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One of the most interesting questions I love to throw into the workshops is: which 
is more cultural, Tagamoa, the new area in Egypt built with Western architectural 
styles and standards, or downtown Cairo, the old heart of the city with its authentic, 
original architecture? It’s a great way to challenge assumptions about what “culture” 
really means—because sometimes, the answer isn’t as obvious as it seems. The answer 
we got every single time is “downtown Cairo is more cultural.” Pierre Bourdieu made 
a famous distinction between “high” and “low” culture, basically saying that culture 
belongs to the upper class, and everyone else doesn’t really “qualify.” In Egypt, we’ve 
somehow flipped that idea. Here, the newer, wealthier classes are often seen as not cul-
tural, while all the “real” culture is reserved for the older, less resourceful communi-
ties. I always answer participants the same thing every time: it’s not up to us to decide 

where culture lies. Wherever there are people, there is culture.

During Arabic branding workshop, Image courtesy of Werash Al-Khatt.  
Photo: © Raghda Moataz

PART IV: A LOVE LETTER TO MY CULTURE.
Our practice as Arab designers is still in the process of being rediscovered and rewrit-
ten. Design is a reflection of our identity, demanding critical thinking, constant ques-
tioning, and cultural honesty. Having one comprehensive list of Egypt’s visual culture 
practices was a naive idea, one that was mistaken for being the ultimate goal. But the 
true goal should be constant and subjective discoveries: not providing definitive an-
swers, but sparking curiosity. So let me ask you this: How would you define yourself as 

a [insert identity here] designer?
Throughout searching for my identity as a designer, I found myself falling in love again 
with my people, Egyptians, the fiercely warm, endlessly resourceful, intensely pas-
sionate, and incredibly proud people who continue to create functional beauty out of 
almost nothing. Despite life’s weight, they hold on to a deep sense of gratitude—Reda, 
as we call it. They are the ones I wrote my book for; the ones who remind me why I stay 

rooted in who I am and where I come from.
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The objective of “Desert Cities” is to portray the construction 
of new developments in the desert on the outskirts of Egypt’s 
main cities including Cairo, Alexandria, Hurgada and Aswan. 
The main focus has been placed on New Cairo in the Eastern 
part of Cairo, since it is the largest in scale and is intended to 

host millions of people.
This work emerged when the author decided to wander with 
a camera for a period of two years far from the Nile River. The 
photographs cover a territory that stretches along the bound-
ary lines between the emerging cities and the desert, from 
Greater Cairo to Suez. The work was not intended to become 
a formal critique through photography on how New Cities in 
Egypt were being built and if it really meets the needs of the 
Egyptian people or not. The artist intended to spark reflection 
about the urbanistic development formulas used in Egyptian 
new cities and how they shape the surrounding desert and the 

social fabric of the inhabitants.

 DESERT  
CITIES:  

NEW CAIRO
by MANUEL ÁLVAREZ 

DIESTRO

Manuel Álvarez Diestro is a Spanish photographer and 
filmmaker whose work explores the intersection of 

architecture, landscape, and urban expansion. After 
studying Art History at Boston University, he spent 

over three decades living across the Middle East and 
Asia, documenting the transformation of cities and 

their environments. His photographs have been exhib-
ited internationally and published in numerous plat-

forms, often revealing hidden narratives within built 
spaces. Now based between Madrid and Toulouse, he 

continues to develop projects that reflect on modernity, 
displacement, and the poetic tension between nature 

and the metropolis.
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New Cairo. Photo: © Manuel Álvarez Diestro

A few scholars have written about this particular urban phenomenon in the Middle 
East, providing well-rooted empirical background. In fact, I agree that New Cairo is 
mostly for the wealthy and does not solve the scarcity of housing for the lower social 
strata. Eventually, this disconnection with reality, in which more housing is required 
for the lower classes will transform these places for the wealthy into utopias in the 
desert (ghost towns). I have photographed these territories of desolation, from tower 
blocks to low-rise constructions. When it comes to the former, I believe that the con-
struction of gated communities is a global trend rather than a local need. New Cairo 
will introduce a new way of living for Egyptians based on the construction of fear and 

stratification, which will push the population towards deeper social segregation. 
As a visual artist I wanted to concentrate at one level on the aesthetic values generat-
ed when a new city is built from scratch, and contrasting that with a strong emphasis 
on the alterations in the landscape’s topography. Finally, I attempted through visual 
inputs to posit fundamental questions on how we are shaping the cities of the future.
In the past I have done work through film and photography about high-density 
cities in Asia. Particularly, I focused on the new towns: Chongqing, Busan, Seoul, 
Beijing, Canton or Hong Kong. I spent numerous hours pondering the influence of 
geographical conditions and different human behaviors, based on identity, econo-
my and social traits, in determining the evolution of cities. In Asia, my eye was too 
comfortable dealing with the vertical axis during times of stability. In New Cairo, I 
had the opportunity to tackle the new horizontal city during an exceptional historic 

period in Egypt, the Arab Spring. 
As something anecdotic about my life, I have always shifted from extreme vertical cit-
ies to horizontal ones. I have lived in predominantly horizontal cities such as Los An-
geles and Johannesburg or vertical ones like New York or Seoul. Interestingly enough, 
my home base is also in Benidorm, the most vertical enclave in Spain. My life could be 
seen as one of Piet Mondrian compositions, radically shifting from one axis to another. 
This particular obsession between vertical and horizontal shapes how I see the world 

and interpret what I see through images. 
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Overall, “New Cairo” and the other locations became a long-term project in a terri-
tory, which required both a strong physical and emotional involvement. Distances 
between construction sites were very long and the socio-political context was at the 

brink of collapse.
Considering that it was complicated to photograph any subject within the city center 
during the Arab Spring uprising, these new spaces became a straightforward solution 
to disconnect from the daily stress when the governmental forces where clashing with 
the opposition in the city’s central areas. The new construction sites in the middle of 
nowhere became a sort of therapy. My office was located in Tahrir Square in downtown 
Cairo. In this plaza I witnessed how millions of people stood up to the government 
in one of the most violent episodes in modern Egyptian history. I lingered through 
extreme moments of both joy and discomfort during this episode in Egypt. I did not 
abandon the country with the rest of the Spanish and expat community. I was left with 

the vastness of the desert to escape into silence.
Every weekend early in the morning Ahmed and Omar would drive me from my home 
in Dokki to New Cairo. They would drop me off in front of Zaha Hadid’s future Stone 
Towers site, or at the main gas station on the Mubarak axes Road. From these loca-
tions I would delve by foot into the desert for hours, in an endless search for new 
structures rising from the sand. I had no GPS or Google maps information. My goal 
was to record the slightest human intervention in the desert. I wanted to feel with my 
senses how construction companies where moving and digging the land in order to 
accommodate the future structures. In parallel, I was experiencing through artistic 
creation my own movement of the mind. I was using artistic creation as a tool to de-

velop my train of thought.
I took thousands of photographs in New Cairo. The editing was complex, since I found 
different stories within the project. For instance, images of New Cairo’s topographic 
qualities, architectural styles, people, textures and so on. At the end, the editing had 
to show a holistic perspective on New Cairo that could express levels of human in-
tervention. As I once pointed out to Tomas Alcoverro from La Vanguardia newspaper 
in Spain, I wanted to portray through photography a new conquest of the desert by 
humanity in Cairo, the quintessential metropolis of the Middle East. Once I finished 
with New Cairo I started visiting the rest of the Egyptian cities and kept searching for 

other developments, although this time on a smaller scale.

Photo: © Manuel Álvarez Diestro
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The article was originally published online on urbannext.net on March 21st, 2019

Photos: © Manuel Álvarez Diestro
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