Interview 3.9

DG:
I suppose to start with, were you aware that we are planning to build a museum in Quseir?

I:
Yes.

DG:
What do you think about the idea?

I:
It is a good idea.  Something to show the people that we have a culture and we have a history.  And this will bring more people to the city to see it also.

DG:
What should the main purpose of the museum be?  For tourists, for the people of Quseir, or both?

I:
I think for both.  It will be for everyone.  You cannot forbid any person to see the history for any place.  It doesn’t depend.  It doesn’t matter if these people are tourists or Egyptian.  It is not a big difference – we just show the history to the people and whoever is interested can go and see it.

DG:
Do you know much about Q-al-Q?

I:
Not too much.  Just a small idea about this place.  I think it was an old harbour for this area, nothing else.  In the Roman period also I think.  So it is a very small idea, so we need something like this to show us the history of our city.

DG:
Did you know that there are archs working at Q-alQ?

I:
Yes, I know.

DG:
Have you always lived in Quseir?

I:
Yes, it is my home city?

DG:
Did you go and use the beach around Q-al-Q when you were younger?

I:
Yes, sometimes.  We used to make fishing trips to the area which was very nice – there were a lot of fish there.

DG:
What was your reaction when they started to build the Mövenpick and stopped people from going there?

I:
The people can find other places to fish and make sea trips, but the Mövenpick was a good idea.  I like it because the man who had the idea was from Quseir.  Second, the Mövenpick gives a lot of jobs, which means more work for the young people in the city.  It opens many doors for us.  

DG:
Do you worry about Qus as more hotels are built?

I:
I don’t worry about Qus, I worry about Marsa Alam.  Here things will go very slow – it is not like Hurghada or Sharm el-Sheikh, not everything at once.  Qus is just a bridge, a bridge to move the tourists from Hurgahda to further south.  The bridge will never be destroyed I’m sure.  I’m afraid more about Marsa Alam because this airport…they have already started to build many, many, many hotels down there.

DG:
What is Marsa Alam at the moment?

I:
Now you cannot say that it is a city, it is still a village.  You cannot find a good resource for anything – electricity, communication or anything like this.  After the airport is finished it will be a big difference, a big change.

DG:
But you don’t see that as a risk for Qus?

I:
No, because it is only a bridge to move tourists to the south.

DGL
Is that a conscious idea, to move tourists south, or was it just a result of the mayhem that Hurghada has become?

I:
It was the investments – in this case the government doesn’t decide anything.  The capitalists decide every thing.  When they start to take more care of an area like Marsa Alam then everyone goes there directly – it’s like putting a magnet there to this area.  It is no directive from the government, just that these people think that this area is the future and they start to build may hotels, many resorts, the airport.  All these things attract people from all over the country to go there.  But most of the people in Qus will never move to Marsa Alam.  I’m sure the people who will be in Marsa Aalm in the next few years will be from other city like Cairo or Aswan, Luxor or Hurghada.  The people from Qus…It is hard for the people of Qus to move from Qus.

DG:
Why?

I:
It is hard for us to move – we are more tied to the place.  The people here are like a big family you know?  They don’t like to leave their friends and their family and move to another place.  They have very good connections in the city.

DG:
Do you think the fact that Qus is the oldest city on the Red Sea and has so much tangible history helps to keep Qus like that?

I:
Yes.  I think we are the most traditional city in the whole area, not only the oldest one.  You can see this difference in general between the Egyptian people and the European people or the Americans.  The Americans don’t have any tie with a place, they can move from one place to another very easily.  They don’t have this connection with their things, their cars or their houses.  They don’t have this connection.

For example, I have my old house that I live in, and if I started to build a new one I wouldn’t ever break the old one, I would continue to live there.  Because I have something…you know?  We have this as Egyptians.  You can see this all round Qus here.  Because we have history, different to Hurghada, Safaga or Marsa Alam, we have history here so we are tied more to the things and the places.  So it is not easy for us to leave here.

DG:
Did you learn about the history of Qus when you were in school, or was it all from your family?

I:
Only a few lines from a book, the history book.  A few lines about Boneparte and the French, nothing else.

DG:
So did your tie to Qus come through your family, talking with your family?

I:
Not a lot.  Maybe it is because I had a good connection with Mr Kamal el-Din Hussein Hammam – he is my uncle.

DG:
He is a very famous man in Qus.

I:
Yes.  I had a good idea only, but this was a special case, unique to me.  The others? I’m sure they don’t have the same knowledge.

DG:
When did your uncle write the book?

I:
It was a long time ago now, maybe ten years ago.

DG:
Is there any plans to translate it into English or German or Italian?

I:
I don’t think so because no one from the family now cares about the books.  It is a shame – the people who want to do it don’t have the ability, the people who have the ability don’t want to.

DG:
Did you hear any stories about Q-al-Q?

I:
Only ghost stories you know?  When we were children about some kind of ghosts who live there.  It was only when we were children and our parents didn’t want us to go there.  They made a fence around the place.

DG:
What did they tell you?

I:
Just silly stories, you know.  About ghosts and things.  I can’t remember them at the moment.

DG:
Do you know of any other sites around here like Q-al-Q?

I:
Historical places?  I know one place on the way between Quseir and Qena – in the middle.  About 85 kilometres from here.

M:
Fawakhir?

I:
No, a place with stones with Pharaonic signs and so on.  I don’t think it is something important though.  I have seen it many times.  Maybe it is only the stones, I’m not sure if it is anything else.

DG:
Do you think the excavation at Q-al-Q will attract tourists to Qus?

I:
Not a lot, because most of the tourists that come here are interested only in the sea and diving.  Only very few come for the culture.

M:
But is that because there is no information about it?

I:
No, no.  The people who are interested in culture prefer to pay the money for the flight and the holiday and go to Luxor.  To see more.  I would not pay 10LE for a cup of tea, I would pay 10LE for a meal.  It’s a financial thing for the Europeans – they have to have something worth what they pay.  Me, myself, if I had the money I would pay it to go and see something big – temples, Valley of the Kings, the pyramids, something like that.  But to spend money and then spend one week here just only to see small area like Q-al-Q?

M:
Unless it is to be a big place

I:
But how?  You will bring history to the place?  You will build history?

DG:
Q-al-Q is archaeologically an extremely important site, a place that archaeologists have been looking for hundreds of years.

I:
But is it so important?

DG:
It is so important for people interested in Roman archaeology.

I:
Treasure or what?

DG:
Everybody knew there was trade between the Roman Empire based in Egypt and India, but nobody could find where they did it from.  We have evidence to say that this is where they did it from and it’s a massive site, but it doesn’t look…the info we can get from it is very important, but it doesn’t look as impressive as the pyramids, as the Temple of Karnak.  There is a dichotomy between what you can get the most info from, what is most important in that respect, and the fact that it is not going to look…there isn’t going to be huge temples there.

I:
So maybe this is our problem here.  Because we have such a great history, a great Pharaonic history, then maybe we don’t care about these other things.  But maybe these small things, like you were saying about Q-al-Q, maybe it is big for other people outside.

DG:
If Q-al-Q was in England, it would be huge, it would be massive.

I:
Yes, OK, so this is the problem because we have plenty of historical places.

M:
This is a question.  The citizens of Luxor, the people of Luxor, what do you think they think of their history, their historical places?  

I:
They don’t care about them.  Because they have been born inside these places they see something normal.  But we see it as big, and the people from outside [foreigners] see it as bigger and bigger.  This is the problem.

M:
I think there is a lot of people in Luxor that have an idea about using these as economic sites.

I:
Yes, but not a lot I think because you cannot take someone who was born there and lives there and who lived most of the years of his life near to the pyramids and bring him to Q-al-Q and say this is a historical place.  He will say ‘this is nothing’.  You cannot convince him of this, no way, because you take him from a big place to a small place.  If it is the opposite, then it would be something, and he can start to dig and start to look more and more, read and be more interested.  
DG:
What is the most important period of history for Egypt?

I:
Ramses the II and the Pharaonic period.

DG:
Is that the most important for you because the Pharaonic past brings much money into Egypt and helps the economy, or…

I:
No, it is not the money.  It is only because they have left many big signs, OK?  I think until today many people discover more and more.  No other kind of civilisation has left all this culture, all this history.  So, I think it is the most important.

DG:
Would you be disappointed then if the excavation didn’t discover any trace of the Pharaonic past?

I:
No.  If they discover even from the Islamic age or the Roman then it will be very interesting.  

DG:
Is there enough focus in Egypt on the Islamic and the Roman past?

I:
Only in Cairo.  In Cairo they have all the lives.  It depends on the place I suppose.  You know Luxor they have the whole focus on the Pharaonic, in Alexandria on the Roman.  It depends on how much of the sites or the monuments you have in the place, then the interest will come from the people.

DG:
I have colleagues that work in Turkey who have problems working on Islamic sites because they are not Muslims.  Do you think there is the same problem in Egypt?

I:
I’m sure the Egyptian people are more open-minded.

DG:
That is certainly my experience.

I:
I think that you have experienced this and can say more about this than me.  You are from Europe, staying here, and I think that you have never met any kind of big problem.

DG:
No, none at all.

I:
The people here understand that all the foreigners are coming to help this city, nothing else.  They have come to show us what we cannot see.

DG:
What sort of things would you like to see in the museum?

I:
Everything that you have found.

DG:
Would you like it to focus just on Q-al-Q, or on Qus as well?

I:
I think Quseir as well, in general.  But the focus should be more about Q-al-Q because it is the history, with a small idea about the city, the whole area.

DG:
The story of Qus, starting with Q-al-Q and them moving onto the modern?

I:
I think it can be in this system, start with that place.

M:
The people of Qus have no information about the phosphate co.  How can we make them aware of it?

I:
I think this museum will do this.

M:
What sort of things can we put in the museum to aid this information?

I:
I think when the info is more full of life, they will accept it very easy.  This is my idea about this.  You put it in a light way, a nice way.  Don’t put it like a historical book, or a book or something or they will never look at it or have an interest.  Just put it in a light way, a small information, and the one who wants more you can also print more booklets for information.  And I think the one’s who are interested more they can ask about it.

DG:
One idea that we have had – and I haven’t discussed it with you yet Mohammed because we were only talking about it last night – is to have a room in the museum telling the story of Qus as a mural on the wall, telling the story through pictures.  What would you think of that?

M:
Like a time line?

DG:
Not really a time line as such.  A big wall with pictures telling the story of Quseir and Q-al-Q.

I:
Like a panorama?

DG:
Yes, exactly.  What do you reckon?

I:
This would be very nice.  You could also make something with a small video or something, and a nice boy or lady with a good voice speaking in a clear language, simple words, this would be very good.

M:
How do you feel about the excavation of human remains?

I:
I think every one must do their work, you know?

DG:
If they have to be excavated, what should be done with them afterwards?
I:
If they are important that should be put in a museum or something, if not then just bury them anywhere, but in a respectable way.  Dead people must also have some respect.

DG:
What do you think about the amount of Egyptian artefacts in museums abroad?

I:
I think it is too much.  More than too much.  I have read about the Toronto museum and another one in Italy…the one in Toronto has more than 80, 000 Egyptian pieces and this is too much.  They should be here in Egypt.  I know it is not a problem with the governments now because it happened hundreds of years ago, but we should do something about it.  But what can we do?  This kind of museum will never give them back.

DG:
There are campaigns in Britain for the return of artefacts to countries – not just Egypt, but other countries as well.

I:
This is what should be done.  It is very good that these groups challenge the government, but I’m sure that the governments would never agree because this means…if you give to each country what belongs to them, then it means you only have your own things left and less people will come to see them.  If there is fighting about it, then I’m sure that one day these things will be returned, but who knows when?  Maybe in 20 years, 50 years but maybe never.  Maybe it is OK to keep a few pieces from each culture, but not much.  For the Egyptian pieces it is too much in European countries, thousands and thousands of pieces.  There are three big obelisks – obelisks you know – outside of Egypt.  One in France, one in Washington and one in Trafalgar square.

DG:
OK, Thank you.

I:
Thank you.

Debriefing

M:
Today we had mostly the same answers as we have had before – what do you think?

DG:
Yes, but that is important.  The more people that give us the same answers, the better we know what people want.  I mean it is interesting if we get different answers, but… 

M:
It was interesting the interviewee speaking about the book – it is not important to have the book (Hammam).  I think there are a few things wrong with the book.  He didn’t focus upon the idea of Q-al-Q as a place, so this book needs pictures of Q-al-Q, stories about the site.  What we really need is…this mural that you are talking about.  Of course this wall can express ideas about what is going on in the past, but you also need small notes alongside it, referring you to a book.

DG:
The mural would be a starting a point, with more info in the museum.  Maybe the way to do it would be to have small amount of text on the walls themselves, and then have more info available.  So that people can go into it in more detail if they want to, but they won’t feel overwhelmed by the info.

Are there any things that you think we should be asking?

M:  Right now…[long pause].  When I was in Cairo I saw a slide show – why don’t we make this idea, a slide show in a room and then anybody can speak about the museum.  Show the whole project to people in a slide show.

DG:
One idea maybe to have a slide show running on a computer, always cycling through so that there doesn’t even need to be someone there to go through it.  People can just go in and look.

M:
People would then have an idea about the whole project and the museum.

DG:
The interviewee was talking about children’s stories about the site, ghost stories.  Is that the kind of thing that can be presented in a museum?

M:
It will be interesting for the small children – they will begin to take an interest in Q-al-Q, ask questions.

DG:
So it will be a way in for them?

M:
Yes, it will spark an interest.

DG:
OK, thanks Mohammed.  
