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Abstract 

This paper presents spatial analysis of two of the largest events in Historic Cairo. The study aims to understand 

the space transformation during mawlid event in the vicinity of the iconic mosques of al-Husayn and al-Sayyida 

Zaynab, and the use of such space as event venues. The main objective is to understand the studied place, thus 

be in a better position to manage and creatively transform them for future developments in the region of historic 

Cairo. The study is guided by the theories of place making with special emphasis on the complexity associated 

with place assemblage. The research is conducted through observation, description and analysis of the scene and 

the activities that take place in the spaces during the mawlid event. Observations are analyzed through maps and 

sketches of the actual physical setting, leading to different themes extraction. The paper demonstrates how 

people appropriate and adapt to the urban space and how the looseness of space fulfill the diverse needs and 

desires of peopleôs behavior.  
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1. Introduction  

Recently, the Egyptian government announced current plans to initiate a revitalization scheme to the current 

urban fabric of historic Cairo. This enforces urbanists to present data analysis that can aid in this process. This 

paper aims to dive into the diverse behaviors during events in urban spaces of historic Cairo.  
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The paper looks into a certain event which is the mawlid. Observations presented were made pre-covid time in 

the years 2016, 2017 and 2018. This is important to note as the Egyptian government banned all celebrations 

and gatherings in 2020 & 2021 due to social distancing and covid restrictions. Expectations of the return of 

these events has been high in the next few years while recovering from covid restrictions, as these events 

constitute a great element in the heritage of historic Cairo.  In Egypt, mawlids are popular religious festivals that 

celebrate the symbolic birthdays of figures awliyǕ, who set an example for many Muslim lives in the past, and 

who may also have founded a particular Sufi order. The mawlid is an important event held in the vicinity of the 

iconic mosques where people express themselves freely. They stimulate public involvement, and take over the 

everyday functionality of urban spaces. It is estimated that 6 million Egyptians belong to over 120 Sufi orders 

[1]. 

  

  

Figure 1: Facets of mawlid event 

The mosques and their surroundings witness a complex integration between people of different social, economic 

and geographical entities. The mawlid attracts various participants: some participate for religious beliefs, while 

others are attracted by facet of the mawlid as a world of entertainment and commercial activities. The 

participants are Sufi orders who organize and participate in the events, participants in religious/ ceremonial 

rituals, people seeking entertainment and children enjoying events, and travelers just coming to enjoy and 

experience the scene. The festivities bring together the residents and visitors from the entire country, rearranging 

the physical and social spaces around the mosques (figure 1). 
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2. Events significance in Placemaking 

Festivals are events that has the  ability to rearrange, reorganize and disrupt [2] urban space. They also has the 

ability to de-territorialize and re-territorialize space [3]. An urban festival often show the city in a new way by 

revealing hidden features and by upsetting the normal city flow [4]. The festivalized city presents a different 

rhythm from the normal. Rhythm is for Lefebvre [5] a concept for understanding time and space and for seeing 

the urban ónot as a singular abstract temporality but as the site where multiple temporalities collideô [6]. The city 

is lived in temporal rhythms of activities and people. The festival space is a framed spontaneous moment which 

challenge the everyday routine life [7]. What makes the urban festival visitors involved and connected in place 

is creating an attractive environment that comes from the activities, events, services and diverse social spaces 

[8]. ñUrban festival that creates a liminal space between the orderly ambitions of its organizers and the 

passionate and sometimes destructive impulses of its participants can inscribe urban space with novel meanings 

available for later preservationò [4]. Space is partly produced via social relations that happen at a particular 

point in time [9]. Places where people relax and socialize, and the unplanned ónatural festivalsô are main 

elements in the spirit of a place of any good city [10]. A vibrant festival space is indeed crucial for the continued 

functioning of the city [4]. The feel of the place is made up of experiences, repeated over the span of years [11]. 

The mawlid as an event taking place every year express these meanings that play its role in shaping the identity 

of the district.  The mawlid has its own identity as an event. Its identity offers a form of urban isolation where it 

occurs in the vicinity of the iconic mosque. Because these patterns of events represented in the mawlid repeat 

themselves every year, they are always attached to the space, and they became part of the place structure and 

identity. Norberg-Schulz [12] described place as a "totality made up of concrete things having material 

substance, shape, texture and color which determines an environmental character". The character of the place 

depends entirely on the nature of the patterns of events the mawlid is made-up from. In that sense, they 

contribute to the identity of the place, allowing people to provide the public space with personal meanings that 

are invisible to others, and in the process, create an urban place [13]. Spatialization happens through the 

appropriation of urban places for temporary use [6]. Franck and Stevens [14]  call the dynamic spaces that have 

been appropriated by citizens to pursue activities, not set by a predetermined program as loose space. Looseness 

develops as a response to specific constraints and opposing influences: between necessary and optional 

activities, rules and meanings and anticipated and shocking occurrences [15]. During the mawlids, activities 

integrate and overlap between spaces: between interior and exterior, from building entry to stairway, from 

sidewalk to street. For Franck and Stevens [14], people create looseness through the lack of rigid controls, rather 

than by changes to the materiality of a space.  People look for spaces that offer freedom, to increase possibilities 

for them and to customize the spaces to fit their needs. Those spaces are used by people in creating programs 

other than their original functions. People look for particular opportunities to do what they need to do, searching 

for sites to maximize their choices and select the ones that offer them alternatives [16]. The mawlid is created of 

occupied sub spaces that are adaptable and transformable leading to new forms of urban place.  Character of the 

place during the mawlid depends on the uniqueness and the presence of physical properties such as material, 

shape, texture, color as well as layers of human use. The visual complexity of the mawlid is created as a result 

weaving those things together. Cities and destinations use events as tools to convey positive images and 

meanings, so the event itself becomes a symbol applied to create the value for the space or the city [3, 4]. 
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Creative place making is significantly important in developing city tourism [18]. The eventification and 

festivalization of place has proven its positive outcome on urban and economic development in many cities 

worldwide. The transformation of urban space into a theatre where the public participate in placemaking, 

promote the space as one with new experience [19]. Experience design demands the connection between 

architecture and the user personal dreams and desires [8]. Mawlid celebrations feature meanings of place 

resulting from the merge of a sacred place as the mosque with a festive moment. Meanings follow the built 

environment, but they cannot be fixed there and cannot easily be enforced [20]. Places can be assigned meaning 

quickly through relating the memory of an important event happening in a certain place [21]. Experience and 

meanings attached to events are understood through the use of personal and social constructs [22]. 

3. The Mawlid as an Urban Festival  

This paper studies the largest two events in Cairo, al-Husayn and al-Sayyida Zaynab mawlid celebration, located 

in the vicinity of the two iconic mosques in old city of Cairo (figure 2). The two cases of al-Husayn and al-

Sayyida Zaynab have an ordered physical form but complicated use of space. Mawlids around their mosques 

represent the most intense and are the peak of the space transformation in the occupied spaces throughout the 

year; they manifest peopleôs participation in space. Site observations of the transformation of spaces during the 

events were documented through photos, sketches and maps, showing the different experiences of physical 

settings, activities and additions in spaces. Data gathered through those methods are analyzed to trace the 

physical transformations occurring in those spaces and their impact on place making. In al-Husayn, people 

circulate in the open space in front of the mosque around the fenced green areas to reach different zones in the 

space. Residential settings are accessible through the secondary movement systems of narrow pathways and 

alleys around the mosque. These alleys are considered to be the branches along which the pedestrians flow 

during events. They act as both social space and as connectors, they accommodate and integrate the demands 

and needs of the various movement systems while supporting social interaction (Figure 3). 
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Figure 2: Map showing the mawlids in old city of Cairo and the largest mawlids of al-Husayn and al-Sayyida 

Zaynab (by the author after Madoeuf [23]) 

 



International Journal of Sciences: Basic and Applied Research (IJSBAR) (2021) Volume 61, No  1, pp 36-54 

41 
 

 

 

Figure 3: Map and section showing the vicinity of the mosque during mawlid 

The urban fabric of al-Husayn neighborhood depends on the foreground of the mosque as a main open public 

space, square shaped, and surrounded by public buildings. The open space is defined and protected by the 
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buildings around it. The space is porous through connections to the surrounding urban fabric through openings 

in its outer boundaries. As the edge is porous, the space expands into other spaces visually as well as physically. 

In al-Sayyida Zaynab, vehicular motion is prohibited during the last days of the mawlid. The main streets around 

the mosque context are the space of the mawlid and the circulation paths as well. These walkways are the veins 

of the pedestrianôs flow, allowing the mawlid to work as a whole. Tents, carts and street vendors are found along 

this temporary pedestrian route. The streets demonstrate a highly complex order. The space expands at the 

intersection in front of the mosque, allowing people to stop and watch the highly dense festival along the path. 

(Figure 4) Al -Sayyida Zaynab mawlid is structured around main streets and a main crossing round about. The 

mawlid takes place in main two streets at the mosqueôs intersection. Large residential and commercial buildings 

flank these streets and smaller residential alleys branch from the main streets. Al-Sayyida Zaynabôs solid edges 

force peopleôs movement and activities inwards in the main arterial streets.  The large number and variety of 

semi fixed elements create visually complex and culturally specific streetscapes. Semi fixed elements express 

the cultural meanings associated with the specific uses. The types of semi fixed elements used for activities also 

indicate particular identities; some street vendors use stalls and others sit on the ground according to their 

products. Commercial activities display culture through the merchandise related to the mawlid. Space 

consumption that takes cultural  forms can enliven local communities [24]. The semi-religious is inseparable 

from the festive and secular. The festival intensity overtakes the spirituality of the event, showing the mawlid as 

an expression of cultural traditions than a religious ritual. At first glance, there is a logic behind the spatial 

distribution of the festive and religious; the religious rituals is concentrated inside the Mosque, while the festive 

activities take place outside. Space shifts between the secular and spiritual activities over the course of a single 

day. All patterns of events require a place to happen, and al-Husayn and al-Sayyida Zaynab urban spaces are 

associated with their mawlids. The spaces support the loose nature of the mawlid where the space and the 

mawlid form a weaving unit of complex relations. The actions and the space containing them becomes 

undividable. When you enter into this weave you are quickly directed and modified by complex forces of 

junction of site, meaning and culture. The patterns of events are defined by the spatial character of the place 

where they occur.  
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Figure 4: Map and section showing the vicinity of the mosque during mawlid 

 


