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The following images are taken from the video “Contemporary Grand 
Tour on Nile” produced for the Egypt Pavilion, 18th International 
Architecture Exhibition La Biennale di Venezia, 2023
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Introduction

Ahmed Sami Abd Elrahman,  
Marina Tornatora, Ottavio Amaro, 
Moataz Samir, Ghada Farouk Hassan 

NiLab 
Nile as Laboratory

NiLab is a Laboratory for the knowledge and development of ideas and projects along the Nile River, an 
emblematic opportunity to reflect on the theme of water in the broader context of climate change.
Never as in Egypt, the presence of a waterway has been identified with the history of civilization in its cultural, 
scientific, and humanistic aspects. Its extraordinary geographical dimension traces natural and man-made 
landscapes and feeds cities, productive systems, reserves, and agricultural landscapes.
Any alteration of the Nile River can cause a destruction of the millennial balance between living species and the 
historical and natural landscape, especially in an age where major territorial and productive transformations 
risk disturbing the established natural balance, causing entropy and decay.
The themes, corresponding to six landscape sections – Nature, Agro, Urbe, Infrastructure, Industry, 
Archaeology – were developed within eighteen areas of design intervention, identified for a common 
international comparison between Egypt and the planet.
Together with the Faculty of Engineering of the Ain-Shams University in Cairo (Egypt) and the dArTe 
Department of the Mediterranea University of Reggio Calabria (Italy), who have been collaborating for years 
in research and teaching activities, 24 international universities have been invited to build NiLab. In this 
laboratory, students, teachers, and researchers discuss possible future scenarios along the river.
The aim is to produce a reflection on design strategies as a contribution to major urban and landscape 
emergencies, fulfilling the needs of the broader contemporary context, where projects are required to provide 
new reflections on architectural tools and languages.

Mountains &amp; Rivers, Colton, G.W; 1856  
The Colton firm published this map in their  
world atlas from 1856 to 1880 and perhaps later. 
© David Rumsey Map Collection. Cartography Associates | www.davidrumsey.com
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Marina Tornatora, Ottavio Amaro

An Open Project Lab on the Nile

Located in the Mediterranean area, which is continuously facing increasingly epochal ecological-
environmental crises, Egypt, with its Nile region, has once again become emblematic of the possible 
consequences of the ongoing phenomena of drought, sea rise, energy crisis, and the potential weakening of 
its settlement and territorial system.

Bearing the burden of 11 African countries with ever-increasing populations, including Egypt, with more 
than 80 million people exploiting 98% of their water needs from their river, the Nile represents both a resource 
and a problem.

Egypt has continuously performed territorial actions to prioritize economic and productive interventions 
involving the delta since the post Second World War period, with a keen eye on globalization processes, 
often far from the sustainable use of local resources. This risks impoverishing entire geographic areas with 
significant imbalances between city and countryside, widespread settlement systems in agricultural villages, 
and further marginalization by extending suburbs in urban areas.

In light of such planetary changes, NiLab. Nile as Laboratory invited eighteen research groups, drawn 
from twenty-four Egyptian, European, and non-European universities, to reflect on design and architectural 
strategies along the Nile River. This context is a unitary and paradigmatic geographic sphere with a strong 
identity in the history of civilization, concerning cultural, scientific, and humanistic aspects, despite the current 
territorial imbalances.

NiLab. Nile as Laboratory intends to prioritize the academic sphere in the belief that the projects constitute 
the necessary field of research, a moment of knowledge, and the meeting point between theory and 
practice. The central theme is water, in its human and design-related significances and concerning how it 
interacts in historical and contemporary landscape contexts. The river is proposed as a body in the natural 
and urban landscape with a changing form, where design can configure contemporary spatiality with 
different relationships between the built, natural and man-made elements. The relationship between soil 
and water, between constructions and water, becomes the binder of places’ interpretation through design 
experimentation as a product of knowledge.

Three sites are proposed for each of the six themes - Nature, Agro, Urbe, Infrastructure, Industry, 

“Nature has never been concerned with creating beauty. We are the ones who 
feel psychologically touched by what we think is beautiful. We feel the creative 
force behind the form, and this affects us both emotionally and physiologically. 
The ancient Egyptians did not strive to make their temples beautiful as an end in 
itself. Their level of understanding of the whole universe, higher than ours, and their 
attempt to make the temple a small mirror of it made this happen automatically”

Hassan Fathy 1

Egypt, Arabia Petraea and Lower Nubia. Nile Valley.  
BARTHOLOMEW 1898 old map
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An Open Project Lab on the Nile

It is now experiencing a condition of reconversion on both the technological and environmental levels. The 
proposed theme addresses the need to redesign old, polluting, and invasive industrial areas to privilege, both 
in terms of research and production, the innovative systems of green industry linked to local resources, and 
advanced technological development in harmony with urban and natural settlement systems.

Archaeology along the Nile, both on a monumental and general level, narrates a cultural heritage of humanity 
strongly linked to the place in its essence of water, soil, and desert. Therefore, actions on this design theme 
can re-establish meaningful relationships with the settlement systems, which have developed in a spreading 
and often indifferent manner over time. This is coupled with the cultural need for tourism enhancement 
concerning services, accessibility, and an overall more innovative supply.

In this context, the eighteen sites identified along the river’s course, from the Aswan Dam to the Delta, 
represent a paradigmatic system of territorial and landscape conditions to perform design reflection on the 
variables contemporaneity poses. This journey is taken by adopting inverse perspectives, from the river and 
the land, in search of relationships and interactions between memory and innovation.

In addition to representing a critical analysis system for the transformations of the last decades in 
extraordinary sites, the projects address future scenarios to re-establish balances between nature and the 
environment, along with visions that, without sacrificing the aesthetic and expressive language of places and 
architecture, represent new living conditions.

Water, energy, biodiversity, pollution, reconversion processes, and soil enhancement are all variables of 
infrastructural and architectural scenarios to look at innovative and scientific processes without losing sight 
of the intertwining of memory and the project’s ability to engage with existing resources to design the new 
forms of landscape and territory. 

In other words, a new awareness emerges, concerning the relationship with nature, history, and the 
environment, within the complexity of the post-industrial reality and a society increasingly oriented toward 
communication and immateriality scenarios.

Within this context, the projects appear as possible narratives of stages of a new contemporary Grand Tour: 
agricultural scenarios that recognize the iconographic power of the geometrizations of rural plots, relating to 

Archaeology – making up a possible synchronous synthesis of current scenarios along the Nile.
Concerning Nature, despite the major changes that have modified and often compromised the identity of 

the river’s flora and fauna, there are still important nature reserves, nurturing that mythological and religious 
imagery at the root of ancient Egyptian civilizations, identified with the presence of certain animal species. 
Today more than ever, this heritage of biodiversity and naturalistic identities must be protected on a scientific, 
environmental, and landscape level, considering climate change and drought phenomena.

Agro is the theme identifying the area’s character along the river, organically linked to the spatial-temporal 
transitions of nature, obscured by a system of infrastructures (dams, morphological changes, etc.) that have 
transformed some identity features. The agricultural activity is nonetheless primary for subsistence and the 
production of the majority of Egypt’s alimentation and creates challenges regarding production, landscape 
and innovation related to new environmental challenges and the sustainable use of the water resource.

Urbe, the territorial imbalance implemented primarily in the postwar period, through the depopulation of the 
countryside and the creation of large urban concentrations towards the Nile Delta, has led to the construction 
of endless hybrid city suburbs in a condition of non-city and decay. The combination with the trend that 
had already begun with the importation of European urban models in the late 19th century and continued in 
contemporary times with building and architectural globalization leads to urban degradation and eradication. 
Moreover, uncontrolled expansion into the countryside and desert, abandonment of historical centers, and 
polluting transportation threaten to destroy the identity of an Islamic city with public space, collective places, 
buildings, and technological systems in close relationship with the place and its environmental specificity 
alongside its distinctive elements.

Concerning Infrastructure, although the Nile still holds its historical role as a line of transportation and 
exchange between the entire settlement system developing along its course, the relationship between land 
and water needs to be reconsidered. Port systems, crossings, as well as embankments, and fishing-related 
activities, can allow the original recovery of the meaning of living along the river, together with the landscape 
balance, which is too often compromised by polluting and invasive interventions.

Industry has grown in the logic of globalization, often at odds with territorial and landscape sustainability. 

1 Fathy H., Cosa è una città (What is a 
City), in “Casabella” n. 653, 1998 pag. 56
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An Open Project Lab on the Nile

the urban ones within a design idea that seeks reciprocal boundaries. This is compounded by innovation 
‘sanctuaries’, such as research centers and ecological infrastructures at the service of nature. The impressive 
Nile’s 144-island archipelago emerges as a habitat for biodiversity and a new green map of the river’s course, 
complementing archaeological landscapes’ powerful and evocative character. They make up a true ‘second 
nature’ whose history must be enhanced beyond its monumental aspects. Moreover, the large residual voids 
from industrial reconversion processes are turned into opportunities to rediscover environmental balances 
and new proportions within the city, evoking resilience that re-proposes new interactive edges with the 
river and new forms of infrastructure. Finally, the urban system pursues a symbiosis with nature on the topic 
of sustainability, regenerating large building densities through the injection of green areas, the creation of 
voids and public spaces together with typical settlement systems of the Islamic city, often succumbing to 
globalization-driven models.

The elaboration of projects is a necessary step of the research work, as a synthesis of knowledge, 
investigations, and experiences through drawing, leading to project ideation. The attempt is to operate the 
anamnesis mentioned by Sébastien Marot, “... looking at the territory and public space as a land of ancient 
culture or a palimpsest bearing the more or less evident sign of all the gestures that, in memory, have 
contributed to shaping that specific landscape, and nothing else. In these contrasting or universal traces 
layered over time, anamnesis deciphers intentions and potentials to be safeguarded and transmitted.” - 2

Punctual responses, along with the utopia of reality (E.N. Rogers), are the outcomes of workshop and 
design experiments distributed differing by schools and research areas, re-weaving plots and threads with 
the history of places in the awareness of current global and local radical transformations.

In this sense, the Nile tends to a new unitary dimension, with the sites of the Laboratory as the starting 
points to take concrete action for the regeneration and re-signification of its presence in a possible future.

2  Marot S., The Return of the 
Landscape, in Desvigne & Dalnoky,  
Motta Architettura Milano, 1996, p. 7
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