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Cairo

A 

s it marks 89 years 
since its establishment, 
Cairo’s Anglo-Egyptian 
Bookshop finds itself 
struggling in a different 

world.
When it opened its doors in 1928, 

the bookshop was the first of its 
kind in the whole Arab region.

“This was the first bookshop in 
the region to import foreign books 
from England and other European 
countries,” said Fadi Emir Greis, a 
grandchild of the bookshop found-
er and now its owner. “Foreign cul-
ture was much in demand then.”

At the time, Egypt was occupied 
by the British, and the British expa-
triates living in the country, along 
with Egypt’s Anglophile cultural 
elite, wanted a bookstore to cater to 
their needs.

Anglo-Egyptian Bookshop found-
er Sobhi Greis had just finished high 
school when he decided to start 
this business but he saw a niche in 
the market. He started importing 
books from England and other Eu-
ropean countries and quickly made 
his fortune.

Apart from wealth, Greis turned 
his bookshop into a mecca for 
Egypt’s and the Arab world’s most 
important cultural and political fig-
ures. His clients included Egyptian 
poet Ahmed Shawqi, Egyptian cul-

tural renaissance figure Taha Hus-
sein and Nobel Literature Laureate 
Naguib Mahfouz.

For years, Greis and his bookstore 
provided writers, poets and intel-
lectuals with a window into the 
Western world.

“These were times when every-
thing was different: The culture, 
the people and economic condi-
tions, too,” Fadi Emir Greis said. 
“There was huge demand for Eng-
lish-language books that enabled 
my grandfather and my father after 
him to make a big name.”

Fadi Emir Greis inherited the 
bookshop from his grandfather and 
his father but not their fortunes. 
Demand for foreign-language books 
declined, just as demand for books 
in print in general has dropped.

Sitting in bookstore, surrounded 
by books — the Anglo-Egyptian 
Bookshop has approximately 40,000 
in stock — Fadi Emir Greis said he 
eyes the future with concern.

When they took over, Fadi and 
his younger brother, Kareem, were 
keen to keep the place as is. The 
almost-century-old floor and ceil-
ing of the bookshop are the same 
as their grandfather built them, the 
shelves are untouched.

The Anglo-Egyptian bookshop is 
divided into three levels, includ-
ing a basement where thousands 
of important Arabic language books 
are kept. Foreign books in all fields 
can be found on the ground floor 
and the top floor of the bookshop 
is dedicated to meetings and study.

Linking the ground floor with the 
basement is a creaky ancient wood-
en staircase. The journey from the 
ground floor to the basement is like 
a journey back in time, between 
two different cultures or two differ-
ent worlds.

The brothers said they were 

aware they were seeking to preserve 
a great legacy, although it is a less 
fortunate legacy than that enjoyed 
by their father and grandfather.

“This bookshop was the only 
destination for researchers, men of 
letters and booklovers throughout 
most of the 20th century,” Kareem 

Greis said. “But things are changing 
dramatically.”

The internet is killing the book 
industry and in Egypt, which suf-
fers massive post-revolutionary 
economic hardships, few people are 
ready to scrap their basic needs to 
buy books. Most of the books can be 
pirated online, which is further suf-
focating bookselling as a business.

A decision by the Egyptian cen-
tral bank to free float the pound last 
year almost doubled the exchange 
rate of the US dollar and, conse-
quently, the prices of imported 
books.

But the Greis brothers said they 
are not ready to stand idly by and 
watch the cultural empire built by 
their grandfather and father crum-
ble. They are seeking ways to rein-
vent the Anglo-Egyptian Bookshop, 
including uploading books online 
and offering readers the chance to 
peruse their entire online back cat-
alogue for a small fee.

They are beginning a new ini-
tiative to encourage people to read 
out-of-print books — reprinting edi-
tions for a new audience. In addi-
tion to this, a department offering 
home deliveries will seek to take ad-
vantage of the online phenomenon.

“The world is changing and we 
must change with it,” Fadi Emir 
Greis said. “We have inherited a 
precious centre of culture from 
our grandfather and father but 
it needs to be presented to the 
world in a new light or it can be  
forgotten forever.”

Culture

Beirut

I 

n an exquisite display of col-
ours, fabrics and embroidery, 
the “Designers and Brands” 
catwalk shows celebrated ris-
ing and well-established Arab 

fashion designers in addition to 
creators from Turkey and France 
over three days in Beirut.

Taking place at the Grand Ball-
room of the Four Seasons Hotel, 
the event showcased 29 “back-
to-back” fashion shows featuring 
designers and brands from nine 
countries.

Johnny Fadlallah, director of 
the organising company L.I.P.S. 
Management, described the large 
gathering of designers over a short 
period of time as “a new innova-
tive formula” in the fashion show 
business.

“It is not a fashion week or a 
regular show but it is a pioneer-
ing fashion project that gives de-
signers the opportunity to be the 
heroes of their own activity. We 
provide them with a sumptuous 
venue and large public relations 
and media exposure and give them 
the possibility to invite their own 
audience under their own brand 
name,” Fadlallah said.

There are no criteria for par-
ticipation or selection. Once the 
project was announced, designers 
could apply online. A participation 
fee of $300 per outfit presented 
on the catwalk was charged by 
L.I.P.S., which provided the mod-
els.

“I am not here to judge who is 
good and who is not,” Fadlallah 
said. “All designers are welcome. 
We have young talents and very 
well-established fashion design-
ers. It is an open platform to give 
exposure to every person who 

wants to advertise himself, have 
his show in the most elegant way.”

Designers from the United Arab 
Emirates, Kuwait, Iraq, Tunisia, 
Syria, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, 
France and Turkey presented at 
least ten pieces from their new 
collections, including evening and 
wedding dresses, trendy outfits, 
accessories and lingerie.

Iraqi designer Zead al-Athary’s 
collection inspiration from Iraq’s 
heritage was reflected in tradi-
tional embroidery and striking 
gold and black used for his even-
ing dresses. Glittering crowns and 
golden and copper accessories spe-
cially prepared for the show com-
pleted the outfits.

“In previous collections the de-
signs were mainly inspired from 
Iraqi folklore that reflected Iraqi 
history and culture,” Athary said. 
“This new collection is different in 
the sense that it is a mixture of Iraqi 
heritage, haute couture and mod-
ern designs. All the dresses have 
beading and embroidery, a feature 
of traditional Iraqi dresses.”

“The organisers gave us the op-
portunity as young Arab designers 
to present our designs in a profes-
sional and high standard way. Pre-
senting in Beirut is an important 
step towards international expo-
sure for Arab designers,” added 
Athary, who had participated in 
two previous fashion events or-
ganised by L.I.P.S. in the Lebanese 

capital.
Unlike Athary, his compatriot 

Zahraa al-Rubaie was a first-timer 
in Beirut, where she launched her 
“Orchid Collection” of haute cou-
ture and evening gowns inspired 
by the tropical flower.

“I have already participated in 
fashion shows in Bahrain and Cai-
ro but it is the first time in Beirut,” 
said the 23-year-old designer, who 
has her own brand boutique “Az-
ure” in Baghdad. “I hope that my 
designs will be well received here. 
Beirut is always a big test for rising 
designers and a platform for inter-
national exposure.”

Well-established Saudi designer 
Amina al-Jassim’s ten-piece collec-
tion of luxury evening gowns and 
a wedding dress drew applause 
from the audience. Jassim chose 
to dress her models with the finest 
fabrics, such as tulle and satin, 
and a wide colour palette, in-
cluding brown, red, blue, green 
and beige in addition to black.

“I have been participating 
in Beirut fashion shows for 
the past 16 years. I like to 
be here mostly because in 
Lebanon the events are 
widely covered by the 
media, which is very im-
portant for designers to 
become known. It is the 
best place for a designer to 
get exposure,” she said.

Lebanon’s Reem Kachmar’s con-
ceptual collection of 12 evening 
gowns and one bridal dress were 
inspired by women’s paintings of 
Austrian artist Gustav Klimt. The 
mixing of rich fabrics and embroi-
dery reflected a blend of East and 
West, she said.

Creations by Syrian designer 
Manal Ajaj brought “antiquity 
fashion” back to the catwalk. Her 
collection “Jasmin Goddess” was 
inspired by ancient figures, in-
cluding Atargatis, the chief god-

dess of northern Syria in classical 
antiquity; Julia Domna, the wife of 
Roman Caesar Septimius Severus; 
and Queen Zenobia, the ancient 
ruler of Palmyra.

Lebanese designer Jane Konsol 
presented her new line of lingerie, 
including baby doll dresses, cor-
sets and brassieres.

Thrilled by the obvious success 
of the inaugural event, Fadlallah, 

whose company won the Golden 
Star award of quality for the sec-
tion of event management and 
fashion in Geneva, said the second 
edition of the event is scheduled 
for March 2018.

“We have just announced it and 
we are already fully booked. I be-
lieve we have reaffirmed Beirut’s 
status as the capital of Arab fash-
ion,” he added.
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Talent on the runway. Dress by Lebanese designer Elie Bejjani. (L .I .P.S)                                       

Arab creativity in 
the limelight at 
Beirut’s catwalk shows

Designers from the 
UAE, Kuwait, Iraq, 
Tunisia, Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, Lebanon, 
France and Turkey 
presented new 
collections.

Historic Cairo bookshop struggles to cope with changing times
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Changing times. Fadi Emir Greis, co-owner of the Anglo-Egyptian 
Bookshop.           (Amr Emam)


