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We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com
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Cairo

T 

he reflection of the rays of 
the sun gliding over the 
Nile turns the colour of 
the river into an attractive 
silver that strikes a strange 

but concordant note with the spa-
cious surroundings of the area.

On one bank of the river stands 
Cataract, one of the oldest hotels in 
Aswan, Egypt’s southernmost prov-
ince. On the opposite bank, gran-
ite hides the view but functions as 
nesting places for birds that peck in 
the water for food and then return 
to the rocks as if making them their 
home.

In the river, small wooden boats, 
from which fishermen throw trawl-
ing nets into the water in hopes of 
a good catch, sail quietly, not really 
interrupting the area’s serenity.

Nestled close to the border with 
Sudan, Aswan is hot in the sum-
mer but, in the winter, it is an ideal 
choice to enjoy the real meaning of 
warmth.

About 800km south of Cairo, As-
wan is far from the overcrowding of 
the Egyptian capital but the prov-
ince, whose residents are usually 

distinguished from other Egyptians 
by darker complexions, is not only 
about calm. It is also about a treat so 
generous that a short visit can be far 
from enough to digest.

“Aswan visitors always have a 
very rich schedule from the first 
minute they set foot in it,” said 
Shukri Seif, the head of Aswan’s 
Tour Guides Union. “The Elephan-
tine Island, the Temple of Khnum 
and the Nubia Museum are but a 
few of the places visitors can visit in 
this wonderful province.”

One of the most famous in As-
wan’s landmarks, the Elephantine 
Island is most perfectly visited by 
felucca. The island is the largest in 
Aswan and home to many traces of 
its ancient history. It owes its name 
to its past function of being an ivory 
trade centre.

It is known in mythology as the 
home of Khnum, the god of water 

who guarded the Nile from caves 
deep under the island. The island’s 
museum exhibits exquisite arte-
facts, including a mummified ram 
of Khnum, the god responsible for 
the fertility of the Nile Delta hun-
dreds of kilometre away.

Mohamed Saber, an Egyptian 
computer engineer in his 40s, said 
he was charmed by the Elephantine 
Island when he visited it a year ago.

“The place is unbelievable,” Saber 
said. “The journey from the bank of 
the Nile to the island — 150 metres 
away — is like one into the depths of 
time and when you get on the island 
you feel like right in the middle of 
history.”

Nonetheless, the island is only 
one of many must-visit sites in As-
wan. Most remarkable among these 
sites is the Temple of Abu Simbel, a 
few kilometres south of Aswan. The 
temple is a piece of art carved out of 
solid rock by pharaoh Ramses II. He 
built it for the sun gods Amon-Re 
and Re-Horakhty.

It was discovered in 1813. The 
temple is oriented so that twice 
every year — February 22nd and 
October 22nd — the first rays of the 
morning sun shine down on the 
entire length of the temple cave 
to illuminate the back wall of the 
innermost shrine and the statues 
of the four gods. The events draw 
thousands of tourists to the temple 
every year.

The Nubia Museum is also in-
teresting. Completed in 1997, it is 
dedicated to the history of Nubia, 
the area that stretches from Aswan 
to Sudan. The museum is organised 
along a chronological path illustrat-
ing the development of the region 
from prehistory to the present 
through a large number of artefacts.

Aswan boasts several hotels, 
from very luxurious and expensive 
to the very affordable. The province 
also has many floating hotels that 
offer guests a memorable stay on 
the Nile.

Visitors can also stay at the 
homes of Aswan residents, indulge 
in their very simple life and enjoy 
Aswan and Nubian cuisine. A stay 
at one of these homes can be much 
cheaper than hotels. A one-night 
stay at a home can cost about $20,  
meals included, Saber said.

Tour guide Mohamed Osman 
advises Aswan visitors to scrap air 
travel and enjoy the experience of 
going there from Cairo by train or 
on a cruise ship. He said although 
the journey from Cairo by train 
takes ten hours, it is very delightful.

“Most enjoyable still is for visi-
tors to go to Aswan on a cruise 
ship,” Osman said. “This is usually 
a four-day voyage on the Nile but 
one whose sweet memories last for 
years,” he added, noting that the 
journey costs less than $100 per 
person.

Haitham Salah is an Egyptian travel 
journalist.
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Tourists gather outside the temple of Abu Simbel, south of Aswan, to witness the sun illuminate the inner sanctuary on October 22nd.    
                                                  (AFP)

A boat sails along the Nile River in Aswan, on March 13th.         (AFP)

A general view shows a traditional building on the bank of the Nile River in Aswan, on March 13th.(AFP)

The province boasts 
a large number 
of floating hotels 
that offer guests a 
memorable stay on 
the Nile.

Aswan, Egypt’s 
ideal winter 
destination

Beirut:
Through December 23rd

The Beirut Chants Festival in-
cludes a novel set of performanc-
es to celebrate Christmas and the 
holiday season. The festival has 
become a tradition that allows 
large audiences to enjoy music 
and the holiday atmosphere in 
Beirut.

Abu Dhabi:
Through January 1st

The Sheikh Zayed Heritage Festi-
val reflects the late Sheikh Zayed 
bin Sultan al-Nahyan’s efforts 
to preserve the heritage of the 
United Arab Emirates and world 
heritage in general by bringing 
together visitors from around the 
world to experience the diversity 
of UAE culture in interactive at-
tractions.

Muscat:
Through March 24th

The first Festival of India in Oman 
includes Indian classical and folk 
dances, Indian instrumental mu-
sic, an exhibition of Indian callig-
raphy, an Indian food festival and 
a fashion show. The festival is or-
ganised with a view to presenting 
Oman with glimpses of diverse 
Indian culture, representing vari-
ous traditions of Indian heritage. 
Events are scheduled for Muscat, 
Salalah, Sur and Sohar.

Dubai:
December 7th-14th

The Dubai International Film 
Festival presents new and exciting 
cinema from the Arab world and 
beyond, introducing audiences 
to new talent and original and 
distinctive film-making. Films 
from 55 countries will be screened 
across various venues. This year’s 
event includes a diverse industry 
programme for film-makers and 
executives at the Dubai Film Mar-
ket, a strong competition and a 
rich slate of special presentations, 
red carpet galas and community 
events.

Rabat and Casablanca:
December 16th-18th

The Morocco Adventure Film Fes-
tival is one of the most significant 
outdoor events in the country and 
the first festival of its kind in Af-
rica. Debates featuring adventur-
ers and film-makers, more than 20 
screenings of adventure films, as 
well as meetings, workshops and 
a national road tour await visitors.

Tozeur, Tunisia:
January 17th-20th

The International Oases Festival 
is a celebration devoted to the 
Saharan way of life that is timed 
to coincide with the date harvest. 
Special events include displays of 
local rituals and ceremonies. The 
festival promotes cultural herit-
age through dance, music and 
poetry as well as Tunisian and 
desert tourism.

Doha:
February 22nd-May 21st

Picasso-Giacometti is an exhibi-
tion that begins at the Fire Station 
Artist in Residence centre in 
Doha. The exhibition includes 
more than 80 works from col-
lections of the Musée National 
Picasso and the Foundation 
Giacometti in Paris, including The 
She Goat by Pablo Picasso (1950) 
and Alberto Giacometti’s Tall 
Woman (1960).


