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The incisive memoir of the first woman to become general director of Cairo’s 
Egyptian Museum
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and Vienna, eventually becoming the first female general director of the country’s most 
prestigious museum.

About the Author:

Wafaa El Saddik studied Egyptology in Cairo and 
Vienna. She was the first Egyptian woman to direct 
an excavation, and the first female general director 
of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. She has been 
honored for her curatorial work on exhibitions inside 
and outside Egypt, and has received a number of 
international professional and humanitarian awards. 
She lives in Cologne and Cairo.



CONTENTS

Map of Egypt ix

Preface xi

1    Days of Rage 1

2    Wind in the Reeds 17

3    On the Great Pyramid 47

4    Dinner with Cleopatra 73

5    In the Belly of the Barque 99

6    The Tough Women of Luxor 131

7    At the Base of the Cathedral 159

8    In the Museum 173

9    The Smiles of the Blind 221

Index 227



ix



 

xi

Sabah is back, and I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. Since the 
days of the plundering, Sabah had not set foot in the Egyptian Museum. 
Dark, lost years. The shattered vitrines, the damaged objects, and the 

artifacts missing to this day—with that despicable break-in and unspeakable 
theft, to Sabah the integrity of the building had been violated. It was as if an ulti-
mate taboo had been broken, and she could no longer feel right in the museum.

How many years we spent side by side in the ‘treasury of the pharaohs’! 
I remember our first days in the cellar, when we fought our way through the 
cobwebs for the first time, through stacks of crates and boxes that turned the 
depot into a giant labyrinth. Sabah even screwed in the lightbulbs herself in 
order to shine light into forgotten corners. For years we worked in the cellar 
and tried to reorganize the building on Tahrir Square from top to bottom. 
We labored as if it were possible to do such a thing in the tenure of a single 
director. Presumptuous of us!

Of course it was presumptuous, but we did what we could: arranged and 
listed, documented and repositioned, and where possible sent works of art to 
the country’s new regional museums. We did what generations of our pre-
decessors had not even attempted. We often sat at the computer until late at 
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night, made it possible to look up finds from long-forgotten excavations, and 
combined artifacts into new exhibits. We worked in opposition to self-import-
ant bureaucratic inanities, to corruption and ignorance. All that is described 
in the present book. But nothing depressed me over the long term more than 
Sabah’s absence all those months since the plundering of the museum. Sabah 
stands for tomorrow, for the future, for hope. And she is precisely what we need 
in the museum and in the entire country.

Five years have passed since the ‘Revolution.’ And where do we stand 
today? Prices are rising higher and higher, and incomes don’t keep up with 
them. In Luxor the hotels are empty. In many faces I read sadness and despair. 
Many families are going into debt merely to survive. I find it altogether 
incomprehensible how millions of poor and unemployed people manage their 
everyday lives. I travel to Luxor, where I know many people: the families 
of my former excavation teams, colleagues, and friends. Many of the city’s 
people are starving. Many lack the money to send their children to school. 
There is so little work in the hotels and restaurants that their employees alter-
nate shifts so as to earn at least a little something. One man I know is paid 
le200 a month (about $25), of which he spends le120 on his son’s medica-
tions. Since the Revolution revenues from tourism have dropped by le66 
billion; 275 hotel ships stand empty, and a mere 5 percent of the hotels remain 
open. More than four thousand tour guides have left the country.

Luxor, that beautiful, restful city—“hundred-gated Thebes,” Diospolis 

magna, as the Greek writer Herodotus called it, that picturesque landscape with 
its wonderful climate—and not a single smile on its people’s faces. I look at 
the Nile, to Egyptians the eternal river. It is the same river that created Egypt’s 
high culture. Since the beginning, people have drunk its water, and they still 
drink it today. The river hasn’t changed, but the Egyptians have. They were 
always thought of as the Mediterranean’s easy-going, humorous people—but 
their jokes have become cruel, and there’s no more laughter.

Barely a year after Mubarak’s fall, people were perplexed, faced with a 
choice between plague and cholera, between the old regime and Morsi. After 
the military, the Muslim Brotherhood was the best-organized political force in 
the country. But like Mubarak, it had no practical experience with democracy. 
Morsi’s Freedom and Justice Party won the first free elections, then—follow-
ing the pattern of Mubarak and his predecessors—grabbed more and more 
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power to itself. Women, especially, had to fear for the rights and entitlements 
they had attained in the past sixty years. For women it was a year of profound 
depression. The Egyptians said, “we’ve given Morsi a driver’s license, but he 
doesn’t even know how to drive.”

Egypt seemed to be sinking into chaos. People were afraid to go out at 
night. My friend Azza’s husband was kidnapped. When her son tried to pay the 
ransom, he too was snatched. Then came terrible news from Luxor. Mariam, 
my Coptic friend, called me in tears on January 7, 2013: Two friends of mine, 
the daughters of Tawfik Pasha Andraus, a member of the Wafd Party in King 
Farouk’s time, had been murdered in their home in Luxor. Laudy, seventy-nine, 
and Sofi, eighty-two, were found dead in their rooms. To this day there has been 
no explanation of the crime. I was shocked and speechless. I had known the two 
aristocratic women since my excavations in Luxor in the 1980s. I often visited 
them for afternoon coffee. We would talk about the history of their home, a 
venerable palace that has stood on the bank of the Nile near the Luxor temple 
for more than 150 years. In it hung paintings by Italian masters, and it was filled 
with precious antiques and fine old furniture. The former governor of Luxor, 
Samir Farag, wanted to raze the house, but Laudy and Sofi defied his attempts to 
condemn it. In their wills they specified that the house was to be given to the state 
so that it might be used for a museum. Police investigations determined that the 
palace’s contents had been untouched. So the murderer’s motive wasn’t robbery.

Perhaps it will later be determined why criminality shot up precisely 
under the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood: kidnappings, murders, plunder-
ings. For that reason, on June 30, 2013, millions of people took to the streets 
demanding that the army intervene. For them el-Sisi was Egypt’s savior. 
At the time I was working on a book about the Amarna period, about the 
intolerance of Akhenaten’s religious revolution. It seemed that history was 
repeating itself. Then too Egypt was facing collapse, and it was only the army 
general Horemheb’s seizure of power that brought stability.

Five years have passed since the Revolution. We have experienced vio-
lence, assassinations, arrests. I read the Egyptian news columns in foreign 
newspapers. I speak with worried and politically discouraged friends and 
acquaintances who gaze at the Nile filled with anxiety, who in fact know 
only the media’s negative headlines. I see their skeptical responses when I 
remind them that the streets are safe, that social conditions are precarious, 
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to be sure, but by no means chaotic; we no longer have to fear being robbed 
or kidnapped. The historic sites are secure, archaeologists are at work again. 
There are many signs of hope.

It was a bitter blow for me when the children’s museum within the Egyp-
tian Museum was closed. I had invested so much work and love in the creation 
of that gift to Egypt’s children. In the face of the plundering and illegal exca-
vations of the past few years, I have deliberately devoted all my time to my 
museum education efforts. To my mind it is the only effective way to counter 
the threat to our ancient heritage by our own people. Only when our children 
take the protection of ancient sites into their own hands will we be able to 
save them—our children are our legacy. For they need history and identity. 
With the support of all my undaunted and faithful colleagues in European and 
American museums, I organize workshops for children and young people. 
Among them are more and more children from Syria, traumatized and apa-
thetic. But I manage to make them happy, if only for a few hours.

Sabah is back. She is working with the young curators. She is as com-
mitted as ever, and perhaps with that commitment hope will return to the 
museum. I have been there often—and each time come back despondent. The 
building is dark, there is not even money for lightbulbs. In the intervening 
five years there have been seven directors, none of whom stayed long. The 
same has been the case in politics, with ministers and prime ministers.

So I continue to give lectures, organize workshops, intervene in the cause of 
the children’s museum, and I am proud of the group of committed young people 
who support and encourage me in this. I see the blind Ahmed Nagi, who makes 
extraordinary paintings; the deaf and dumb Nesma, who dances to melodies she 
can’t hear. Both were still children when I began scheduling events for blind 
and hearing-impaired children in the Egyptian Museum under the supervision of 
museum educators Tahany Noah and Fatima Khawasik. I look at this young gen-
eration and know that despondency is not an option. It never was and never will 
be. And as I write these lines, the news has reached me that the children’s museum 
is indeed being reopened. And that two-thirds of Mubarak’s ugly National Dem-
ocratic Party high-rise HQ has been razed and the rest is to go soon. Now it is 
again possible to see the Nile from the museum. It is a wonderful feeling.

Cairo, January 2016
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