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Egypt museum offers trip into depths of Africa
Mohamed Abu Shanab

Aswan

T 

he man sitting on the 
ground and turning on 
a primitive water pump 
sparkles with life, even 
though he is a mere stone 

statue.
Beside him, an earthenware water 

jug is placed, as if the man has just 
finished drinking from it and re-
sumed work on the pump.

These are not the only life-size, 
true-to-reality installations at the 
Nile Museum, which opened in the 
southern Egyptian province of As-
wan in January.

The museum, under construction 
for 11 years, contains examples of 
real-life items from Nile Basin coun-
tries. Its contents mimic everything 
in these states, including the tradi-
tions of the peoples, national dress, 
agriculture systems, animals and 
tropical life.

It also manifests Egypt’s new-
found cultural, economic and po-
litical interest in other African coun-
tries, an interest that started to form 
after regime change in July 2013.

“This is a belated interest but bet-
ter late than never,” said Amany al-
Taweel, the director of the Africa 
Unit at Ahram Centre for Political 
and Strategic Studies. “There is a lot 
at the cultural level Egypt can take 
from and give to other Nile Basin 
countries.”

The trip inside the 146,000-square-

metre museum is tantamount to one 
to the ten states of the Nile Basin.

At the entrance to the museum, 
there is a towering statue of Hapi, 
the god of Nile flooding in ancient 
Egypt. The statue leads into an Afri-
can jungle where full-size statues of 
animals, including elephants, lions, 
tigers, crocodiles and hippopota-
muses are arranged. Surrounded by 
large trees, the animals come at the 
centre for major water falls that pour 
into the middle of the jungle.

A modern sound system creates 
the feeling of a real jungle, making 
the sounds of the animals heard to 
visitors.

The jungle is only metres from a 
museum section where a statue of a 
beautiful woman dressed as a bride 
sits on the ground. Known in an-
cient Egyptian culture as “Bride of 
the Nile”, the statue is a representa-
tion of a virgin woman thrown into 
the Nile every year to please Hapi. 
Tools strongly connected with the 
Nile in Egypt are scattered around 
the bride.

“This is the museum section tell-
ing the story of Egyptians’ efforts 
to control the Nile for millennia,” 
museum director Hesham Farghaly 
said. “It contains testimonies to 
Egyptians’ interest in this river over 
the years.”

One of these “testimonies” is an 
ancient water-level measuring tool 
that dates back thousands of years. 
The tool was used by ancient Egyp-
tians to measure the level of the Nile 
flooding to determine the amount of 
taxes they would collect from farm-
ers who used the flooding in irrigat-
ing their farms.

Another tool — a lot more modern 
— is a light bulb used by Egyptians 
in the 1960s during the construction 
of the High Dam, Egypt’s gigantic 
dam in Aswan, near the border with 
Sudan. The dam was built to control 
the Nile flooding and prevent it from 

destroying farms along the Nile Val-
ley. There is a section inside the 
museum for every Nile Basin state, 
exhibiting features of its life and 
culture. One of the sections con-
tains models of hunting and fishing 
equipment, including arrows, dag-
gers and trawling nets.

On the walls of the stairs to the 
second floor of the museum are 
paintings of scenes from Nile Basin 
countries. Some of the paintings 
depict charming landscapes, while 
others show human activities, such 
as farming, fishing and irrigation.

On the second floor, there is a 
massive library that contains thou-
sands of books and maps covering 

the Nile, the creatures living in it 
and its geography.

There are also huge aquariums 
where all types of Nile fish, includ-
ing the African tiger fish, mudfish, 
catfish, marbled lungfish and the 
African knifefish, can be found.

Despite its economic hardships, 
Egypt spent about $10 million to 
construct the Nile Museum but the 
repository is only one aspect of the 
larger picture of this country’s grow-
ing interest in Africa.

Part of the interest, observers 
say, boils down to Egypt’s realisa-
tion that its continued neglect of 
ties with other African states can 
be costly. Egypt is working to bring 

its strained relations with African 
states, in general, and with Ethiopia, 
in particular, back on track.

Ethiopia has started construct-
ing a multibillion-dollar dam on the 
Nile, a project expected to signifi-
cantly trim Egypt’s water share from 
the river.

“This is why I say demonstrating 
keenness on closer ties with other 
African and Nile Basin states is not 
optional,” Taweel said. “True, we 
live here, but our heart is some-
where else, namely in other states 
where the Nile comes from.”

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter based in Aswan.

There is a section 
inside the museum 
for every Nile Basin 
state, exhibiting 
features of its life 
and culture.

A museum corner showcasing a statue of Hapi, one of the four sons of Horus in ancient Egyptian 
religion, and the protector of the Nile.

Lebanon’s private museums offer educational discovery
Khaled Abdel Malek

Beirut

A 

number of specialised 
museums, most backed 
with private money 
and displaying private 
collections, have been 

popping up in Beirut, offering an 
instructive and cultural experi-
ence.

Private museums have prolifer-
ated and flourished in Lebanon 
even though national security is a 
big issue due to the civil war raging 
in neighbouring Syria and a failing 
political system which has kept 
Beirut without a president for al-
most two years.

Among the best known are the 
Museum of Minerals — MIM — and 
the Les Merveilles de la Mer (The 
Wonders of the Sea) but there are 
many others, including the Aishti 
Foundation of retail magnate Tony 
Salame, which opened in October 
displaying his 2,000-piece collec-
tion of modern and contemporary 
art; and the Robert Moawad Private 
Museum, showcasing Moawad’s 
collection of books and manu-
scripts, ceramics, pottery, carpets, 
icons, Chinese porcelain, jewellery, 
mosaics, metal and wooden pan-
els. The oldest museum, Nicho-
las Sursock’s, dates from 1961 and 
hosts a permanent collection of Is-

lamic artwork.
MIM, in the heart of Beirut, of-

fers insight into a remarkable pri-
vate collection of more than 1,650 
minerals, one of the finest compila-
tions worldwide in terms of variety 
and quality. Drawing its name from 
the phonetic pronunciation of the 
24th letter of the Arabic alphabet 
(MIM) equivalent to the letter “M”, 
which is the first letter of the words 
museum, minerals and mines, the 
collection is the brainchild of Salim 
Edde.

“While I inherited my passion for 
collecting from my father, who col-
lected oriental rugs and old coins, 
it is probably from my grandmoth-
er that I got the idea for the muse-
um,” Edde said.

“As the collection grew, I 
couldn’t stop thinking of what she 
often said of people accumulating 
material things: ‘My grandson, no 
one has ever taken anything with 
him (after death).’ Guided by her 
words, and in particular by a de-
sire to share my passion with the 
greatest number of people, I began 
considering creating a museum of 
mineralogy in 2003.”

The museum came into being in 
2013 at the Jesuit University, which 
had a display room on its campus. 
Stacked on two levels, it consists of 
several beautifully choreographed 
clusters. The atrium hosts a selec-
tion of minerals designed to give 
the visitor a taste of what comes af-
ter. The space unfolds into a large 
hall where each of the nine classes 
of minerals is represented by a sin-
gle large piece. Interactive screens 
explain what a mineral is and how 
it is formed.

In the main exhibition area, 
specimens of some 380 different 
species of all classes are displayed. 
A special section has been devoted 
to radioactive minerals contain-
ing uranium and thorium, the two 
major radioactive elements found 
in nature. Then comes the trophy 

room, which has about 30 exam-
ples considered to be the best ex-
amples of their species, including 
famous specimens that were pur-
chased after fiercely competitive 
auctions.

Describing his fascination with 
minerals, Edde, a chemical engi-
neer, said: “I have always been 
amazed by the variety of geometric 
forms of crystals and the perfection 
of the plane surface and the angles 
between them… these wonders of 
creation that have formed under 
the sole influence of temperature, 
pressure and the incredibly com-
plex work of water and time.”

MIM is financed mostly by Edde 
and 15% of the revenues come 
from ticket sales, a museum gift 
shop and renting space for events. 
“This imbalanced way of financing 
will undoubtedly have to improve 
in the future to keep the museum 
life sustainable in the long term,” 
Edde admitted.

MIM is definitely a museum with 

a special mission, one to promote 
the historical, industrial and eco-
nomic but also aesthetic aspects 
of mineralogy till now unknown in 
the world of museums.

About 7km north of Beirut, in 
the suburb of Jdeideh, lies another 
hidden treasure — The Wonders of 
the Sea. Set within the traditional 
Lebanese house of Assaad Yaz-
beck, the museum hosts a fantastic 
collection of seashells and species 
of marine life.

“The idea of turning this house 
into a museum was the brainchild 
of the whole family but the col-

lection is entirely mine,” said the 
manager Jeanine Yazbeck, one of 
Assaad’s four grandchildren.

“I have always been fascinated 
by the sea and have been collect-
ing seashells since my early child-
hood.”

The site is magnificent with a 
beautifully maintained garden 
surrounding the big 19th-century 
house with its red-tiled roof. A 
massive centenary eucalyptus 
greets visitors at the entrance of 
the two-storey house where the 
first floor has been transformed 
into a large exhibition space. The 
extraordinary seashell collection is 
displayed in wooden and glass cas-
es in a 15-metre-long central room.

More than 3,000 shells of about 
630 varieties are exhibited along-
side red and blue coral from the Pa-
cific Ocean and the Red Sea, as well 
as a collection of fossils. The shell 
collection includes different fami-
lies, among which the cypraeidae 
(cowries) and conidae (cones) are 
the most popular.

Apart from the shells, the mu-
seum has aquariums. One holds a 
baby green sea turtle with a “con-
genital malformation that makes 
it vulnerable in front of her preda-
tors”, said Yazbeck. “I’ll keep it un-
til it is mature and release it after-
ward. It will have more chance to 
survive in the nature.”

With schoolchildren as its main 
visitors, “the project has a target”, 
Yazbeck explained. “It is designed 
to make children aware that the 
oceans host an infinite number of 
magnificent living creatures that 
we have to protect.”

Also on display is a fun movie 
that shows various sea creatures 
eating, moulting and giving birth.

A big sign at the exit says: “If you 
like what you have seen, keep your 
sea clean.”

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.
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Les Merveilles de la Mer marine museum is located in a
19th-century traditional Lebanese house.
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