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ABSTRACT
The identity of a monument is essentially definable by his technical, visual and cultural aspects. Therefore, we must
respect them during restoration, and operate, in an eventual case of reuse of monuments, for their material and cultural
conservation.
We will give reference to an example of recovery and current reuse of the Cairo Sama’khana and another antecedent
and underlying building, the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa.
The technical identity is recognizable in the structure and in the shape and of the work image: we have therefore given
great attention to keep the original technical elements.
In case of need of particular safety devices, we took care of distinguishing them and keeping recognizable the original.
The identity of the visual form is expression and image of the work project.
The form of the particular, planimetric and spatial planning of the Sama’khana, which reuses also parts of earlier
elements of the madrasa of Sunqur Sa’di is the expression of the symbology itself of the Sama’ rite. In this situation, our
intervention was directed both to the recovery of its original formal identity, and to the conservation of the Sunqur Sa’di
Madrasa, below the sama’khana.
The cultural identity is definable by the origin of a monument and by the utilization in its social context and in the
historical development.
The Sama’khana was conceived as the heart of all the conventual complex, by the sufi Mevlevi confraternity.
It is not by chance that, on 28 July 1988, the opening of the restored Sama’khana to public, coincided with the
inauguration of the Centro Italo-Egiziano per il Restauro e l’Archeologia, and made official the teaching organization of
an educational work-site-school, which is since a long time operating for the recovery of the area, and had become a
frequented centre of training.

INTRODUCTION
The identity of a monument is essentially definable by his technical, visual and cultural aspects.
Therefore, the more deeply we respect such aspects during restoration intervention, the more carefully we
will operate, in an eventual case of reuse of the ancient monuments, for their material conservation and their
cultural significance.
We would now expound some reflections on fronting the problems of a restorative and conservation
operation on ancient monuments in the respect for their identity: we will, in this aim, make reference to the
recovery and the current reuse of a very special building (the Cairo Sama’khana) and of a part of another
one, which is antecedent and underlying (the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa), in order to give an actual example of
the methodology of the interventions effected on all the great Architectural Complex of the Mevlevi
Dervishes, where these buildings are placed.
The Complex, which is at the foot of the Cairo Citadel and near the Sultan Hassan Mosque, covers an area
about 7500 mq wide; this piece of land was donated on 1607 to the confraternity of the Mevlevi Dervishes,
who built there the Takiyya, a monastery [fig.1].
The Mevlevi intervention reused the partly ruined buildings eastwards of the grandiose Palace QusunYashbak-Aqbardi and, westwards, of the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa, with his imposing Mausoleum [fig.2].
Since 1979, different monuments have been recovered in the course of our restoration and were carried on by
an organization of work site-school which was called the Cantiere-Scuola di Specializzazione [fig.3].
This work-site-school developed into a “Centro Italo-Egiziano per il Restauro e l’Archeologia”, linked to a
“Centro Culturale” with a show-areas for cultural events.
Our aim is to rescue completely this wide monumental and cultural area of the Old Cairo, by reusing of part
of it, for exhibitions spaces, didactic activities and offices.
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ASPECTS AND PRESERVATION IN THE IDENTITY RECOVERY
The Sama’khana (meaning ”The Hall for Listening”) is a particular building and its rescue was also the
beginning of the restoration intervention in the whole monumental area.
In this domed place with its singular spherical structure, the Dervishes performed weekly, on the Friday
evening, the Sama’ rite (that is the “listening to the cosmic harmony”) by a characteristic, slow, rhythmical
and rotating movement on a circular course; the circulating movements are accompanied by a music and
followed by spectators placed all around.
The architectural and spatial planning of the building is like the expansion of the performance significance of
the cosmic rite [fig.4].
The other building we said, is the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa; it dates back to the 14th century, and some of its
ruins were reused for the overlaying Sama’khana: it is an important building, both with regard to its
historical elements and to the artistic peculiarities as well.
The Technical Identity is recognizable in the structure and in the materials of the shape and of the image of
a work; and it is from the knowledge of the technique of a work that we can know deeper the relation
between artist and material, which is transformed in to cultural contents.
The technique of a work of art or of a monument is often considered, among the aspects characterizing its
identity, less important than the formal ones: that’s why it is currently object of less interest of study and
conservation. On the contrary, just the selected materials and technique are an essential documentation for
inferring, from their use, also the attitude of the planner, the artist, the artisan or the workman, towards the
social context, where they intend interact through their work.
But there is no doubt that in future, when a more careful dedication will be given to reconstruct the human
history through the study and conservation of the monuments of the past, more and more importance will be
attached also to the analysis of technique and methodology engaged for their realization.
With regard to all our restorative interventions and didactic activity, we have therefore given great attention
to keep the original technical elements, in order to give, in the future, the possibility of deeper researches, by
more modern systems and instruments of analysis.
Sometimes the recovery of ancient buildings may currently require particular safety devices, according with
new functional needs.
In this case, our interventions have been executed by suitable technical adaptations, but we took care of
distinguishing them from the original, which appears always clearly recognizable.
The Sama’khana is a building mainly made of wood on the remains of a former building of masonry, whose
external walls were in part reused, when it was already in condition of ruins.
Our intervention was planned and carried out by keeping, as possible, the existing building, by reinforcing
and supporting works.
The Sama’khana dome, consisting in a frailest wooden structure of 10 cm thick only, was lesioned by
dangerous fissures, before the restoration; it was hooped by a sliding band on brackets fixed to the centres for
reinforcing the structure and its shape was recovered to the original aspect by particular technical devices.
Besides, it was strengthened by a light wire-netting, which was incorporated in the external covering and
which grants the unity of the whole of the dome [fig.5]. These elements which supported the unsafe structure
of the dome, allowed to preserve all the original pieces of the construction, and resulted determining for its
safety on the occasion of the earthquake in ’92, when the wooden structure, which had been hooped by the
sliding band, absorbed the seismic trembles and vibrations.
As to the completely wooden structure of the gallery floor, since it was provided for a more numerous
audience than in the past, it was suitably reinforced: new, differently painted, bearing beams were added to
the ancient ones [fig.6].
Finally, all the outside walls were bound by a framework in the roof, in order to keep together the structure
elements, in case of seismic movements: the added supporting elements of those strengthening and safety
devices were carefully differentiated, and the original parts were preserved in their structure and technical
function identity.
Since the beginning of the intervention, the most complicated problem regarding the survival itself of the
Sama’khana had appeared the fact that it had been built over a part of the ruins of the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa,
that is one of the most ancient islamic monuments in Cairo and of great historical and architectural
importance.
That’s why before the restoration, someone had even proposed the drastic removal of the Sama’khana, for
bringing the Madrasa remains to light, in spite of the Sama’khana exceptionality, as example of architectural
typology.
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We fronted the situation with a long, careful and gradual operation of excavations and supporting: in this
way it was possible to bring to light the central courtyard with the former fountain and the surrounding cells
of the Madrasa, without removing any part of the restored Sama’khana.
Currently, the Sama’khana is supported by a metallic construction which was planned so as to be insulated
from the hanging area in correspondence with the upper central board for the Sama’ performance, in order to
avoid vibrations to the original wooden structure of the Sama’khana dome.
All those interventions were decided in the aim and care to keep as far as possible the visual form of the
monument.
The Identity of the visual form is expression and image of the work.
It is evident that, in the form of the particular, planimetric and spatial planning of the Sama’khana, is the
expression of the symbology itself of the Sama’ rite: a form, which is elaborated also by functional
requirements, linked to the presence of musicians (thence the projecting balcony on the Sama’ area), and of
the audience (placed all around in the ground and gallery floors).
This distribution of the internal spaces has an evident correspondence in the external form, where it results
essentially visualized by a cube, where the dome emerges from [fig.7].
Though the Sama’khana kept its planimetric and spatial form both inside and outside, it had underwent many
restorations and also modifications of its chromatic and (but less) formal configuration, in the course of time.
In fact, the dome was originally lightened from eight windows (symbols of the four principal and the four
intermediate elements of the nature), and was internally white; and all the four perimetrical walls (including
the south side with four doors), were characterized by clear colours, as well.
With time, the dome windows and all the doors of the southern wall were stopped up, for facing some
statical troubles. Some views were then painted on the dome interior and also the rest of the Sama’khana was
completely repainted inside.
In this situation, our intervention was directed both to the recovery of the original formal identity, and to the
conservation of the documents recording the most significant moments of formal changes: the views painted
on the stopping up of the windows, were detached, applied on special frames and replaced in the original
site; now a special mechanism produces a simultaneous rotation of the frames and allows again the daylight
illumination from outside, so that it gives again the image of their symbolic significance to the open
windows [fig.8].
The Mevlevi reuse of some parts of the Madrasa in the Sama’khana and their formal and visible recovery
presented some problems of aesthetic compatibility, which were variously solved from case to case.
In fact, the southern wall of the Sama’khana is, as we said, a reuse, referable to the Sunqur Sa’di madrasa: in
that period, it presented four doors at the ground floor and, above, rectangular windows on the upper level;
during the intervention of Dervishes, all of them were walled up and, inside, covered by a wooden lining
with elliptical windows, which were afterwards stopped as well.
Inside, we had recourse to a double-frame system for reopening together the elliptical windows and the
doors, which function also as emergency exit, in observance of the current safety standards for public
buildings: it was thus possible to keep, without any modification, also a wooden band which covered the
internal walls of the Sama’khana all around [fig.9].
Outside, we thought it right to evidence the sequence of the building and historical periods, by putting the
masonry texture at sight.
The excavation of the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa area highlighted its serious damages because of the time and the
Mevlevi reuse: therefore his formal recovery was carried on with much discretion for expositive purposes
and of comprehension of the monument.
In the courtyard zone, the most important discovery resulted the above-mentioned fiskiyat (fountain) which
had been used “in situ” during the tulunide period, whose perimeter has been recomposed; the whole central
part of the courtyard with the archaeological remains has been isolated and separated from the way of
visitors [fig.10].
As to the zone around the central court, since the cells of the southern side had enough elements for their
recovery, they were restored so to recognize the original parts.
On the northern side, the remains of the cells consisted only in some layers of stone blocks on the front and
inside and in the traces of division between them; therefore, the recovery was limited to suggest the door
arches and avoided more detailed but uncertain reconstructions of the shape.
The Cultural Identity of a monument is determined by its original purpose and by the utilization in its
social context and in the historical development.
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The Sama’khana was built in the XIX century as the place for the performance of the Sama’ rite, which is
peculiar of the confraternity of the Mevlevi Dervishes, which was founded by the famous mystic poet Galal
Ed Din Rumi: that’s why it is inspired by a deep spiritual and religious feeling, which was supported by a
sound philosophical culture referring to the literary and poetical works of the founder of the Order.
Therefore, it was conceived as the heart of all the conventual complex, and hence of the sufi confraternity
life, which was devoted to the tariqa (that is the spiritual and moral education), to the prayer and to the
meditation, but also to an important humanitarian activity of assistance to the poor people.
The architectural features of the Cairo Sama’khana reflect better than all the remaining buildings of this
typology, the symbolism and the spiritual message of the rite, which it was conceived and planned for.
It is a rite so rich of worth, that it has been currently included by UNESCO in the list of the immaterial
cultural heritage to be preserved [fig.12].
RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS
On 18 January 1998, after 50 years of abandonment, on proposal of the Turkish Ministry of Culture to the
Egyptian Minister, it was performed again in its correct performance, in the Cairo Sama’khana.
It resulted a touching ceremony, which recurred other times afterwards and it was the most, but not frequent,
proper use of this building.
The Islamic monuments of our area are now included among the touring sites: also the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa
has been fitted for a museal function of historic education and knowledge of our past.
The bare outside of the masonry of the southern wall, reused in the Sama’khana, documents the
chronological and historical sequences of life and utilization changes in the building [fig.11].
Inside the cells of the Madrasa, we placed some show-cases with archaeological materials, which we had
found in the area, by setting them so that they don’t disturb the frontal view of the cells from the court .
Also in the opposite area of the northern cells, other show-cases were placed at a lower level than the
remaining and rebuilt ruins of the wall.
In this way it was avoided any interference in the view of the remaining ruins and the front which had been
graphically reconstructed symmetrically with the southern side of the court.
Finally the recovery and reuse of the whole area have also concerned our didactic and cultural activities: it
warrants the preservation of original characters and aims which the buildings were projected for, and,
besides, permits a proper use and the due protection of them [fig.13].
In fact, it is not by chance that, on 28 July 1988, the opening of the restored Sama’khana to public coincided
with the inauguration of the Centro Italo-Egiziano per il Restauro e l’Archeologia, and made official the
teaching organization of work-site-school, which was since a long time operating for the recovery of the
area, and had become a frequented centre of training. The learning is there impressed by consciousness of the
care and responsibility in the field of the restoration activity; and this activity requires a long and continuous
course of the concrete experience of the daily work.
We may say that the course of our professional training in the work-site-school consists in a learning
organization which reflects in some aspects the Mevlevi Tariqa, although it differs in a kind of teaching
which is directed not only to ethical education, but also to the practice of the work [fig.14].
The Centre has, from his foundation, progressed by widening the area engaged for laboratories and didactic
activities; besides, other areas have been fitted for a Mevlevi Museum and for giving place to frequent
national and international events, like art exhibitions, congresses of scientific researches, literary and
historical meetings and congresses.[fig.15].
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FIGURES

Fig. 1 - The Architectural Complex of the Mevlevi Dervishes (view from above)

Fig. 2 - The Sama’khana overlaying the ruins of the
old Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa (view from the
Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa Iwan)

Fig. 3 - The Architectural Complex of the Mevlevi
Dervishes
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Fig. 4 – Internal view of the Sama’khana (after restoration)

Fig. 5 - The dome (A-before, B-during restoration)

Fig. 6 – The wooden structure of the gallery floor (A-before, B-after restoration)
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Fig. 8 – Internal view of the Sama’khana dome (after
restoration)
Fig. 7 - External view of the Sama’khana (after
restoration)

Fig. 9 – The elliptical windows and the doors of the Sama’khana (after restoration)

Fig. 10 – The ruins of the Sunqur Sa’di Madrasa (the South cells on the right; the reconstruction on the left side)
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Fig. 11 – Chronological and historical sequences
highlighted on the southern wall.

Fig. 12 – The Sama’khana rite in “The Hall for
Listening”.
Fig. 13 – Exhibition area

Fig 14 – Didactic activities in the laboratories

Fig. 15 – “Congress Cultural Heritage-Cairo 2009”
in the Sama’khana
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