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Culture
Sunken Cities brings Egypt’s underwater treasures to light
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he ancient Egyptian
cities of Canopus and
Thonis-Heracleion
are
names from legend.
Greek historian Herodotus wrote of a famous temple
in Thonis-Heracleion built where
Hercules first set foot in Egypt. The
port city is also said to have hosted
Helen of Troy and her lover Paris
before the Trojan war. As for Canopus, it gave its name to canonic
jars and was a well-known centre
of worship of the gods, infamously
recreated in Emperor Hadrian’s
villa in Rome.
Both cities disappeared beneath
the sea under mysterious circumstances around 750-800AD. They
were rediscovered in 1999-2000
approximately 6.5km off Egypt’s
coast by archaeologist Franck Goddio and his team.

Sunken Cities depicts
the mixing of cultures
from ancient Egypt to
ancient Greece and
through to Roman and
Byzantine eras.
Now, the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s
Lost Worlds exhibition at the British Museum in London is showcasing about 250 artefacts from
the excavation. The relics include
massive statues, perfume bottles
and gold jewellery, giving a vivid
picture of what life was like in the
port cities during Egypt’s Ptolemaic period.
“These discoveries have really
transformed our understanding
about the cultural exchange between Egypt and Greece during
a very crucial period of history,”
said curator Daniela Rosenow. “It

is possible, through these exhibits,
to tell stories about migration and
politics and religious beliefs and
the exchange of ideas and goods.
“This gives us the opportunity to
show that Egypt was not an isolated civilisation but was a very outward-looking and influential society. It tells a story that perhaps not
many people would be aware of.”
Sunken Cities takes museumgoers on an interesting journey,
depicting the mix of cultures from
ancient Egypt to ancient Greece
and through to Roman and Byzantine eras — a period of more than
1,000 years. “It is an amazing story
to tell, particularly on days like today when we read about conflicts
and crises; it is nice to see an exhibition that focuses on exchange
and discussion between people,”
Rosenow said.
The exhibition is dominated by
an imposing 5.5-metre, 6-tonne
granite statue of Hapy, the personification of the Nile floods. It is the
largest statue of Hapy to be discovered dating from this period.
Also on show in the exhibition is
the head of the statue of Nilus, the
Greek version of Hapy. “They are
the same person. They both have
been discovered on the same seabed but they are separated by five
centuries,” Rosenow said.
For Rosenow, who is project
curator in the British Museum’s
Department of Ancient Egypt and
Sudan, the real star of the show is
a headless statue of Queen Arsinoe
II, a Ptolemaic dynasty queen in
the guise of the goddess Isis.
“This is the epitome of the fusion of Greek and Egyptian aesthetics. It is an absolute masterpiece,” said Rosenow. “It also tells
an interesting story as she was the
daughter of Ptolemy I, who founded the Ptolemaic dynasty, a dynasty which adopted the Egyptian
religion, customs and traditions.
She was married to her brother

and deified after her death where
she was worshipped by Greeks and
Egyptians alike.”
Rosenow said she holds out
hope that Queen Arsinoe may one
day be reunited with her missing
head and that Goddio’s excavation
will reveal many more wonders.
“It’s absolutely possible [to find
the head],” she said. “The statue
was discovered in a statue dump
in Canopus that revealed lots of
masterpieces of Greco-Egyptian
art and it is perfectly possible that
they will discover the head in the
same statue dump.”

Franck Goddio
estimates that only 5%
of what is under the
sea at Canopus and
Thonis-Heracleion has
been discovered.
Alongside the statues, steles and
sacred objects on display are images and videos of the underwater excavation; Sunken Cities is as
much about the journey to rediscover Canopus and Thonis-Heracleion as the antiquities that have
been unearthed there.
Using side-scan sonar and nuclear resonance-magnometry and
other advanced technology, Goddio and his team mapped the seabed for years before sending divers
down. The divers are still working
and Goddio estimates that only 5%
of what is under the sea at Canopus and Thonis-Heracleion has
been discovered.
“When cultures mix, people assume that their essence gets weakened or diluted but this exhibition shows that this is actually not
the case. The opposite happens,”
Rosenow said.
Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost
Worlds Exhibition runs through
November 27th at the British Museum in London.

A museum assistant poses by a statue of Queen Arsinoe II at
the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost Worlds exhibition at the British
Museum in London.

Exploring geographical and cultural transitions in UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar

provide fascinating insights into
the diversity of cultural life experience among the various nationalities living in Sharjah.
Khalid Mezaina, whose main mediums of interest are illustration
and textiles, is constantly drawn
back in time to Deira, “Old Dubai”,
where he grew up. Formerly the
centre of the city and the heartbeat
of its trading and commerce, it is
being sidelined by the postmodern
structures of the city.

Sharjah

T

he effects of cultural diversity in the United Arab
Emirates and the changes
that mark the relatively
short period since the
discovery of oil and the formation
of the UAE as a united country are
illustrated in the works of nine
Emirati artists on display at the
Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah.
Al Haraka Baraka: In Movement
There is Blessing explores the rich
mix of cultures in the UAE, a magnet for migration that is home to
more than 75 nationalities.
In addition to pioneering Emirati conceptual artist Mohammed
Ahmed Ibrahim, the exhibition features newly commissioned works
by contemporary artists Ammar alAttar, Alaa Edris, Reem Falaknaz,
Hazem Harb, Zeinab al-Hashemi,
Tulip Hazbar, Hind Mezaina,
Khalid Mezaina and Walid al-Waw.
They use photography, graphic design, installations and even their
own bodies to explore the waves of
migrations and the vibrant synthesis of cultures that exist in the UAE.

Sponsored by UAE
Unlimited Arab
Exploration, the
exhibition’s second
edition was developed
following 2015’s
successful A Public
Policy.
Sponsored by UAE Unlimited
Arab Exploration, the exhibition’s
second edition was developed following 2015’s successful A Public
Policy.
“This year, in our first collaboration with Maraya Art Centre, we

Al Haraka Baraka: In
Movement There is
Blessing explores the
rich mix of cultures in
the UAE.

Tulip Hazbar’s Sharjah Sounds at Al Haraka Baraka exhibition in Sharjah
wanted to explore more about the
UAE, the different waves of immigration from the ’60s and the country’s historical past,” said Shobha
Pia Shamdsani, project director of
UAE Unlimited Arab Exploration.
For 40 years the country has
been permanently under construction. Curator Alexandra MacGilp
said she sought to unfold “the fascinating and unusual set of cultural
conditions and the tangible feeling
on impermanence and building
and rebuilding”.
MacGilp’s familiarity with the
work of young Emirati and UAEbased artists allowed her to develop the many themes as exemplified by the nine new commissions
— the result of close collaboration
between artists and the curator.
“Artists are filling the gaps in
modern historical archives in the

UAE. The artists in Al Haraka Baraka also draw attention to the overlooked buildings and narratives
from the country’s history in their
works, attempting to capture these
memories in a fast-changing environment,” MacGilp said.
“Have we overtaken the future?
Is life in the Gulf a prophecy for
the world vis-à-vis our relationship
with a harsh environment, globalisation and population movements?”
Ibrahim’s Fresh and Salt (2015)
anchors the show. There is also a
selection of photographic documentation from the artist’s collection of his land works from the
1980s, including his first documented land work Painted Stone
(1991), in Khor Fakkan.
Ibrahim’s work, as MacGilp noted, “serves to remind viewers of

the continuity of the concerns artists in the country are addressing,
across the generations, such as the
changing landscape as cities expand into the desert”.
Attar’s life is intertwined with
memories of expatriates from India, Pakistan and the Arab world
who have had a personal effect on
him — from the neighbourhood
grocer from whom he used to buy
candies on the way from school
to the family physician, tailor and
baker. Attar seeks them out and the
black-and-white portraits tell their
journey as well as his.
Hazbar, who was born in Aleppo,
Syria, but grew up in the UAE, records the music that Asian and Arab
expatriates listen to as a reminder
of their home culture, along with
their personal narratives tinged
with nostalgia. These soundscapes

His Emirian comprises an acquired trolley from a souk, along
with digitally printed stuffed textiles and wallpaper, with quintessential images of the trolley handlers in the textile souk who keep
the flow of goods circulating.
Hind Mezaina, on the other
hand, analyses media and marketing campaigns on the theme of
Happy Dubai to find out if something that is intangible can be
measured graphically. The result
is six abstract images from early
morning to night titled The Colour
of Happy.
Edris, in the series States, manipulates photographs combining
buildings constructed before the
UAE was unified with elements
from the present. In these images,
“the past bleeds into the future,
bypassing the present”.
Harb, shuttling between Dubai
and Rome, is interested in architecture and urban development and
his installation Unlimited Progress
represents the interplay between
time and urban change in Dubai,
where city structures constantly
encroach into the desert landscape.

