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FOREWORD

The Egyptian Museum in Tahrir is one of the greatest 
world historical landmarks, built even before the creation 
of museology, to showcase one of the oldest civilizations.

While Egypt is building the Grand Egyptian Museum 
(GEM), the National Museum of Egyptian Civilization 
(NMEC), and inaugurating numerous provincial museums 
all over the country (like Hurghada and Sharm El-Sheikh), 
the Egyptian Museum in Tahrir will always be on top 
priorities to uphold the value of Egypt’s rich and diverse 
cultural heritage. It is – and will remain - a living museum, 
and its revival project defines its future role, giving it the 
prominence it has long deserved.

I am pleased to present this Revival of the Egyptian Museum 
book. The Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities has been 
implementing this Initiative in collaboration with the 
European Union (EU), and Environmental Quality 
International (EQI) over the past six years. Together, 
we have made the decision to restore the Museum to its 
original state, as designed by the internationally-acclaimed 
French Architect, Marcel Dourgnon, at the turn of the 20th 
century. 

Since its inception, the Revival Initiative has been 
participatory, not only on the operational level, but also in 
the envisioning and decision-making process. The strategy 
adopted to achieve sustainability in the implementation and 
financing of the works emphasises the complementarities 
between the private and public sectors. The Initiative 
includes interventions in architectural restoration as well

by Dr Khaled El-Enany
Minister of Tourism and Antiquities



as conservation activities. The overarching goal of the 
Initiative is to enhance Egypt’s position as a cultural travel 
destination. The revival of the home that houses some of 
the world’s most valued treasures is one of our Ministry’s 
priority contributions towards the achievement of this goal.

A multi-faceted strategy was adopted from the very outset 
of the revival process. It consists of: 
1) advancing architectural restoration works for the 
rehabilitation of the Museum building; 
2) engaging a consortium of five leading European 
Museums to develop and assist in the implementation of 
a comprehensive plan for the Museum’s management and 
redisplay.

As we progress in the implementation of this landmark 
initiative, the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities is 
intent on improving the experience of every traveller 
coming to Egypt. It also endeavours to make a major 
contribution to the understanding and appreciation 
of Egypt’s hospitable and inclusive cultural heritage. 
As such, the ultimate success of this on-going Revival 
Initiative may be measured by the extent to which it 
contributes to the assertion of Egypt’s multi-cultural 
identity, and the commitment of its people to conserve it.

Dr. Khaled El Enany
Minister of Tourism and Antiquites
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The eastern side of the Central Hall (Main Gallery)
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The entrance of the so-called Galerie d'Honneur of the 
Egyptian Museum, after restoration
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The Revival of the Egyptian Museum Initiative was made possible 
thanks to a private-public partnership established between the 
Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, the European Union, and 
Environmental Quality International. The Initiative’s initial research, 
studies, conceptual development, and field verification works began 
in 2012, and were partially financed by the Foreign Office of the 
Federal Republic of Germany, through the German Embassy in 
Egypt. The ensuing pilot works received parallel financing from 
a number of individual and private companies during the period 
from 2013 to 2015, namely Dr. Raouf Ghabbour and the late Mrs. 
Ola Ghabbour, Eng. Salah Diab, the Commercial International 
Bank CIB Egypt, the Suez Cement Company, SC Exhibitions, 
as well as Environmental Quality International. Since 2015, the 
Initiative has been predominantly financed by the European Union. 
Environmental Quality International served as the principal technical 
contributor and minority financial contributor in its partnership 
with the European Union. The propagation of the revival works 
throughout the museum would not have been possible without the 
steadfast support of the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, and 
the management and staff of the Egyptian Museum. The Initiative 
also benefitted from the collective contribution of a consortium of 
European Museums consisting of the Louvre, the Egyptian Museum 
of Berlin, the Egyptian Museum of Turin, the British Museum, 
and the Rijksmuseum Van Oudheden, particularly in matters of 
safety and display of the museum’s artefacts. The revival process was 
further perpetuated by Misr El Erada, the Scouts, the Association 
for the Protection of Egyptian Cultural Heritage (APECH), the Al 
Sadek Orphanage, the Ain Shams Association for Orphans, Save the 
Children, Al Moassassa el Tanmeyya al Fikriya, and Free-lance artist, 
Ms. Soad Bayoumy who brought renewed life to the museum, by 
allowing almost 850 disenfranchised youths from around Cairo to 
reconnect with their heritage.
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Colossal Statue of Amenhotep, son of Hapu, after restoration,
at the entrance of the Egyptian Museum
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The main entrance of the Egyptian Museum, 
in Tahrir Square, Cairo
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For more than one hundred years, the Egyptian Museum of 
Cairo has been a landmark in the centre of downtown Cairo, 
renowned for housing the world’s largest collection of Pharaonic 
art. The Museum of Cairo was built at a time when museums 
were established in urban centres to foster greater sensitivity to 
national identity. The notable density of artefacts in this one-
of-a-kind museum attests to the staggering cultural heritage of 
Egypt’s first civilization, continuously attracting visitors from all 
over the world. Equally significant is the Museum’s 19th century 
Beaux-arts architecture, which provides a dignified setting for 
an exceptional collection.

Yet, despite its place among the most important museums in the 
world, the Egyptian Museum of Cairo has suffered significant 
deterioration over several decades, due to unfortunate 
circumstances. Cairo’s heavy vehicular traffic and pollution 
problems, and a generally inharmonious surrounding landscape, 
have significantly contributed to its decline. Inside the building, 
the exhibition galleries have been filled with thousands of 
artefacts to accommodate an ever-growing number of new 
discoveries, resulting in a severe shortage of display space. 

The Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities of Egypt has 
endeavoured to address these critical challenges by launching 
an ambitious programme for the construction of new museums 
across the country, which will provide new exhibition areas 
for thousands of invaluable artefacts, in accordance with the 
standards set by the International Council of Museums. These 
new museums include the Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza 
(GEM) and the National Museum of Egyptian Civilization 
(NMEC) in Fustat, both in the Greater Cairo Region. In fact, 
the Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza has become the new 
home of some the more vulnerable artefacts that had historically

INTRODUCTION
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been displayed in the Egyptian Museum of Cairo in Tahrir. 
These include the Tutanhkamun collection  which will 
benefit from the Grand Egyptian Museum’s modern system 
for environmental control and monitoring. Nonetheless, the 
architectural jewel that is the Egyptian Museum of Cairo will 
remain a Museum of Pharaonic art, and an influential force of 
cultural dissemination in the heart of Downtown Cairo.

The Revival of the Egyptian Museum Initiative is dedicated to 
defining the future role of the Egyptian Museum of Cairo 
within the local and international museum landscape, and 
restoring Egypt’s first National Museum to its former glory. This 
long-overdue Initiative was instigated in May 2012 and aims 
to study the museum’s critical conditions and find solutions 
for its full rehabilitation. The Initiative was initially launched 
by the Foreign Office of the Federal Republic of Germany, 
through its embassy in Cairo. Technical assistance was provided 
by Environmental Quality International (EQI), a consulting 
firm that implemented these research studies with a high-
calibre team of local and international architects, engineers, 
conservators, Egyptologists, environmentalists, and botanists 
working in close cooperation with the Ministry of Tourism and 
Antiquities and the Egyptian Museum’s management staff. A 
full report was submitted to the Foreign Office of the Federal 
Republic of Germany via the German Embassy of Cairo, and to 
the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities. A number of generous 
private donors subsequently allowed for the development of the 
Revival Initiative in its early stages, notably by funding some of 
the pilot works. Since 2015, the Initiative has primarily been 
funded by the European Union, in partnership with EQI.

The Revival Initiative addresses the pressing physical needs 
of the Egyptian Museum, ensuring that appropriate steps are 
taken so that the museum remains a reference destination for 
both national and international visitors. As the building had 
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The balcony of the Central Hall (Main Gallery) with the colossal 
statuary group of Amenhotep III and his wife Tiy, after restoration
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undergone significant modification over the past decades, 
the team investigated available information, such as maps, 
drawings, photographs, articles, and reports that provided 
insight on the initial state of the museum, when the building 
was at its peak. The team also examined the general conditions 
of the infrastructure network running through the museum 
premises,  and conducted a general assessment of the museum 
and its display from a conservationist point of view. The data 
collected was used to draw up a detailed work programme 
and action plan consisting of architectural, conservation and 
operational measures for museum-wide rehabilitation. 

The Revival Initiative team then carried out physical rehabilitation 
works inside a limited section of the museum’s display galleries, 
based on the recommendations included in its submitted 
report. This Initiation Zone served as an example for museum-
wide renovation and rehabilitation works. After the Ministry 
of Tourism and Antiquities’ validation of this Initiation Zone, 
EQI started reviving all of the Museum’s 89 exhibition halls 
in February 2018, completing them in November 2020. The 
undertaking of these vast restoration works were made possible 
through the European Union’s generous financial contribution. 

As of early 2020, the Revival of the Egyptian Museum Initiative is 
in its second phase. The concept and design of this second phase 
of the Initiative have been elaborated in collaboration with 
the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. Building on past efforts of the Revival Initiative, 
the scope of the second phase covers the rehabilitation of the 
Egyptian Museum of Cairo’s outdoor areas, including its gardens, 
entrance, restaurant, and gift shop, as well as the Children’s 
Museum. The project team is also developing a long-overdue 
website, as well as other digital services. An important aspect 
of this second phase of the Initiative is that it includes activities 
to address the economic development of Egyptian artisans.
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Thus, under this new programme, the country’s endangered 
handicraft trade is being revived, thereby significantly enhancing 
the Museum’s visitors experience, and elevating Egypt’s artisanal 
product diversity, quality, and marketability nation-wide, to 
levels where they will be appreciated by discerning consumers 
worldwide. This phase of the Initiative will also seek to improve 
accessibility for people with disabilities, and include the 
Museum under UNESCO’s World Heritage Site list. 

Overall, the Revival Initiative aims at bringing quality of life 
benefits in the urban centre of Cairo. The Egyptian Museum 
in Cairo should remain a cultural node where citizens can 
contemplate the past, discover shared history, reclaim and 
reconfigure national identity, and develop critical views of 
the archaeological monuments and the institutional setting 
in which these objects are placed. In a country at a transitional 
and critical moment of its history, the Egyptian Museum can 
function as a place of artistic and political inspiration.

The Egyptian Museum is a place where visitors can 
contemplate the past.
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The first Egyptian Museum of Antiquities in Boulaq was 
founded by Auguste Mariette.
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HISTORY OF THE EGYPTIAN MUSEUM

The 1798 French expedition to Egypt under Napoleon 
Bonaparte was the first to bring to general attention the value 
of Egypt’s ancient heritage, catching the interest of Khedive 
Mohamed Ali, who issued the first decree in 1835 regulating 
the excavation of archaeological sites. His decree also prohibited 
artefacts from being sold and exported out of Egypt without 
permission. In 1848, the Khedive established the first antiquities 
storage warehouse, situated in the Cairo district of Azbakia. This 
storage space soon became congested with antiquities, and was 
broken into by robbers several times.

In 1851, under the reign of Abbas I, the antiquities were 
transferred from the Azbakia warehouse to one of the halls 
within the Citadel of Saladin. Regrettably, however, in 1854, 
Khedive Abbas gave all of these Pharaonic artefacts to the Prince 
of Austria, who had shown great interest in them during his visit. 

In 1858, Khedive Said appointed the French Egyptologist 
Auguste Mariette as Director of the newly established Antiquities 
Service acknowledging his care for Egypt’s cultural heritage, and 
his systematic supervision of many archaeological excavations 
across the country. The same year, Mariette was awarded a 
modest house in Boulaq, located close to the present-day 
Television Building and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This house 
had originally accommodated the River Navigation Company 
of Boulaq, one of Cairo’s ports, and became the nucleus of the 
first museum of Egyptian antiquities. This is where Mariette 
transferred the antiquities discovered during his excavations. 

In 1863, Khedive Ismail approved the construction of a museum 
of Egyptian antiquities in the city centre, but the project was 
postponed due to financial constraints and Mariette was merely
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The French Egyptologist Auguste Mariette (1821 - 1881), 
founder of the first Egyptian Museum of Antiquities

The Khedive Said Pasha (1822-1863)
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granted more space in front of the house in Boulaq to expand 
his museum. During the same year, the Boulaq Museum was 
officially inaugurated and opened to the public. In 1878, an 
unusually high Nile flood caused much damage in Boulaq; 
many artefacts were destroyed, as well as some of Mariette’s 
books, drawings and excavation documents. The Boulaq 
Museum was closed for renovation and repair until 1881, after 
which it was reopened. Mariette passed away that same year and 
was succeeded by Gaston Maspero as Director of the Boulaq 
Museum and Department of Antiquities.

Auguste Mariette is remembered for having spearheaded 
the establishment of Egypt’s first state museum to rescue the 
country’s cultural heritage and  for having put together the core 
of the Egyptian Museum’s collection. He is buried in a marble 
sarcophagus in the garden of the present Egyptian Museum in 
Tahrir Square. A bronze statue commemorates his iron will in 
serving Egypt’s antiquities. His successor, Maspero, continued 
the work begun by Mariette and also spent much time writing 
a comprehensive guidebook on the ever-expanding museum 
collection. He recruited to the museum team Ahmed Kamal, 
one of Egypt’s pioneers in Egyptology, and put much effort in 
inventorying and organizing the museum’s collection.

In 1890, as the overall size of the collections at the Boulaq 
Museum increased, they were transferred to the Ismail Pasha 
Palace in Giza, which was located at the present-day Giza Zoo.
Upon his appointment as Director of the Museum and 
Department of Antiquities, the scholar Jacques de Morgan 
reorganized these collections in the new museum, which was then 
known as the Giza Museum. Victor Loret temporarily assumed 
responsibility between 1897 and 1899, before the return of 
Maspero from 1897 to 1914. The palace contained many 
rooms, but their relatively small size and the intricate and rather 
complex design of the building made the display of the artefacts 
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The Boulaq Museum, inaugurated in  the year 1863

The main room of the Boulaq  Museum
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and the management of the museum awkward, if not difficult. 
The palace was simply not adapted to function as a museum, 
especially one where monumental sculptures could be exhibited.

After several calamities in the Boulaq and Giza Museums 
resulting in huge damages and even losses of invaluable artefacts, 
the construction of a new Egyptian Museum building became 
urgent. Display space had to be enlarged to accommodate the 
constantly increasing number of antiquities varying from small, 
medium to massive sizes that were discovered almost daily by 
archaeological missions across Egypt. Object conservation and 
security issues, a constant problem in the Boulaq and Giza 
Museums, had to be solved. The lack of space for adequate 
storage, laboratories, a library and administrative offices 
imposed huge restrictions on establishing a well functioning 
institution.Proper ventilation and lighting could not be 
provided in buildings that had not been designed as museums. 
Transferring the artefacts to a new home was really unavoidable.

In March 1893, the supervisors of the Public Works Council 
met to discuss the issue of whether to establish a new museum 
of antiquities, or simply to keep the collections in the Giza 
Palace after undertaking some renovations to the building. It 
was Jacques de Morgan, at that time Director of the Antiquities 
Service, who urged for the construction of a new museum of 
antiquities. The approval came from the Board of Supervisors, 
headed by the Khedive and his entourage, on the 6th of May, 
1894. After that meeting, the location on which the new 
museum would be built was identified. An announcement 
for a competition for the best architectural design was made, 
granting a prize award of one thousand Egyptian pounds. 

It was the first time that a competition of this kind was held on this 
side of the Mediterranean Sea, and it received much attention, 
as evidenced by the many press articles that were written on the 
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The main facade of the Egyptian Museum, 
as designed by Marcel Dourgnon

The French architect Marcel Dourgnon (1858 - 1911), whose design was 
selected for the construction of the Egyptian Museum of Cairo.
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competition and its outcome. The main source of information 
on the competition was the London newspaper The Times: its 
Cairo correspondents gave special attention to all phases of the 
competition from the outset.

The jury of the competition envisaged a functional building that 
would meet modern standards for the professional preservation 
and display of its contents, provide favourable work conditions for 
the museum’s staff and accommodate laboratories and a research 
area. Detailed specifications were provided by the Egyptian 
authorities as guidelines for the competition. With respect to 
the architectural style, however, the designers were free to choose 
whatever they considered would match well with the antiquities. 

Between 80 and 116 design proposals were submitted, only 
73 of which were presented to the public. Several applicants 
submitted designs influenced by Ancient Egypt, featuring a 
temple or pyramid shapes. Many proposals did not adhere to 
the competition guidelines or exceeded the available budget. 
In 1895, the winning prize went to the French architect Marcel 
Dourgnon for his Beaux-arts, neo-classical design. 

The Egyptian Museum, in Arabic “El Antikkhana”, was 
established in the newly designed Cairo Ismailiya quarter (or 
just Ismailiya for short), Cairo’s European district, named after 
Khedive Ismail, who launched an ambitious urban development 
plan for the modernization of Cairo between the 1860s and 
1870s. According to an official document written by Nubar 
Pasha, Egypt’s Prime Minister at the time of the competition for 
the new Egyptian Museum, the land for the Egyptian Museum 
was located between the Nile and the British military barracks 
of Kasr El Nil. The document refers to a plot situated behind the 
military’s existing horse stables in this area. The order was given 
to remove part of the stables for the purpose of expanding the 
land on which the new Egyptian Museum was to be constructed.
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This was actually not a very convenient site for the museum, 
given the number of existing buildings around it, but it had the 
advantage of being available, and situated close to the Nile, in 
the modern area of Cairo established by Khedive Ismail.

Old maps dating to the years of its foundation show that the 
Egyptian Museum was built between the Nile River to the 
west, Mariette Pasha Street to the east, Ismailiya Square (later 
renamed Tahrir Square), the British Kasr El Nil military camp 
to the west and south, and El Antikkhana Street to the north.  
The British Kasr El Nil military camp was originally the Egyptian 
Army Barracks that became the headquarters of the Egyptian 
Ministry of War until they were occupied by the British in 1882. 

Antikkhana Street bordered the Ismailiya canal, which was later 
buried and is now Ramsis Street and Abdel Moneim Riad Square. 
Direct contact with the Nile had been taken into consideration 
with the Boulaq and Giza Palace Museums, and was also 
considered for the new Egyptian Museum. The Nile was an 
important navigational channel necessary for the construction 
works of the new Egyptian Museum, and subsequently 
for the transport of antiquities to and from the museum. 

The cornerstone of the Egyptian Museum was laid on the 
1st of April, 1897 and construction began in 1898 by the 
Italian company Giuseppe Garozzo & Francesco Zaffrani.  
Upon completion of the construction works, the artefacts were 
transferred from the Giza Museum and other storage facilities 
to the new building in around 5000 boxes. On the 15th of 
November 1902, the Egyptian daily newspaper Al Ahram 
announced the official opening of the Egyptian Museum that 
same day at 4 pm by Khedive Abbas Hilmi II, in the presence 
of members of the royal family, Egyptian ministers, the Head 
of the Upper House of the Egyptian Parliament, high ranking 
officers, foreign diplomats and their spouses, the Egyptian
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The original drawings of the Egyptian Museum 
executed by Marcel Dourgnon
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elite, businessmen, hundreds of other guests and the Museum 
Director, Gaston Maspero. The Egyptian Museum was managed 
by foreign directors until 1950, when Mahmoud Hamza 
became the first Egyptian Director. 

By 1949, the British military barracks to the southeast of the 
museum were removed, creating a larger public space within 
the museum’s grounds. Five years later, in 1954, the Cairo 
Governorate took a large section of land west and south of the 
museum to construct the headquarters of the Arab League, the 
Nile Hilton Hotel and a building for the Cairo Municipality, 
where, in the early 1960s, Egypt’s President Gamal Abdel Nasser 
established the headquarters of his Arab Socialist Union. The 
Union was converted in 1978 to the National Democratic Party 
by Nasser’s successor, Anwar El Sadat. The Nile Hilton, which 
was opened in 1958, is now the Nile Ritz-Carlton Hotel.

In the late 1970’s, a number of transport infrastructure and 
tourism development projects were established on the northern 
side of the Egyptian Museum. The 6th of October Bridge and 
Ramsis Hilton Hotel in Abdel Moneim Riad Square were 
constructed without taking into account the development of 
the museum and its general layout. All Saints’ Cathedral was 
demolished to make way for these developments. The garden 
on the eastern side of the museum was reduced to broaden the 
adjacent thoroughfare. To the south, the gardens were removed 
and replaced by a bus station, which itself was destroyed in the 
1980’s during the construction of the Tahrir metro station. 
This particular area looked like a no-man’s land until its recent 
redevelopment. 

Since 1983, the Egyptian Museum building has been classified 
as a protected monument under the control of the Ministry of 
Tourism and Antiquities due to its unique architectural style. 
Law 117 stipulates that in no case shall the protected buildings 
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The French Egyptologist Gaston Maspero (1846 - 1916), 
first Director of the Egyptian Museum

The inauguration of the Egyptian Museum, on the 
15th of November 1902
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be tampered with, except through the Islamic and Coptic Sector 
within the Ministry. The Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
can impose its control over all buildings within a 500 m  radius 
of the museum. The Protection Act allows for the modification 
of the museum building campus, which means that at least the 
land occupied by the former National Democratic Party to the 
west could be made subject to the Egyptian Museum. Giving 
this piece of land to the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
would greatly support its long-overdue rehabilitation as 
envisaged in The Revival of the Egyptian Museum Initiative.

The Central Hall of the Egyptian Museum, 
before the display of artefacts
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The construction of the Central Hall of the 
Egyptian Museum



30 Revival of the Egyptian Museum

The central dome, after restoration
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ARCHITECTURE

The mere idea of museums was rather new in Western 
countries at the end of the 18th century, when the first museums 
were established in existing buildings, particularly palaces. The 
existence of royal or imperial art collections encouraged the 
creation of such museums, as was the case in France, when 
these collections became the property of the new French 
Revolutionary Republic. Thus, the first major French museum 
was established in the Louvre Palace, the royal and imperial 
residence of the previous ruling families. However, it soon 
became obvious that, despite their spectacular architecture, 
palaces were not really convenient for the display of artefacts. 
Consequently, new buildings were designed for the sole purpose 
and function of presenting artefacts to the public. 

Among the first museums to be built during the first half of the 
19th century, were the Egyptian Museum in Berlin (1828) and 
the National Gallery in London (1838), followed later on by 
many others in different European cities, such as Stockholm, 
Vienna, Madrid, Valenciennes and Nantes. Prominent examples 
in America are the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 
(1870) and the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston (1876).

Inaugurated in 1902, Egypt’s first state museum owes its fame 
not only to its rich contents, but also to its splendid architecture, 
which provides a marvellous backdrop for Pharaonic antiquities. 
Based on European architectural models, the museum is typical 
of the large public and institutional buildings - libraries, 
theatres, and city halls - built at the end of the 19th century and 
the beginning of the 20th century all over Europe and America. 
Such buildings were most of the time isolated, monumental, 
and designed in a classical style, known as the "Beaux-arts 
Style", that triumphed during this period.
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The French architect Marcel Dourgnon, winner of the 
competition, was among those applicants whose proposal closely 
met the requirements outlined in the competition programme. 
His architectural design of the Egyptian Museum was wise and 
simple, reminiscent of the neo-classical style, combined with 
Greek and Roman decorative ornaments on the facade. The 
museum’s main entrance is flanked by two columns in Ionic 
order and two female sculptures in Greek style personifying 
the goddesses of Upper and Lower Egypt. The museum’s portal 
is decorated with the head of the Pharaonic mother goddess 
Hathor. An inscription above it commemorates the opening of 
the Egyptian Museum by Egypt’s ruler Abbas Hilmi II. 

The Egyptian Museum was the first museum in Egypt to be 
designed with massive internal spaces to house the large number 
of Pharaonic monuments. The building features a symmetrical 
and T-shaped composition along a main and perpendicular 
north-south axis with the Grande Galerie Centrale in its 
middle, accentuated by rows of arches and columns on its 
longitudinal sides. The Galerie d’Honneur runs perpendicular 
to it and parallel to the museum’s south facade. It is designed 
as a sequence of double-height rectangular and circular spaces 
from east to west, with a Rotunda in the centre, located right 
after the museum’s main entrance. 

Along each side of the Grande Galerie Centrale is a series of seven 
rooms, the Atriums. These are double-height rooms topped by a 
skylight and connected by an outer and inner ring gallery on both 
floors which surround the whole edifice. It seems that the proposal 
for this type of room, which offered a brilliant solution in terms 
of natural lighting, was decisive in the final choice of the jury.

Today, a total of 89 spacious display rooms occupy two floors, 
although the museum was originally comprised of more than 
100 display rooms. The lost rooms are a result of the gradual
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Eastern extension of the front gallery of the Egyptian Museum, also known 
as the Galerie d'Honneur, after restoration
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conversion of exhibition space into storage facilities due to the 
tremendous lack of space. The inner ring gallery on the ground 
floor is no longer accessible to the public and has been used as a 
storage area. The library and administrative offices have separate 
entrances and are located on the western and eastern corners of 
the museum’s south facade. 

The Egyptian Museum is one of the first buildings in Egypt 
where concrete was used extensively. It was built on reinforced 
concrete and steel foundation pillars and comprises four levels. 
The basement, which provides extra storage space, features a 
concrete slab for flooring and successive stone masonry arches 
that support its ceiling. The ventilation system relied on natural 
air flow through windows which open out to the surrounding 
area near ground level, as well as air shafts going through the 
ceiling to the first floor. The whole architectural composition is 
very impressive, with its succession of low and high spaces, which 
were originally, and are still, lit by natural light through the 
impressive dome above the museum’s Rotunda at the entrance, 
the glass panes of the Grande Galerie Centrale, the skylights of the 
Atriums and the many windows on the ground and first floor. 

The project presented by Dourgnon for the competition in 
1895 was a bit different from the one that was subsequently 
built. Two phases were scheduled: the first for the construction 
of the museum itself, and the second for further extensions 
located along the western and eastern sides of the building, 
which included extra exhibition rooms, the housing quarters 
of the Director, and the administration offices. The Director’s 
house and the administration were designed as independent 
buildings placed at the western and eastern corners flanking the 
garden in front of the museum. However, these two buildings 
and the scheduled eastern and western extensions for additional 
display space were never built. 
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The Central Hall, or Grande Galerie Centrale, after restoration 
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Furthermore, Dourgnon had to improve the design and a 
second, somewhat simplified, project was presented. In this new 
design, the building was more compact, and the Grand Hall 
in the centre of the museum, which would have had a rather 
industrial aspect, was replaced by the Grande Galerie Centrale, 
intersecting the Galerie d’Honneur. 

The Egyptian Museum at Ismailiya Square, now Tahrir 
Square, presented from the outset a series of architectural and 
construction challenges for the building contractors. These 
problems were mainly related to the complex nature of the design 
made by Dourgnon.  According to available documents, they 
had not been resolved by the time of the museum’s inauguration 
in 1902. Thus, from 1907 to 1909, the roof of the building 
was modified for ventilation, lighting and structural purposes. 
Repair works had to be realized to ease the weight burden off the 
concrete roof, as the reinforced concrete construction system, 
pioneered by the French engineer François Hennebique, had 
not been mastered at the time. 

The terrace had to be almost completely reconstructed, and the 
original glass skylights covering the double-height Atriums, 
which allowed too much sun and heat inside the rooms, were 
transformed into skylights used in the traditional houses of 
Cairo, in Arabic “shoukhshekha”. The topmost horizontal glass 
panes of the skylights were replaced by wood covered with 
thin metallic sheets. Furthermore, it was decided to lower the 
ground floor level of the Grande Galerie Centrale, which was 
not high enough and its floor too weak to accommodate the 
monumental sculptures and artefacts.

The architect made a point of installing an iron mesh beneath 
the glass windows of the skylights, both to secure the roof 
from illegal entry and for aesthetic reasons, to hide the metallic 
structure of the skylight. Unfortunately, however, due to lack of
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funding, their installation was not completed in the northern 
part of the building. The only part where the mesh still remains 
today is in the southern wing of the Galerie d’Honneur and in 
the Grande Galerie Centrale. 

The upgrading and development of the Egyptian Museum and 
surroundings, according to the original plans, continued until 
the 23rd of July, 1952 Revolution. Since then, heavy bureaucracy, 
lack of systematic planning, and uncontrolled infrastructure 
development have led to an array of negative impacts over the 
years that have threatened the National Museum’s position as 
the world’s largest establishment dedicated to Ancient Egyptian 
artefacts.

One of the challenges facing the Egyptian Museum is the 
breakdown of the natural ventilation system and the high 
fluctuations of humidity due to the absence of a system for air 
control. Consequently, many windows are left open, especially 
in the summer, to allow fresh air into the museum. This, in turn, 
has caused great damage to many artefacts. Missing window 
panes in the skylights on the roof also add to the deterioration 
of objects, in addition to allowing easy access to the museum 
by thieves, as happened during the 2011 Revolution.

In other instances, wholly inadequate protective measures have 
been used. For example, following the 1967 defeat in the Six-
Day war with Israel, it was decided to build concrete roofs on 
top of the skylights to protect the museum from potential air 
raids. This was done without taking into account the increased 
load on the roof structure.

Another constant problem since the foundation of the museum 
has been the implementation of projects in the vicinity that 
in some instances have impacted the museum’s structure. 
Vibrations caused by tunnel-boring activities during the 
construction of metro lines and from traffic passing nearby, in 
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Tahrir Square or over the 6th of October bridge, have caused 
cracks in the museum’s walls, as well as in some of the artefacts.

To address the many challenges facing the Egyptian Museum 
and other outdated museums in Egypt, the Ministry of Tourism 
and Antiquities has launched a vast modernization programme 
nationwide. This aims to take the burden off overloaded 
museum display and storage facilities by building new state-of-
the-art museums and rehabilitating existing ones. In the case of 
the Egyptian Museum, a series of concrete actions and adaptive 
reuse propositions were needed for its revitalisation, to allow it 
to re-emerge as a state-of-the art cultural establishment while 
adhering to the original design plans. This is what the Revival 
of the Egyptian Museum Initiative seeks to address.

The Egyptian Museum today
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The main entrance of the Egyptian Museum, seen from 
within, after restoration
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The intersection of the eastern side of the 
Galerie d'Honneur, with the central dome (Rotunda)
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COLLECTION

Acclaimed all over the world for its exceptional collection 
of Pharaonic artefacts and for housing royal mummies and the 
famous tomb treasures of Tutankhamun, at least until 2019, 
the Egyptian Museum in Cairo serves as an entry point into 
one of the greatest early civilizations of mankind. Cairo’s first 
state museum is a must-see for the interested layman and tourist 
alike, and a treasury for specialists to study the art, history, 
religion and daily life of the Ancient Egyptians. 

Walking through the many display galleries of the Museum, one 
can catch a glimpse of the past splendour of the Pharaonic era. 
The rich collection on display in the Museum testifies to a creative 
and energetic people who produced an unparalleled wealth of 
material culture, spanning almost 5,000 years. Today, we are well 
informed about the Pharaonic era, because the Ancient Egyptians 
bequeathed an incredible textual legacy that would not be found 
in any other country of the ancient world. Most importantly, 
the Museum allows for the contextualization of the many 
archaeological relics recovered from Egypt’s first civilization. 

To grasp the Ancient Egyptians’ restless production that 
immediately catches the eye when visiting the Museum, it is 
essential to gain insight into their philosophical views of human 
existence. Each new artefact retrieved from the archaeological 
grounds of Egypt is like adding a missing piece to a puzzle, 
yielding a better understanding of the Ancient Egyptian 
civilization. Undoubtedly, Egypt’s favourable geography greatly 
helped to materialize the thoughts of an emerging society, and 
its plentiful resources were utilized in abundance to shape 
the country’s outlook on life and death. The Egyptians’ keen 
observation of nature and their environment greatly influenced 
their religious beliefs, the driving force behind their artistic
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and cultural achievements. The annual inundation of the Nile 
became a basic motif of life, rebirth, and perpetual recreation. 
Seeing the sun rise in the east and set in the west day after day, 
they began to associate their own destiny with that of the sun, 
and imagined they were also part of a never-ending cycle of life, 
death, and rebirth. 

The Nile and the sun were included in the complex Egyptian 
pantheon of gods, together with Osiris, Isis, Horus, Amun, 
as well as other important gods, who played a major role in 
the Egyptian mythology, and led people’s destiny in the world 
and the afterlife. The Ancient Egyptians spared no effort to 
sustain the wellbeing of their gods, kings and high dignitaries 
for whom they undertook vast building programmes. Egypt was 
rich in various kinds of hard and soft stones, gold, turquoise, 
copper, and other precious materials, which were used to 
construct tombs, temples, palaces, shrines and sanctuaries 
and equip them with sculptures, stelae, and other valuable 
items needed for funerary practices. The walls of architectural 
structures and the surfaces of funerary goods were utilized to 
render a rich repertoire of reliefs, paintings, and inscriptions.

As much as the Ancient Egyptians were preoccupied during their 
lifetime with getting ready for the hereafter, they enjoyed life 
tremendously, and did everything they could to make their stay 
on earth as pleasant as possible. Objects of daily use, displayed 
in great quantities in the Egyptian Museum, were produced 
with the same diligence applied to the manufacture of funerary 
items, and reveal an incredible level of luxury and taste. It is 
because the Ancient Egyptians clung to life so much that they 
wanted to take everything they possessed on earth with them 
to the afterlife. For this reason, their worldly life within nature 
and their familiar surroundings were captured on the walls of 
tombs and temples, to be reanimated through magical formulas. 
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Egypt is rich in various kinds of hard stone, which 
were used to create statues and sarcophagi.

The Museum also contains many funerary statuettes called ushabti, who were the 
servants of the dead in the afterlife, and were revived with magic formulas.
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When the Egyptian Museum was opened to the public in 1902, 
more than 35,000 objects were recorded in the museum register  
book, the Journal d’Entrées. Today, the Egyptian Museum’s 
collection comprises at least 160,000 objects recovered from 
archaeological sites all over Egypt. But despite its overloaded 
display rooms, one can still sense the Museum's original charm 
and grandeur. Numerous objects are exhibited in beautiful 
wooden showcases, many of which originate from the Boulaq 
and Giza Museums, and evoke 19th and early 20th century 
museum displays. 

The conditions set by the local authorities in the programme for 
the competition for the architectural design of the new Egyptian 
Museum in 1894 defined the purposes of the Museum’s ground 
and first floors. The ground floor was to serve for the exhibit 
and storage of heavy and large scale objects, such as sarcophagi, 
colossal statues and stelae, and would include a hall for the public 
sale of antiquities considered to be of no use to the museum. 
It is hard to imagine that one hundred years ago, official 
authorities offered original artefacts for sale. The first floor was 
to be reserved for less heavy objects and those in need of drier 
air, storage facilities, a room for numismatics, and laboratories.

Originally, the Egyptian Museum was perceived by its planners 
as a building with vast exhibition areas that would present an 
aesthetic display of objects, and allow for an easy visitation 
route through the different periods of Ancient Egypt. The 
artefacts exhibited on the ground floor were therefore arranged 
in chronological order clockwise around the Grande Galerie 
Centrale, including objects from the Pre-dynastic Period, the 
Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom, as well as 
objects from the Late and Greco-Roman Periods. Objects on the 
first floor, on the other hand, were grouped based on type and 
function, or on archaeological discovery. This systematic object 
display was deliberately chosen to convey historic information, 
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Map of the Ground Floor of the Egyptian Museum 

Map of the First Floor of the Egyptian Museum 

Note:
The numbers in 
the maps are the 
room numbers.
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and enable the visitor to visualize the history of Ancient Egypt 
in the clearest possible way. Over time, however, the increasing 
need for display space has made it difficult to strictly respect 
this chronological layout. 

The entire central part of the ground floor, or Main Gallery, 
is preceded by an exhibit of objects from the Predynastic era 
(4000-3000 BC) and Protodynastic era (2900-2649 BC). 
Artefacts from the Old Kingdom (2649 - 2152 BC) occupy 
the central part, and include the sarcophagi of pharaohs and 
queens. It is dominated to the north by the huge statuary 
group of Amenhotep II and his consort Tiy. Beyond these 
statues, the entire northern corridor of the building, which 
runs perpendicular to the Main Gallery, is dedicated to the 
New Kingdom (XVIII - XX Dynasty, 1550-1075 BC ). 
At the centre of this northern corridor lies Room 3, which 
is dedicated to the Amarnian period (1350-1333 BC). The 
western part of the Galerie d'Honneur, on the left of the 
entrance of the Museum, and the first part of the western 
wing corridor, house some of the most important finds of the 
Ancient Kingdom, including the famous statue of Khafra, 
fourth ruler of the IVth Dynasty (Room 42). The second part 
of the western wing corridor ends with rooms dedicated to 
finds from the Middle Kingdom (2040-1780 BC) and the 
New Kingdom (1550-1075 BC); the latter occupy the entire 
northern part of the ground floor, as previously mentioned. 
In the eastern part of the Galerie d'Honneur are finds of the 
Third Intermediate Period (1065-664 BC), the Late Period 
(664 - 332 BC) and the Greco-Roman Period (332 BC-313 
AD), which are also arranged along the eastern wing corridor. 

The upper floor follows the layout of the ground floor, but 
is confined to the areas around the empty space occupied by 
the high Main Gallery of the ground floor. In the mezzanine 
immediately below the central dome (Room 48) are statues and 
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Statue of Amenhotep IV / Akhenaten in Room 3 
after restoration
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The Northern Gallery (Room 7) with the Sphinx of 
Hatshepsut, after restoration

“shawabty” dating mainly from the New Kingdom. In the 
western corridor are finds from the Middle and New Kingdoms 
that come from graves and tombs. These include numerous 
wooden models depicting scenes of daily life, houses, boats 
(Rooms 27 and 32), as well as beautifully decorated wooden 
sarcophagi (Rooms 17, 21, 31, 36 and 47). The eastern 
and northern wing corridors, on the other hand, were until 
late 2019 dedicated to more than 4000 exhibits from the 
tomb of Tutankhamun, the majority of which have been 
transferred to the Great Egyptian Museum. The transfer of 
all the Tutankhamun treasures will be completed in 2021. 
Also in this area are the rooms dedicated to the treasure of 
Tanis, with the beautiful treasures and jewelery found in 1932 
during the excavations of this site in the Delta (Rooms 2 and 
4). The eastern wing corridor now houses the treasures from 
the tomb of Yuya and Tuya, parents of Tiy, the Great Royal 
Bride of Amenhotep III, discovered in the Valley of the Kings 
in 1905, and now presented in a renovated setting. In the side 
rooms that open onto the corridor are arranged the famous 
Fayum Portraits, dating back to the Roman period, between 
the 1st - and 2nd century AD (Room 14), ostraca (fragments 
of limestone painted by workers who worked in the tombs), 
papyri (Room 24), small bronze statues depicting gods (Room 
19), and objects of everyday life (Room 34).
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Room 14

Room 24

These double-height rooms topped by a skylight are connected 
by a ring gallery on both floors.
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Numerous objects are exhibited in beautiful wooden showcases, which evoke 
typical 19th and early 20th century museum displays.

The ground floor was dedicated to the exhibit and storage of heavy, 
large scale objects.
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While researchers appreciate the Egyptian Museum as the study 
institution of the Ancient Egyptian civilization par excellence, 
the expanding collection of new discoveries requires more 
display space. This is what has prompted the responsible local 
authorities to launch a vast programme for the construction 
of new museums and renovation of existing ones, such as the 
Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza, and the National Museum of 
Egyptian Civilization in Fustat. Once the construction of these 
two buildings is completed, more than half of the collection of 
the Egyptian Museum will be moved to its new homes in Fustat 
and Giza, and its heavily overloaded galleries and basement 
will eventually be cleared. While the treasures of Tutanhkamun 
are being transferred to the Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza, 
the royal mummies will receive a new home in the National 
Museum of Egyptian Civilization. The Egyptian Museum of 
Cairo will keep its sculpture masterpieces from the Pharaonic 
era. Undeniably, this museum is one of the most impressive 
cultural institutions worldwide. Opening up plentiful space in 
the Egyptian Museum is a decisive step in defining its future 
role. Revamping its current architecture, design and display will 
enhance its standing in the international museum landscape.

The mummy of Rameses II
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The Egyptian Museum in Cairo will keep its sculpture masterpieces 
from the Pharaonic era, such as this seven meters high statuary group of 

Amenhotep III and Queen Tiy.
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REVIVAL INITIATIVE

The upkeep and development of the Egyptian Museum 
of Cairo and its surroundings were severely impeded in the 
aftermath of the 23rd July, 1952 Revolution. It is likely that 
during the period of uncertainty that followed the Revolution, 
museums were not seen as important tools of national stability. 
Consequently, the Egyptian Museum’s management became 
increasingly bureaucratic, and the building itself was treated 
like any other government building. 

As a result, the Museum was given little consideration in the 
planning and construction of infrastructure projects in its 
vicinity. Unfortunately, transport infrastructure projects caused 
lasting physical damage to the built structure and led to the 
seemingly irreversible aesthetic degradation of the Museum’s 
surrounding environment. 

The large building constructed for the Cairo Municipality in 
the late 1950’s, which later became the headquarters of the 
Arab Socialist Union and of the National Democratic Party, 
created an eyesore that obliterated all connection between the 
museum and the Nile. This building was burnt during the 25th 
of January, 2011 Revolution, but continued to loom over the 
Museum’s majestic structure, creating a stark atmosphere of 
decay and desolation for all who came to this historic place until 
June 2015, when it was finally dismantled. 

Within the museum’s original enclosure, new facilities 
were built, modifying the layout and aspect of its gardens. 
Physical changes were also made to the Museum building, 
both from within and without. Such changes include the 
addition of bomb shelter structures in the late 1960s that 
have impeded illumination and increased the load on the 
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With the dismantling of the headquarters of the Arab Socialist Union 
and the National Democratic Party in 2015, the connection between the 

Museum and the Nile has partially been re-established.
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Museum building; the partitioning of some of its exhibition 
rooms for the creation of storage spaces; and the haphazard 
modification of its interior design. The original lighting scheme 
was lost; as well as all original wall colours and decorations. On 
the ground floor, the original terrazzo flooring was irreversibly 
covered by marble tiles, while on the upper floor, layers of vinyl/
linoleum layers were added using bitumen. These changes were 
brought about with little attention to homogeneity, lending the 
Museum a very dishevelled appearance. 

Lack of maintenance resulted in the gradual and inexorable 
deterioration of the infrastructure networks added over the 
past seventy years. Electrical and water problems started to 
occur, and lack of record keeping made it difficult to even repair 
some of these networks, because their layouts are no longer 
known to anyone. Moreover, the Museum’s security and fire-
fighting systems became inefficient, exposing the museum and 
its collection to serious threats. 

The collection itself has been impacted by various aspects from 
the surrounding environment, such as fluctuating temperature, 
UV irradiation, ambient humidity and pests. Only a few of 
the Museum’s halls have an environmental monitoring system 
that could help avoid some of the damage inflicted upon the 
artefacts. It should be mentioned, however, that the most 
vulnerable and sensitive artefacts are being transferred to the 
Grand Egyptian Museum, in Giza, the inauguration of which 
is planned for April 2021. The artefacts which will remain in 
the Egyptian Museum of Cairo are those that are the least likely 
to be affected by the environment. 

The layout of the showcases themselves does not maximise 
the potential for visitor satisfaction, being both difficult to 
follow and unflattering to some of the exhibited items. The 
scarcity of labels and information provided on these items make
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Room 3, before restoration

Room 3, after restoration
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it difficult for visitors to place them within their archaeological 
or historical context. Since its launch in May 2012, the Revival 
of the Egyptian Museum Initiative has been addressing some 
of these shortcomings. After the completion of a range of 
detailed studies of the building and its immediate vicinity, 
Environmental Quality International designed an action plan 
for the building’s rehabilitation, and the undertaking of some 
pilot works. While the bulk of the action has focused on the 
architectural restoration of the exhibition halls, other activities 
have focused on providing entertaining, educational tours for 
disenfranchised children and mothers from the Greater Cairo 
Region. 

As of 2018, The EU is also funding a project entitled 
Transforming the Egyptian Museum of Cairo, which is being 
implemented by a consortium of leading European Museums. 
This project tackles some of the above-mentioned issues, such 
as the infrastructure networks and physical integrity of the 
Museum building, as well as the conservation of the artefacts, 
the display of the exhibit, and labels, which are not addressed 
by the Revival of the Egyptian Museum Initiative. 

Where the Revival Initiative is concerned, the general approach 
to the physical works undertaken by EQI is based upon the 
study of Marcel Dourgnon’s original plans and designs, and 
the colour investigations carried out in the study phase. These 
investigations were necessary to ascertain whether or not the 
wall colours originally applied were still present, and actually 
coincided with the Dourgnon’s plans. These investigations and 
the subsequent pilot works were implemented in two rooms of 
the Museum, namely Room 32 (ground and upper floors) and 
Room 37 (ground floor). 

The selection of these halls from among the Museum’s multitude 
of rooms was based on architectural parameters. Notably, it is 
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Room 37 with the sedan chair of Queen Hetepheres, wife of  
King Snefru and mother of Khufu, after restoration
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known that Dourgnon’s design of double-height rooms, with 
mezzanines and sunlight penetrating through a glass ceiling, 
gave him an edge over his competitors in the eyes of the jury. 
These distinctive architectural features allowed natural light to 
sufficiently illuminate a two-floor building, and it is believed 
that Dourgnon won the competition for the museum mainly 
on the grounds of this design. 

Moreover, the adjacent hall, Room 37, was originally supposed to 
be used as a storage area, although it was subsequently modified 
and divided into two separate floors (via the construction of a 
new intermediate floor). The area above this new floor is used for 
storage, while the ground floor is used for the display of objects 
and is open to the public. This transformation turned Room 37 
into a dark windowless room. Rooms 32 and 37 thus contained 
most of the design and engineering features present in the seven 
other atriums of the museum (there are eight atriums altogether), 
so any works could easily be replicated in these other areas. 

The proposed actions in this Initiation Zone followed several 
basic principles that respect the architectural configuration of 
the museum. The Revival Initiative team found that the existing 
natural ventilation in the museum is the best system for such a 
building. The installation of a centralised, heavy and expensive 
air-conditioning system was, therefore, never envisaged. 

The existing lighting system, which in recent decades had relied 
on the skylights and artificial lights, was insufficient to provide 
adequate lighting for all the displayed artefacts. The team thus 
reduced the negative effects of sunlight penetrating through the 
skylights by using Triplex, UV-filtering glass panes instead of 
the old ones, many of which had been painted over. 

The Revival Initiative team’s choice of colour scheme for the 
walls of the rooms simply follows a study of Dourgnon’s 
original drawings and a scientific analysis, led by Rolf Ernst, 
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the team’s Conservator and Colour Research Consultant, of the 
original paints that were applied at the time of the Museum’s 
inauguration. Accordingly, the team used a range of four basic 
colours: Pompeian red on the lower part of the wall, pistachio 
green on the upper part of the wall, grey stripes at different levels 
of the walls, light beige/sand colour for the upper mouldings. 
Terrazzo flooring (traditional coating) was discovered on the 
first floor beneath vinyl tiles that were laid in recent decades. 
These vinyl tiles were removed to allow for the restoration of 
the original Terrazzo flooring. 

Impressed with the results of the pilot restoration works, which 
were presented during an international public event held on the 
15th of November 2013, the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
asked EQI to refocus the works in the rooms that constituted 
the Tutanhkamun Gallery, excluding the dark jewellery room. 
This relatively large area comprised the northern and eastern 
wings of the Museum’s upper floor. The choice to focus on the 
Tutankhamun Gallery was motivated by the fact that restoring 
the rooms that housed the Museum’s most famous artefacts 
would help attract public attention and funding. A period of 
fundraising and implementation of the revival works in the 11 
halls of the Tutankhamun Gallery followed, between 2014 and 
2017, during which another international event was held in 
November 2014 to showcase the developments of the Initiative. 
In that time, EQI secured funding from several private donors, 
notably Dr. Raouf and the late Mrs. Ola Ghabbour, The Suez 
Cement Company, Eng. Salah Diab, SC Exhibitions, as well 
as the EU, to complete the Gallery. The full restoration of the 
original walls, floors and skylights in these rooms was carried 
out. EQI not only trained the Museum’s curators and restorers, 
it also introduced a series of tours and educational workshops 
for school children from around the Greater Cairo Region, 
as many of them are unaware of their own cultural heritage. 
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Convinced that these works and activities validated a model 
for museum-wide restoration, and a greater engagement of 
the surrounding community, the EU decided to fund the 
revival works throughout the Museum’s 89 exhibition halls, 
and the implementation of more educational activities for 
disenfranchised youths from around Cairo. With the Ministry 
of Tourism and Antiquities endorsement, the works began in 
February 2018, and were completed in November 2020.

The approach to the physical works, which was refined during 
the study and pilot phase was guided by four overarching 
principles:

1) sound environmental management and energy conservation 
practices; 
2) prevention as a means for improved conservation of the 
monuments; 
3) capitalisation and enhancement of artisanal restoration skills 
in the conduct of the physical works, and; 
4) maximisation of the impact of on-the-job training on the 
young university graduates engaged in the restoration works.

The architectural restoration works were limited to the wall 
colours, floorings (on the first floor only), and skylights, 
together with the rehabilitation of electrical and lighting 
networks. The restorers were also trained by European experts 
from the Museum of Turin to learn how to safely handle the 
objects while undertaking the architectural restoration works.

The details of the restoration works undertaken are described 
below:

Restoration and renovation of the walls: Following the 
methodology used during the colour testing performed in the 
research phase of the Initiative, the paint in the display halls 
was carefully stripped, layer by layer (up to 8 layers of different
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Restoration and renovation of the walls and columns



63Revival of the Egyptian Museum

colours had been haphazardly added over the past 60 years), to 
leave only the original one visible. Light touches were necessary 
to fully restore the original colours and decorations.

Restoration of the Terrazzo flooring: The original flooring, 
which lied beneath the weathered linoleum vinyl tiles, is a 
coloured Terrazzo, a material developed several hundred years 
ago in Italy. It is a very durable composite material, poured in 
place or pre-cast. Terrazzo consists of a binder (white cement), 
mixed with tiny fragments of marble, quartz, granite, or glass, 
and natural oxides for colouring. It is then cured and polished 
to a smooth surface. In order to preserve the historical heritage 
of the building, the recent vinyl covering was removed, and the 
original Terrazzo floor was carefully sanded to eliminate as much 
of the modern binding material as possible. It is noteworthy 
that such restoration works could only be carried out on the 
first floor of the Museum, because in recent years, marble tiles 
were cemented directly on the original Terrazzo of the ground 
floor, irreversibly damaging it.

The restoration of the Terrazzo flooring and the original 
flooring with vinyl tiles
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Restoration and renovation of skylights: The Museum has 
a total of 34 skylights, 5 of which EQI had already renovated 
in the initiation and pilot phases. The remaining 29 skylights, 
including the main central skylight, which were in a dilapidated 
state, had to be renovated. These skylights are part of the 
Museum’s distinctive architecture, and were one of the reasons 
the design contract for the Museum was attributed to Marcel 
Dourgnon. Sadly, the poor state of these skylights subjected the 
artefacts to various environmental and security hazards. Before 
the implementation of the full project, it was not unusual for 
the monuments to be soaked on rainy days, exposing them to 
an inordinate risk of damage. The renovation works carried out 
included the restoration and/or replacement of the damaged 
and decayed wooden sections and metal truss structures; the 
cleaning of the skylight’s horizontal, lower plane; and the 
replacement of glass panes with UV and shock-resistant glass to 
protect artefacts from exposure to damaging sunlight and theft.

One of the skylights after restoration
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Renovation of the existing electrical/lighting system: 
The Museum’s electrical and lighting system had had little 
maintenance over the years. Accordingly, electrical wirings 
were refitted or replaced; and ill-fitting, mismatched lighting 
fixtures changed to suitably illuminate the objects on display. It 
must be stressed that EQI did not create a new lighting scheme, 
as this will likely be addressed by the consortium of European 
Museums, in its efforts to redesign the exhibit of artefacts.

One of the important features of the Revival Initiative is the 
undertaking of guided tours of the Egyptian Museum of Cairo 
for disenfranchised children, orphans, and street children 
from around the Greater Cairo Region. Starting in 2016 and 
until the end of 2020, at least 13 events for children’s cultural 
education have been organised by the Revival Initiative team. In 
total, More than 850 youths have participated in these events, 
which were organised in collaboration with non-governmental 
organisations, such as Masr El Erada, the Association for the 
Protection of Egyptian Cultural Heritage (APECH), Save the 
Children, Al Moassassa el Tanmeyya al Fikriya, the Scouts, 
as well as the Sadek Orphanage, Ain Shams Association 
for Orphans, and free-lance artist, Ms. Soad Bayoumy.  
In addition, the Revival Initiative team has also organised seven 
guided tours of Downtown Cairo for some 200 members of 
the public, culminating in the production of three annotated 
maps showcasing and describing the architectural treasures of 
Historic Cairo, in the vicinity of the Museum. These maps are 
freely available for download. 

Looking further into the future of the Egyptian Museum, it 
is once again worth mentioning that the land on which the 
National Democratic Party stood until June 2015 has the 
potential to offer great opportunities for the development 
of Downtown Cairo, should it be used for implementing 
cultural programmes and museum activities, rather than
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for the construction of another governmental building or 
a shopping mall that would add no value to the museum. 
Incorporating this land within the Egyptian Museum’s 
grounds would reconnect the museum with the Nile River. 
This idea is routed in the fact that the Nile is as important 
to Egypt today as it was in ancient times, when its banks 
witnessed the founding of a great ancient civilisation. 

The Revival Initiative team therefore elaborated a concept to 
reconnect the Museum grounds with the Nile River to the 
west, which the founders of the Museum and its designer had 
specifically sought to create. The new plan for this western 
extension reflects the spirit of Egyptian architecture in the 
purity of its design. The main elements of the plan, which 
includes new buildings and gardens, embodies a practical vision 
to create harmony between the Museum visitors and each of 
the Museums’ amenities, as well as to facilitate visitation of 
the complex in its entirety. It is clear that the overall western 
extension project constitutes a natural extension to the normal 
visitation route. The layout is divided into several pavilions, with 
open inner courts, shaded promenades, colonnades and terraces, 
all rectangular in shape, in a style reminiscent of Pharaonic 
architecture. In fact, the entire new facility will be designed in a 
way that respects the tenets of Pharaonic architecture, including 
the various gardens and green spaces. The architectural style will 
refer to the beautiful designs of Egyptian temples: strength of 
rectangular courtyards, beauty of the colonnades and porticos 
surrounding them, plainness of the stone masonry, nobility of the 
volumetric proportions, and exquisite quality of the stone works.  
The buildings will be relatively low-rising, single-story 
constructions, so as to allow the existing historic Museum 
building to remain the main monument of the site.

Furthermore, the courtyards and gardens have intentionally 
been open and free from buildings on their eastern and western
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sides, creating an unbroken view of the Nile River from the 
historic building and across the new complex.  The construction 
process of these new buildings is envisaged to be non-invasive.  
This will mitigate against any potential harm that may occur to 
the old building and its artefacts. The workforce will consist of 
numerous artisans skilled in manual crafts, to enhance Museum 
visitor experience, as the construction works progress. As such, 
the building activities will not disrupt the Museum visits, and 
may in themselves be an attraction for the visitors. The buildings 
will be constructed of locally harvested materials, with stone 
bearing walls, and will not require much heavy machinery. 
Reinforced concrete, glass and steel will all be avoided as much 
as possible. This will serve to reinforce the authenticity of the 
Pharaonic design elements, and also emphasise the natural 
harmony that exists between Pharaonic and contemporary art 
and architecture. At operation stage, the buildings will also place 
a relatively low load on infrastructure services, especially since 
the creation of internal green courtyards and the application of 
renewable energy are design priorities.

The main elements of the whole composition are:

• The Museum’s, official shop, accessible from the exit of the 
Museum, on its north-western corner.
• Two new dedicated display halls of 1,240 m² and 800 m², 
to host various exhibitions of Egyptian fine art, which could 
be changed every 6 months, and promoted and advertised 
internationally. A permanent agricultural exhibit could be an 
interesting complement to these temporary exhibition halls.
• A public lecture hall/amphitheatre.
• Commercial boutiques. 
• A sculpture court with four shaded pergolas, offering a 
view on the Nile, across the other new surrounding features. 
• A small cafeteria. 
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Site plan for the Museum’s projected western extension, 
drawing by Ali Samir

Legend:
1. Museum store
2. Exhibition halls
3. Sculpture courtyard
4. Theater and lecture hall
5. Event halls terrace and court
6. Art and craft boutiques
7.  Restaurants and cafes
8.  Galleries and showrooms

9.   Event halls and entrance lobby
10. Pharaonic botanical gardens
11. Nile Promenade
12. Stores
13. Offices restoration labs and other services
14. Restrooms
15. Museum entrance and exit

Existing Buildings

New Buildings

Shaded walkways and terraces
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Axonometric view of the proposed western extension project 
drawing by J.C. Golvin
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• A high end restaurant, overlooking the banks of the Nile. This 
restaurant would have an extensive basement comprising an 
underground kitchen and other infrastructure utilities.
• A succession of several pavilions, including galleries and 
showrooms. 
• An events facility with a separate entrance. This event facility, 
laid out around an inner court and fronted to the north by an 
expansive terrace, would be available for cultural, social and 
commercial/private events, such as art openings, banquets, 
parties, or concerts. 
• A striking botanical garden, featuring Egypt’s endemic plant 
species, and historical plants that are known to have been grown 
in Egypt in ancient times, or have been traditionally cultivated 
by Egyptian farmers. The existing Museum garden, which 
currently hardly features any endemic plants, will likewise be 
redesigned into a botanical Pharaonic garden.

• A shaded Nile promenade on the westernmost side of the 
complex, extending from the restaurant to the new exhibition 
halls and their storage area.

Lotus and papyrus, the heraldic plants of Pharaonic Egypt,
in the Museum garden
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• New buildings north of the historic Museum, to be used 
exclusively for the various Museum management, staff and 
security departments. There are currently buildings at this 
location that were built specifically for this purpose; however, 
they will be redesigned to more closely fit the overall proposed 
layout and concept. Various visitor and staff restrooms will be 
suitably scattered around the entire new facility.

In addition, a docking facility allowing visitors to access the 
new complex from the banks of the Nile River will be added, 
together with a connecting pedestrian tunnel beneath the 
cornice thoroughfare. The entrance of an existing tunnel was 
spotted by the EQI design team some eight years ago in the area 
where the feluccas are currently accessed. It was sealed with rock 
at the time, and was never further explored. Overall, the new 
buildings will be about 4,000m². It should not only serve to 
enhance the cultural experience of the visitors, but also generate 
revenue to ensure that the Museum’s management always has 
funds to adequately carry out its maintenance operations. The 
proposed commercial spaces are bound to have a significant 
return to both the Museum and their tenants. 

Leveraging the newly-created harmony in this zone by reviving 
the connection between the Museum and the Nile would have 
an inestimable, far-reaching impact on Egypt’s socio-cultural 
scene and financial standing, as well as its sustainable economic 
development. The financial rewards to the entire tourism, 
cultural, and recreational sectors nationwide resulting from 
this single decision are much too large and important to ignore. 
There is indeed an opportunity in the making to elevate the entire 
country’s international standing that needs to be capitalised 
upon. The rewards certainly warrant further consideration at 
a later stage of the Revival of the Egyptian Museum Initiative.  
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The garden in which important artefacts are exhibited 
connects the Museum to Tahrir Square.

The granite sphinx of Thutmosis III, which was discovered by 
Auguste Mariette at Karnak, in the Museum garden.



73Revival of the Egyptian Museum

Room 42 after restoration: in the middle stands the famous 
statue of King Khafra.
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The beautiful statue of Ramesses II in the garden of the Museum
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The western corridor with the head of Queen Hatshepsut, one 
of the masterpieces of the museum
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Relief representing Upper Egypt on the main facade of the 
Egyptian Museum



For more than one hundred years, 
the Egyptian Museum of Cairo has 
been a landmark in the centre of 

downtown Cairo renowned for housing 
the world’s largest collection of Pharaonic 
art. �e Museum of Cairo was built at a 
time when museums were established in 

urban centres to foster greater sensitivity to 
national identity. �e notable density of 

artefacts in this one-of-a-kind museum attests 
to the staggering cultural heritage of Egypt’s 

�rst civilization, continuously attracting visitors 
from all over the world. Equally signi�cant is the 
Museum’s 19th century Beaux-Arts architecture, 

which provides a digni�ed setting for an 
exceptional collection.
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