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in Dubai and Beirut. Its debut exhibit of 
works by Syrian artist Safwan Dahoul 
commanded prices of $50,000 and up 
(19 Abou El Feda St.; 20-2-2736-5858).
TIP: In the Museum of Egyptian Modern 
Art, look for works by the late Mahmoud 
Said, who last year became the first 
Arab artist to crack the $2 million mark 
at auction. Check independent galleries 
for shows by highly regarded young 
Egyptian contemporary artists Adel El-
Siwi, Hani Rashed, Lara Baladi, Huda 
Lutfi, and Youssef Nabil.

Staying Fit
Jogging
WHY: You’ll stay in shape while taking in 
one of the Nile’s most scenic routes.
WHERE: If you want to run the way 
Egyptian soccer players and Nile rowing 
teams do, start early—finish by 7 a.m. to 
avoid traffic. Our three-mile recom-
mended route goes between the two tips 
of Gezirah Island, along its western cor-
niche. You run along Abou El Feda and 
El Gabalaya streets, with views of house-
boats, and pass the colonial-era 9Gezi-
ra Sporting Club, where the $17 entry 
fee gives you access to the tennis and 
squash courts and the grassy horse 
track, also great for running (15 Saraya 

WHERE: On weekends, the DJ at wEl 
Morocco, another restaurant aboard the 
Blue Nile, spins Arabian techno and inter-
national house music for dancing from 
midnight until 4 a.m. The newest Nile 
nightclub, 8Mojo’s Lounge & Bar, atop 
the Imperial riverboat, occupies a mod-
ernist glass cube with wood deck floor, 
white settees, and a retractable steel-
and-canvas roof offering shelter from 
the cold in winter, when evening temps 
can drop to the fifties. There’s no danc-
ing, but the hipster crowd lingers until 
midnight over bar snacks and drinks. 

New Art, Music, Dance
WHY: The dynamic visual arts and mu-
sic scene is your entry into the centrifu-
gal forces—growing religious conserva-
tism, politics, modernism, and 
globalization—whipping through Cairo. 
The arts scene is divided into govern-
ment-sanctioned and independently 
sponsored events and venues, but even 
government-sponsored art may sur-
prise you: Last fall, the tPalace of Art 
mounted a show that featured paintings 
of women clothed in nothing but face 
veils and head scarves. 
WHERE: Music, dance, and other perfor-
mances start around 8 every night at 
6El Sawy Culturewheel, one of the 
city’s few non-government-sponsored 
arts centers, which opened in 2003 in an 
abandoned 16,000-square-foot lot be-
neath the 15th of May Bridge. Many per-
formances are in English (end of 26th of 
July St.; 20-2-2736-6178). Downriver 
from El Sawy, the modern rCairo Op-
era House complex includes the Muse-
um of Egyptian Modern Art, satellite art 
galleries, and the Opera’s Main Hall, 
which stages classical ballets, Asian 
dance performances, and cross-cultural 
productions such as Don Giovanni in Ara-
bic and the  musical Tut Ankh Amon. The 
complex opened in 1988 to replace the 
nineteenth-century opera house where 
Aida was first performed. Tickets, start-
ing at fifteen Egyptian pounds ($2.55), 
are one of the capital’s best bargains (El 
Borg Gezirah; 20-2-2739-0144). 

You don’t have to buy to look at the 
works of established and hot new artists 
at 4Ayyam, one of Cairo’s newest gal-
leries. Founded in Syria, it has branches 

Taxis are easy to 
flag at any hour. 
Many drivers 
speak basic En­
glish, but ask your 
concierge to write 
addresses in Ara­
bic. A short ride is 
about $2, an 
hour’s ride $5. 
Save a long orien­
tation drive (or 
walk) along the 
river for Friday 
morning, when 
the air is cleaner 
and streets rela­
tively deserted. 
For a fun, un­
crowded river 
tour, take a Nile 
River bus (17 
cents). Catch one 
between 7 a.m. and 
9 p.m. at the foot of 
the El Gamaa  
(University) Bridge 
on Giza’s Gamal 
Abdel Nasser 
Street, and take it 
to the television 
tower at the Minis­
try of Information 
on the east bank, 
or vice versa. 

El Gezirah St; 20-2-2735-6000). 
TIP: Tipping a guard at the Sporting 
Club may gain you access without pay-
ing the entry fee.

Gym
WHY: Exhaust fumes and aggressive 
drivers will spoil a long-distance run-
ner’s Nile high unless you haul yourself 
out of bed at dawn. Alternative? Join lo-
cal athletes on the treadmills. 
WHERE: The zGold’s Gym branch in 
Giza, on two floors of a vast three-story 
houseboat modeled after a pharaonic 
temple, offers floor-to-ceiling glassed-
in river views (121 El Nil St.; 20-2-3748-
0003).
TIP: This is one of the only places in Cairo 
where a woman dressed in tight leggings 
and a tank top won’t feel conspicuous.

Shopping
WHY: These days, your Egyptian trinket 
from the Khan el Khalili souk is likely to 
have been made in China. For authentic 
regional designs, hit these boutiques, 
all in the same 1950s Nile-side apart-
ment building. 
WHERE: 2Mounaya Gallery is a favor-
ite for its well-edited selection of acces-
sories and housewares, including blown 
glass and cotton bedding. Egyptian cli-
ents covet the Sarah’s Bag line of wom-
en’s accessories; the Beirut brand fea-
tures prints of Egyptian icons, including 
a young Omar Sharif, on leather clutch-
es and passport covers (14 Montazah St.; 
20-2-2736-6697). Opened in 2009 in-
side the boutique 3Ghazl Banat, El 
Horreya repurposes traditional Egyp-
tian fabrics and embroidery into funky 
T-shirts, handbags, and household ac-
cessories (20-1-1530-1926). 
TIP: Most Zamalek shops are open from 
11 a.m. to 8 p.m. and are closed Sunday.

Ancient Treasures  
WHY: The oMuseum of Egyptian An-
tiquities, on Tahrir Square’s northern 

getting 
around

DISTRICT Tahrir Square Just off the river at the eastern 
end of the Qasr El Nil Bridge, Tahrir (or “Liberation”) 

Square is the heart of modern Cairo and was the centerpiece 
of the nineteenth-century ruler Khedive Ismail’s dream to cre­
ate a “Paris on the Nile,” with broad boulevards punctuated 
by squares, grand apartment buildings, public gardens, and 
royal palaces. Though it’s encrusted with billboards, many of 
the architectural layers still survive.  

Page 125Cairo Opera 
House complex.
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boundary, houses an astonishing assem-
blage of pharaonic antiquities spanning 
7,000 years. A must-see: the wonders col-
lected in the tomb of King Tut for the boy 
king’s afterlife (20-2-2578-2448). 
WHERE: Second floor of the museum. 
TIP: You’ll have the golden mask room to 
yourself if you head for it when the mu-
seum opens at 9 a.m. Don’t miss the life-
like Greco-Roman-era mummy portraits 
from Fayoum Oasis, also on the second 
floor, next to Tut’s golden chariots.

Books and Souvenirs  
WHY: The Museum of Egyptian Antiqui-
ties may house 130,000 treasures, but 
its gift shop disappoints.
WHERE: In a landmark neo-Mamluk 
palace building on the southeast corner 
of Tahrir Square, the main sAmerican 
University in Cairo bookstore is a trove 
of books on antiquities, Middle Eastern 
history, and Arabic literature in transla-
tion (Sheikh Rihan St.; 20-2-2797-5929). 
At the beginning of Talaat Harb Street, 
just off the square, the French-owned 
boutique aOum El Dounia is a one-
stop best-of-Egypt souvenir source, 
with items not often found in the Khan 
el Khalili souk, including music CDs, 
Arabic alphabet stamps, and Nile-
themed makeup bags and wallets by 
Khamsa, a French-Egyptian accessories 
and housewares line (3 Talaat Harb St.; 
20-2-2393-8273).
TIP: Refuel with a cappuccino and cake 
at the AUC bookstore’s coffee shop.

Metro to Coptic Cairo 
WHY: Beat the traffic—and observe ordi-
nary Egyptians—by taking the efficient 
Cairo Metro, whose cars replicate the 
ones in Paris. A good route is from Tah-
rir Square to bCoptic Cairo, site of the 
Roman-era settlement of Fort Babylon, 
the Coptic Museum, a church dedicated 
to the Virgin Mary, and the Ben Ezra 
Synagogue, one of Cairo’s oldest.
WHERE: Board at pSadat Station, at 
the southeastern end of the square just 
in front of the Mugamma (a Cold War–
era government building and Stalinist 

pastiche). Take Line 1 in the direction of 
Helwan to the Mari Girgis station. The 
ride lasts 15 minutes, and the one-way 
fare is one Egyptian pound (17 cents).
TIP: Female passengers can take advan-
tage of the less-crowded women-only 
cars on every train.

Belly Dancing
WHY: Because where else can you board 
a kitschy cruising fantasy inspired by 
temples to Hathor and Horus? 
WHERE: Giza’s dinner and belly dancing 
cruise boats—the xNile Pharaoh and 
Golden Pharaoh, most famous among 
them—have diurnal as well as musical 
rhythms. Western and Asian tourists 
pack the dinner sailings; Egyptian fami-
lies with kids book the sunset depar-
tures. You’ll either love it or hate it (de-
partures from 138 El Nil St.; 20-2- 
3570-1000). 

– f l or e nce 
n igh t i ng a l e , 

18 4 9

“No one 
ever talks 
about the 
beauty of 
Cairo . . . 
the rose  
of cities, 

the garden 
of the 

desert . . . 
really the 

fairest 
place of 
earth” 

The Nile has been a 
playground since 

the time of Cleopa­
tra and continues to 

be today, as at the 
Casino Kasr El Nil, 
on Gezirah Island.

TIP: Lingering on the quiet upper deck 
in the middle of the darkened river 
and watching the lights of the 
city shimmer in the 
wavelets is far more 
entertaining than 
the belly dancers 
(who are usually 
Russian and East-
ern European).

Walking the 
River
WHY: Because Cairo’s 
chaos hides romantic corners best ex-
plored on foot.
WHERE: On Friday, the Islamic day of 
rest, couples and flaneurs replace the 
traffic (and exhaust fumes) on the east 
bank’s Corniche El Nil Street. Stroll 
from Roda’s tiny and lovely lManial 
Palace Park to the east bank’s dSemir-
amis InterContinental and across the 
Qasr El Nil Bridge to Gezirah, passing 
ancient banyan trees, gardens, and 
nineteenth-century mansions convert-
ed into offices and embassies. 

At the opposite end of Roda Island, 
the tree-lined grounds of vManasterly 
Palace, which was built in 1851, are per-
fect for quiet strolls. The palace veranda 
has a breathtaking view of the river, and 
the entry ticket gives you access to an 
eighth century a.d. Nilometer, which 
has beautifully carved Koranic epi-
graphs. Descend the scary stone stair-

DISTRICT Garden City and Roda Island • Garden City, 
a congested maze of streets surrounding the British 

embassy, has a handful of decaying palaces as well as luxury 
hotels and office blocks. Roda Island was used from phara­
onic times until the early twentieth century as a garden and 
as a place to measure the Nile’s height. It’s also where Egyp­
tians believe the pharaoh’s daughter found baby Moses 
floating in a basket among the bulrushes.

Kitsch spectacle.

Activities Culture Food Hotels Nightlife ShoppingKEY
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Nouveau and neoclassical palace one 
block west of the Giza corniche (20-2-
3336-2378). 
TIP: On the museum’s ground floor, the 
Horizon One Gallery curates exhibitions 
by contemporary Cairo artists.

A Perfect Afternoon
On the east bank, about 50 yards upriv-
er from Essam Feluccas (see “Getting 
Oriented”), the mFish Market has a 
shaded outdoor terrace and a chilled 
glass counter from which customers 
can order a meal from the display of 
fresh prawns, calamari, and sea bass; 
this is the perfect lunch spot after a 
morning at the pharaonic monuments 
on the desert’s edge, or after a walk 
through Coptic Cairo, just north of 
Maadi (Corniche El Nil, Maadi en-
trance; 20-2-2380-4250; entrées, $13–
$26). A felucca sail (from nEssam Fe-
luccas) to the west bank’s reedy 
shoreline offers a glimpse of Egypt as it 
appeared to nineteenth-century travel-
ers. After your felucca ride, visit the 
,Grand Café next to the Fish Market, 
and relax with Egyptians smoking shi-
sha, sipping Arabic coffee or fresh juic-
es, or downing icy Sakara beer on the 
white cotton divans. In case you’re 
tempted to suck on a pipe, a 45-minute 
shisha session provides as much nico-
tine as 50 U.S. cigarettes. The bubbly 
draw is misleadingly smooth, especially 
when it’s perfumed with apple and 
honey—the classic Cairo tobacco flavor 
(Corniche El Nil, Maadi entrance).	

case into drippy darkness, following in 
the footsteps of ancient tax men who 
measured the rising Nile waters to de-
termine whether the flood would mean 
feast or famine. The grounds also house 
an interactive museum dedicated to 
Egyptian contralto Oum Kalthoum, as 
famous and adored today for her songs 
about love, loss, and Egyptian glory as 
when she died in 1975. From the palace, 
walk the first half mile of leafy El Malek 
El Saleh Street, for a tour of neighbor-
hood mosques, gardens, corner sundry 
shops, and lovely, well-maintained 
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-centu-
ry apartment buildings.

Modern Jewelry 
WHY: Because a gold cartouche from 
the Khan el Khalili with your name in 
hieroglyphics is so last millennium. 
WHERE: Socialites from the West and 
the Persian Gulf alike prize bold, mod-
ern jewelry that uses Coptic, Islamic, 
and pharaonic motifs—as at cNakhla, 
a tasteful gold crafter (10 El Nil St., Giza; 
20-2-3571-3457). On the lobby level of 
the Four Seasons Cairo at Nile Plaza, 
along the Garden City corniche, the 
hBeymen department store has a cozy 
café next to vitrines showcasing the 
wares of Suzanne El-Masri and Azza Fah-
my, two of Cairo’s outstanding contem-
porary jewelers. El-Masri 
specializes in organic 
forms using traditional 
North African enamel 
and silver casting 
techniques. Fahmy, 
who produces acces-
sories for Preen and  
has collaborated with 
couturier Julien Mac-
donald, works Arabic cal-
ligraphy, including love po-
ems, into her silver and gold 
pieces (20-2-2792-6679).

A French Connection 
WHY: Before Abu Dhabi ever commis-
sioned its own branch of the Louvre, 
Cairo already had an astonishing collec-
tion of French Impressionist art.
WHERE: See works by Renoir, Monet, 
and Degas at the ;Mohamed Mah-
moud Khalil Museum, in a white Art 

Cairo has many 
waterfront hotels. 
For the best sunset 
views and to see 
the Pyramids from 
your room, choose 
a westward-facing 
room with a balco­
ny on a high floor. 
Although its upper 
balconies are small 
and vertiginous, 
the iSofitel Cairo 
El Gezirah has the 
best combination 
of river facilities 
and vistas; a room 
on a high floor 
here is a must to 
evade late-night 
noise from the 
Buddha Bar 
lounge. The hotel’s 
lobby is the nicest 
of any on the Nile 
(20-2-2737-3737; 
doubles, $195–
$245).

The most roman­
tic Nile-view suites 
in Cairo are the du­
plexes on the ninth 
floor of the f 
Shepheard Hotel, 

which was built 
in 1957 to re­
place a colonial 
palace hotel 
burned during 
Egypt’s 1952 

revolution. The 
balconies are 

large enough to 

pull out two plush 
chairs from the sa­
lon for a snooze; 
retro inner sanc­
tums have wood 
staircases and 
beds with filmy 
curtains overlook­
ing the Nile 
through arcaded 
windows. Numbers 
11 and 12 were sets 
for Cairo Time, the 
2009 film about an 
American traveler 
who falls in love 
with the city and 
her Egyptian guide 
(20-2-2792-1000; 
doubles, $120–
$145). 

The kGrand 
Hyatt, with 715 
rooms and an at­
tached shopping 
mall, can be a mob 
scene, but it has 
the advantage of a 
large river-facing 
terrace and a forti­
eth-floor bar and 
forty-first-floor re­
volving restau­
rant—the best 
perch for taking in 
the view of Cairo’s 
glittering expanse 
on cold winter 
nights (20-2-2365-
1234; doubles, 
$255–$335). 

Across the con­
gested Corniche El 
Nil Street, the g 
Four Seasons Cai-
ro at Nile Plaza has 
large river-facing 
balconies. Three 

treatment rooms at 
the excellent spa 
have river vistas, as 
do the Chinese, 
seafood, and steak 
restaurants (20-2-
2791-7000; dou­
bles, $440–$740).

It doesn’t have 
balconies, but the 
5Golden Tulip 
Hotel Flamenco, 
on Zamalek’s 
northwest bank, 
has comfortable, 
economical rooms 
overlooking the 
mosque and Nile 
houseboats along 
the Kit Kat cor­
niche, the setting 
for the Naguib 
Mahfouz novel 
Adrift on the Nile. 
Staff are helpful, 
and the location is 
convenient for 
catching taxis and 
exploring Zamalek 
on foot (20-2-2735-
0815; doubles, 
$86–$160).

sleeping on the river

DISTRICT Maadi • 
Maadi means “ferry 

boats” in Arabic, and 
you’ll still see commuters 
sailing by felucca or pub­
lic motorboat from rural 
islands and the far west 
bank; decked with col­
ored lights and equipped 
with loudspeakers, the 
motorboats can be 
booked for private disco 
cruises and weddings. On 
balmy nights and holi­
days, crowds line the 
sidewalks to sip mint tea 
and eat at pop-up cafés 
and cotton candy stalls.

DISTRICT Giza • Giza is the generic name for the west 
bank district starting at the El Gala Bridge; it extends 

southwest from the Nile to the desert plateau where, on the 
farthest limit of the ancient floodwaters, farmers built the Pyr­
amids. Many of Giza’s skyscrapers date to the 1970s, when 
Anwar Sadat opened Egypt to foreign investment; the river 
has been colonized here by belly dancing boats, bowling al­
leys, and other garish entertainments.
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Nakhla 
necklace.


