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1. INTRODUCTION

The Ministry of Culture has recently embarked on a variety of endeavors
aiming at restoring the historic urban value of Khedivial Cairo. This area
constitutes the original CBD, and is characterized by its distinctive
architectural features and urban pattern. The National Organization for
Urban Harmony (NOUH), a subordinate organization of the Ministry of
Culture, is taking the lead and responsibility for the management of such
conservation efforts (according to the Law no.119 of the year 2008).

Commissioned by the Egyptian Prime Minister, NOUH has recently
commenced a series of efforts for the urban design and harmonization of
major CBD squares and roads within a comprehensive vision for the city
center.

Following up on these efforts, NOUH is currently tendering its international
competition for the Urban Design and Harmony and the Historic
Conservation of Opera and Ataba Squares.

2. CONTEXT AND SETTING

2.1. Historic Background

On the occasion of the opening of the Suez Canal in the 19th C., Khedive
Ismail prepared a regal celebration to which he invited the royalty and
nobility of Europe. This obviously necessitated careful pre-planning
several years before its destined inaugural date. Amongst these
preparations was the design and construction of an Opera House in one of
the main squares of the newly planned 19th C. Khedivial Cairo, inspired
by Haussmann’s work in Paris. Ever since that time, the square has been
named and known as Opera Square (Figs.1-4).

The Khedivial Opera House saw the continuation of its function for
decades as a venue for international and local operas, ballets, as well as
musical soirees which were composed, orchestrated and played by world
famous artists. The construction of the Opera House was also
accompanied by building numerous edifices in its environs that carried
19th C. revivalist and eclectic features characterizing the period - most of
which are today listed heritage buildings due to their high architectural and
aesthetic value.
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The adjoining Ataba square existed before Opera square. During Khedive
Ismail’s rule, its environs were re-planned and designed. As an
intersection of many main thoroughfares, it came to be considered as the
“heart” of Cairo (Fig. 5). As with the Opera Square, many important high-
value heritage buildings form the boundaries of this square till our present
day. These include a Fruit and Vegetable Market, several hotels,
department stores as well as the Fire Brigade building. Also noteworthy, is
the main Ataba Post Office building, which besides occupying a prominent
position of the square, is considered the datum point from which all travel
distances are measured.

To complete the image of the then new 19th C. Cairo, a large expanse of
land between Opera and Ataba Squares was designated for the
Azbakiyya Garden, a public, recreational and cultural park. It boasted
ponds and lakes with artificial grottos, music kiosks, promenades and
several species of indigenous and non-indigenous trees and shrubs (Figs.
6-8). A second hand and antiquarian book market also grew along the
fence of Azbakiyya, adding a further dimension to its multi-functional
nature.

Fig. (1) The exterior of the
             Opera House - 1869

Fig. (4) The Opera House and part
            of Opera Square- 1932

Fig. (3) Continental hotel (Opera
            Square)-1914

Fig. (2) Opera Square-1911
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In 1971, the timber and steel constructed Opera House of Opera Square
caught fire resulting in its total destruction, and with the passage of time,
many important heritage buildings fell into disrepair, while others were
demolished, and the Opera site itself became occupied by a multi storey
garage. Moreover, an ugly elevated road was constructed cutting through
al-Ataba Square’s skyline and encroaching on al-Azhar Street in the heart
of the Historic Fatimid city and greatly degrading the area. Azbakiyya
Garden was not more fortunate, it was first bisected by a road, then parts
of it were demolished, trees cut off, and slowly new buildings with new
functions came to occupy parts of it such as the National Theatre and
Marionette Theatre to name but a few. The result today, is an
inhomogeneous unharmonious remnant of what was once the pride and
joy of Khedive Ismail’s vision of a glorious “Paris of the East.”

Fig. (5) Ataba Square - 1845 Fig. (6) Azbakiyya Garden - 1870

Fig. (7) Azbakiyya Garden - 1870 Fig. (8)  Azbakiyya Garden -1896
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2.2. Current Conditions
Opera and Ataba squares together, form one of the three main
transportation hubs in Cairo’s CBD, the others being Tahrir and Ramses
squares. They link the commercial and business district of Khedivial Cairo
to a group of wholesale specialized markets surrounding Ataba Square,
and traditional markets in el-Azhar district. The two squares, originally a
major cultural and recreational node, are currently separated by the Opera
multistory garage built on the original site of the Khedivial Opera House as
mentioned earlier. The surrounding area is characterized by a diverse
mixture of land uses, commercial activities, and a number of historic
buildings. To the North, lies the historic Azbakiyya Garden, which is now
encroached upon by several buildings including three theatres, an on-
street second hand book market, a multistory garage and bus terminal
(the Ataba Garage), several office and commercial buildings, and a
medical centre. The southern and eastern edges of the two squares are
lined by a number of administrative buildings, a shopping mall and a
cinema, in addition to a large historic fruit and vegetable market. To the
west and south west of Opera Square, lies a number of mixed use
(commercial-office-residential) and heritage buildings the most important
of which are Parliament Hotel and the Ottoman dating al-Kekhia Mosque
(on el-Gomhoureya and Kasr el-Nile Streets). On the northern al-
Khazendar Square lies two major historic buildings; Sednaoui department
store and Eden Palace Hotel (Figs.9-16)

.

Fig. (9)  Ataba Square today  Fig.(10)  Opera Square today
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Fig. (11) The Post Office building (under
               renovation)- AtabaٍSquare

Fig. (12) The 19th C. Fire Brigade
                building - Ataba Square

Fig. (16) Sednaoui department store -
              al Khazendar Square

Fig. (13) Tiring building - Ataba  Square Fig. (14) Parliament Hotel - Ataba  Square

Fig. (15) Continental Hotel - Opera
              Square
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Some of the main roads leading to the squares are characterized by
specialized retail and wholesale market activities. The south-eastern
approach to Ataba Square (Mohamed Aly Road), is a market for musical
instruments and leather products. Nearby el-Azhar elevated road and
street, link the area to Khan al Khalili Bazaar, the traditional craft, jewelry
and spice markets, and to other wholesale markets for textiles and
furniture. Further south is Abd el-Aziz Street, a major electrical appliances
market, as well as el-Ashmawy area for electric hardware and fixtures.
North and north-east of Ataba Square, lies a number of wholesale
markets, mainly el-Mousky textile market, el-Rowaei market for hardware
and tools, the paper market, and Darb el-Barabra market for traditional
decorations and traditional celebration accessories.

The western approaches to Opera Square, namely Kasr el-Nile, Abd el -
Khaleq Tharwat, Adly, and 26th of July Streets, are among the most
important and lively service and commercial spines in downtown Cairo
(Figs.17-19).

.

Fig. (17) Competition context: Surrounding roads, tunnels
and elevated  roads

Azhar tunnel
bridge

Azhar bridge

Opera
Square

Ataba
Square
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2.3. Problems of competition area

From the above, it is clear that the competition context, a vital area in
Cairo’s central business district, suffers from several problems; these are
manifested as follows:

a- severe vehicular and pedestrian traffic congestion and conflict
between them;

b- lack of adequate parking spaces;

c- lack of green and open pedestrian spaces;

d- violation and encroachment of elevated roads (such as al-Azhar
elevated road) on main spaces and historic districts;

e- demolishing and deterioration of several heritage buildings;

f- decline of the architectural and urban identity of the area;

g- sprawl of Informal activities and land uses;

h- noise and visual pollution  (Figs.20-26)

Fig. (18) Ataba Square today (from
                 road level)

Fig. (19) Ataba Square today (from
                 elevated road)
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Fig.( 21) Informal mixture of uses and activities - Ataba  square

 Fig. (22) Street vendors encroaching on pedestrian sidewalks

Fig. (20) Informal markets- off Ataba Square
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