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Aswan

A 

t a time when Egypt’s 
Nubian minority is call-
ing for greater cultural 
conservation, Aswan’s 
Nubia Museum is one 

of the few places where Nubian 
culture is being showcased and cel-
ebrated.

The Nubians, an ethno-linguistic 
group indigenous to a region com-
prising southern Egypt and north-
ern Sudan, make up one of Egypt’s 
forgotten minorities. Nubian lan-
guage, history and culture are not 
taught in Egyptian schools and 
many people warn that future gen-
erations of Nubians could lose their 
native culture.

Nubians in Egypt faced several 
waves of displacement in the 20th 
century: The building of the Aswan 
Dam by the British in 1902, devel-
opment projects in 1912 and 1933, 
and the construction of the Aswan 
High Dam in 1964 and the creation 
of Lake Nasser.

However, the Nubia Museum, 
in Egypt’s southernmost province 
of Aswan, is a treasure-trove of 
Nubian history. The three-storey 
building houses some of the most 
important artefacts of Nubian civi-
lisation.

“The Nubia Museum is an impor-
tant place because it keeps the civi-
lisation of the Nubians, which has 

been threatened since their reloca-
tion from southern Egypt, alive,” 
said museum Director Osama Ab-
del Wareth. “Its contents are the 
best evidence of the greatness of 
these people.”

The museum was opened in 1997 
and won the 2001 Aga Khan Award 
for architecture. Built on grounds 
totalling 50,000 sq. metres, the 
museum itself, 7,000 sq. metres, 
sits atop a steep cliff overlooking 
the Nile River. The building’s nar-
row windows provide a natural 
coolness compared to the stifling 
heat outside.

The museum exhibits rare pieces 
from ancient and modern Nubia. 
It is divided into 17 sections, each 
of which showcases a phase of Nu-
bian history.

“The museum is the Nubians’ 
window into their own history,” 
said Awad Hassan, a researcher 
into Nubian history. “It collects 
some artefacts that would have 
been [scattered] in different places 
now, at best, and totally lost, at 
worst.”

There are more than 5,000 ar-
tefacts in the museum, spanning 
pre-historic times to the Kingdom 
of Kush to Christian Nubia and Is-
lamic Nubia.

The museum houses what is be-
lieved to be the oldest solar calen-
dar, which dates back more than 
13,000 years. There is also ancient 
jewellery, pottery, statues, mum-
mies and a host of Islamic and Cop-
tic artefacts.

The basement of the museum is 
a beehive of activity, with antiquity 

students and restoration experts 
repairing and restoring ancient ar-
tefacts. Visiting researchers are a 
common sight as academics from 
across the world work in the mu-
seum documenting Nubian history.

The museum library takes a 
place of pride on the ground floor. 
It contains ancient manuscripts 
from throughout Egypt’s history. 
Not far outside the library, the mu-
seum exhibits different types of 
rock-hewn tombs, a form of burial 
chamber common in Nubia.

Many of the artefacts were recov-

ered from Lake Nasser and suffered 
water damage during years of being 
submerged. International antiqui-
ties teams dispatched by UNESCO 
trawled the High Dam reservoir to 
recover artefacts from ancient tem-
ples and historical sites.

Few of those who lived in the 
ancient Nubian villages in south-
ern Egypt before the construction 
of the High Dam are alive but their 
children and grandchildren are 
turning the museum into their own 
mecca, coming to see the artistry of 
their ancestors.

Enas Gamal, a Nubian housewife 
in her early 40s from Cairo, said she 
was thrilled to visit the museum.

“I first heard about this museum 
from a group of friends who visited 
it as part of a tour in Aswan a few 
years ago but when I came here 
myself, I discovered that all the 
beautiful words my friends said 
about the place were an under-
statement compared to the beauty 
I saw inside,” Gamal said.

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter based in Aswan.
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Nubians in Egypt 
faced several waves 
of displacement in 
the 20th century.

There are more than 
5,000 artefacts in the 
museum, spanning 
pre-historic times to 
Christian Nubia and 
Islamic Nubia.

Treasure-trove. Visitors look at the sandstone statue of Ramses II (1279-1213BC) at the entrance to 
the Nubia Museum in Aswan.                                                                                              (Reuters)
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I 

t is every writer’s dream to get 
published but the dream of-
ten vanishes when the writer 
does not gain recognition. The 
1,000-Writer Initiative aims to 

change that perspective by support-
ing hundreds of Egyptian and Arab 
writers.

The project was initiated by 
Mahmoud Haggag, the head of the 
Free Media Syndicate in Egypt, to 
help Arab writers market their man-
uscripts and turn some of them into 
films, television series or theatrical 
performances.

It provides writers with media 
exposure and attempts to complete 
deals with publishing houses to help 

writers get their works published.
“So far, 250 writers have joined 

the initiative; 65 of them were in-
troduced during the Cairo Interna-
tional Book Fair (earlier this year), 
while the rest have recently joined 
the initiative,” Haggag said.

The initiative’s idea was derived 
from the problems writers face with 
publishing houses.

“I noticed that some really dis-
tinguished publications appear in 
the dark and fade away in the dark 
without being known to people. 
The writer in this case gets almost 

nothing. So I thought of launching 
an initiative that helps change this 
concept,” Haggag said.

Writers in Egypt and in the Arab 
world face several problems getting 
published.

“The first obstacle ahead of writ-
ers is funding,” Haggag said. “Major 
publishing houses do not produce 
books from unknown writers. Even 
if the writer manages to publish his 
or her book, the publishing house 
afterward has all the rights.

“The writer, in some cases, espe-
cially in Egypt, only gets about 20 
copies of his or her book and then 
the publishing house gets all the 
financial outcome. In many cases 
the publishing house does not offer 
a contract that protects his or her 
rights.”

Haggag said a writer needs two 
things to succeed: Legal protection 

and media exposure.
Haggag said he hoped for the 

support of the Egyptian Ministries 
of Culture and Youth to help with 
organising events and publishing 
books.

Al-Rawy is among the publishing 
houses in Egypt that have joined the 
initiative.

“The principles on which the ini-
tiative is based are the same ones 
that led me to open a publishing 
house. Every diligent writer should 
find a chance to publish his or her 
work and get his or her rights such 
as good publicity and distribution,” 
said Enas Nasser, al-Rawy co-owner.

Nasser says another obstacle fac-
ing writers is the relation between 
publishing houses and bookstores.

“Bookstores, especially major 
ones, only seek profit. So they just 
care about well-known names writ-
ten on covers of books in order to be 
able to sell,” Nasser said.

Nasser said he was optimistic 
about the initiative.

“If the initiative succeeds, it will 
cause a quantum leap in the literary 
scene in Egypt and the Arab world,” 
Nasser said.

Egyptian novelist Mervat el-Belt-
agy is among the writers in the ini-
tiative who said she has faced prob-
lems with publishing houses.

“One publishing house published 
a novel I wrote and they tried to give 
me my money in the form of copies 
of my book,” Beltagy said.

“The initiative will introduce me 
as a writer to people. Fame nowa-
days does not depend on writing or 
talent. Rather, it depends on how 
he or she manages to gather people 
around him or her or the number of 
his or her followers on Facebook,” 
she said.

The initiative has a legal unit that 
helps writers address issues of ex-
ploitation and violations by publish-
ing houses.

“The legal unit is composed of 
civil society organisations and in-

dependent lawyers. The main pur-
pose of the unit is to protect writers 
against the exploitation of publish-
ing houses and to maintain intel-
lectual property rights,” Haggag ex-
plained.

“We are also planning to commu-
nicate with parliament members to 
convince them to pass a law that 
protects the rights of writers and 
manages the relation between them 
and publishing houses.”

Lawyer Walid al-Haddad of al-Adl 
human rights organisation said that 
“among the initiative’s mechanisms 
is preserving the rights of the writer 
as well as the legal intervention be-
tween the writer and the publishing 
house when needed.”

Writers younger than 35 years of 
age from Tunisia, Morocco, the Pal-
estinian territories, Algeria, Yemen, 
Kuwait and the United Arab Emir-
ates have joined the initiative.

About 85% of the books that have 
been produced so far are literary 
works.

“After the number of writers we 
have reaches 1,000, we will select 
the best 100 of them and support 
them. Every six months, we will se-
lect another 100 and add 100 new 
ones to the remaining 900 so that 
the number remains 1,000 and in 
turn the initiative keeps going,” 
Haggag said.

“I expect that within four months 
we will reach the target number of 
1,000 writers,” he concluded.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.
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Overcoming hardships. Mahmoud Haggag (R), a local radio announcer (C) and an initiative writer 
pose following a local radio show.          (Courtesy of Mahmoud Haggag)

The 1,000-Writer 
Initiative aims to 
support hundreds of 
Egyptian and Arab 
writers.

250 writers have 
joined the 
initiative.”

Mahmoud Haggag, 
head of the Free Media 
Syndicate in Egypt
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