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Culture

London

A 

14th-century glass 
lamp from Taqi al-Din 
mosque in Aleppo is 
the first of 160 objects 
in the British Museum’s 

exhibition “Living with gods: peo-
ples, places and worlds beyond.” 
The last item in the exhibit is a 
child’s shirt dipped in plaster from 
the Syrian artist Issam Kourbaj, a 
memorial to the thousands of Syr-
ian migrants who drowned fleeing 
violence in their homeland.

The exhibition features objects 
associated with belief from soci-
eties around the world, from the 
time of Sumer in ancient Iraq un-
til today. The show looks at key 
themes of belief: the significance 
of light, water, fire and energy, 
aids to prayer, places of worship 
and items used in religious rituals 
and on pilgrimage. Sounds, music 
and silence associated with reli-
gious practice are combined with 
lighting effects.

The show’s synopsis, which 
states that there are 4,000 reli-
gions and sects globally and that 
85% of the people in the world are 
believers, asks whether the hu-
man species should be defined as 
wise homo sapiens or believing 
homo religious.

Before entering the exhibition 
halls, visitors come 
face to face with 
a remarkable 
40,000-year-old 
mammoth ivory 
sculpture known as 
the Lion Man, which 
depicts a lion’s upper 
body on the lower half 
of a man. It is the oldest 
known evidence of 
religious belief 
in the world and 
comes from the 
Hohlenstein-
Stadel Cave, 
Baden-Wurttem-
berg, Germany.

The spiritual 
journey begins with 
an examination of the vi-
tal role that light and fire 

play in religious beliefs. In the 
period of the Lion Man, keeping 
the fire going was a vital activity 
because it was needed for cooking 
and protection from wild animals.

The glowing glass lamp from 
Taqi al-Din mosque is covered with 
a passage from the Quran written 
in calligraphy which describes  
Allah as the light of the heavens 
and earth.

Augustus Wollaston Franks, an 
important museum curator, ac-
quired the lamp in 1875. “We do 
not know where or from whom he 
got it but wonderful glass of this 
kind was highly valued in Europe 
even in the 14th century when 
the lamp was made,” said exhibi-
tion curator Jill Cook. “It is pos-
sible that this piece was in a Brit-
ish family collection when Franks 
bought it but we do not know for 
certain.”.

Shrines and places of worship, 
including a Sumerian limestone 
female temple figure from the 
Kingdom of Lagash (2500BC), are 
showcased. The figure has a great 
sense of patience and humility — 
key elements in religion.

Displayed in the section featur-
ing religious rituals are a colour-
ful ceramic bowl from Morocco 
for water or soup taken to break 
the fast, a man’s white cotton ih-
ram worn during haj and bottles 
for collecting holy water from 
Zamzam; tasbih (Muslim prayer 
beads) made of wood and gold 

for reciting the 99 names of 
God and 
water 

chestnut 
beads be-

longing to a 
dervish.
When choos-

ing items of Is-
lam, Cook said 

she wanted 
to be sure 

the five 
pillars 
were 
repre-
sented. 

“Mosques 
are indeed 

very beautiful 
but as the design 

of the show prevented the use 
of images and the choice was so 
vast we could not depict religious 
buildings of any faith, only the 
home altars and objects used in 
them,” she explained.

“Many of the visitors found the 
calligraphy of the shahada (Islam-
ic testimony) depicted by (Iraqi 
calligrapher) Mustafa Ja’far in-
teresting and informative, saying 
they learned from it and asked for 
information about where it comes 
from and about the Quran.”

Graves and places of burial mark 
the end of life in religions but 
thousands of Syrians drowned at 
sea and have no grave. At the end 
of the exhibition, white memori-
als made from children’s shirts 
dipped in plaster are symbolic 
gravestones. Kourbaj inscribed 
“girl 3 months” and “unknown 
boy aged 6 months” in Greek and 
Arabic on the shirts.

“We felt that we could not ig-
nore the terrible plight of peoples 
persecuted for their faith or dis-
placed by war,” Cook said. “The 
exhibition tries to look at what we 
share in the many ways in which 
we express beliefs and it would 
not be true to life if it did not ac-
knowledge how we sometimes 
fail.

“Understanding the impor-
tance of believing and belonging 
through the use of ritual must 
surely beg the question of how 
we allow so many to go to graves 
without remembrance.”

“Living with gods: peoples, 
places and worlds beyond” will 
be at the British Museum through  
April 8.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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E 

gypt has begun a bid to 
protect its antiquities from 
theft amid allegations 
that tens of thousands of 
priceless ones have disap-

peared.
The Egyptian parliament is de-

bating legislation that would in-
crease penalties — possibly to life in  
prison — for those convicted of ille-
gally excavating, stealing, damaging 
or smuggling ancient artefacts.

“Toughening penalties in cases 
of antiquity theft is necessary if we 
want to protect our heritage,” said 
Nader Mustafa, a member of Egypt’s 
Culture, Media and Antiquities par-
liamentary committee, which is de-
bating the legislation. “We cannot 
leave our antiquities to be easy prey 
for thieves like this.”

If enacted, the artefacts bill would 
replace a law that allows individuals 
to maintain possession of antiqui-
ties they obtained through inherit-
ance.

Egyptian law states that anyone 
found guilty of smuggling arte-
facts out of the country could be 
sentenced to 15 years in prison and 
fined 1 million Egyptian pounds 
($56,600). The maximum penalty 
for stealing an artefact, including 
the illegal removal of newly un-
earthed antiquities, is ten years in 
prison.

Critics calling for harsher sen-
tences say the profit that can be 
made from stealing and smuggling 
antiquities far outweighs the pun-
ishment.

Antiquity theft has been on the 
rise in Egypt, with security at Egyp-
tian museum warehouses said to be 
inadequate. Last August, a senior 
official at the Antiquities Ministry 
estimated that 32,600 artefacts had 
been stolen from ministry ware-
houses nationwide.

Ayman Ashmawy, who heads the 
Ancient Egyptian Antiquities Sec-
tion at the ministry, said most of 
the artefacts were stolen during the 
chaotic period following the 2011 
revolution.

There are 72 antiquities ware-
houses in Egypt, all of which are 
owned and supervised by the Minis-
try of Antiquities. Thirty-five of the 
warehouses are part of or adjacent 
to museums.

However, there are questions 
about warehouse security, includ-
ing issues involving record-keeping 
systems.

“You cannot protect the antiqui-
ties without introducing new securi-
ty systems to the warehouses,” said 
Mohammed Hamza, a former dean 
of the College of Antiquities at Cairo 
University. “We have a huge number 
of antiquities at these warehouses 
and they need to be protected.”

The warehouses contain tens of 
thousands of artefacts, some of 

which have yet to be officially reg-
istered in ministry records. This 
means that many antiquities could 
have been stolen without authori-
ties being aware of the theft.

Egyptian antiquities officials ex-
pressed frustration and alarm as 
they see historic national artefacts 
being sold at international auction 
houses, such as when the bedroom 
of Egypt’s King Farouk was put 
for sale at a US auction house in  
January.

In late 2016, antiquities officials 
learned about the sale of the statue 
of Sekhemka at a London auction 
house when Egyptians living in the 
British capital started a campaign to 
prevent the sale of the statue.

Last August, a street cleaner raid-
ed an antiquities warehouse in the 
southern Cairo district of Maadi and 
placed 200 small relics in a burlap 
sack before attempting to leave the 
building. He was arrested by secu-
rity guards.

The new legislation seeks to en-
sure that antiquities stealing and 
smuggling ends by ensuring that 
punishment serves as an adequate 
deterrent. Apart from imprison-
ment, the bill raises fines in cases 
of conviction of antiquity smug-
gling to 10 million Egyptian pounds 
($566,000), up from 100,000 pounds 
($5,660).

It would punish people who move 
antiquities from one place to an-
other without permission from the 
authorities with up to seven years 
in prison. Those who excavate an-
tiquities without licence would be 
sentenced to seven years in prison.

Alaa al-Shahat, head of the central 
administration department for Cairo 
and Giza Antiquities, described the 
bill as a “good step” towards pro-
tecting the antiquities and scaring 
thieves away. “You cannot prevent 
the smuggling of the antiquities 
or excavation by thieves without 
toughening penalties,” he said.

There is universal approval of the 
bill inside the Culture, Media and 
Antiquities parliamentary commit-
tee, Mustafa said.

If the bill passes committee, it 
would be referred to the general par-
liamentary session for voting. Even 
if the legislation is enacted, Mustafa 
said, its effectiveness would depend 
on Egypt’s security apparatus en-
forcing it.

“Law enforcement is what mat-
ters at the end but the presence of 
the law is always a first step on the 
road to change,” Mustafa said. “After 
approving the bill, the parliament 
will keep an eye on its enforcement 
to ensure that our antiquities are 
kept out of the hands of thieves.”

Karen Dabrowska

Islamic artefacts featured 
at British Museum’s exhibit 
on world’s religious faiths

Egypt debates bill to 
toughen penalties on 
artefact theft, smuggling

Symbolic gravestones. Issam Kourbaj’s tribute to Syrian refugees drowned while fleeing violence.   
                                                (Penn Museum)

When choosing 
items of Islam, 
Cook wanted to 
be sure the 
five pillars 
were represented.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Priceless heritage. An archaeological technician uses a chemical 
injection to renovate a pharaonic shaped animal that belonged to 
the Golden King Tutankhamun in the conservation centre of the 
Grand Egyptian Museum.                                                                     (Reuters)

There are 72 antiquities 
warehouses in Egypt, 
all of which are owned 
and supervised by the 
Ministry of Antiquities.

Spiritual journey. A 14th-century mosque lamp from Syria.   (British Museum)
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