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Since the beginning of history, the living and the dead have been separated. This has made it almost im-
possible to co-live together under one roof. We, ‘the living’, have even created “deathscapes” which has set 
a clear boundary between us and them, ‘the dead’. In every society, with its own cultural norms and rituals, 
they act with the dead in their own way - some are buried, others are burnt, but what is common across all 
societies is that they are not evident in our lives anymore. Looking at it from an urban perspective, the dead 

occupy a big patch of land in every city. This acts as a burden, as it makes “forbidden spaces” where the 
living are not able to be part of it.

However, in each topic, there is a lesson that can be learned from it. In this case, it’s a 6km stretch informally 
and formally built, with a rich history and poor squatters who have no choice except to dwell with the dead.. 
This is City of the Dead, located in Cairo, Egypt. The extreme lack of housing has pushed a part of society to 

live informally in cemeteries, where they have learnt to co-live in the same room as the dead; they’ve em-
braced the idea of sleeping next to the dead, working and playing on those deathscapes.

But ever since the government announced that they will demolish those deathscapes as a part of demol-
ishing all informal settlements in Cairo, the time has come to make a stand against this decision, instead 
learning from their “life hack” and applying it throughout the City of the Dead – creating as society where 

the dead and living are not separated, maximizing the lost potentials in cases such as City of the Dead and 
making them not looked down upon and marginalized. This thesis aims to design the city and improve the 

lives of people living in these cemeteries, dealing with each case with care and compassion.

“We are neither living nor dying, we are something in between”
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Overview

Architectural Elements

Cemeteries

Mausoleum

Residential 

City of the Dead, also known as the ‘Eastern Necropolis,’ stretches over 6 kilometers along the eastern bank of the 
Nile River in Cairo, Egypt. It is a unique enclave characterized by a combination of formal and informal structures, 
estimated to house around 500,000 inhabitants. Divided into the northern and (old) southern areas, this vast 
expanse encompasses a multitude of Islamic cemeteries, mausoleums, and makeshift residential edifices. The in-

formal dwellings, constructed haphazardly within the city, feature red brick and concrete slabs.

The origins of the City of the Dead can be traced back to the construction of a mausoleum honoring the renowned 
Islamic scholar Imam Al-Shafi’i following his passing in the 7th century. Situated on the outskirts of Cairo, in the 
desert, this mausoleum was deliberately located away from the city itself. At that time, the inhabitants of Cairo 
would visit the mausoleum to pay homage to Al-Shafi’i, in accordance with Islamic beliefs surrounding the afterlife. 
Subsequently, during the 10th to 12th centuries, the Fatimid dynasty conquered Egypt and designated Cairo as 
the capital of the country. They also erected mausoleums and cemeteries within the City of the Dead for prayer 
and remembrance. Later, the Ayyubids, a Kurdish dynasty, assumed power in Egypt, demolishing some of the royal 

cemeteries established by the Fatimids while constructing a Citadel in City of the Dead.

Throughout the 14th to 20th centuries, marked by periods of plague and shifting political forces, such as French 
colonization, new cemeteries were mandated to be constructed in the northern or ‘new’ area of the citadel, displac-
ing the focus from the southern or ‘old’ area. In recent history, City of the Dead has become a refuge for individuals 
facing severe housing shortages and seeking opportunities. Forced by circumstances, these citizens have resorted 
to cohabiting with the deceased within the cemetery grounds, erecting informal residential structures in vacant 
spaces. These makeshift rooms serve as places to live, work, and even sleep in close proximity to the deceased.

Three primary architectural components define the 
City of the Dead. The initial illustration pertains to the 
cemetery, which has been occupied by the homeless 
and individuals in search of improved prospects. An 
examination and depiction of various cemeteries were 
carried out during the site visit. In Cairo, cemeteries 
are typically built in a distinctive manner, featuring a 
compact area enclosed by four walls to provide pri-
vacy. These spaces incorporate a hospitable section, 

burial grounds, and a few plant arrangements.

On the site, there are two distinct types of residential 
housing. The first type is represented by the building 
depicted in the image, which used to accommodate 
workers and constructors involved in the construction 
of mausoleums and cemeteries, as well as other lo-
cals. The second type consists of informal residential 
buildings, which were thoroughly examined in panels 
composed of red bricks and concrete slabs. These in-
formal structures can either be mixed-use or purely 
residential. However, they typically suffer from inad-
equate infrastructure and face challenges related to 

accessibility and sanitation.

The third category corresponds to the mausoleum, 
which serves as a distinctive marker indicating the 
burial of a renowned figure within its walls. The fourth 
element is represented by the mosque, a place where 
people used to gather for prayers and engage in 
Quranic teachings and Islamic classes, known as ‘Kut-
tab.’ The City of the Dead is the final resting place for 
numerous royals, kings, former prime ministers, and 
ministers. It is a complex neighborhood characterized 
by a diverse range of architectural styles, where the 
deceased and the living coexist in a single location.

Author: Reuters



Lack of accessibility 

How to connect city of the dead to the surround-
ing areas by removing the phsyclogical borders of 
the cemeteries. How to turn cemeteries into livable 
dynamic area for strangers and locals. How to In-

crease the flow of people?

Mobility of Individuals 

How can we effectively convert cemeteries into 
thriving, habitable environments that cater to the 
needs of both local residents and visitors? Lastly, 
how can we improve the movement and mobility of 

individuals within these areas?

Lack of public spaces 

how to make public spaces within the ceme-
teries while at the same time respecting the 
rituals and the values of the dead? This chal-
lenge can be related as well to the lack of 

accessibility.

Preserving the rituals

How can the design of public spaces in cem-
eteries strike a balance between preserving 
the rituals and values of the deceased and 
enhancing accessibility, considering the cur-

rent challenges?

Demolishments of all unsafe/unplanned 
settlements

Is the demolition and relocation of residents 
from the affected houses the appropriate solu-
tion to address the problems associated with 

informal settlements?

Insufficient work and study environments

City of the Dead faces significant challenges concerning 
employment and education for its residents. The lack of 
adequate spaces and the informal nature of neighbor-
hood-scale planning and design are among the primary 

reasons contributing to these issues.

Challenges
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Project aim
embracing death and life

Taking care of the local community while respecting the dead

Every challenge tackles a certain SDG. 
However, I believe all the goals are overlapped in the end

The project focuses on developing three key aspects. Firstly, it aims to eliminate the psycho-
logical barriers of cemeteries and transform them into livable spaces where the deceased 
and the living can coexist. This involves preserving and respecting the rituals of the deceased 
by maintaining a serene atmosphere in certain areas, while also creating dynamic spac-
es that encourage interaction for the living. Where places can intervene and design public 
spaces in the northern area specifically for the local community (cemetery dwellers). These 
spaces should allow for children to play respectfully near the deceased, while also facilitating 

social interaction among people.

Secondly, the project aims to improve the overall quality of infrastructure and public spaces 
within informal residential areas, with a particular focus on enhancing the neighboring build-
ings distribution. Currently, these concrete blocks lack properly designed spaces that cater to 

the needs of the local community.

Lastly, the project aims to utilize identify and design areas within the area where the locals 
can work and access various services such as schools and healthcare centers. Additionally, it 

aims to create well-designed multifunctional spaces and diverse types of markets.

Accessability +
Infrstaructure enhancement

City of the Dead has a lot of 
lost potentials. Starting from 
the 21 historical monuments 
presence in the site to the  royal 
and other cemeteries. By con-
necting the neighborhood and 
make it accessabile, the flow of  
people will increase which will 
help the locals to gain value 

from this flow.

Social interaction within the 
cemeteries remain a huge 
obstacle, specially at night.
By dedsigning a decent place 
to interact it will enhance the 
sense of community in the 

area.

Introducing new places or 
adaptive reusing old buildings 

to study/work.

Public spaces Insufficient work + study 
environments

Author: Tamara Abdul Hadi



urban pockets 

1- Functions of the existing housing
Is the ground floor left for work and upper 
floors for living?
2- Quality of the buildings
3- Buildings Height

- Functions

Type of cemeteries in terms of 
- Religion
- Gender
- Levels of privacy

Housing Cemeteries Cemetery DwellersThe presence of 
the Dead

Historical monuments

Associations and Services

- cultural centers        - schools
- relegious centers     - universities
- vocational centers   - places of work

- day      - night

Mapping of the surround-
ing services they created 
for social interaction

- Transportation hub
- Tuktuk lines
- Microbuses lines on the small 
and large scale connecting city 
of the dead to the rest of Cairo 

Informal public spaces

Connectivity
informal mobility +

Modes of transportation

Social interaction

Second method
Site analysis through mappings (qualitative)

Lack of Accessibility 

Creation of the toolbox for the design process

Public Spaces Lack of a decent place to
work + study

1 1 1

2

3

2 2

Play?

In order to gain in-depth understanding of how they 
live, work and socialize

What do you think 
of the Dead?

Do you work? 
Where?

Do you social-
ize/play with ur 

friends?

what does it feel to 
live with the dead?

what does it feel to 
live with the dead?

What are the main 
challenges that are 

you facing?

during the day and 
night?

What do you hope 
for the future  for 
City of the Dead?

What do you hope 
for the future  for 

your neighbor-
houd?

What are the 
main problems/

challenges are you 
facing?

What are the 
main problems/

challenges are you 
facing?

What do you think 
of the Dead?

Cemetery dwellers

Woman/Man Boy/Girl

Third method
Follow-along participant observation FAPO and Interviews (qualitative) 

First method 
Site visit (qualitative)

Methods
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