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Alexander the Great and the Mysteries of Siwa

Nicolas Sofianos'

Arrian uses the word m660o¢ (pothos) as a motivation
for Alexander’s decisions to go where no man had
gone before. Roughly translated the Greek word
pothos can mean a longing, a yearning, a passionate
desire and one has to notice that a perplexed Arrian
uses the word also to explain the motivation for
Alexander marrying Roxana.

Another  perplexed commentator of
Alexander’s behavior, the Athenian orator
Aeschines, remarks:

“Alexander was present at a
distance farther than the pole;
almost beyond the limits of
the habitable world; and the
future was utterly uncertain.”

Aeschines, Against
Ctesephon

Was Alexander’s future or
the future of mankind utterly
uncertain? Unexplained
through the centuries, this last
remark of Aeschines seems to
accompany Alexander’s pothos
leading him to one of the most
controversial and ambiguous events of
his life: the journey starting
from Alexandria taking him
two hundred kilometres along
the coast toward Libya and
another three hundred south
through the desert, to the world-renowned oracle of
the god Ammon. The perilous adventure entailing
the scarcity of water, the dismal loneliness and the
terrible sandstorms, brought the travelers to an almost
desperate situation. But divine intervention produced
a sudden downpour and, as the landmarks vanished
in a horrible sandstorm, snakes and crows were sent
to lead Alexander safely to Siwa.

Was it a divine intervention, or fortune helping the
bold?

“...He was able to overcome not only his enemies,
but even places and seasons of the year ... says
Plutarch..., and Arrian confesses... | have no doubt
whatever that he had divine assistance of some
kind.”

Two centuries before Alexander’s pilgrimage to the
Ammon Oracle, this divine assistance was refused to
another king, who tried to reach Siwa. In 524 BCE,
King Cambyses of Persia, son of Cyrus the Great and
conqueror of Egypt, sent an army of 50,000 men to
destroy the Siwan shrine. The ill-minded Persian king
was furious against the oracle, because the priests of
Ammon had predicted that his expeditions in Africa
would meet with disaster... Soon, the prediction
would be verified. The entire Persian army vanished
without a trace, buried in the seas of sand between
Siwa and the inner-Egyptian oases, and no sign of it
has been found to this day. Yet, how can an army of
50,000 men vanish without a trace?

In 331 BCE, Alexander arrived in Siwa, where the
arch-priest of Ammon welcomed him as “son of Zeus”.
The most solemn and magnificent ceremonies were
performed, with offerings, oblations, and sacrifices.
Dancers, musicians, priests and worshippers circled in

A coin showing a profile of Alexander with horns. He was
known as Dhul Qarnein, or the Two-Horned King.

procession in the forecourt of the temple, and thereafter
Alexander requested a private session with the oracle.
Not a word would be uttered about what happened in the
inner sanctum of the temple. Some historians present
the young Macedonian king asking about the murder
of his father. And, leading the mystery to its zenith,
Alexander writes to his mother that he would reveal only

to her on his return home, the secrets brought to his

knowledge by the priests.

Was this a threat addressed
to Olympias who, according
to rumours, was involved in
Philip’s murder? And was
it this terrible secret that
prevented a passionate

Alexander from returning
home?

Another strange
“coincidence” brings
Greece, Alexander,

Olympiasand Egypttogether.
According to Herodotus, two
priestesses of the Memphite
temple of Isis were transformed
into black birds and flew away....
One stopped at the oasis of Siwa, the
other rested at Dodona in
north-western Greece.... The
oracles founded there by the
black priestesses were both
dedicated to the supreme god Ammon-Zeus....

Olympias, Alexander’s mother, was born and grew up
near Dodona and it was she, who nurtured her son
whispering to him that his father was no other than the
supreme god Ammon-Zeus....

Was Alexander’s visit to Siwa a pilgrimage or was it
a masterpiece of political image-making? Plutarch says
that Alexander met a philosopher called Psammon in
the oasis of Siwa. His belief was that “all men were
ruled by God” (mavreg o1 dvBpwrtrol fadiAebovrai Ut
Oc¢oU) and Alexander also drew on his own experiences
when he added that “whilst god is indeed the father of all
mankind, it is the noblest and best whom he makes his
own” (wW¢ TTAvVIWY UEV OVTa KOIVOV avBpWwiwy TTarépa
TOV O€dv, 10i0I¢ O€ TTOIOUUEVOI EQUTOU TOUS apIioTOUG).

Who was this mysterious Psammon? Is he identical
to the distinguished Greek by the name of Si-Ammon
who is buried in Siwa? And, does this conversation with
Psammon indicate that at a very early stage Alexander
was aware of a divine mission?

Using Alexander’s visit in Siwa as a starting point, the
Muse “manufactured” a speech uttered by Alexander’s
lips and dared to crown his great feast of reconciliation
at Opis with it:

“Itis my wish, now that the wars are coming to an end,
to live happily in peace. From now on, let all mortals live
as one people, in fellowship, working towards a common
prosperity. See the whole world as your homeland,
with common laws... a country where the best will
govern, regardless of race.... | do not separate people
into Greeks and barbarians. | am not interested in the
origin or race of citizens. | only distinguish them on the
basis of their virtue. For me each good foreigner is a
Greek and each bad Greek is worse than a barbarian....

Then, all of a sudden a longing (T660¢) seized Alexander to visit
the Ammon Oracle in the oasis of Siwa...
Arrian, Alexander’s Anabasis

Do not consider God as an autocratic despot, but
as the father of all. For my part, | consider all of you
equal, white or dark-skinned, and | would like you not
to be only simply subjects of my commonwealth, but
members of it, all partners of it. To the best of my
ability | shall try to accomplish all that | promise.”

None of the ancient sources includes the “Oath of
Alexander”. No one knows who the author of this text
is. What we know—confirmed by Arrian, Plutarch,
Theophrastus, Alexarchos, Euhemeros, Eratosthenes
and contemporary historians like Tarn, Droysen,
Davies and Finkelstein—is that after putting down the
mutiny in Opis, Alexander gave a huge banquet. The
most distinguish of the Macedonians and the other
Greeks, as well as the nobility of Persians and other
nations, were seated at his table. At the end of the
celebration Alexander offered a speech which Arrian
summarizes in the words:

“... He prayed however for general blessing
and in particular for concord and partnership in
government...” (eUxero O¢ 14 TE GAAa ayabd kai
oudvoliav Te Kai Kolvwviav g apxng). And Plutarch
adds: “...His intention was to bring about for all men
‘homonoia” and peace and partnership with one
another.”

Moreover, according to some Koranic
commentators, verses written in the Koran concerning
Dhul Qarnein (the Two-Horned King), refer to

Alexander the Great who was placed on Earth in order
to fulfil a universal mission entrusted to him by God.

Remains of the Temple of Ammon in Siwa where the Oracle told
Alexander the Great that he was the son of Zeus.

And how many great leaders from history can
claim to have had a philosopher like Aristotle as their
personal tutor? Maybe only one, and he admitted: “as
my parents gave me the gift of life, so my teacher gave
me the gift of how to live well....” He would always
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praise and respecthisteacher, but Eratosthenes writes
that contrary to Aristotle’s view about the differences
between Greeks and barbarians, “Alexander saw
the real differences between men to lie not in their
race or nationhood but in their moral natures; he
believed that he had come from God as uniter and
reconciler of the whole world” (koIvo¢ rikelv BeoBév
apuooTtnS Kai dIaAAakTh¢ Twv 6Awv). And Plutarch
again expands this idea thus: “By bringing together
people of diverse origin, by blending as though in a
cup of friendship their lives and values and marriages
and social manners...” (WOTTEP €V KpaThpl QIAOTNTIW
uiéac roug Biouc kai Ta €6n Kai TouS yAUoOUS Kal Ta¢
O1aITag).

Atristotle tutoring Alexander the Great by J. Ferris,
1895

—_—_—-———_—_—_

page 3

Is Alexander still ali\

Nicolas Sofianos gave a lecture entitled “The Route of Alexander the Great” at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina on 16

October 2008.

Thus, adding to the above testimonies the recruiting
of Persians for his bodyguard, the adoption of oriental
habits in his dress and court ceremonial and the
marriages of 10,000 Greeks to Persian women, we can
consider the Oath of Alexander as genuine. Leaving
Siwa in 331 BCE, Alexander was aware of a divine
mission to establish a world-wide homonoia.... He was
surrounded by his friends almost at the beginning of his
campaign and he had enough reason to believe in the
fulfillment of his dream.

Crossing Gedrosia on his way back to Babylon in
324 BCE—in the dismal loneliness of the harsh desert,
with his friends left behind—Alexander was aware that

The Greek Rare Books Exhibition

This exhibition, held 15-29 October 2008, was
organized jointly by Alex Med and the Arts Center
of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, in collaboration with
the Greek Chapter of the Friends of the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina, the Association of Friends of the National
Library of Greece, and the Hellenic Language
Heritage Association.

To mark its inauguration on 20 October 2008, a
lecture entitled “The Ecumenicity of the Hellenic
Language” was given in Greek by Antonius Kounadis,
Emeritus Professor of the National Technical
University of Athens, and Academic and Honorary
President of the Hellenic Language Heritage. This
was followed by a lecture on the “Greek Language,
and its contribution to basic concepts of European
civilization” given in Greek by Georgios Babiniotis,
Professor of linguistics at the University of Athens,
and President of the Hellenic Foundation of Culture.

he had failed. But what a failure! For Alexander’s
dream will always nurture the hopes of people. Yes,
Alexander is still alive.

"Nicolas Sofianos is a lecturer at the Technical University of
Athens, an architectural designer of various projects, and
a theater producer and director. One of his projects was a
seven year research of Alexander the Great’s route from
the foothills of mount Olympus to the banks of the River
Hindus. This article is based on a lecture entitled “The
Route of Alexander the Great” given by Nicolas Sofianos
at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina on 16 October 2008, which
focused on the connection between Alexander the Great
and Egypt and was accompanied by highlights from his
documentaries.
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Alexandria Capital of Islamic Culture 2008

exandria /|

Alexandria the capital of Islamic culture
1429 h - 2008 m

Carole Escoffey

In 2004, at the Fourth Islamic Conference of Ministers
of Culture it was decided by the Islamic Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (ISESCO) that
Alexandria would be the Capital of Islamic Culture
for the Arab Region in 2008. Simultaneously, the
organization voted Djibouti as the Capital of Islamic
Culture for the African Region, and Lahore as the
Capital of Islamic Culture for the Asian Region in
2008.

Alexandria was chosen on account of its historical
role in the consolidation and dissemination of Islamic
culture. During the early Islamic era, Alexandria had

v 4 -

Capital of Islamic Culture

For the Arab Region

especially close links with Andalusia and the Maghreb
as it was an important destination for pilgrims from
Andalusia and Morocco on their route to Mecca. Then,
during the thirteenth century, a number of prominent
mystics settled in Alexandria, among them, Abou EIl
Fath, Aboul Hassan Al Shazli, Aboul Abbas EI Mursi and
Al Busiri. The city’s architecture also bears witness to its
rich Islamic cultural heritage: it was the Mamlouk Sultan
Qaitbey who erected the impressive fortress which
stills stands at the entrance to the Bay of Alexandria,
on the site where the Pharos of Alexandria once stood.
If the famed Mosque of a Thousand Columns has not
survived the test of time however, other more recent
Islamic landmarks today grace the city’s skyline: among
them the renowned Mosque of Aboul Abbas El Mursi

built in the early twentieth century over the tomb of
the thirteenth century Sufi sheikh, Aboul Abbas EI
Mursi.

A number of events took place during 2008 to
mark Alexandria’s nomination as Capital of Islamic
Culture. Among them, the University of Alexandria
held a series of lectures and conferences organized
by different faculties. These included a symposium
on Islamic Art, a lecture on Alexandria during the
Mamlouk Era, a symposium on the teachings of Al
Shazli the founder of the Sufi Shazliya sect, and a
lecture on Islamic architecture in Alexandria, to name
but a few.
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Saints, Soufisme et Mawalid a Alexandrie: un temps

de 1’échange

Omar Elhamy

Le tombeau de Sidi Abu El Ikhlas

Lhistoire culturelle d’Alexandrie est plurielle. A
travers son histoire, Alexandrie s’est imprégnée
d’'une multitude de cultures qui elles mémes sont
entrées en mutation de part leur présence. L'analyse
de la société alexandrine montre a quel point elle
est un lieu de culture dans le sens large du terme.
Les apports des différentes communautés entrent
toujours en implication avec les traditions qu’elles
rencontrent dans un jeu culturel subtil, dans un
processus d’amalgame et d’adaptation. Aussi, lorsque

'on s’intéresse aux pratiques populaires on rencontre
'une des facettes de cette histoire plurielle, qui dépasse
les clivages confessionnels et met en lumiére des cultes
partagés.

Dans la société égyptienne d’aujourd’hui, I'islam est
la religion la plus pratiquée. Or, c’est dans sa branche
soufie qu'on retrouve le plus de célébrations dédiées
aux saints. Les rituels appelés communément mawlid
(plur. mawaélid) marquent les anniversaires des saints
dont la vénération se manifeste par la foi dans leurs
miracles et 'importance des visions : les fidéles exaltent
a cette occasion leur foi en l'islam.

Mais, c’est aussi une occasion pour les habitants d’un
méme village ou d'un méme quartier de manifester leur
attachement a la tradition. L'observation des mawalid
nous permet de retrouver un fil conducteur de la
multiplicité, car il existe de fortes similitudes dans les
affiliations spirituelles des diverses communautés de la
ville.

La féte du mawlid

Le mawlid est une célébration et commémoration
annuelle de saints reconnus qui se déroule a proximité
de leur mausolée. Pour la plupart des pélerins
participant aux mawalid le but recherché est d’obtenir
la baraka (bénédiction) qui régne autour du lieu saint.
La procession vers le tombeau et 'lhommage rendu au
saint sont appelés ziyara. C’est le temps spirituel de
la célébration, qui se distingue de la féte ambiante par
une série de rituels religieux. Les salutations ont tout
d’abord lieu, ce sont des priéres a la mémoire du saint
en témoignage de respect, puis vient la récitation de
la premiére sourate du Coran, (Sourate al-Féatiha), elle-
méme suivie par deux génuflexions qui font partie de
la priére islamique. Ce n’est qu’a ce moment-la que le
pélerin touche le tombeau du saint (tabdt), et peut alors
accomplir un ex-voto, une demande, en s’adressant au
saint qui est un ami (wali) de Dieu.

Onrencontre I'autre aspect de la célébration autour
de lamosquée qui héberge le tombeau du saint. C’est
cet espace du mawlid qui comporte une atmosphére
et un esprit festif propre a la féte d’anniversaire. Les
lumiéres et décorations embellissent la place. Des
tentes dressées reproduisent la convivialité des
cafés ou tout le monde se rassemble. Les enfants
enjoués se faufilent dans la foule et s’attroupent
autour des divertissements les plus divers: stands
de jeux, marionnettes, petits théatres et manéges
les attendent. Les musiciens qui interpretent le
dhikr tentent de faire entendre dans la cacophonie
ambiante leurs mélodies et chants a la gloire du
prophéte Mohamed et du wali.

Les mets quisontpréparés al’occasion des mawalid
sont particuliers. On retrouve, parmi les nombreuses
friandises qui font la joie de tous, les petites statues
a leffigie d’'une poupée appelée Arisat el mawlid
(Poupée du mawlid). L'un des plats typiques que I'on
distribue gratuitement aux participants du mawlid
est la tharida ou plus communément appelée fattah,
constitué de riz noyé dans une sauce a base de
tomate, d’ail et d’épices locales auquel on ajoute des
morceaux de viande de beeuf bouillis. Les boissons
qui 'accompagnent sont le ‘irg sds (boisson a base
de réglisse), tamr hendi (boisson a base de tamarin),
sharbét, helba (boisson a base de fenugrec), et
diverses limonades et thés. Ainsi, la féte rassemble

Quelques friandises typiques du mawlid
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tous les ages et les conditions et bat son plein jusqu’a
'aube.

Les mawalid d’Alexandrie

Alexandrie a toujours été une plate-forme et une
porte pour 'Egypte vers le reste de la Méditerranée,
accueillant voyageurs et pélerins en provenance de
toutes les rives. A I'époque mamelouke notamment,
on y trouvait principalement des pélerins venus
d’Espagne et du Maroc. Le plus éminent d’entre
eux ne fut autre qu’AbQ el ‘Abbas el Mursi, arrivé de
Murcie en Andalousie (Espagne), au Xllleme siécle,
il s’était établi & Alexandrie et y était connu pour son
érudition doublée d’'une grande sagesse. Les récits
hagiographiques rapportent qu’il était considéré
comme un saint de son vivant. Pour commeémorer sa
mémoire, un mausolée lui a été construit plus tard
a Alexandrie, ou a été érigée par la suite la grande
mosquée Abl el Abbas. C’est le mawlid d’AbQ el
Abbas qui constitue la plus grande attraction et
lieu de pelerinage a Alexandrie pour les soufis: son
rayonnement est grand dans tout le monde arabe
et jusqu’en Asie du sud-est. Les autres mawalid
principaux d’Alexandrie sont ceux de Sidi Bishr,
Sidi Kamal, Sidi Mohamed al-Rahél et celui de Sidf
Gaber.?

Par ailleurs, il existe une certaine flexibilité dans
la célébration de l'anniversaire du saint, celui-ci
s’adapte au rythme de la vie alexandrine. En théorie,
les dates des mawalid sont censées correspondre
a l'anniversaire du saint en question, selon le
calendrier islamique, mais en réalité, les mawalid
sont organisés de fagon a ce qu’ils n’interférent
pas avec les nécessités économiques et sociales
locales. Puisque traditionnellement, les habitants

Ll
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d’Alexandrie dépendent principalement de la péche, les
autorités religieuses ont décidé de célébrer les différents
mawalid d’Alexandrie pendant I'été, aprés la fin de
la saison de péche, et leurs dates sont calculées en
fonction du calendrier grégorien. De plus, les différents
mawalid sont coordonnés pour qu’ils n’interférent pas
entre eux, pour permettre aux pélerins d’assister a tous
les mawalid.

Le soufisme et ses saints

C’est dans la branche soufie de [llslam que sont
célébrés le plus fréquemment les saints ou awliya
(sing. walf). On peut distinguer dans la tradition soufie
cing différents pdles (aqtdb) ou écoles de soufisme,
chacun se reconnaissant d’'un wali différent. D’autres
subdivisions surviennent lorsque certains disciples,
parvenus eux-mémes au stade de wali, fondent leur
propre confrérie (fariga). Ce phénomene dynamique
expligue la constante multiplication des confréries,
elles sont a I'’heure actuelle 67 a étre enregistrées au
Ministere de Waqf (dotation).?

Ces saints “acquirent leur sainteté” a travers une vie
pieuse vouée au service de Dieu, tout en annihilant leur
ego et en calquant et dirigeant leurs pensées et actions
sur les enseignements du Prophéte dans I'amour et la
compassion*. Toutefois, le renoncement de soi n’est pas
considéré pour le wali comme un sacrifice mais constitue
pour 'homme saint un plaisir incommensurable qui
devient source de joie et de paix. Le saint est admiré pour
ces qualités, et tous les signes de son élection divine
sont soulignés par ses adeptes. De ce fait la biographie
du saint (sirat el wali) est étudiée en profondeur et elle
est suivie a la lettre par ses disciples qui le considérent
comme un modeéle.
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La distribution de tharida dans la mosquée

Dans la croyance soufie, le phénomene de
révélation du saint est appelé izhér (dévoilement) et
peut prendre les formes les plus diverses. Cet aspect
est intéressant et nous conduit a nous interroger
sur la maniere dont un homme se proclame wali et
comment se manifeste cette proximité reconnue avec
Allah. A cette question, le Cheikh Gaber Qassim,

Les membres de I'ordre soufi porte son indicateur lorsqu’ils s’approchent de la mosquée
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Les musiciens qui interprétent le dhikr

député de toutes les confréries soufies d’Alexandrie
et de ses environs, répond que ce ne sont pas les
awliya qui se révélent, mais Dieu qui se réveéle a eux®.
Il donne I'exemple du wali Cheikh lbrahim ‘Abdel
B’aeth Ghonami qui a été reconnu comme saint
aprés sa mort. L'histoire rapporte que le gouverneur
d’Alexandrie fut visité en réve par le Cheikh lbrahim
qui l'a exhorté a déplacer sa dépouille du cimetiere ou
elle reposait depuis plus d’'un an jusqu’a I'ancienne
demeure ou il avait toujours résidé. La permission
juridique obtenue, I'ouverture de la tombe du Cheikh
révéle que la dépouille est intacte, sans aucun signe
de décomposition. C’est alors que sa sainteté est
reconnue et qu’un tombeau et la mosquée El Ghorbal
y sont érigés.®

Toutefois, c’est le plus fréquemment dans sa
solitude (khilwa) que le wali atteint le barzakh.
Le barzakh est, selon les croyances, I'endroit ou
'ame se trouve aprés la mort et dans l'attente de la
résurrection: il est pour le wali un état qui lui permet
de rencontrer l'inconnu et de bénéficier de visions.
C’est en accédant a cette intimité propre aux “proches
de Dieu” (moqarabin min Allah), qu'il se libere de lui-
méme et qu’il “se consume dans Son essence, pour
qu’il ne voie que Dieu. C’est alors que se réalise
le message du Prophete selon lequel “Je deviens
l'oreille qui lui donne I'ouie, les yeux qui lui donnent la
vue, les mains avec lesquelles il frappe, et les jambes
qui lui permettent de marcher””. Cet état permet au

Les pélerins pendant la procession ou ziydra du mawlid de Sidi
Abu El Ikhlas

serviteur de Dieu de recevoir la bénédiction supréme
de karamat, laquelle confére au wali des pouvoirs
considérés surnaturels par le commun des mortels.
Les karamat sont pour les fidéles les preuves que

Dieu aime son serviteur et I'a accepté comme étant
parmi les awliya.

L'un des saints les plus importants dans [I'histoire
récente d’Alexandrie, le Wali Al-Sayed Burhan EI
Din Abu el Ikhlas, est reconnu par ses disciples pour
avoir possédé des karaméat. Cela se traduit par des
connaissances trés variées, quasi-encyclopédiques.
On lui reconnaissait également le don de glossolalie,
car il était capable de converser dans n’'importe quelle
langue. On rapporte a son sujet qu'’il connaissait a I'aide
d'un seul regard les noms de ses visiteurs, ce qu’ils
pensaient ainsi que la raison de leur visite. |l connaissait
aussi tous ses disciples, méme avant leur naissance.
Aussi, sa sagesse et son charisme sans limites ainsi
que son regard pénétrant agissaient sur les mécréants,
les remettant sur le droit chemin®. Ce walfi est, de nos
jours, hautement vénéré, et sa confrérie, Tarigah al-
Ikhlaseya, a de nombreux adeptes dans toutes les
régions d’Egypte. Le mawlid en son honneur est parmi
les plus fréquentés, et certains de ses disciples I'ont
connu de son vivant.

Temps de féte et espace de partage

Les célébrations des mawalid dévoilent les influences
culturelles, économiques et religieuses ainsi que les
énigmes de la société égyptienne contemporaine. Cette
célébration ne concerne pas exclusivement une seule
religion, mais représente au contraire cette culture
folklorique qui est partagée par les diverses religions
présentes en Egypte. La croyance commune qui veut
que le saint soit béni par Dieu et que son mausolée soit
un lieu sacré pour demander I'indulgence est toujours
et encore vivante.

Cette croyance est dynamique et entrelacée entre les
religions: par exemple les musulmans du petit village de
Damtiou, dans la province de Behira visitent le mausolée
du saint juif Yacoub Abu Hassira pour demander des
indulgences avant la priere musulmane du vendredi.®
De méme, les chrétiens du village de Mush3, dans les
environs d’Assiout, participent au mawlid du Cheikh
musulman ‘Abd al Fattdh. Un autre Cheikh musulman,
‘Abd al Ghaffar, le saint patron (umda) du village de
Badraman dans la province d’Al Minya, était reconnu
pour sa générosité et sa sainteté par la communauté
chrétienne du village et celle-ci participe aussi a
son mawlid. Les chrétiens de Badraman prennent
part jusqu'a ce jour a toutes les phases du rituel a
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I'exception du dhikr, car ces louanges chantées sont
explicitement adressées a Allah.

De la méme maniére, les musulmans prennent
part aux processions d’autres religions. A Bayadayya,
une des régions de Mallawi, les 25000 habitants sont
presque tous coptes, en majorité orthodoxes, mais
aussi catholiques. Le village est connu pour son
mawlid de la Vierge, le 21 ao(t, un mawlid catholique
ou tout le monde participe a la procession (ddra) ou
I'on porte la statue de la Vierge, I'aprés-midi. Tous
les habitants du village ainsi que les musulmans
participent a cette célébration. Ainsi, comme on peut
le voir, les différentes communautés religieuses se
retrouvent pour célébrer en commun les divers saints
lors de leurs mawalid, ils saisissent avant tout une
occasion festive pour marquer leur attachement a la
tradition .

La célébration autour de la mosquée
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Célébration Addresse Date
Sidi Abo El-Ikhlas Gheit El Enab 31 Mars -6 Avril
SidT ‘Abd al-Salam Radwan Manshieh 12 Juin-14 Juin
Porte Ne 8, le chantier
de Cheikh M El
Sidi Mohamed Al-'Ajami y e: ansoun: 15 Juin- 18 Juin
Mardi', La mosquée
Qoweiri
Sidi Mohamed Al-Maghrabi Karmouz 19 Juin- 25 Juin
Sidi Ibrahim ‘Abd Al-B&’ith | Ghorbal- Moharam Bek 26 Juin-2 Juillet
Sidi Abd Al ‘abbas Al-Murst Gumruk 3 Juillet-9 Juillet
Sidi Jaber Al-Angari Sidi Gaber 10 Juillet-16 Juillet
SidT Bishr Sidi Bishr 17 Juillet -23 Juillet
Sidi Kamal Mandara 24 Juillet -30 Juillet
SidT Rahal Mamoura El Balad 31 Juillet-6 AGut
Sidi Mohamed Al-Qabbari Mina El Basal 14 Adut -20 Adut
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Alexandria,
Men:

Ayman El Gohary

Alexandria, since the Islamic conquest of Egypt in
640CE, was considered one of the important ports
in the Islamic empire connecting its eastern and
western provinces to each other. Pilgrims en route to
Mecca coming from the Maghreb and Andalusia used
Alexandria as a resting place. They would lengthen
their stay in the city to visit its historical sites.? Due
to the particular geography of the city and its direct
access to the sea, Alexandria was vulnerable to
attack. Hence, the belief once held that being a citizen
of Alexandria led to the status of being a “stand-by
soldier”. This belief in itself was considered a form of
Jihad, making Alexandria more attractive to Muslims
seeking to be more devoted to their religion. Among
the immigrants who came to the city during the early
Mamluk period were the following ‘ulama (scholars)
and pious men who still influence the popular religion
in Alexandria to this day.

Sidi Bishr

The tomb of Sidi Bishr

Bishr ibn el Hussin Abdallah ibn el Hussin ibn Bishr
el GoharT was descended from the line of the Bishrs
who had a special standing as preachers. He came
to Alexandria at the end of the 5th or the beginning
of the 6th century H (12th century CE), along with the
‘ulama who came from the Maghreb and Andalusia
during that period. S1d1 Bishr el GoharT was a hermit
devoted to worship and prayer. He gave up the
material world and lived in a distant, lonely spot.
When he died in 528H / 1133CE, a shrine was set up
for him there, and as the city expanded eastwards,
a new mosque was built for him at the end of the
19th century CE. The mosque was renovated during
the reign of Khedive Abbas Il and a railway line was
laid to the mosque, so that the khedive could pray
there when he was in Alexandria. The mosque was
renovated once more in 1945CE so that it became
four times its original size.®

Sidi Jabir

He was called Jabir ibn Ishak ibn Ibrahim ibn Ahmed
ibn Mohamed al-Ansart*, and his lineage goes back to
Sa‘dibn ‘Ibada, a close friend of the prophet Mohamed
PBUH. He was born and raised in Andalusia at the
beginning of the 13th century, then went to Fez in
Morocco, then to Tripoli, Libya and from there to
Cairo where he sojourned for a while with his relative,
who was known to be a devoted Sufi, from whom Sid1
Jabir learned Islamic jurisprudence. When his relative
died, S1di Jabir moved to Alexandria and lived there.

pagel?2

City of Islamic Scholars and Holy

found a house near Kom el Dimas (now known
as Kom el Dikka), where he lived with his friends,
amongst them S1dT Abil-‘Abbas el-Murs1'2. In the
year 646H / 1248CE, when Sheikh Abdl Hasan
el Shazli lost his eyesight due to advancing age,
he appointed Abil-‘Abbas as his successor in
educating his disciples and students. Thus, Abdl-
‘Abbas spent 34 years in Alexandria educating
minds and souls™, until his death in 686H /
1287CE. He was buried in Bab el Bahr cemetery,™
later known as the cemetery of Sidi el-MursT, in
the Eastern Harbor. Nothing was constructed on
top of it'®, until the year 706H / 1307CE, when one
of the greatest merchants of Alexandria, Sheikh
Zin el Din ibn el Qatan, decided to build a shrine
surmounted by a dome on the tomb. He then
built a mosque with four minarets to enclose the

shrlne, a;ad“appomted an imam and ushers

19 #% to take care of it.

He built a zawiya (little mosque) in the area now known
as “Sid1 Jabir’ and which was then uninhabited land.
He taught a lot of followers what he had learned, till he
died in Alexandria in 697H / 1298CE at the age of 90
years old. He wrote many books on the language and
miracles of the Koran.®

Sidi Abil-‘Abbas el-Mursi

The lineage of Shihab EIl-din Abdl-‘Abbas Ahmed el-
MursT el Ansari el Iskandari® has been traced back
to Sa‘d ibn ‘ibadah’, the companion of the Prophet
Mohamed PBUH. Sidi Abdl-‘Abbas was born in 616H

/ 1219CE in Murcia in Andalusia, where he spent his
childhood and received his early Islamic education®.
Like most Andalusians, he followed the sect of Imam .,
Malek®.: Abil-‘Abbas and his older brother,

Abu. Abdallah Gamal Eldin, worked with
their father ‘Omar ibn Ali, who was
a merchant of Murcia™. In 640H /
1242CE, when Abul-‘Abbas was
twenty-four, his family decided to
go_on a pilgrimage to Mecca.
However, the family-boarded, o’
a Med'férra‘heanr»shlp z
which ra

neair B una aong k
the [Tunis an Coast,
lea\fgng both of*
Abul Abbés’s

p J‘r e n t's

drown e d.

The two soﬁs 1
survived “and *

made~ . ‘their *
way to Tunisia. *
There, | Abdl- *
‘Abbas  met*
shejkh ~ ‘Abal *
Hasgn hoel

Shazli;. = the

fourider . —of-

one of the flve -
major- :
orders: Abul- O
Abbas ﬂﬁ;?ame ¥
Abdl san’s * |
favorite. dismple ';’.'- :
frequ n t 1y # 2

VlSl
hl’s & 2
the bc‘ﬁfbm of

Mount Zaghwan
in Tunisia. Abul
Hasan was very
fond of his follower,
Abal-‘Abbas, =

_When- Abal ; |
Sh.azfl Ieﬁ Tun|S|a «for Egy :
his. students -and- "‘fd;IQw
went with him, among'ﬂ're 1
faithful student, Sidi Abdl=‘Al el
MursT. They arrived at the. ity walls
ofAlexandria entering thfough the city
gate of Bab Sidra, facrng Pemp ijrlar

where they pitched camp. Then Abul Hasan The tomb of Sidi Jabir who died in Alexandria in 1298CE



The tomb of Abul Abbas el-Mursi who came to Alexandria from
Andalusia during the thirteenth century CE

In 1189H / 1775CE Sheikh Abdl el Hasan Al1 ibn
‘Abdallah el Magrabr visited Alexandria and found that
the mosque was dilapidated and unfit for prayers, so
he renovated most of it and expanded parts of it. Once
again, the mosque was neglected and fell into ruin,
until Ahmed Bey el Dahahani, sheikh of the masons
of Alexandria, renovated it once more in 1280H /
1863CE, and bestowed many endowments upon it'e.
His followers continued the process of renovation and
expansion'. In 1927CE, the Ministry of Endowments
took charge of constructing the present mosque, with
its lofty minaret overlooking the Eastern Harbor at
Anfoushi. It was built in the Andalusian style that was
prevalent in the Ayoubid period Abll-‘Abbas lived in.
The mosque included prayer sections for men and
women. Its distinguishing mark is its Arabesque and
Andalusian decorations, with its marble andoctagonal
columns. The western dome rises above the shrines
of Abul-‘Abbas and his two sons, while the coastal
dome rises above the shrines of several other pious
worshipers and scholars including Ibn AbT Sama, Ibn
el Hajib, and EI Fakahan.'®

Sheikh Yaqit el ‘Arsh

Sheikh Yaqut ibn Abdallah el Shazli was a student
of Sheikh Sidi Abdl-‘Abbas el-Murs1™. The renowned
historian Jalal el Din el Seydti, said that Yaqdt ibn
‘Abdallah was righteous and blessed, dignified and
reverent, and that he had taken the same footsteps
as Sheikh Abil-‘Abbas el-Murs1?. Yaqt el ‘Arsh was

The tomb of Sidi Yaqout el ‘Arsh who died in 1331CE

born and raised in Abyssinia, he was then kidnapped
and sold, and exchanged from one owner to another
before finally arriving in Egypt. When he heard of
S1d1 Abul-‘Abbas el-MursT he decided to meet him,
and was from then onwards so greatly influenced by
him that he decided to follow and serve him2'. Abdl-
‘Abbas loved him and brought him closer to him,
marrying him to his daughter Bahga, who was the
granddaughter of Sheikh Abil-Hasan el Shazli2. He
died at the age of 80%, in the evening of the 18th of
Jumadi el Akhira 732H / 1331CE in Alexandria where
he was buried?*. A mosque was built on his grave,
close to that of Abil-‘Abbas el-Mursi. His mosque
collapsed and was also renewed by the sheikh of the
masons in Alexandria, Ahmed Bey el Dahahani, in

.

— BT

128 /?;E?CE, who endowed its renovation._—_—_.r
- - o |

The epithet “el ‘arsh” meaning “the thro here
referring to. God’s throne, was given to him after his
death by Sufi followers who believed that he had such
an extreme love for God that his heart was tied to Him
and to his throne. Sheikh el Yaqut ‘Arsh was a famous
performer of the call for prayers, and itis also said that he
only performed the call for prayers when he had heard
it being performed from above the throne (presumably
by the angels)®. This myth is circulated more commonly
now, yet neither the epithet nor the miracle seem to
have been written down by any contemporary Islamic
historians such as El Seyiti, who lived during lifetime of
Sheikh Yaqat.

Ibn Danial el Misli known as Nabi Daniel

Ibn Danial el Masli is usually mistaken for the Prophet
Daniel who was renowned for interpreting the dreams of
King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, and whose coffin was
discovered during the reign of the second Muslim Caliph,
‘Omar ibn el Khatab, and hence the confusion. In fact,
Sheikh Mohamed Ibn Danial el MaslT came to Alexandria
at the end of the 8th century of the Islamic Calendar,
and taught theology at the Mosque of Alexandria that is
now know as the Mosque of Nab1 Daniel, until his death
in the year 810H. He was then buried in the Mosque of
Alexandria where his shrine was erected®. Years later,
during the early twentieth century, the archaeologist
Hasan ‘Abdel Wahab excavated below this shrine to
discover two coffins: the first carried the name of Ibn
Danial el MaslT and the second smaller coffin bore the
name of Lugman the Wise?” engraved upon it.?®

Nabi Daniel Mosque

Abu el Darda’

His real name was ‘Owaymer ibn ‘Amer? and in other
references he is also known as ‘Owaymer ibn ‘Abdallah®.
Initially one of the companions of the Prophet, he
participated in the Muslim conquest of Egypt in 640 CE,
during the reign of the Caliphate ‘Omar ibn el Khatab.
Upon his arrival in Alexandria he spent only a short time
before moving to Fustat, now in an area corresponding
to part of Old Cairo. Shortly after, he was appointed the
judge of Damascus. During the reign of the third Islamic
caliph, ‘Othman ibn ‘Afan, Abi el Darda’ participated in
the conquest of Cyprus.

Ironically, the historical documentation unanimously
agrees that he died and was buried in Damascus®. It
is hence assumed that his shrine in Alexandria is either
fictional or false, and that it was only erected to attract
pilgrims thus creating business opportunities for the
residents of the neighborhood®. Moreover, it is also
believed that a pious worshiper dreamt of Abi el Darda’
and then erected a memorial grave to commemorate
the vision he saw in his dream?*. Later, with time this
shrine led to the belief that he was in fact buried in

M .

- A _'r

The shrine of Abu el Darda who came to Alexandria in the seventh
century CE

1. Translated by Dr Sahar Hamouda from the original Ara-
bic article: cuslball s slalall 4i00,
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al Islamr, 1st edition, Thakira el Kitaba, Cairo 2004 p.50-
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5. Yasef, N. p. 180-181.
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An Outing on Africa’s Oldest Tram Service for
only 25 Piastres!

Gordon Smith

The first-public rail service-to serve Alexandria was
constructed in 1856. According to-writer John Marlow
in his book, Anglo-Egyptian Relations 1800-1953,
“The speed and convenience of the overland route
was increased by the completion of the Alexandria-
Cairo Railway in 1856 and the Cairo-Suez Railway
in 1857. The Alexandria-Cairo Railway was built by
George Stevenson, the son of Robert Stevenson, the
inventor of the steam locomotive. It was started 'in
1851 and completed as far as Kafr-az-Zayat, on the
Rosetta branch of the Nile, by 1853. It was extended
to Tantah in 1855 and to Cairo in 1856. At first the
Nile crossing at Kafr-az-Zayat was made by ferry.
Later a suspension bridge was built. The Cairo-Suez
Railway, by the direct desert route, fell into disuse
when the Suez Canal was opened and was not rebuilt
until 1934.™

In 1860, a domestic service was established in
Alexandria. From Ramleh Station, carriages pulled
by stream train conveyed passengers to the district
called Ramleh, the city station terminus having
been constructed behind the ltalian Consulate. In
1902, electrically powered carriages replaced the
steam trains. At the same time, the network was
extended to cover the entire city and its suburbs
and consequently called the City Line. Tracks were
laid along the many black-cobbled wide and narrow
streets and providing a service as far away as Mex.
Today this complex network, covering miles of track,
has been substantially reduced mainly as a result
of changes to road plans to create one-way streets,
and also districts for which the service is no longer
required. For example, the route from Mex along the
Rue des Sceurs (now Saba Banat Street) no longer
continues across Mohamed Ali Square (today known
as Tahrir Square) to connect to Boulevard Raml (now
called El Ghorfa El Togariya Street), from the square,
past the Bourse (Stock Exchange) along Rue Tewfik
(now Ahmed Orabi Street) through Attarine to Rue
Moharrem Bey and then on to Hadra district.

Also lost, is the route from Moharrem Bey past
Misr Railway Station (the Alexandria-Cairo Railway
Station) which used to cross the main railway line and
through the gardens into Rue Nabi El Daniel, turning
into Missala and Rue d’Allemagne (now Sultan
Hussein Street), continuing alongside Shallalat
Gardens and the Latin Cemetery and terminating
at the Rond Point (renamed Ahmed Zuweil Square)
behind Bab Sharky Police Station, or continuing
along Rue Palais No. 3 to Antoniadis Gardens via
Hadra district.

Routes linking the southern districts to Mahmoudieh
Canal have also disappeared under tarmac. Also

removed, are the point changing levers (otherwise
known as ground throws and switch stands). With the
increasing volume of motor vehicle traffic, the tram
no 'longer had priority on open roads and such levers
became an obstacle, so they were removed. Now the
points are changed by a tram conductor doing the job
using a large iron crow bar. Tram stops are identified by
way of the top section of the electric wire support pole
being painted red, because not all stops have a shelter
for passengers.

To identify the routes, various symbols were used.
This made it easier to recognize the tram destinations,
particularly at a time when the poorer city residents,
and also foreign nationals, could not read Arabic. Some
of the older symbols are still in use and were carefully
recorded by the English novelist E.M. Forster in the
second edition of his Alexandria: A History and a Guide
published in 1938.

According to Forster, these were as follows:

- Blue triangle — the Circular Line from Mohamed Ali
Square to Ras-el-Tin promontory

- Green lozenge — the Karmouz route from Mohamed
Ali Square to the southern quarters, via Saint
Catherine’s Square, along Pompey’s Pillar and south
to Mahmoudieh Canal

- Red Crescent — the Ragheb Pasha route, Saint
Catherine to Ragheb Pasha and to Mahmoudieh
Canal

- Red Circle —the Moharrem Bey route, via Saint
Catherine to Moharrem Bey and Mahmoudieh Canal

- Green trefoil and white star — the Nouzha tram route
from the end of Boulevard Ramleh near the Mohamed
Ali Square, to the Municipal Gardens, Antoniadis
Gardens and Nouzha.

-V — to Bulkeley, San Stefano and Victoria

- B — to San Stefano only, via Bacos

Inside a Duewag ca;r_'iage on the Moharrem Bey route

Because of the cut-back in tram routes, and also
an increase in trams provided during the later part of
the twentieth century, it became obvious that some of
the symbols could have been changed and additional
ones been introduced. So, | decided to find out more.
Rather than go through the official channels, | joined
‘the man in the street’ by traveling on trams and
spending time in coffee shops alongside or in view. of
the tramlines, making notes and recording the symbols
of as many trams as possible. My findings revealed
that routes are now identified by color number code,
yet some of the old symbols are certainly still used,
inset with district humbers. In comparison to E.M.
Forster’s record dating back about 70 years, the
present routes of the City Line are now as follows:

Moharrem Bey—Hardra—Karmouz
- Green Square
- Red Star
- Blue Clover leaf
- Yellow Star
- Red Circle
- Green and red semi pyramid with circle
- Blue and red square

Mex—Karmouz
- Blue lozenge
- White square edged with green
- Blue square
- Semicircle with a blue and red triangular base

From information obtained in a British publication
called Tram Magazine? Alexandria’s extensive tram
networks contain a variety of makes of tram. The
Victoria Line trams are the most modern. Operating
on what is known as the Blue Network, these blue and
cream painted trams were made in Japan and have
recently been described as “elaborate structures in
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The roundabout at Shiref Street, for trams to and from Mex and
Karmouz districts

A cobble-stoned street near the entrance to Karmouz

a striking 1950s modern style™. However the older
ones are still in operation on the City Line. Painted a
distinctive yellow with a blue stripe, they are DUEWAG
trams and were acquired from Copenhagen in 1969*.
Nearly all tram and light rail vehicles purchased
from West Germany during the 1960s were also
built by DUEWAGS®. The Tram Magazine goes on to
report about Alexandria’s trams that “of the original
99 DUEWAG trams, 8 have been scrapped, 2 have
been returned to Denmark® and 6 have been stripped
for spares. 73 of the remaining 83 are in service but
consideration is being given to their replacement with
an order of 10 new low floor cars. A delegation [from
the Alexandria Authorities] has visited Leipzig to view
trams there”.”

To see old Alexandria and travel alongside what
remains of early 19th century classical buildings, the
main routes are from Ramleh Station to Ras-el-Tin,
and from there, through the cobbled streets alongside
the Western Harbor en route back to the railway
station. But the most entertaining and rewarding
experience is the journey from the tram roundabout at
Misr Railway Station, along Rue du ler Khedive (now
Sharaa Shiref). At the Italian schools, the rails sweep
to the left along Rue de la Colonne Pompée (today
named Sharaa Amoud El Sawary, although the old
blue French street sign is still in situ) and then head
towards Bab Sidra, Karmouz and the Mahmoudieh
Canal. From here it takes ages because the tram
drivers, foot peddling furiously on a tinny-sounding
bell, must wait for market traders to pull back their
stalls for the tram to pass. They then carefully replace
their stalls back on the tram lines after the tram has
continued on its journey. There is plenty of time on
this route to view Pompey’s Pillar®, the long cobbled
street still housing some fine though somewhat
neglected 19th century domestic architecture—all
this for a mere 25 piastres, the price of a tram ride
in Alexandria! For a less leisurely experience, sitting
in a coffee shop opposite the railway station on
Moharrem Bey Street will enable one to witness the
busiest section of the old City Network. Here, the
upward trams regularly stack waiting for clearance at
the cluttered rod junction to gain access to the tram
roundabout terminus.

The entrance to the tram depot on Rue Rassafa near Mahmoudeya
Canal, in Moharrem Bey district

Although many vintage trams still remain in service,
the entire network is well maintained and provides an
efficient service, operating daily from 5am to 1am and
sometimes later. The Alexandria tram network is one
of the world’s oldest and certainly the oldest running
in Africa. Tram enthusiasts in many western European
cities would not only be excited to see such 50 year
old stock still in daily use, but be envious because their
older trams are not in regular service and can only be
viewed in transport museums, labeled “Do not touch”!

1. John Marlow, Anglo-Egyptian Relations 1800-1953,
Cresset Press, London 1954. See p.83 Notes on Chapter
Three (The Suez Canal).

page 1/

2. Tram Magazine, issue 853, January 2009.

3. Ibid.

4. DUEWAG A G was one of Germany’s leading
manufacturers of railway stock. The company was founded
in 1898 as Waggonfabrik Uerdingen A G in Uerdingen.
In 1935 it merged with Disseldorfer Waggonfabrik and
produced mainly tramway and light rail vehicles. The
company was sold to Siemens in 1999 by Talbot and a
year later was dissolved.

5. In 1959, the Municipal Council of Copenhagen decided
to buy 100 trams from the Diisseldorfer Waggonfabrik in
Germany. They were delivered to Copenhagen between
1960-1968. However, then it was decided to completely
phase out the trams by 1975. It was thus that in 1969,
an agreement was made with the tram company of
Alexandria, Egypt, for the company to buy all of these
trams. The first 50 were shipped to Egypt in 1969. When
the last tramline in Copenhagen was closed in 1972, the
rest of these trams were shipped to Alexandria.

See http://www.sporvejsmuseet.dk/

6. In August 2000, the Skjoldenaesholm Tram Museum
negotiated with the tram company of Alexandria for the
return of two of the original DUEWAG trams bought from
Copenhagen in 1969. The museum’s website documents
each phase of the return of these two trams and shows
photos of them at the different stages of their journey
back by ship from Alexandria to Copenhagen: http://
www.sporvejsmuseet.dk/

7. See Tram Magazine, Op. Cit.

8. What is erroneously referred to as Pompey’s Pillar, is
in fact a monument that was erected in c.298 CE to
celebrate the victory of Emperor Diocletian over a revolt
by the local population in Alexandria, has nothing to do
with Pompey.
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. |
melted butter
of gra
ater 5
e of one or two limes
( oarse\g‘ chopped nuts (walnuts, almonds, and/or pistachios can be used)
S -
innamon
ering _the pan
.-'l“'.,r!'

ted sugar

e
eese (instead of the nuts and raisins)

water, 1 72 cups sugar and lime juice in a saucepan. Bring to the boil and stir as the mixture simmers until it reaches a syru
d cool down completely.
2 inch ro nd cake tin.
loosen the kunafa. Mix it well with the V4 kilo melted butter.
d half of he buttered kunafa into the cake tin, pressing it down evenly over the base.
! .‘Sp ad the rais and nuts evenly over the layer of kunafa and sprinkle with cinnamon and sugar. (If using a ricotta filling, spread an even laye
OVE W|th _jhe r aining kunafa, pressing down firmly. |

a prehea ed oven (350 degrees F / 180 degrees C) until lightly golden for about 30—40 minutes. B\
o‘varfrom oven and immediately pour the cool syrup evenly over it. Allow to cool down to room temperature. -,
onto.a sgvmg plate when ready. (If using a ricotta filling, the kunafa should be served warm or hot. In this case, it is easier to cut and serve ite
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Bringing the Mediterranean Togé':t'her'

This newsletter hopes to reach a wide public, both locally and internation-
ally. It brings to you news about Alex-Med and Alexandria, and encourages
you to send your contributions. If you would like to send your views,
comments or contribute to topics related to Alexandria and the Mediterra-
nean please use the contact details below. Regular sections include a gas-
tronomical page to illustrate Mediterranean cuisine, a page on an
Alexandrian personage and another on an Alexandrian building or neigh-
borhood, and a page of photography that captures scenes from everyday
life in Alexandria. Our mission is to involve you in our activities and in the
making of a new Alexandria — one that honors the past, respects diversity
and rises to the challenges of the 21st century.

Editor: Carole Escoffey
Graphics: Mina Nader
Photography: Abdallah Dawestashy

Contact us:

If you want to be added to our mailing list, please fill in the form and either
mail or email it to us. If you would like to send a letter to the editor or to con-
tribute to the newsletter (either an article in Arabic, English or French, or a
poem) please send it to:

The Alexandria & Mediterranean Research Center, Bibliotheca Alexandrina,
Chatby 21526, Alexandria, Egypt.

or

alex.med@bibalex.org

.....................................................
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OrganiZation...ciriiinnninmin s
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www.bibalex.org/alexmed/
alex.med@bibalex.org



