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Abstract: The conservation of monuments in Cairo represents a complex matter, influenced by
the cultural context, the intrinsic features of a vast and heterogeneous architectural heritage, and
the environmental conditions. Monument vulnerability levels strongly need to be systematized to
delineate adequate programs of control, management, and intervention. Despite their leading role
in the Egyptian architectural heritage, many monuments experience a critical state of conservation.
Here, we report the results of a multi-scale investigation of the northern mausoleum in the complex
of the Khanqah of Al-Nasir Faraj Ibn Barquq, located in the Islamic cemetery of Al-Qarafa Al-Kubra
(Cairo, Egypt). Our research aims to increase the knowledge on the decorative stones used in
the mausoleum and their decay processes. The investigation has been focused on the two areas
of the building covered by a colored stone-slabs pattern: the floor and the qibla wall. A detailed
architectural survey, carried out through photogrammetric techniques, provided a three-dimensional
morphological knowledge of the mausoleum, upgrading the available surveys made about 50 years
ago. The distribution of the materials has been verified by visual analysis, integrated by the first
detailed mineralogical and petrographic characterization made on this mausoleum. The digital
survey of the stone surfaces and the mineralogical, chemical, and petrographic analyses allowed a
systematic mapping of the decay phenomena and some insights on the morphological alteration of
single elements. The obtained results indicate a capillary rise of groundwaters and airborne pollution
as the main degradation processes.

Keywords: Cairo; Burji architecture; Al-Nasir Faraj; khanqah; Mamluk architectural decoration;
ornamental stone decay; stone conservation; XRD; ATR-FTIR; compositional characterization

1. Introduction

The intense building activity of the Mamluk sultans and their entourage led to a wide
architectural reconfiguration of the city of Cairo [1]. Many historians and chroniclers (from
Ibn Khaldun to Maqrizi), between the 14th and 15th centuries, exalted the splendor of
this built scenario, indicating the high level of awareness of its cultural value [2]. The
history of Egyptian architecture is marked by a deep link with stone technology, in a
varied range of methods of use and processing [3]. In the Mamluk era, the primacy of
stone was re-affirmed over other perishable materials (unfired bricks, plaster, wood, etc.)
and has indelibly marked the architectural features of the monumental production of the
sultans, especially with the systematic use of polychrome ornamental stones [4,5]. Mamluk
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monuments are the most consistent and representative ensembles of Cairo’s architectural
heritage. This has inevitably placed them at the center of the conservation initiatives
undertaken in the city between the 19th and 20th centuries [6]. In 1979, the inscription of
Historic Cairo in the Unesco World Heritage List underlined the need for wide conservation
actions by marking the apex of its cultural recognition [7].

The conservation problems of such a large architectural heritage range from structural
maintenance to stone conservation, from functional rehabilitation to the improvement of
social perception. Consequently, several different situations can be envisaged, where two or
more of the main issues mentioned above need to be considered together. General threats
to the maintenance and accessibility of most sites have been identified in recent decades
in the capillary rise of groundwater [8–10] and the increase in aerosol pollution [11,12].
Both phenomena are linked to the enormous demographic growth that Cairo underwent
in the last half-century. The strong cultural and documentary value of the stone decora-
tions of the Mamluk era constitutes their main identity and makes their conservation a
crucial factor. This aspect has influenced all the restoration interventions carried out on
the monuments, often leading to the restoration through a systematic replacement of the
deteriorated elements [13,14]. The inadequate superimpositions of modern and original
stones, however, pose problems of material and aesthetic authenticity and compatibility.
The need for greater attention to this issue is becoming increasingly relevant, not only
to clarify the different ways of decay but also to define timely and appropriate restora-
tion/replacement interventions. A strong contribution in this sense was provided by James
Harrell’s systematic studies on these stone structures [15].

This study, carried out in collaboration between the University of Florence and the
General Union of Arab Archaeologists, aims to contribute to the knowledge and preserva-
tion of Al-Nasir Faraj Ibn Barquq’s khanqah complex. The building is a good representative
case of the conditions in which many other monuments in the area are found [16].

In the initial phase of our research, it was decided to concentrate the study activities
on the Northern mausoleum, to extend the future investigation to the entire architectural
complex. Moreover, the general long-term project is to export the process and the results ob-
tained to other abandoned monuments of the Mamluk era in the al-Qarafah al-Khubra area.
The research was developed following an integrated methodological approach (multi-scale
and multi-disciplinary) consisting of (a) the study of paper sources for the reconstruction
of the history of transformations, (b) the architectural survey for morphological knowledge
and (c) the identification of stone materials and related deterioration processes.

Here we present the preliminary results obtained on the decorative stone coating of
the northern mausoleum, which constitutes one of the most characterizing features of the
buildings of this era. The intersection of existing information with that obtained from the
detailed survey of the stone surfaces made it possible to map the existing materials and
start identifying the original and replaced elements in previous interventions. On this basis
of work, the in-depth analysis of the materials was carried out through a mineralogical,
and petrographic characterization of the collected rock samples.

2. The Complex of the Sultan Al-Nasir Faraj Ibn Barquq in the Al-Qarafah
Al-Kubra District

The Al Nasir Faraj Ibn Barquq khanqah complex is located in the northern part (Al-
Kubra) of the historic district-cemetery of Al-Qarāfah, which occupies a sub-flat area
between the medieval city of Cairo and the heights of Mokattam (Figure 1). This area,
originally desert, was chosen as the site of a necropolis since the foundation of Al-Fustat and
its funerary vocation was also promoted in the Fatimid and Ayyubid times [17,18]. In the
Mamluk era, the area acquired an increasingly urban and monumental dimension [19,20].
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Figure 1. (a) Localization of the Faraj Ibn Barquq; (b) view of the western façade of the complex;
(c) the stone-carved dome.

Sultan Al-Malik Al-Zahir Sayf ad-Din Barquq (1382–1399), the first ruler of the Burji
dynasty, wanted to be buried in Al-Qarāfah Al-Kubra, next to the tombs of Sufi shaykhs [21].
The project involved a large building complex developed around the mausoleum of the
royal family and the khanqah, with several service buildings [22,23]. Sultan Al-Nasir Faraj,
son of Barquq, actually began and completed the complex in 1412 [24]. Several sources
indicate a certain Cherkis al Haranbuli as the architect who created this “multifunctional”
monumental complex [24]. In the Burji period, the building was the place of intense
attendance linked to the monastic life of the Sufis, the activities of its Koranic schools but
also devotional pilgrimage initiatives and commemorative celebrations. Further works
on the building were carried out during the reign of Qaitbay (1468–1496) [18]. During the
Ottoman rule, the building probably lost its monasterial function and was used just for
normal worship [24].

The khanqah is set on a square plan of about 73 m on each side, in which elements
of congregational mosques and madrasas are combined [18,20]. The single buildings com-
posing the complex are distributed around a large square central courtyard of about 40 m
on each side, overlooked by four iwans with arcades (Figure 2). Each of the sides corre-
sponds to the different funeral, religious, and teaching functions, and activities for which
the building was intended. The main facade, on which are symmetrically the two main
entrances, is on the west side. Only the door on the southwest corner is currently in use.
The south side was mainly occupied by the area for ablutions (the mida’a) and by several
other service rooms. The northern wing houses the proper Khanqah (Dūr as Sufiya). The east
wing consists of the eastern iwan, the largest of the four, which houses the mosque, and
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which connects the two large twin mausoleums at the north and south corners, intended
for male and female family members [24].

Figure 2. Plan of the Faraj Ibn Barquq complex, with reported the main sections (elaboration from
Mostafa [23]). The green square corresponds to the northern mausoleum.

3. The Northern Mausoleum

The mausoleum is located in the North-East corner of the complex and consists of a
single room with a square plan of about 14.35 m on each side (internal) (Figures 2 and 3a,b).
The perimeter walls, 2.07 m thick, are made of large squared blocks of limestone [16] be-
longing to three main dimensional classes, the largest of which has dimensions: L = 150 cm,
W = 42 cm, H = 46.2 cm (1 dhira al-Yad or hand cubit) [25]. The composition of the four
internal elevations can be schematized in three superimposed registers. The lower one
has two windows-niches on each side, except the south wall, where the entrance to the
mausoleum connects it with the mosque. The intermediate register houses the windows
and is delimited below by a large frieze (tiràz) with inscriptions in golden relief on a blue
background and above by a molding, both running along the entire perimeter of the mau-
soleum. In this space, there are two windows on each side, aligned with the lower niches.
The upper register, made with smaller limestone blocks, houses a group of windows in
the middle of each side and the four pendentives with muqarnas supporting the dome
(Figure 3b).
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Figure 3. The northern mausoleum: (a) 3D textured model of the interior surface; (b) cross-section of the mausoleum
towards the south west side; (c) elevation of the qibla wall; (d) detail of the floor decoration.

The qibla wall differs from the others for the presence of the mihrab, a large circular
window in the intermediate register, and, above all, for the decoration of the lower register
with a covering in polychrome stone slabs, which, according to Mostafa [24], dates back to
1405. This surface is bordered on the upper part by a marble tiràz with golden inscriptions
in relief on a blue background. The area below is made up of four large rectangular
sections covering the separation surface between the niches, the mihrab, and the side walls
(Figure 3c). Each section is laterally delimited by two vertical slabs of white stone and is
divided, through painted wooden strips, into two registers. The lower one is made up
of a sequence of vertical white, red and green slabs, arranged symmetrically to a central
black plate. The same pattern covers the lower plinth of the windows. The upper register
is set on a large central white stone slab surrounded by a red band. Two vertical white and
red plates delimit this section laterally. In the two side panels between the niches and the
walls, this pattern follows a variant, with the insertion of colored circular slabs inserted
in the large central white marble slab. The decoration of the mihrab has sophisticated
geometric motifs, with lower blind niches overhanging and with the presence of incisions
filled with red or green colored paste. Traces of these mixtures are also found on some
slabs, probably to modify their coloring or, in some cases, as Mostafa [24] claims, as a
preparatory layer for gilding. The floor also has a covering in polychrome ornamental
stones on a perimeter band about 4 m deep, on which the decoration plates of the qibla
wall seem to rest (Figure 3d). A difference in height of 10 cm separates this pavement
from a central square area of 6.35 m on each side, covered with limestone slabs. In the
mausoleum, there are four marble cenotaphs, consisting of a stepped podium on which
rests a parallelepiped block. Barquq’s cenotaph with its dedicatory column (as-Sāhid) and
that of his son Al-Mansur Abd al Aziz are decorated with painted inscriptions and reliefs.
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In the Burji era, some changes related essentially to maintenance (flooring) or use (closing
of windows, new burials, and furnishings) to the building [24] can probably be traced back.

The state of neglect of the building around the middle of the 19th century led the
Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe to carry out, between 1884 and
1961, a series of interventions that concerned the windows, the cenotaphs, the floor, the
dome, and the pictorial decorations [14,26,27]. Among the restoration work carried out by
the Comité, one must highlight the total dismantling of the existing floor, the reconstruction
of the bottom, and the reassembly with the replacement of all the deteriorated decorative
elements [14].

4. Architectural Survey and Morphological Documentation of the Decorated Surfaces

The first step of the architectural documentation campaign involved a topographic
survey for the recording of known points and the construction of a reliable geometric
scheme. With this basic reference, it was possible to proceed with the construction of the
3D model using digital photogrammetry. Two models were produced, one for the external
volume and one for the internal volume of the building (Figure 3a). The photographic
documentation was systematically carried out on all internal and external surfaces of
the mausoleum, with the help of optical sights automatically recognizable by processing
software. The images were processed into blocks corresponding to the different parts
in which the mausoleum was schematized (dome, walls, muqarnas, niches, etc.). All the
portions have been combined to obtain the general 3D model of the building on which the
photographic mapping of the surfaces has been applied. From the model, the individual
drawings (plans, elevations, sections) were extracted (Figure 3b). For some portions (qibla
wall and pavement) a high-resolution 3D model was produced and it was used for the
positioning of the sampling points, surveys, and the related data (Figure 3c,d).

5. Decay of the Stone Surfaces. General Analysis and Study of Their Distribution

The northern mausoleum, as well as the whole complex of the Sultan Al-Nasir Faraj
Ibn Barquq, displays an advanced deterioration state. All the ornamental stones exhibit
extended forms of decay such as deposits, erosion, mechanical damage (Figure 4). Based
on the architectural survey it was possible to analyze the distribution of the identified
decay phenomena (Figure 5a). The detailed survey made it possible to document the
loss of material and the consequent reduction in the volume of numerous stone elements
(Figure 5b). Outside the building, the phenomenon is concentrated in the lower parts of
the walls, where the fragmentation of the limestone blocks led to a retreat of the stone
mass with respect to the original surface. On the internal walls of the building, the
effects of this decay are less effective on the limestone blocks but are concentrated on the
mortars used to prepare the cladding of the qibla wall, with the consequent detachment
of some slabs. On the floor, the effects of the capillary rise are evident in the perimeter
strip covered with ornamental stone slabs. The fragmentation of the material led to a
marked retreat of individual elements with respect to the surface. The digital survey also
highlighted widespread deformation phenomena localized in this portion of the floor, with
the fracturing of many slabs. As previously mentioned, the partial reconstruction and
ornamental stone replacement operated during the restoration work carried out by the
Comité [14] somehow hinders the esteem of the evolutionary speed of the phenomena
encountered. According to this preliminary frame, we have planned a sampling campaign
for the characterization of the materials.
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Figure 4. Different forms of deterioration in the northern mausoleum; (a) loss of material, granular disintegration, dis-
coloration; (b) detachment of slabs; (c) fractures, erosion; (d) fractures; (e) loss of material, fractures, erosion; (f) organic
staining, efflorescence.

Figure 5. Documentation of the stone decay of the mausoleum floor. (a) Depth Elevation Model (DEM) of the ornamental
stone surfaces highlighting the loss of material; (b) distribution of the degradation phenomena in a portion of the pavement
slabs. Yellow: low decay. Orange: high decay.
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6. Sampling and Analytical Techniques

To decorate the qibla wall and the floor of the mausoleum, a variety of stones, display-
ing different colors, was used. During the sampling campaign (fall 2018), the ornamental
apparatus of the northern mausoleum was sampled by the staff of the Department of the
Earth Sciences of the University of Florence, assisted by the staff of the General Union of
the Arab Archaeologists. Samples were collected from both the qibla wall and the floor
decorations to compositionally characterize the different stones and to obtain information
on the alteration products possibly present. The sampling was carried out, where possible,
removing small chips of material from areas affected by fractures, cracks, and detachments.
A few samples of alteration products (dust) were also sampled from the stone surfaces. A
full list of the in situ sampled materials is reported in Table 1 whereas the maps of the qibla
wall and floor, with the position of the collected samples, are shown in Figures 6 and 7.

Mineralogical and petrographic analyses were carried out using X-ray Diffraction
(XRD) and a polarizing microscope. XRD analysis was conducted using a Philips PW
1050/37 powder diffractometer, operating at 40 kV, 20 mA, with a Cu anode, graphite
monochromator, and with 2◦/min goniometry speed, in a scanning range between 5–70◦

2θ. Panalitycal X’PertPRO and High Score software, for data acquisition and interpretation,
were utilized; the detection limit is 4%. The textures of the collected samples were studied
on thin sections (30 microns thickness) using a Zeiss Axio Scope.A1 polarising microscope,
equipped with a camera (resolution 5 megapixel) and AxioVision image analysis software.

Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy analysis (FTIR) was employed to obtain
the composition of some samples (dust and patinas) through Attenuated Total Reflection
(ATR) mode in a Spectrum 100 FTIR spectrometer (Perkinelmer inc., Norwalk, CT, USA).
The acquisition was carried out at room temperature, in the spectral range between 4000
and 350 cm−1, repeating 4 scans with a 4 cm−1 resolution. The data were acquired and
processed using Spectrum 100 software. The analyzed patinas consist of materials removed
from the surfaces of the collected stone.

Table 1. Collected samples (rocks and dust) from the eastern wall and floor of the northern mausoleum.

Sample Provenience Colour Type

MB1 Left grave White Rock
MB2 Left wall Black Dust
MB4 Left wall Black Rock
MB6 Left wall Red Rock
MB7 Floor Red Rock
MB8 Floor Yellow Rock

MB10 Floor Yellow Rock
MB11 Floor Red Rock
MB13 Floor Yellow Rock
MB14 Right wall Black Rock
MB15 Mih. rāb Black Rock
MB16 Mih. rāb White Rock
MB17 Floor Black Rock
MB18 Right wall White Rock
MB19 Right wall White Rock
MB20 Floor Red Rock
MB23 Left wall Red Dust
MB24 Mih. rāb Yellow Rock
MB25 Mih. rāb Red Rock
MB26 Floor White Rock
MB27 Mih. rāb Red Rock
MB28 Floor Yellow Rock
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Figure 6. Mapping of the collected samples on different portions of the qibla wall.

Figure 7. Plan of northern mausoleum pavement, with the position of the collected samples.
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7. Results

Most of the sampled stones (13 out of 20), used for the ornamental apparatus of
the mihrab’s wall and pavement, were attributed, on the base of the mineralogical and
petrographic investigation, to carbonate rocks, of both chemical and biochemical origins;
the other studied rock samples consist of sandstones and marbles. Figure 8 shows the
thin section photomicrographs of representative rock types. A full list of all the identi-
fied lithotypes is reported in Table 2, together with the results of the semi-quantitative
XRD analyses.

Figure 8. Thin section images of representative rocks used in the decoration of the male mausoleum. (a–d) Carbonate rocks
(PPL); (e) marble (PPL); (f) sandstone (XPL).

Table 2. Results of XRD analyses.

Sample Lithotype Calcite Quartz Gypsum Feldspar Dolomite Halite Mica Hematite

Eastern
wall

MB4 Limestone XXX tr tr - - - - -
MB6 Limestone XXX X X - - - - -

MB14 Limestone XXX tr tr - - - - -
MB18 Travertine XXX - - - - - - -
MB19 Marble XXX - - - - - - -

Mirhab

MB15 Limestone XXX X - tr - - - -
MB16 Marble XXX - - - - - - -
MB24 Limestone XXX tr X tr - - - -
MB25 Sandstone - XXX tr X XX XX - -
MB27 Sandstone tr XXX tr X XX - - -

Grave MB1 Limestone XXX - - - - X - -

Floor

MB7 Sandstone tr XXX - X XX X - -
MB8 Limestone XXX tr - tr - X - -

MB10 Limestone XXX tr - - XX X - -
MB11 Limestone XXX - - - - - tr tr
MB13 Limestone XXX X tr - - - - -
MB17 Limestone XXX tr - tr X - - -
MB20 Sandstone - XXX - X XX X - -
MB26 Marble XXX - - - X - - -
MB28 Limestone XXX tr - - X - - -

XXX = abundant; XX = low quantity; X = very low quantity; tr = trace quantity.
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The studied biochemical carbonate rocks display variable aspect and colors (yellow,
reddish, black), possibly due to the variable content of organism remains, and/or to very
low amounts of chromophore elements such as carbon and iron (not detected by XRD
analyses except in the sample MB11 where traces of hematite are found). Thin section
observations allowed distinguishing different kinds of carbonate rocks (e.g., Figure 8a–c)
with porosity variables in shape and size (from medium-low to medium-high) reflecting
recrystallization processes. The rocks display a grayish to brownish microcrystalline
calcite or a sparry calcite cement and variable content, in some cases very abundant, of
different fossils fragments, such as foraminifera and nummulites. According to the Dunham
classification [28], it is possible to distinguish mudstones, wackestones, and packstones.

Travertine, used only for the wall decoration, has a whitish color (sample MB18 in
Figure 6) and in thin sections display a general massive aspect characterized by small pores,
crystals of calcite, and vegetal remains (Figure 8d).

Marbles, white in color (samples MB16 and MB19 in Figure 6), display a prevalent
heteroblastic texture with grain boundary shapes from straight to lobate-curved and
sutured (Figure 8e). No preferred orientation of the crystals is visible; limited to a few
samples, fine-grained calcite crystals can be observed along the grain boundary.

Sandstones, characterized by yellowish-reddish color and small-medium grain size,
were used in the male mausoleum for both wall and floor decoration (samples MB7, MB20,
MB25, MB27 in Figures 6 and 7). The texture, observed under a polarised microscope,
consists of grains from angular to sub-rounded, mainly represented by quartz (50–200 µm
in size) and very small, rare feldspar crystals and rock fragments, embedded in a carbonate
cement having a dolomitic composition (e.g., MB20 in Figure 8f); according to Folk [29],
the sandstones can be classified as sublitharenites.

The composition of limestones, travertine, and marbles consists almost exclusively
of calcite; small amounts or traces of other minerals (e.g., quartz, feldspar, dolomite)
are also found in almost all the rock samples. Quartz is the dominant constituent of
sandstones but, in a lower amount, also dolomite and feldspar are present. In addition to
the original constituents of the rocks, other mineral species, such as gypsum and halite,
have been detected and deserve further consideration. In Figure 9, X-Ray diffraction
patterns, corresponding to the samples, MB 8 and MB 25, are reported.
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Figure 9. X-ray Diffraction patterns obtained from the samples MB 8 (a) and MB 25 (b). Numbers along the y-axes indicate
counts. The different identified compounds are reported in correspondence with the main peaks. Qz = quartz, Cal = calcite,
Hl = halite, Mc = microcline, Dol = dolomite.

ATR-FTIR analyses were performed on some samples, to obtain more information on
the composition of surface patinas and dust occurring on the studied rocks. The results of
the ATR-FTIR investigation are reported in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of the ATR-FTIR analyses.

Sample Sample Type ATR-FTIR

Eastern wall

MB2p dust Silicates, calcitew, hydrated and anhydrous sulfates, oxalate
MB14p patina Calcite, silicates, gypsum, oxalate (whevellite)
MB18p patina Calcite, gypsum, silicates, oxalatew
MB19p patina Calcite, gypsum, bassanite, oxalates
MB23p dust Calcite, silicates, gypsum, oxalatew, organic compounds

Mirhab
MB16p patina Calcite, silicates, gypsum, oxalate
MB27p patina Silicates, calcite, gypsum, oxalate

Grave MB1p patina Calcite, silicates, hydrous sulfates

Floor
MB8p patina Calcite, silicates, gypsum, oxalate
MB10p patina Calcite, silicates, gypsum, oxalatew

The subscript “p” indicates the powders obtained from the surface of rock samples, the subscript “w” indicates weak band(s).

Infrared spectra of the patinas collected from the carbonate rocks exhibit the character-
istic absorption peaks of calcite (peaks at 1409, 875, and 715 cm−1) and silicates (peaks in
the range 1100–1000 cm−1) except for the marble MB19 whose composition—according
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to the XRD results—consists only of calcite. In almost all the samples, the characteristic
peak of gypsum, centered at 1120 cm−1, is also observed, as well as the distinctive signa-
tures of O–H stretching and bending vibrations at 3400, 3530, and at 1620 and 1680 cm−1,
respectively, and that of calcium oxalate (peaked at 1324 cm−1).

ATR-FTIR analysis was performed also on the MB27p and two samples of dust (MB2p
and MB23p) (Table 3). The observed silicate peak in the MB27p powder is imputable to
the underlying rock (sandstone) whereas we have to assume a different origin for silicates
and calcite in MB2p and MB23 samples. Moreover, the ATR-FTIR analyses revealed the
presence of sulfate and oxalate in MB2p and MB27p; finally, the sample MB23p contains
also organic matter showing in the corresponding spectrum the weak bands at 2919 cm−1

and 2850 cm−1 attributed to the stretching of CH3 and CH2 groups. Figure 10 shows the
spectra obtained for the samples MB23p and MB10p.

Figure 10. Transmission ATR-FTIR spectra of the samples MP23p and MP10p, showing the presence of calcite (1409, 875,
and 715 cm−1 and 1797 and 2520 cm−1), silicates (peaks in the range 1100–1000 cm−1), gypsum (1120, 1620, 1680, 3400 and
3500 cm−1) and oxalate (774 and 1320 cm−1). The MP23p contains also organic matter (2919 and 2850 cm−1).

8. Discussion and Concluding Remarks

The northern mausoleum of Al-Nasir Faraj Ibn Barquq suffered steady abandonment
and displays evidence of severe decay. The first identified degradation factor is surely the
rising groundwater, often rich in salts as sulfates and chlorides. This phenomenon is well
described and widespread in the whole urban area of Cairo and its effects are evident in
all the historic buildings of the city, particularly in the North East area, between the city
and the Moqattam hills [11,16,30]. The relatively recent phenomenon of the rising waters
is generally attributed to increased anthropic pressure in the region, related to increased
extraction of underground fossil waters (i.e., waters not connected to the surficial systems)
and their subsequent partial dispersion in surficial or sub-surficial systems. This results in
the rising of the water table, which, in turn, permeates building foundations. This scenario
also holds for the Barquq’s complex. It was built in an originally desertic area but is now
enclosed by a dense conurbation. So, the capillary rise could be closely linked to the urban
drift to which the Al-Qarafa Al-Kubra area has been subjected to the last decades. Further
considerations on the speed of degradation promoted by the rise of the water table are
prevented by the replacement of some building and decorative stones operated (and poorly
documented) since the last 60 years.

In addition to the capillary rise of water, other forms of degradation affected the build-
ing. Mineralogical analyses of the collected samples revealed the presence of compounds
(sulfates, halite, oxalates) that can be linked to various decay processes. The action of
water, infiltration or condensation, is causing the detachment of the layers of plaster on
the intrados of both the brick domes of the eastern iwan and the large stone dome of the
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northern mausoleum. Environmental humidity combined with other atmospheric factors
could be at the basis of the deterioration of many pictorial layers of the mausoleum. In the
entire architectural complex, also phenomena of decay of the masonry (e.g., in many parts
of the khanqah reduced to a state of ruin) and localized damage (abrasion, pollution due
to accumulation of waste) have occurred. The absence of adequate protection and, above
all, of system maintenance is crucial in the evolution of these phenomena, which remain
constantly out of control.

Air pollution represents a relevant additional risk factor for the stone building decay,
especially if coupled to the capillary rise of water. An SO2-rich atmosphere [31–33] can
be responsible for the sulphation mechanisms in different types of rocks. Indeed, the
crystallization of soluble salts within the pores of the stone is a well-known mechanism
able to cause the deterioration of building stones, through the consequent increase of
pressure on the rock grains; this can be responsible for the mechanical disintegration of the
building materials.

A more complex situation concerns the abundant presence of halite found in both
the XRD and ATR-FTIR results. This phase can be linked to a side effect of the capillary
rise of waters from the underground, which could be highly saline, due to the lack of
sewage systems or leaking [16]. Indeed, this phenomenon has been already highlighted
at the exterior of the Faraj’s complex [16,32–34]. On the other hand, also the atmosphere
can be considered as an additional source, being in Cairo rich enough of sulfate species
(mainly due to anthropic activities) and sodium chloride (by transport from the near-desert
regions [31] and seas [32]).

We propose that both phenomena of contamination by chloride salts are effective
also indoor. Accordingly, the indoor and outdoor atmospheres have to be considered as
a unique system, even if some peculiar physical conditions exist in the indoor system. It
may be concluded that the chemical deterioration of the stones relies on the combination of
capillary rise of water and airborne pollution. This conclusion is even more relevant if one
considers that most of the materials surveyed and sampled in this study consist of various
carbonate stones, which can be easily affected by these phenomena.

The presence of oxalate films (mainly calcium-oxalate) on stone monuments was
largely documented since the description of Justus Von Liebig in 1853 [35] and is now
widely known. Oxalates usually form, on the stone buildings and artifacts materials, a
patina whose origin is still unclear. The scientific debate concerns three main causes, i.e., (1)
a precipitation mechanism involving the reaction between metabolically produced oxalic
acid by lichens and other micro-organisms and Ca-bearing building materials [36], (2) an
anthropogenic origin for the oxalic acid from airborne pollutant of the atmosphere [37]
and (3) a transformation of past conservation treatments (e.g., waxes, oil, Arabic gum,
milk, glue), applied to stone surfaces, to calcium oxalate [38,39]. In the case of Faraj’s
northern mausoleum, none of the possible causes can be excluded. The oxalate films have
been found on the surface of both carbonate rocks and sandstone, each containing calcium
(Tables 2 and 3). In principle, the high air pollution in Cairo could explain the presence of
calcium oxalate; in fact, the building materials can entrap compounds such as oxalic acid,
present in the air as a photo-oxidation product of gas from vehicle emissions. Its reaction
with carbonate substrate of built heritage could yield calcium oxalate [39]. However,
although biological coatings were not macroscopically identified during the survey, we
cannot exclude an important role of the organisms (fungi, cyanobacteria, lichens) in the
genesis of oxalate patinas. Similarly, we cannot rule out the possibility that the detected
oxalate is a residue of past conservation treatments.

The results of the present research open a further interesting perspective: there is
no documented information of interventions carried out on the qibla wall. From a sur-
vey carried out in 1996 [15], Harrell reports an almost total replacement of the original
stone decorative apparatus. However, a more heterogeneous situation emerges from a
comparison between the photographic documentation found [24,35] and the current state.
Some images from 1932 partially document an advanced state of degradation of some
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portions of the coating near the mihrab [40]. These problems do not appear in the successive
partial photographic documentation made in 1968 [24]. This would indicate that some
repairs/replacements may have been carried out in the decades between 1932 and 1968.
On the other hand, the current situation is also different compared to the conditions of
the 1960s: the position of some slabs appears unchanged but, in different areas of the
wall, the observed variations in the chromatic sequences of the slabs and in the geometry
suggest punctual replacements. Further systematic investigation campaigns will allow
more detailed identification of the original and replaced materials while attempting to
finally assess their provenance.
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