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DOWNTOWN
THE LIFE OF ARTISTS IN THE DOWNTOWN

It is a research and art project that monitors the downtown area through analyzing the lives of both
the recent and old artists. The project aims at re-opening the participation in the re-
conventionalization of the downtown and its streets through its cultural heritage. The project aims at

monitoring the cultural policies in an innovative way.

Rya, Sakina and Cavafy:

Raya, Sakina, and Cavafy were among the newcomers in Alexandria, living in the same time, but
they chose different paths that do not intersect. Each of them produced a story about the city

representing a great current forming the image of Alexandria in our minds.

This is a research and artistic attempt to trace the story of the paths and the image of the city in our
minds. Two artists, Ahmed Saleh and Maher Sharif, will try to reflect on them in a complex
artwork. This work will address the ideas, contexts and policies that govern the public area in the

downtown between the ideas addressed by Cavafy and the legend of Raya and Sakina.




Preface
Ahmed Saleh

Education makes us, to a certain extent, alienated from our origins; it distances us from others who
have not received the same level of education, so we start searching for an identity between the
mixed origins and the stereotypes imposed by the formal public space, describing and stricting our
identities. If you come from Upper Egypt, you are the product of revenge, customs and traditions.
However, if your origin goes to the seaside, you are the slave of power and toadyism, and if you
come from Alexandria, you are the grandson/daughter of Raya and Sakina.

I lived in Mecca until I graduated from high school. I knew Mecca well but I could not comprehend
it at that time. My relationship with Alexandria was all about what the formal public space exports
to us, and I used to see my father and mother within this framework. My father and mother are
Alexandrians who used to live in the Greek part of El-Manshia District. Their parents had moved
from Upper Egypt at the time of the World War I and they got married to two stepsisters. My father
graduated from university, and my mother quit education after receiving the Prep-school certificate.
We used to perceive and treat my parents differently although they lived and grew up in the same
neighborhood; on one hand, my father was the son of the cosmopolitan multi-nationalities and
multicultural Alexandria. On the other hand, my mother was the daughter of an alley who was not
influenced by the development and progress; she always thought of the departure of the non-Arab
and Jews Alexandrians from the city as a (blessing), the country has returned back to its real people.
When I came back from Mecca, my main question revolved around my mother. It was an entry
point to comprehend the city with whom my relationship was confusing and at minimal as just a
place where I spend my annual vacation. Although I had the opportunity to complete my studies in
Saudi Arabia, I chose to return back to Alexandria. I went back to Alexandria looking for Raya and
Sakina. Of course not the real Raya and Sakina, but the ones who were exported to me by the
famous play "Raya & Sakina". This play that was brilliantly presented by highly talented actors and
led by a film director who knows how to convey his messages and is in complete control over his
tools, it is Hussein Kamal.

I came back searching for Soheir El-Bably, Shadia, Abdel Moneim Madbouly, and Ahmed Badir
(the play's actors and actresses). I was also searching for Bahgat Kamar, the playwright and poet,
filled with the melodies of Baligh Hamdi, forming the background of this scene. Every time I pass
by a scene or a person in Alexandria, I identify them in relation to the play. The play did not pay
attention to the reality side of the story as much as it was offering a perception of Alexandria.
Women with Alexandrian origin in the play have strong personalities, they have their say, and they
are the property owners. The play does not allow you to sympathize with any of the female victims
from Alexandria; it even makes you laugh at these victims and at their murders. The only victim
you sympathize with is the aristocratic daughter, who eventually turns out to be Raya's daughter
who came from Cairo. On the other hand, the Alexandrian men, represented by Abdel Moneim
Madbouly, are weak and completely led by their women. This comes in addition to many hints
indicating their sexual inability; although he got married to Raya, he was not more than a "brother"
to her. Ahmed Badir, a police man originally from Upper Egypt, is always seeking the truth; he has
strict values and principles and is always in conflict with Abdel Moneim Madbouly, the
Alexandrian artist who is always wandering the streets with his Pianola. Although Ahmed Badir got
married to Sakina, he did not hesitate to arrest her to achieve justice; he was not controlled by his

3




wife's will (as opposed to the real story). The play, strangely. starts with a scene in El-Labban
Police Station to introduce us to the character of the Police Officer, Abdel Aal, in a seemingly
marginal story; the case of Alexandrian man and a woman entering the police station with the man
having a bandage on his head because of a painful injury caused by the slipper of his Alexandrian
wife!! Abdel Aal was disapprovingly surprised with the action of the woman and the
submissiveness of her male partner.

Being a person who suffered from the ready-made stereotypes and the one word-abbreviations, as
what happens among peers in adolescence, when your friends describe you in one word or a title to
make them feel comfortable while dealing with you, I was looking for the real Raya and Sakina, not
them personally, but their impact on people, their moves, and the fear that has become attached with
women in their movement in the city; the city that used to be extraordinary feminine and liberal. It
seems that Raya and her gang confused liberation with chaos and disgrace, working closely with a
group of female sex workers was reflected in their understanding of the city.

While looking at Raya and Sakina, as the central story of the city, and during my spontaneous
journey, I bumped into Cavafy. I would not have been lucky enough to know Cavafy (the
Alexandrian Poet) if I had not explored the world of the city center and the lives of its artists and
writers. Although I spent my life during those days between El-Manshia, the University, and the
eastern part of the city, passing by the city center on daily basis, I discovered the city center only
two years after my arrival in Alexandria. Cavafy Cavafy came, for me, as another story for
Alexandria, a story that lives on the margin, not in the center.

Most of the people in the city do not know Alexandria's great poet the way the world knows him
nor the way they know Raya and Sakina. Since then and after reading about Cavafy and falling for
his works, I fell for the margin and its life. It appeared for me as the isolated corner where the
children seek to enjoy their personal lives that no one can see. I even named the foundation I
established and still working for as "EI-Madina", after the name of the main poem of Cavafy.

Cavafy, Raya, and Sakina lived at the same era witnessing the diverse and tolerant Alexandria that
presented a model for coexistence some consider as unique. The story of each of them has
influenced the city, in a way that I can still see. I think Cavafy heard of the tragic incident that
shook the whole Mediterranean and the international newspapers wrote about. I can see him, as |
know him, grateful to Raya and Sakina for stealing the lights from him by being the central story,
leaving him and his story on the margin as he preferred and as he believed the artist must be to
develop his ideas calmly and without any disturbance from others ... as the city of Alexandria still
sets the lives of the artists and writers on the margin with many artists starting from Sayed Darwish
and Bayram Al-Tunisi to Ungaretti and Durrell ending with the great artist Ali Ashour. All of these
artists narrate the story of the city but it remains on the margin inside the city and within its
boundaries while the whole world captures their stories and creativity as the central story of the city
of Alexandria and as part of global creativity.

Several questions were raised through this journey around the center and the margin... Questions
around citizenship, cultural policies, public space, the control over the visual and audio symbols,
stereotyping of people and their stories.... We try through which to put the two stories side by side
with no prior judgment following what remains from their influence, and who knows maybe one
day the center turns to be the margin and the margin turns to be our story that the city knows.
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between Raya and Cavafis Alexandria
Two parallel lines that do not intersect

Maher Sherif

If you’re an Alexandrian, you won’t blame me.
You know the pace of our life—its fever, its unsurpassable sensuality

“Tomb of lasis” Poem by Cavafis

In Alexandria Abu Iskandar
Heterodoxies of the suburbs and cities
..... Where the sand counted its wolves

With the lying smile
Her fangs are planted in people
Where Raya and its gang
A song that wounds and scribbles
Where the master Darwish
Who painted it with sound and view

From the poem (Alexandria Mahrousa) Ahmed Fouad Najm




e Introduction:

Peter Cavafy, the owner of a large commercial agency in Alexandria, died in 1870. Peter Cavafy
was the father of nine children, the youngest of whom is Constantine who was only seven years
when his father passed away.

After that, the widow (Charicleia Cavafy) moved to England accompanied by her children, where
she lived until the year1877. In the meantime and in an isolated village (EI Kalah) in Upper Egypt,
precisely in 1875, Raya - the daughter of Hammam - was born. Ten years later, Constantine Cavafy
wrote his first Greek poem in Constantinople where he moved to with his mother after the outbreak
of the unrest in Alexandria, the disturbances that accompanied the English occupation in Egypt. In
the year 1885, the Poet returned to Alexandria when (Sakina - the daughter of Hammam) was born
in (Beni Suef).

The famous Alexandrian Poet did not meet these two girls who settled in his beloved popular city
(Alexandria). Surely in 1921, Cavafy informed the Irrigation Department - where he had worked for
since 1892 - that he did not wish to renew his contract that ended in 31/12/1922. At the same time,
a group of women in the area of "Jeninat al-Aiouni" in El Labban Neighborhood were celebrating at
the door of El-Hadara Prison while singing (the bar with two doors .. where did the drunk go?) and
bragging to the governor of Alexandria, who was coming out of the gate of the prison (Long live
who hanged Ria .. long live who hanged Sakina) .. Surely the Poet of Alexandria knew about those
crimes that shook the whole country and made (Raya and Sakina) a trademark of his city
(Alexandria).

Over eight years, starting from 1913 when Sakina arrived in Alexandria escaping from Tanta
Hospital and until December 1921 when she was executed, Raya and Sakina along with their gang
lived a few meters away from the Poet of the city, Constantine. P. Cavafy. Cavafy moved in 1907 to
his home where he had spent the rest of his life in "Lepsius" Street, an area where Greek gentlefolks
did not live. "Lepsius" Street was one of the areas where Raya worked; she and her gang worked in
the most needy and poor parts of the city. We surely do not know if she had once taken the tram
Raml Station nor if her sister (Sakina) had walked down the street of "Lepsius" that had a number
of brothels, she focused on the poorest and most connected brothels to their neighborhood.

So the path of (Raya & Sakina) and their gang went in a line that did not intersect at all with the
path of the Poet (Kavafy). Kavafy's poems developed at that time, certainly, did not know the way
to this gang, as the two adjacent roads never intersected.

There is no way to compare Constantine. P. Cavafy who was born and buried in Alexandria after 70
rich years, who said about his city (Alexandria means happiness, it means success) (1) with (Ria
and Sakina) who lived only 8 years in the city that meant for them only a place for work, the work
that started with prostitution and ended with murder.

We are not trying to find similarities between the two, because there is absolutely none, but we will
raise some questions about the city that negatively celebrated (Ria and Sakina) with seven theater,
film and television, works and newspapers that printed tens of thousands of their photos and sold
them out for five cents each. This city that knows (Ria and Sakina) is still asking itself about
(Cavatfy), the city that changed the name of the street where Cavafy lived over the last 26 years of
his life from "Lepsius" to "Sharm el-Sheikh"!!

The city that is still asking itself .. is it the city of (Cavafy) or the city of (Raya and Sakina)?!!




e The city of migrations:

Alexandria, the city that was built by an immigrant, has been always the city of immigrants. In the
year 1917 when the population of the city was 546,539, 214,449 of whom were immigrants (3).

Alexandria is one of the largest cities in receiving internal emigration. According to the latest
statistics, Alexandria receives about 8.7% of the total internal emigration in Egypt, following the
governorates of Cairo (27.4%) and Giza (12.9%)

- This explains why Peter Cavafy and Charicleia emigrated from Europe to Alexandria in the mid-
19" century (1845 and 1850) and in Alexandria their son (Constantin Cavafy) was born as the first
generation of this foreign emigration to Alexandria.

- Or for the city to attract - in the early 20™ century - (Raya), (Sakina), (Hasab Allah), and (Abdel-
Aal) who came wandering all the way from Upper Egypt until they settled in Alexandria with tens
of thousands of other arrivals within the internal migration to Alexandria. (Cavafy) was the direct
product of the emigration to Alexandria; he lived and died as Greek without obtaining the Egyptian
citizenship; throughout his life, he did not write in Arabic although he undoubtedly knew our dialect
after living for long time in the city. He was fluent in both English and French. He wrote some of
his first poems and prose texts in English. He became known by the Alexandrian Poet, portraying
life in Alexandria as the ideal featuring the city as the symbol of love, beauty, humanity, tolerance,
knowledge and culture pluralism. Cavaty also viewed Alexandria as a panoramic model that goes
back to the ancient times, a model that is suitable for reflecting the perceptions and impressions of
the contemporary world (4).

- This city witnessed in the beginning of the 20™ century the successive migration of the members
of (Raya and Sakina) gang and their stay until death, while at the same time they retained their
status as immigrants of non-Alexandrian origins. They lived in Alexandria since their migration
except for only a few years (or months) when they were among one million and two hundred
thousand peasants who willingly volunteered, or were forced, to substitute for the soldieries of the
Allies forces to perform all the non-military work of the War Effort during World War I (5).
Although this was the only time (Raya and Sakina) gang left Alexandria, we find for example
(Mohamad Abdel-Aal) when he wanted to disavow being married to Sakina, he returned back to his
village (Mosha) in Assiut Governorate to get married to another woman. Also the mother of (Raya
and Sakina) and their older brother (Abu al-Alla) lived and worked in Kafr al-Zayyat. As if the gang
and its members wanted to convey the message that they were not Alexandrians, and that they had a
root they are attached to - ostensibly - a root that ran all the way to Upper Egypt.

- For the sake of comparison, strangely if we can say, both (Cavafy) and (Raya and Sakina) died in
the city without leaving a pure Alexandrian descent. The Poet (Cavafy) stayed in the city until he
died without getting married or having neither children nor siblings to settle in Alexandria. This was
the same case of (Raya and Sakina); Sakina did not have children and (Raya) had a daughter
(Badea) who was placed in the Abbasid Refuge after her mother, father and aunt were imprisoned
because she had no other relatives in Alexandria. (Badea) died in a mysterious fire only two years
after her parents and aunt were executed; all the members of the gang left the city where they lived
and died, with nothing left behind.




e The revolution, city, and its men:

When they took him up the scaffold’s steps
and passed the rope around him and strangled him,
the innocent boy, seventeen years old,
and piteously it hung inside the void,
with the spasms of black agony—

The youthful body, beautifully wrought—

His mother, martyr, wallowed on the ground (6)

- It is (Cavafy), the Alexandrian Poet, who was known for refraining from the Egyptian political
events writing about (Denshawai incident), which prompts us to ask: what was Cavafy's position
from 1919 Revolution that he lived witnessing its major events all over Egypt including of course
his city, Alexandria.

- The situation in Alexandria was relatively calm, especially in the first weeks of the revolution,
with the strong influence of the foreign communities, the great English garrison, and the leadership
of the revolution was concentrated in Cairo (7) However, at the beginning of the revolution, the
roads between Cairo and Alexandria were cut after the rebels took off the railway lines.

Following the official announcement of the formation of (Milner Committee), the revolution was
reignited in Alexandria with the demonstrations circulating in the city's neighborhoods in the weeks
following the announcement that the committee was formed. Initially, they were just peaceful
processions roaming the streets of the national neighborhoods; the participants were expressing
their opinions only with cheers, and the police was only monitoring the situation without
interference until the demonstrations dissolve on their own. However the situation deteriorated with
one of the demonstrations breaking out from Abu al-Abbas al-Mursi Mosque on 24™ October 1919
chanting with independence and the fall of Milner Committee.. The security forces resorted to force
to stop the demonstration which forced the demonstrators, who exceeded fifteen thousands, to
defend themselves by throwing the stones and the pottery drinking vessels. The police requested for
the support of an occupation military troop that used bullets for dispersing the demonstrators, five
of them were killed and 40 wounded. The situation escalated and the demonstrators moved from
expressing their views peacefully to violence.. they erected barricades in the streets taking out their
tiles. The occupation forces responded with firing bullets randomly at the citizens.. they also set the
guns high above the buildings and the armored cars roamed the city neighborhoods with machine
guns.. the demonstrators erected barricades in the (Gomrok), (Bab Sedra), (Souk el-Tabakhin), (El-
Amoud), and (Bab Omar Basha) neighborhoods. The British garrison feared what may happen so
their commander ordered the occupation of all the city neighborhoods and issued a curfew after
9pm. The situation remained the same in Alexandrian over the three months that Milner Committee
spent in Egypt (8).

- In the year 1921, Alexandria witnessed horrific violent acts that turned to clashes between the
locals and the foreigners. On Sunday, May 22" 1921, demonstrators clashed with some foreigners
from low classes in the Hamamil neighborhood. The two groups exchanged fire, several houses
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were set on fire and some commercial and foreign stores were looted. These demonstrations turned
into disturbances that made the citizens panic, and the bloody unrest continued on the 23 May and
the fire was exchanged again between the locals and the foreigners, so the occupation army
intervened... and issued a military preventing anyone from walking in the streets between 9:30 pm
to 4:00 am without a permission ...

The number of victims of this unrest reached 43 Egyptians killed, 129 injured, 15 Europeans killed
and 71 injured (9).

- The Alexandrian Poet passed through a determining point in his life in the year 1911; it was not a
turning point but a defining point for maturity resulting from the first decade of the 20™ century. In
addition to maturity and its effects., he decided from this point on not to hide his sensual
poems...instead, he walked into the realism approach known to him, so he wrote the Alexandrian
Quartet, which he began in 1912 with the poem (Alexandrian Kings) to later include (Caesar) 1914-
1918 (In Alexandria, 31 B.C.) 1917-1924 and (Anatolia) 1926 (10).

- The recession that hit the city has pushed (Raya and Sakina) gang to the idea of taking the lives of
the female prostitutes who worked in the houses they controlled. After a series of moves between
several houses where they lived and worked together, they finally settled in a room in Ali Bek al-
Kabir alley, the room where (Raya) lived, room in Makoris alley (now called Mohammed Youssef
Fakhr Street), which is the room where (Sakina) lived, and the room in El-Nagah alley, the room
they used as (a place to smoke hash) or a base of their work. Most of their victims were buried in
these houses. Between 20" December 1919 and 12" November 1920 (only 11 months), the gang
killed 17 victims; most of them were the prostitutes they were dealing with.

On Sunday 14™ November (only two days after killing the last victim, Fardous Fadlallah), Sheikh
(Ahmed Morsi Abdo) or (the disabled Ahmed) who was almost blind discovered during the digging
of the Makoris alley house to bring water to the house, as requested by the Italian who rented the
entire ground floor, and searching for the pipes that led to the drainage well, a skeleton of a female
body. The gang members were caught after this strange coincidence which would not have
happened if they had dug deeper to bury the bodies of those victims. After the police pulled out the
last body, they dug another 60 cm deeper to find themselves suddenly in front of a well filled with a
lot of water, two meters away from the room floor. At that point, the detective has realized that this
house and all the nearby houses were built above old tanks to store the rainwater in winter for the
city inhabitants to later use for drinking.. and the representative of Cairo-based "Al-Akhbar"
Newspaper said "if Raya and her partners were aware of these tanks, they would have dug half a
meter deeper to find a place where they can bury the bodies of their victims and not being
discovered by anyone leaving their crimes hidden" (11).

- While Egypt was raging with the revolution, Raya and Sakina began their series of crimes with
calm nerves and Alexandria Poet was writing his quartets ....

From his village near the outskirts of town,
Still dust-covered from the journey in,
the peddler arrives. And "Incense!" "Gum!"
"The best olive oil!" ""Perfume for your hair!"

He hawks through the streets. But with all the hubbub, the music, the parades, who can
hear him? (12)




e About Citizenship:

Egypt did not know the so-called "Egyptian nationality" until the end of World War I and the
issuance of the Egyptian Nationality Law. Before that, Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire and
was considered as an Ottoman state. However, even with the issuance of the Egyptian Nationality
Law, many of the foreigners who lived in Egypt did not obtain the Egyptian citizenship. Holding a
foreign nationality allowed them to enjoy (the privileges) granted to citizens of fifteen countries. At
the top of these privileges was that the Egyptian police could not insult nor arrest these foreigners,
the police had to first inform the consulates of the foreigners countries to send a representative to
attend the seizing process, which gave them ample opportunities to evade the Egyptian judicial
procedures as they were under "foreign protection” ( 13). Therefore, some Egyptians were seeking
to obtain other nationalities to be protected.

This made the nationals of foreign countries in Egypt and some of the Egyptians with foreign
nationalities enjoying a higher social class in comparison to Egyptians regardless of their financial
status. Egyptians, whose social class was controlled by a State that does not grant them any
economic and social rights, were not dreaming of equality with this superior social class. They
chose to avoid belonging in any way to this State. Many people, especially in rural areas and Upper
Egypt, did not register their children in the State records so as not to fall under its unfair and
unjustified laws that impose obligations they do not want to abide by.

- Thus, none of (Raya and Sakina) gang was registered in the State's records as none of them had a
birth certificate nor had received any formal or non-formal education. They did not even register
their marriage documents. (Sakina) was registered only when she was officially registered when she
worked officially as a prostitute in Tanta. Therefore when she suffered from a disease because of
the profession, she was referred to a State hospital where she stayed until she ran away with her
lover and later husband Ahmed Ragb to Alexandria. When her husband left to work for the State,
she was alone in Alexandria so she resorted to working again as a prostitute. She chose to work
informally in order to avoid what she had gone through in her first experience. Therefore, the felony
document "#23 for the year 1920 El Labban Police Station" is the only official paper that recoded
the names and biography of (Raya and Sakina).

- Egypt's constitution that was written in 1923 stated in its second article that "Egyptian nationality
shall be determined by law", the term "Egyptians" was used when referring to the sons and
daughters of the homeland. In its second Part (On the Rights and Duties of Egyptians), the
Egyptians were given a number of rights and it stipulated that ( ... Egyptians shall solely be
appointed in public positions whether civil or military. No foreigners may be appointed in such
positions other than in exceptional conditions stated by law) (14). It was trying to put an end to the
employment of foreigners and their access to senior positions in government departments. This was
the case in Egypt until (the foreigners' privileges) were abolished in the mid-20™ century.

- (Constantin Cavaty) lived all his life — 70 years - in Egypt. He worked as a clerk in the Irrigation
Department between 1892 and 1922 (about 30 years) and he cherished being Hellenic Alexandrian,
but he never obtained Egyptian citizenship and died as a Greek national.

- If we look at the position of the two parties on the question of (national punishment), certainly
(Ryaa and Sakina) and their male partners did not think about it; their stay in the country was the
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only thing in their biographies that manifested their sense of belonging to this country. However,
one writer tried to rephrase the story of (Ria and Sakina) saying that they were fighting against the
English occupation, and that the dead bodies found - all for women- were not for women but were
for the soldiers who were dragged by the sisters to be killed for patriotism reasons, and that the
change of the Chief Prosecutor who was in charge of these investigation was to cover this. The
investigations were initiated by the Lieutenant Abdul Ghaffar, from El Labban Police Station, who
looked at the claim of (the disabled Ahmed) about the body he found accidentally in (Sakina)'s
room while digging for water pipes. The investigations of the prosecution started with (Mohamedd
Kamel Abustit) EI-Manshia Prosecutor and it was continued with (Mohamed Bek Hafez) El-Labban
Prosecutor of after the discovery of three bodies in (Raya)'s room. The investigations were
reviewed and supervised and completed by (Kamel Bek Aziz) Head of the Alexandria Prosecution
under the supervision of the Attorney General (Mohamed Ibrahim Basha). A misunderstanding
occurred when the Attorney General was in his way back to El Labban Police Station with his
deputy to resume the investigation. This misunderstanding had led Kamel Bek Aziz not to resume
the investigation, which made the Attorney General assigns (Soliman Bek Ezzat), Cairo First
Deputy Prosecutor, to complete investigating the case (15). The case file - composed of 2220 pages
- contained all the preliminary investigations conducted by (Kamel Bek Aziz), meaning that there
are no further investigations. Mr. Ahmed Ashour did not provide evidence supporting his claims of
the patriotic role of (Raya and Sakina). Therefore, and except for those unproved claims, (Raya and
Sakina) were only two sisters who moved from selling women's bodies for those seeking pleasure to
taking advantage of those bodies by killing them and stealing their jewelry.

This happened at the end of the year 1919 when the country was filled with a sense of national
resistance towards the occupation. This was the revolution that did not concern them in any way but
it decreased their incomes, but at the same time it was their gate to wealth, that lasted for eleven
months through selling jewelry of the 17 women they killed at that time. The revolution was not the
direct cause of their shift from trading the bodies of the women to killing them; historical
synchronization does not imply causal relationship.

- If (Raya), her sister (Sakina) and their men were not known for their patriotic role, and if they
were not arrested, there would have been no paper-relationship between their and the Egyptian
state, what is the relationship with the citizen "foreign" Constantine P. Cavafy, who was at that time
an employee in the Irrigation Department, and with his awareness and love for his city had to be
aware of what was happening in Egypt at the time. What is the relationship between him and those
events and what was the position of Cavafy of the events of the revolution?!

- Cavafy did not leave written diaries about his life, and all he produced was his poems and very
limited collection of press interviews, interviews, and prose essays. He did not mention in his
poems the contemporary Egyptian events, except in the poem (27 June 1906, 2 P.M.) which was
based on real events that took place in the Egyptian village of Denshawai in which he says:
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When the Christians brought him to be hanged,
the innocent boy of seventeen,
his mother, who there beside the scaffold
had dragged herself and lay beaten on the ground
beneath the midday sun, the savage sun,
now would moan, and howl like a wolf, a beast,
and then the martyr, overcome, would keen
“Seventeen years only you lived with me, my child.”
And when they took him up the scaffold’s steps
and passed the rope around him and strangled him,
the innocent boy, seventeen years old,
and piteously it hung inside the void,
with the spasms of black agony—
The youthful body, beautifully wrought—
His mother, martyr, wallowed on the ground
and now she keened no more about his years:
“Seventeen days only,” she keened,
“seventeen days only I had joy of you, my child.” (16)
- And in this poem — one of his abandoned poems — we find that he used the incident in the general
context without explicit reference to it; Cavafy's reaction to the events taking place was not
instantaneous. He used to say despite following up with the Balkan wars, that he did not write a

poem about it, but we can find in some of the 20" century's poems some of the lessons learned from
this period (17).

- At the time of 1919 Revolution and when the events were unfolding rapidly in Egypt, Greece was
ignited by the Greek-Turkish war that took place during 1919-1922. This event was the closest to
the heart and mind of Cavafy although he did not address much the modern Greek history in his
historical poems (as, for example, in the Conquest Poem that was written in 1921 and remained for
a long time unpublished even after Cavafy died) (18)

- Cavafy who said about himself in his conversation with G. Nikitaridis "I am a historical poem"
(19), many tried to uncover the political aspect of his poetry ... among them was George Frisimitz
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Akis, the Head of the (Art & Routine) Group that published a magazine by the same name in
Alexandria in 1917. Akis was the first to highlight the political content of Cavafy' poetry, posing
the question of "Has politics suddenly become an extension of Cavafy philosophy, or his
philosophy been an extension of politics" (20)

- But we believe that the most accurate description of Cavafy is the way he described himself as a
(historical poet) and that the political views in his poems are often excessive interpretations; he
never commented - as we mentioned - on the current events and in this regard he cared the most
about the Greek history events. That is the reason why the poem referenced earlier (27 June 1906, 2
P.M.) is the most prominent exception for his interest in the events that we can refer to as Egyptian
politics. Given that, can we say that Cavafy was not Egyptian by nature. In fact we lie to him when
we say that Cavafy was Egyptian. He lived in Alexandria considering it as his homeland and he was
always talking about the Hellenistic Alexandria. His attitude towards the city was progressive; after
he resigned from his job and was free for his art, he moved to a state of reconciliation with
Alexandria whose narrow horizons were suffocating him. Soon he discovered some of its magical
potential as a reflective mirror or as a miniature model of the world (21). Cavafy did not live in
Egypt, but in Alexandria. It was not mentioned in any context talking about him that he visited
Cairo or any other Egyptian city, and he is consistent with himself in this regard. Therefore the
researchers looking at the influence of the Egyptian culture on Cavafy will not find he got affect as
the participant, but the neighbor; he only cared about the history of this city where he lived and got
acquainted with its people. He only cared about Alexandria he has in mind, not Alexandria we
know and with this regard he presented a different vision of Alexandria to the world, place and
events. He mixed a lot the present with the past. But the present for him was vision and analysis not
monitoring and follow up. George Frisimitz pointed out in his study, which we have referred to
earlier, that (Cavafy) "was particularly concerned with the behavior of the individuals, or by the
activity of the nations that provide us with lessons learned from the history of humanity that can be
applied on the individual level or the level of the nations' lives" (22).

* The crimes of Raya and Sakina from the point of view of the intellectuals:

The public Egyptian opinion was interested in the crimes of (Raya and Sakina) since their
discovery. This interest was manifested in how the newspapers followed up these crimes. For
example, Al-Ahram newspaper was keen on publishing the news of the crimes on daily basis under
the same title (Women's Night Massacre) that changed two weeks later to (the case of women's
assassination)(23). This interest was expressed in a state of moral discomfort considering what
happened as a model for the wide spread of the forms of moral degeneration of Egyptians, the
increase in the number of bars, drugs smoking places, and secret brothels places that attracted many
of the middle class families to work at. This reflected the state of schizophrenia that Egypt was
living in at that time. The 20s of the last century dated the beginning of the era of Egyptian cultural
enlightenment and the emergence of progressive thinkers such as Taha Hussein and his followers,
looking at Western civilization and benefiting from it, and staying away from the closed society that
began to collapse with the arrival of the State of Mohamad Ali and the complete Westernization
trend that extended from Ismail era until that time and was manifested in the educational missions
to the west, the growth of the translation movement and the recognition of exotic culture.
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The conservative moral trend was clearly reflected in the newspaper's comments on (Raya and
Sakina) crimes, and the writing was leaning towards one of three directions. The first is the sharp
criticism of the state of moral decay and considering that the crimes of (Raya and Sakina) were the
result of that state of decay. This was accompanied with a state of disregarding the lives of the
victims. As the editor of the Nile Valley newspaper, one of the two daily newspapers that were
published in Alexandria (24) said "killing dozens or hundreds of women who are self-reliant does
not affect a nation" (25) This was noted by Salah Issa, author of the valuable book (The men of
Raya and Saknia - Political and Social Biography) that the General Prosecution did not care much
about the victims to the extent that four of them appeared in the papers referred to as (Unknown).
This precise observation indicates that the prosecution acted the same way as those who
underestimated the victims because most of them were prostitutes. The second direction for
addressing the crimes was through sharp criticism directed at the Egyptian police considering that
their inaction was the cause for the crimes, especially that the bodies discovered in the house of
Sakina were only few meters away from El Labban Police Station that should protect the people.
The writer (Fikri Abaza) was wondering "Where is the government insidious sword on the necks of
the criminals? ... Where is the justice eye that should not sleep? ... Where is the guardian of the
spirits and bodies?" (26). The third direction has emerged of a fixed view that did not find any
justification for the crimes committed; they were criminals by nature or by "their natural
composition". This was represented in what the intellectual Abbas al-aqgad said in the article
published in Al-Ahram on 30 November 1920, he analyzed the way they looked and he perceived
them as models of hardness and the stupidity of the mind "hiding behind hearts messed with the
demons of the crimes and where the crimes settled in a deep abyss of evils"(27). These three
directions pushed the Egyptian cultural public opinion to abandon these crimes and to move away
from them, instead of analyzing them and searching for their causes and trying to know the origins
and history of (Raya and Sakina) family. That is why none of the intellectuals later addressed these
crimes and they left this for some artists who address it in some art works whose main purpose -
more than the rational analysis - was to benefit from the intercession of those crimes. The first to
address these crimes was the poet and writer (Badie Khairy) who wrote with his close friend
(Naguib el-Rihani) "Raya and Sakina" Play which was first shown on the stage of Brentania in
February 1922, only two months after the execution of Raya, Sakina and their men. It was a tragic
play of one chapter, presented by Naguib el-Rihani to confirm "a desire to prove his talent as a
tragic actor" (28) and the play, like many other artworks that presented these crimes later on, moved
completely away from the historical facts and created new characters, such as Marzouk character,
the main character of the play that was presented by Naguib el-Rihani to put up fabricated reasons
for committing the crimes. Marzouk, the main character is sadistic who enjoys torturing his victims
before they are killed. That is because he discovered the betrayal of his wife who instead of asking
for his forgiveness, she and her lover beat him to the extent that he was about to die. This has
caused him to commit these crimes!! And this has also prompted the public to sympathize with the
victim to the extent that one of the audiences fired his gun at the hero - Naguib el-Rihani - asking
him to stop killing the heroine.

This strange approach to these crimes and the position of intellectuals rejecting and alienating from
these crimes is what makes us appreciate the only book that addressed these crimes from a scientific
research perspective; it is the book of the historian Salah Issa (The men of Raya & Sakina —
Political & Social Biography) published in 2002, about 80 years after the execution of the criminals.

Based on this book, the closet-to-reality art work, in spite of all its characteristics, was presented.
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This work was directed by Gamal Abdel Hamid and written by Moustafa Moharm (Raya & Sakina)
starred by Abla Kamel, Somia El-Khashab, and Samy EI-Adl. One of its most important element is
the beautiful intro and song based on the poem of Ahmed Foad Negm (Eskndria Al Mahrousa)
which was sang by Khaled Ajaj and composed by Ammar El-Shaari saying:

In Alexandria Abu Iskandar
Heterodoxies of the suburbs and cities
Where the alleys and the poor
Where the heaven of Ras El-Teen
..... where the sand counted its wolves
With the lying smile
Her fangs are planted in people
Where Raya and its gang
A song that wounds and scribbles
Where the master Darwish

Who painted it with sound and view

It is one of the few poems that addressed the crimes of Raya and Sakina (30), if we exclude the
poems that we did not receive and were placed on the pictures of (Raya and Sakina), the pictures
printed in Cairo, Alexandria, and the capitals of other governorates tens of thousands of copies and
distributed during their investigation. This poem also rejected the arbitrary view of the
responsibility of the criminal over his/her alleged crime by claiming that the criminal is born as a
criminal. With this regard, Ahmed Fuad Negm says in (Eskndria Al Mahrousa)

No crime is committed with no reason

And no child is feed with harm

In spite of how ugly the crimes of (Raya and Sakina) were, they deserved real attention with deeper
and broader analysis. However, the context of condemnation and disclaiming of those crimes is
what promoted the stream of intellectuals to refrain and rely, instead, on statements, rumors, and
false information. Salah Issa has stated in his before mentioned book "It has become quite rare to
find an Egyptian woman — born after 1920 — named as (Raya) or (Sakina)" (31). The crimes of
(Raya and Sakina) have become our stigma that we must deny and stay away from, however they
remain true. The city, whose intellectuals rejected the crimes of (Raya and Sakina) as being their
stigma that they have to hide, is the same city that celebrates (Raya and Sakina). This is what (Delor
Mikiri) has mentioned in his wonderful article (Goodbye Cavafy's Alexandria) when he saw the
face of the taxi driver who had taken him from Cairo Airport to Alexandria (he had to remind me of
his grandfather: the naughty Hasab Allah who saddened our childhood with his obscene view and
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terrifying wife, in the movie, as was his character in Raya and Sakina movie. Suddenly I remember
that the movie is based on a true story with real bloody chapters in the city) (32). He is the Swedish
visitor who visits the city of his favorite poet (the city loved by the popular Greek Poem Cavafy). It
is the city that his favorite writer (Lawrence Durrell) wrote about (it is the prostitute city); the city
that reminds of the two women wearing the black peasant clothes. The scene reminds him of (the
sisters Raya and Sakina: another more bloody legend for this city). He got surprised when he
learned that the great writer Naguib Mahfouz is the screenwriter of the famous film (Raya and
Sakina) directed by Salah Abu Seif (33). (How a great story like Raya and Sakina did not inspire
Mahfouz with a fiction movie and he is the one who wrote (The Thief and the Dogs) influenced by
a less spectacular incident known as the "Thug of Alexandria"). The man who comes from a
different culture that does not consider (Raya and Sakina) the stigma that must disappear, he
considers Alexandria as (the city of Raya and Sakina) and (the city of Durrell and Cavafy).

Is Alexandria the city of Raya or the city of Cavafy?

- In fact, we should not choose a person as a title for the city, no matter how important he/she is,
because cities make people, and they remain forever, not the other way around. Alexandria is the
city of millions of people who lived, got influenced by it and influenced it. It is my city and your
city, but we pose the question on the cultural conscience that really refuses to relinquish a
comparison we did not draw between Raya and Cavafy, or even to put the two in one box, although
the city rejected both. This city forgot — or neglected intentionally - its old lover who lived seventy
years on its land, even the street where he lived for the last twenty-six years of his life and it was
named after one of the Egyptian archaeologists (Lepsius) (34), the name was changed to (Sharm el-
Sheikh). This irritated (Delor Mikiri), the Swedish intellectual who visited Egypt in 2003. Mikiri
wrote an article (Goodbye Cavaty's Alexandria), we have mentioned earlier, in which he said
(people in charge rejected to put the name Cavafy over the street where his inheritance and soul are)
(35). This is the city that considers (Cavafy) just a foreigner who lived in it as many other who
perceived the city only from the foreigner perspective. The city did not see him as Cavafy who
loved Alexandria the way he wanted, not the way the — government nor culture - authority wants.
Therefore this authority had to reject him, and if the authority decided to include other personal
matters, such as his sexual orientation, it would have rejected him more. With this regard, it is
similar to the official view — government and popular view - of the refusal to associate Alexandria
with the sisters (Raya and Sakina). The two sisters were just sex workers who chose killing with
merciless hearts, and with whom we must stay away from aliening with the perspective of the

police or the prosecution who caught them and their gang and led them to the gallows.

We do not defend (Raya and Sakina) crimes, but we defend these human beings whom the world
and Egypt were not just with to suffer from this fate. We do not try to reveal the reasons that led
them to this nor condemn any. Revealing this reveals part of the history of Egypt and the history of
Alexandria. Whether we like it or not, the sisters (Raya and Sakina) represent this age fully and
completely — with only part of their personal creativity. In this context, we can call Alexandria (the
city of Raya and Sakina) and definitely (the city of Cavafy).
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¢ (Conclusion:

Alexandria in the 20™ century supposedly included two parts that are completely separate from each
other, namely the European and the Arab parts. In fact, Alexandria was a huge city that included
about 435,000 inhabitants in 1917 census, covering its 8 areas. It was inhabited by more than fifty
thousand European immigrants, half of them were Greek. In fact, foreigners covered both the poor
and rich parts of Alexandria. If we look at the proportion of the foreigners to the total population in
the city according to 1947 census, they make up 23.2% of the population of Al-Attarine, 14.5% of
the population of Muharram Bek, 13. 9% of the population of Al-Manshia, 6% of the population of
El-Raml, 4.1% of the population of El Labban, 0.8% of the population of El-Gomrok, 0.4% of
Karmoz population, and 0.1% of Mina El-Bsl (36). We find that the foreigners have inhabited all of
Alexandria and this is why it is difficult to divide the city into a European part and an Arab part, the
city can be divided into a rich fancy part and a popular part.

It is not fully correct to say that (Raya and Sakina) lived in the poor part, and in contrast, Cavafy
lived in the rich part of the city. Cavafy was living on the margins of the prestigious neighborhoods
in the street of (Lepsius) and his English friends were calling this street (Clapsos) although the
whole neighborhood was notorious. In the ground floor of the building where Cavafy was living,
there was a brothel that he was saying about (you must sympathize with them, they receive some
disgusting people and some human monsters but they also receive angels .. some angels) (37).
Cavafy was not living as an aristocrat after his father (Peter Cavafy) died, who was one of the
richest cotton merchants at that time. The son got a minor job in the Irrigation Inspection
Department where he spent his days until he retired with a modest salary and a barely-paid pension.
This encouraged Cavafy to withdraw from the social life of the wealthy families who were no
longer one of them (38). He thus lived a life that was not very far away from the life of the sisters
(Raya and Sakina). We can only say that it was a poor life in an aristocratic way. Strangely, a Greek
family was renting the top floor of the house that Sakina lived in, 5 Mkaures alley (39).

This does not also mean that they belonged to the same class; the sisters (Raya and Sakina) came
from the bottom of the Egyptian society at that time and they remained until they died due to their
poverty. Poverty pushed them to accept indecent work. They also did not receive any education nor
awareness; their innate intelligence was directed at how to get what they need to survive. Their long
journey throughout Egypt and their instability in any of the towns or villages they visited pushed
them not to stick to any of the moral requirements, and we do not mean their work in prostitution.
At the time, prostitution was the job of many poor women in need or who liked the job. (Raya) has
never worked in prostitution, however (Sakina) did. It was clear in their acceptance to steal
neglecting whether the source of money earned is moral or not. This was the job of Hasab Allah for
some time, which was the reality of the lower class of the Egyptian society who lived in extreme
poverty, and some of them did not see money in their lives. At that time there was the so-called (Al-
Fatees Market) where people buy sick or old horses meat that they did not get use to eat before but
the British army sold them with a cheap price instead of burning them .... In (Al-Fatees Market),
the meat of animals and birds that was not unsuitable for human consumption was sold (40).

In fact, the crimes of (Raya and Sakina) were not the only crimes that took place in Alexandria; the
city has known a number of serial killers, who were called "thugs". There were Mohamed Abdel
Aziz and Ahmed Ali Hassan, who were working in the railway nursery in Alexandria and were
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kidnapping people who pass by this uninhabited area to steel their money and kill them. Abdel Aziz
and Hassan were also arrested and executed. There was also Hassan Makawi who was working with
some feudalists who recruited him to kill on their own behalf. Also there were Saad Askandar,
Karmoz Serial Killer, and Mahmoud Amin Sulaiman who appeared in the late 50s of the 29"
century and who was called (Serial Killer of Alexandria) and who inspired Naguib Mahfouz to
write his famous novel (The Thief and the Dogs) (41). But in spite of all these crimes, the crimes of
"Raya and Sakina" were the most famous crimes which are indeed attributed to Alexandria. This is
the fate of the city and the fate of the two sisters, for them to only leave behind their crimes and for
the city to always remember them officially with much disgust, contempt and exile, and on the
national level to be remembered with some sort of hidden pride. A great city such as Alexandria
deserves no less than the great killers such as Raya and her gang and also great poem such as
Constantine. P. Cavafy. Cavafy is the true Alexandrian oet and the righteous son of the city, he
spoke of the city as his lover, he spoke of it with his own conscience and not in ugly official pride.
Cavafy was rejected by the official cultural conscience and he was considered just a foreign
expatriate who spoke of the city as the immigrants do. The cultural media did not appreciate Cavafy
since he died and he was completely ignored. Without the attention of the Greek government, the
Greek community and officials in Alexandria, there would have been no commemoration for
Cavafy at the official level of Egyptian culture today and more than 80 years later after his death.

- He died on April 29, 1933 in the Greek Hospital. The funeral rites were held in the Church of
Saint Saba and his body was buried in the Greek cemetery in Shatby. More than ninety years after
the execution of (Raya and Sakina) and their gang, the city that embraced their live and death still
exclude and exile them as a mother who denies her child because of being deformed. It is
Alexandria (the prostitute city) and the inhabitants' murderer.

You said: "I'll go to another country,
go to another shore, find another city better than this one.
Whatever I try to do is fated to turn out wrong
And my heart-like something dead-lies buried.
You won't find a new country, won't find another shore.
This city will always pursue you.

You'll walk the same streets, grow old in the same neighborhoods, turn grey in these
same houses.

You'll always end up in this city ... (42)
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