement in heritage 

patronage and preservation. 
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Conclusion 

 

The benefit of the project spans many levels. On an 
education level, a number of courses could be 
included in the undergraduate and postgraduate 
programs of the Architecture departments in 
Alexandria. The output of this project will provide a 
valuable opportunity for students and staff to 
engage with real life projects and to develop their 
professional skills in dealing with contextual and 
historical issues. The information available from this 
project could be a teaching tool to learn about the 
depth of built environment of the city and 
encourage analytical approaches and further studies 
about the heritage, image and value of the city.  

On an international level, such a project would lead 
to international cooperation with different 
organizations interested in the Architectural and 
Cultural Heritage of Alexandria.       

 

On a community level, it can support communities 
with information regarding their heritage, 
communicate such information in community 
meetings and help spread awareness, sense of pride 
and belonging, affecting positive change of the built 
environment which is sorely needed. 

On a business level, Description of Alexandria will be 
pioneering in this field of research, acting as a 
consultant to the municipality and governing bodies 
of the city. The project will pave the way to further 
similar studies in other parts of the city, with the 
knowledge and expertise building up for the 
research team. Further, similar studies can be 
commissioned to be conducted on other cities of 
Egypt, potentially enabling the publication of a 
contemporary ‘Description of Egypt’, creating a 
centre of excellence for the built heritage. 

Conferences & Exhibitions 

 

 

Lectures & Conferences 
 

November 2015: Lecture at the Arab academy Cairo-
Egypt, Architecture department postgraduate 
program: The vanishing heritage of Alexandria. 

November 2015: Conference Höstmöte Sweden-
Stockholm, Swedish National Heritage Board: "The 
struggle for cultural heritage", Documenting 
Alexandria. 

July 2015: Tedx Almedalen, Visby-Sweden, 
Introducing Description of Alexandria. 

April 2015: Lecture at the Turkish cultural center, 
Alexandria-Egypt: Saving our cultural heritage. 

March 2015: Lecture at Pharos University, 
Alexandria-Egypt: Saving the Alexandrian history. 

January 2015: Lecture at the Flemish Institute, Cairo-
Egypt: Introducing Description of Alexandria. 

April 2014: Lecture at the Liberty center of creativity, 
Alexandria-Egypt: Documenting Alexandria. 

January 2014: Lecture at the British consulate, 
Alexandria-Egypt: Introducing Description of 
Alexandria. 
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Workshops & Exhibitions 
 

April 2016: Workshop, (sketching and documenting 
the city), La ville entre reel et imaginaire Part 2, 
Marseille-France, organized by CEALEX and Bokra 
Sawa.  

November 2015: Exhibition of the Alexandrian 
heritage days, the French institute, Alexandria-Egypt. 

October 2015: Workshop, (sketching and 
documenting the city), La ville entre reel et 
imaginaire Part 1, Alexandria-Egypt, organized by 
CEALEX and Bokra Sawa.  

September 2015: Exhibition of Description of 
Alexandria, the Swedish embassy, Cairo-Egypt. 

May 2015: Exhibition of Description of Alexandria, 
the Swedish institute, Alexandria-Egypt. 

December 2014:  Exhibition of Alexandrian buildings, 
University of Alexandria, Faculty of Engineering, 

Department of Architecture. 

November 2014: Exhibition of Alexandrian buildings, 
Jesuit cultural center of Alexandria. 

October 2014: Exhibition of Alexandrian buildings, 
Cultnat, Library of Alexandria. 

September 2014: Exhibition of Alexandrian buildings, 
University of Alexandria, Faculty of Fine Arts, 
Department of Architecture. 

May 2014: Workshop (architectural history of 
Alexandria), Culture of Diversity organized by Egypt 
Foundation for Youth and Development.  

March 2014: Exhibition of Alexandrian buildings, 
Gianaclis studio, Alexandria-Egypt. 

February 2013: Workshop (sketching for 
documenting Alexandria), L'Atelier D'Alexandrie. 

 

Future Plans 

 

The role of an archive is conceived most frequently 

as preserving documentation of activities and 

events, sometimes for contemporary uses but more 

often with an eye to the future. The aim is to 

establish The Alexandrian architectural and cultural 

heritage research center and shared archive, a public 

resource that will provide access to cultural heritage 

materials and enhance the relationships between 

archives and communities of users in terms of 

interaction and outreach. It is both the institutional 

archive of the scientific documentation produced by 

Description of Alexandria and also a subject archive 

open to the entire community in the field of 

architectural and cultural heritage. Research 

institutes, organizations, universities and individual 

researchers involved in the heritage and related 

fields, whether members of the archive or not, will 

be encouraged to make use of and contribute to this 

national archive. 
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