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T he beauty of Egypt is that there is no 
formula. It just is. Egypt is unique. It 
is deeply loved, and has been so by 

millions over time. This is no ordinary love. It is 
a consuming passion.

I am one of the millions who have adored 
Egypt from near and far. I am one of the more 
than 10 million Egyptians who have lived 
away from her for years—but the greater the 
distance and the longer the separation, the 
more intense the commitment.

Why? The answer is simple: She is 
unmatched. Her beauty is unique. The clear 
blue of the Mediterranean Sea might be her 
serene eyes; the shores of the Red Sea her 
flushed cheeks; the dark dreamy nights her 
hair. Remember, it was her ears that uniquely 
heard the only conversation between God 
and the Prophet Moses. And it was her mouth 
that was the first to recite the “One God Aten” 
prayer as well as the Ten Commandments. In 
her sweet voice is mingled the call to prayer 
from mosques and the ringing of church bells.

As one of Egypt’s great expatriate sons, 
singer and composer Halim Hafez has sung: 
“With hugs, with hugs, with hugs, oh my 
beautiful country, on a date all your children 
assemble, oh my country your festivals 
return, and your absentees could not bear 
being away, they all return hugging you, I hug 
you my darling mother, my country, as a song 
in my blood, and on your chest I rest my head 
and get rid of my worries.”

In the Messiah, Hafez celebrates her sacred 
soul: “Oh, my word go around the length and 
width of the world, open the eyes of all human 
beings to all that happened on her land, on her 
land Jesus the Messiah left his footprints.”

 

Around Egypt’s neck, which is as beautiful 
as that of one of her great queens, Nefertiti, 
hangs a unique necklace. It is a delta-shaped 
one, with a dangling Nile. Her beautiful green 
dress is made of her fertile fields and topped 
with a golden scarf of the desert sands.

In her hand, she holds the key to the Nile 
and she stands almost in the center of the 
world, with an unmatched location in terms 
of transit and trade. Within herself, she holds 
the fount of life with hundreds of thousands 
of acres of lush green land that are able to 
feed more than 100 million people. And then 
there is the Nile. 

Egypt is the gift of the great river, and to 
sail down it means a voyage past more than 
a third of the world’s antiquarian treasures—
from temples to statues, valleys rich with 
tombs and mummies to museums full of 
artifacts, unique mosques and churches. 
As the Nile merges into the Mediterranean, 
Africa is to the left and Asia to the right. 
Egypt’s beauty lies in where she is and what 
she is: an ancient, wise and glorious land with 
the potential to be one of the happiest and 
most prosperous nations on earth.
Dr. Ahmed El-Mokadem, educated in both 
Egypt and the U.K., is one of the founders of 
the British-Egyptian Society and a keen collector 
of antiquarian books on Egypt. A prominent 
economist and business consultant who once 
served Margaret Thatcher, he now focuses on 
writing, public service and charitable work.

Forbes apologizes for the spelling mistakes of 
the names of singer and composer Halim Hafez 
and Dr. Ahmed El-Mokadem in the Forbes 
September 28, 2015 issue.

Egypt’s Soft Power:  
Cultural Tourism 
In an unremarkable building in the bustling 
Heliopolis district of Cairo, 40 women cradle 
string and wind instruments. At the maestro’s 
count of wahid, ithnain, thalatha (one, two, 
three in Arabic), they begin to play. The sweet 
strains of a new Arabic language piece by a 
French Algerian composer fill the air. Some of 
the musicians sway gently or tap their feet in 
time to the music, until the maestro calls for 
them to stop.

“Let’s take that last bit again,” he says. 
“Wahid, ithnain, thalatha.”

The rehearsal continues until well after 
sunset, and the windows in neighboring shops 
and apartments are solid blocks of light.

This might seem like another day in the life 
of an orchestra, except that this is no ordinary 
ensemble. Al Nour Wal Amal orchestra is 
comprised exclusively of blind musicians. The 
women can read music in Braille, but because 
they can’t play and read at the same time, they 
memorize their pieces. Typically, they can play 
roughly 45 orchestral pieces from memory at 
any given time.

It is an astounding feat, but then so is the 
orchestra itself, which takes its name from 

the Egyptian non-governmental organization 
that was founded a half-century ago to help 
poor blind girls in Cairo. In the years since, its 
branches have spread throughout the country, 
and the Cairo ensemble has toured the world. 
At each stop it has been hailed as a human 
miracle; an Austrian host once described it as 
the fourth pyramid on the Giza Plateau. 

The orchestra is a snapshot of Egypt’s 
vibrant cultural scene, with art and music 
flourishing against the backdrop of the 
country’s more-traditional tourist sites, such 
as the pyramids, ancient temples and tombs 
of the pharaohs, Nubian villages in Aswan, 
and Cairo’s Old Quarter.

“We live in an age of entrepreneurs 
and innovators looking to live in creative 
places,” says Dr. Mona Zaki, CEO of Global 
Strategic Consultants and a specialist on 
strategic thinking and international business 
development. “I believe that as the creative 
sector grows in importance, the role of arts 
and culture will be more appreciated.”

To her point, a 2009 Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
study examined the impact of culture on 
tourism through South Korea’s Temple Stay 
program. Temple Stay is a cultural experience 
designed to help people understand Korean 

Buddhism. The study found that cultural 
tourism can contribute enormously to 
giving foreign visitors a new perspective 
on a country. According to the report, “An 
entrepreneur with a creative way of thinking 
in developing cultural tourism products and 
innovative problem-solving can build a dream 
into a reality.”

This may be a good prescription for Egypt’s 
tourism industry, which accounts for more 
than 10% of the country’s GDP, but has been 
suffering from the turbulent aftereffects of 
the 2011 revolution. Last year, it drew just 
9.9 million visitors, a disappointing figure 
compared to the high of 15 million in 2010.

Nevertheless, according to financier Karim 
Helal, managing director of Carbon Holdings, 
tourism is Egypt’s most promising economic 
sector. “Egypt is indeed gifted,” he says. 
“The best ambassadors for a destination are  
the tourists.”

To maximize this potential, Egypt has set 
a bold new goal for its tourism sector of 
20 million visitors by 2020 and is actively 
advertising its varied cultural attractions. 

A special note of thanks to Dr. Hesham 
Khalil, the Consul General of Egypt to the 
U.K., for his great support of this section.

El Nour wal Amal Orchestra with soprano Dalia Fadel performing at the American University in Cairo in April 2015. El Nour Wa Amal (Light and Hope), an Egyptian orchestra 
of 40 blind women, will play the “El Nour wal Amal,” an Arab opera composed by Tarek Benouarka, on September 30, 2015 at the Cairo Opera House, featuring soprano 
Dalia Fadel and tenor Ragaa El Din. 

“In her sweet voice is mingled the call to prayer 
from mosques and the ringing of church bells.”

Dr. Ahmed El-Mokadem

Egypt: An Epistle on Love, Beauty and Hope 
By Dr. Ahmed El-Mokadem


