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W 

hen Hala Mansour 
had difficulty find-
ing new bedtime 
stories to tell her 
two children, she 

had an idea that has been devel-
oped into a successful endeavour 
targeting mothers and children.

Hawadeet.net, a website estab-
lished by Mansour almost two years 
ago, offers tales from the four cor-
ners of the world in the form of vid-
eos, narrated in Arabic in a simple 
and friendly way.

“It takes time and effort for moth-
ers of young children to find a new 
story to tell every day. That is why 
I came up with the idea of sharing 
the stories and tales I have collect-
ed with other (mothers),” Mansour 
said.

Children can listen to the tales 
whenever and wherever they wish.

“The idea of my project is to use 
the story as a means of enriching 
children’s imagination with human 
heritage,” Mansour said. “It is an at-
tempt to attract them to different 
worlds in which expression is made 
through drawing, writing and story-
telling.”

Folk stories and legends of peo-

ples of the world are presented in 
the form of tales in Egyptian collo-
quial dialect, with the target audi-
ence of children aged 4-12.

The website includes fairy tales 
and stories from the Americas, 
Africa, Europe, Asia and the Arab 
world. It is a collection of narratives 
from around the world distributed 
among five clickable icons on the 
site, Mansour said.

“Each tale reflects the character-
istics and traditions of the area to 
which it belongs. For example, Arab 
stories are mostly set in the desert 
while in European tales you find 
snow and ice,” she added.

“This is a project that our Arab 
culture lacks. It does not just offer 
tales in an attractive way. Rather, 
behind it you can find a critical eye 
in rewriting the tales,” award-win-
ning novelist Sahar el-Mougy said 
of Hawadeet.net.

Even though well-known tales 
are also found on the website, some 
are narrated differently after being 
edited.

“We really need a critical mind 
that analyses and gives itself the 
right to intervene in the texts and 
edit them to offer children magnifi-
cent art that frees their imagination 
and resists stereotypes and clichés,” 

said Mougy, who volunteered to 
narrate a number of tales.

“Editing stories was essential as 
some, for example, contained vio-
lence or other negative aspects. So, 
we changed parts of the stories or 
their endings,” Mansour said. “Sev-
eral people volunteered to help. 
Some edited stories while others 
narrated the tales in their voices.”

The pictures on the videos drawn 
by children are presented in each 
story in the form of slides.

“When you narrate a story to 
a child and he draws it on paper, 
that’s what I call an attempt to stim-
ulate a child’s imagination and cre-
ate something valuable,” Mansour 
said.

With Hawadeet.net, children can 
narrate the stories themselves or 
have people they choose tell the 
stories and record them on the web-
site.

“I thought of allowing children, 
their parents, grandparents or any-
one they like to narrate the tales 
in their voices and keep them on 
the website. I wish my late grand-
mother could record me a story that 
I could keep on the website forever,” 
Mansour said.

Mansour’s 10-year-old daughter, 
Laila, said she enjoyed drawing 
characters for the tales more than 
playing with her iPad. Her 7-year old 
sister, Zeina, started working with 

their mother on the website one-
and-a-half years ago. Zeina said she 
did lots of drawings, especially of 
her favourite character, a mermaid.

“It is really hard nowadays to 
keep children away from playing 
with electronic devices and watch-
ing television but our project aimed 
to divert their interest and I believe 
that we have succeeded,” Mansour 
said.

Mansour said she plans to have 
workshops for children to draw 
tales and record them in their voices 
and possibly narrate them at public 
events.

“It will be really amazing if we 
train them to confront an audience 
and tell the stories themselves,” she 
said.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.
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Stimulating imagination.  A child’s drawing for the “King Midas” 
tale.                                                                                                    (Hawadeet.net)

Innovative project stimulates children’s imagination

The project stresses 
the importance of 
reading and 
listening to stories in 
the formation of 
children’s 
consciousness and 
in stimulating their 
imagination.

Cairo

A 

poor Nile Delta village 
has been converted into 
an open-air gallery by 
artists who transformed 
the fronts of small 

homes with enthralling paintings.
Borg al-Burullus, 300km north 

of Cairo, has been deprived of es-
sential services such as sewage, 
clean water and paved roads, for 
decades. Art, however, is trying to 
alleviate the suffering of the area’s 
more than 60,000 residents, most 
of whom are poor fishermen and 
their families.

“The artists who painted the 
fronts of our homes have turned 
art into something with a message 
and a real effect on the lives of the 
people here,” said Abdel Hamid 
Attia, a resident in his early 60s. 
“The walls of these homes are wit-
nesses to everything in the lives of  
their dwellers. The artists have 
turned them into real-life scenes 
that speak and send colour and 
smell.”

The idea of painting the façades 
of the homes was driven by the 
artists’ desire to change the deep-
rooted approach of confining art 
to the limits of frames. By turning 
buildings into artworks, the artists 
positively influenced the behav-
iour of residents.

Borg al-Burullus has suffered 
from decades of neglect but the 
beautification initiative inspired 
Attia and other residents to be 
keener on cleaning streets and 
alleyways and maintaining the 
painted walls.

“This is how art can turn from 
an elitist thing into something 
that changes the lives of the poor,” 
said Abdel Wahab Abdel Mohsen, 
the leading artist on the project. 
“The paintings on the fronts of the 
buildings are creating a new spirit 
and new realities.”

Abdel Mohsen and fellow artists 
said they selected Borg al-Burul-
lus for reasons beyond it needing 
sprucing up, including its location 
overlooking Lake Burullus, one 
of several major fishing lakes in 
Egypt, and the increasing number 
of foreign artists visiting the coun-
try.

Thanks to the generosity of the 
villagers and the enthusiasm 

of their children, who were 
keen to be part of the paint-
ing experience, the artists 

produced real-life scenes. Some 
paintings capture the Nile, others 
depict farmlands on the outskirts 
of the village or scenes of the peo-
ple’s daily life.

Some of the artists took their 
contribution further and painted 
fishing boats.

The beautification, however, 
cannot veil the area’s problems: 
Sewage is bad, electricity intermit-
tent and unemployment rampant.

“Many of the village’s youth have 
to travel — some outside Egypt — to 
find work,” Attia said. “Nonethe-
less, the contribution of these art-
ists has given us hope that change 
can happen.”

The villagers are appreciative of 
how art can affect their lives. The 
alleyways and streets had been 
littered with refuse. Some young 
residents have taken the initiative 
of painting the interiors of their 
homes.

“This proves that art is not made 
for joy and visual beauty only,” said 
Abdullah Mahmud, one of the art-
ists participating in the project. “It 
can be a tool for change and devel-
opment.”

Now, Abdel Mohsen said he has 
a dream: Turning Borg al-Burullus 
into a model for the development 
of the rest of Egypt, especially the 
thousands of deprived towns and 
villages.

He even has a bigger dream: Put-
ting the area on Egypt’s tourist 
map by having an annual painting 
festival, one that can become an 
occasion for international artists to 
gather in the village and put their 
talent into practice by painting the 
walls of its homes.

“I just want to prove that devel-
opment can become very possible 
with art,” Abdel Mohsen said. “Art 
is not costly and it can make a lot 
of change. It can change people’s 
behaviour and the way they see life 
and give them hope.”

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter.
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Artists transform poor 
Nile Delta village into 
open air museum

Visual beauty. A view of a painted wall in Borg al-Burullus village.                                                           
                                                                                                 (Mohamed Abu Shanab)

This is how art can turn 
from an elitist thing 
into something that 
changes the lives of
the poor.
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New spirit. Children pose in front of a painted wall in Borg 
al-Burullus village in Egypt.                                             (Mohamed Abu Shanab)
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