RESTORATION

MYSTICAL
PROPORTIONS

And how they were recreated —

THE DOME OF THE SAMA'’KHANE REFLECTS FANFONI'S AIMS: TO SHOW THE
APPEARANCE OF THE ORIGINAL BUT NEVERTHELESS TO SHOW WHICH AREAS HAVE BEEN RESTORED.
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t the foot of the Citadel
runs Helmia Street,
crowded, potholed, and
noisy like many other
streets in the medieval
quarter of Cairo. Chickens, goats,
children, Jawa motorcycles and Mit-
subishi pickups all fight for the right
of way in a street that lean-tos,
shacks and street stalls have all made
progressively narrower. Yet, Helmia
street has known better days. Lined
with some of Cairo's finest mosques
and most sumptuous palaces, it used
to be one of the main thoroughfares

tience. Special materials have to be
used: soluble paints, for example, so
that if students make a mistake, the
work can be erased and repeated.
"In the end it's not the job done but
the workers that count.” says Fanfo-
ni. "This is what development is all
about."

Fanfoni also envisages other long-
term benefits. As the local crafismen
work (o restore the monuments, they
gain an understanding of the envi-
ronmental factors which are detri-
mental, not only to buildings, but to
public health as well. One example

he result of collaboration
between the Egyptian
Antiquities Organization
(EAO) and the Ttalian Di-
partimento per la Coope-
razione allo Svilluppo, the restora-
tion center, officially called the
Italian-Egyptian Center for Profes-
sional Training, is now in its elev-
enth year, It boasts seven Italian ex-
perts and about fifty craftsmen, in
addition to a varying number of uni-
versity students of archacology and
restoration who do stints there in or-
der to gain practical experience. It

of the Islamic city.

Now, just below the newly
restored Sultan Hasan complex
on Helmia Street, behind an
unassuming Mamluk facade
propped up by scaffolding, a
unique experiment in restora-
tion takes place. Led by Pro-
fessor Giussepe Fanfoni of
Rome University, a team of

Ten years ago, the Dervish
Monastery in Helmia Street
was in imminent danger of
collapse. The walls of the
theater that was used for the

all began in 1975-76 when Cai-
ro University decided to start a
course on restoration on the oc-
casion of the 50th anniversary
of its archacology department.

Professor Fanfoni was invited
to teach the course, Around the
same time, the then director of
the Italian Cultural Center in
Cairo, Dr Carla Burri, came

Egyptian and Italian craftsmen
is busy excavating, rebuilding
and conserving the site--a der-
vish monastery that dates back
- to the 17th century.
This, however, is no ordi-
nary restoration scheme. Fan-

famous whirling dance

were subsiding, and the
dome looked likely to crash
onto the rotting floor below.

Now , thanks to an Italo-

across the monastery which
used to house dervishes from
the Mawlawyah sect. The mon-
astery includes a sama'khane,
the hall in which dervishes per-
formed their mystical whirling
dance ceremony. There are

foni's task is not merely Lo re-
store the monastery, but also 10
establish and operate a school
for training local students and
craftsmen who will later go on
to work on the myriad of other
buildings that need to be saved
from the effects of aging, pol-
lution and human incursion.
Fanfoni is adamant that the
effects of the program on the
level of local expertise is at
least as important as the resto-

Egyptian program, the thea-
ter is restored and open to
the public. James Bedding
took a look at the restoration
techniques involved and was
impressed by the degree of
cooperation between the two

countries

thought to be only three existing
sama'khane worldwide and this
is the only one of its kind.
When it came to Dr Burri's no-
tice, it was in a very sorry state,
parts of it in imminent danger of
collapse. Restoration would in-
volve a wide variety of different
techniques as well as some in-
novative solutions to problems.
The EAO and the Italian Cultural
Center settled on a happy solu-
tion: to create a work-school

ration work itself. This is why
as much of the work as possible is
carried out by local craftsmen. "If I
come here with ten foreigners to re-
store @ monument and only involve
local workers for carrying the buck-
ets, in two or three years the monu-
ment will start to crumble again. Not
because it was done badly but be-
cause no technical expertise has
been passed on. Of course il's easi-
er, and quicker to restore yourself
rather than to teach others to do it,
but that isn't cooperation,” said the
genial pipe-smoking Fanfoni. In-
volving others can require great pa-

is the water table which is only 50
centimeters below ground in the
medieval quarter due 1o the absence
of a drainage system--something
which is more than just a threat to the
historical sites. Fanfoni maintains
that the principles involved in resto-
ration rub off on people's thinking
and can eventually improve their
lives. "You can change people's atti-
tudes by introducing the concept of a
more hygienic way of life," he said.
"That's why we have the center here,
and not in Zamalek or in the desert.”

where university students could
get practical experience and local
craftsmen gain an understanding of
the scientific background to restora-
tion techniques and at the same time
save the monastery.

Work began in 1977. Because
of the high water table in the area,
one wall of the sama'khane was sub-
siding, and the whole building was
in danger of collapse. The twelve
wooden pillars inside the
sama'khane had twisted around and
outwards. The dome was beginning
to flatten like a rotting tomato and
bulge out at the basc. Long cracks
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