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Narrating Egypt’s new story
through design

+20 Egypt Design: Mixing Italian flair
with Egyptian talent
By Heba Elkayal
Daily News Egypt
Photo by Heba Elkayal

By Heba Elkayal
Daily News Egypt

K

arim Mekhtigian is an
Armenian-Egyptian who
for 15 years practiced architecture and design in Paris.Ten
years ago he came to Cairo
to work on one project, which
quickly led to other commissions, prompting him to consider moving back.
Today, with two additional partners, his design firm
Alchemy has a reputation
amongst Egypt’s design cognoscenti for delivering some
of the country’s most original
architectural projects and
product designs.
Alchemy have set the
bar high in a city where design is a burgeoning creative
field, thanks in large part to
Mekhtigian’s experience and
cross-cultural approach to
contemporary design.
From Mekhtigian, one can
guarantee a practical take on
design that has fluid forms and
meaning to the concept of the
product without confusing
the design with superfluous
detailing.
“In general we started Alchemy by having the urge to elevate a little bit the perception
of absolute beauty. It’s about
beauty, elegance, a brand that is
created in Egypt — this is one
of the stories, for example. My
aim was to create an Egyptian
brand and to tell different kinds
of stories,” he said.
Alchemy is currently helping to tell the story of a city
that hopes to develop its
design craftsmanship with a
respectful recognition of the
past, yet without the overly
romanticized clichés of Orientalism present.
“Of course a brand is related to a certain culture,
a certain concept, certain
know-how, etc., and this takes
a lot of time, this takes years.
So Alchemy has it own way,”
Mekhtigian said.
Several pieces designed by
Mekhtigian and Alchemy were
selected by the Italian designer Paula Navone, who curated
the +20 Egypt Design exhibit
in Old Cairo’s 18th century
landmark Bayt El-Suhaymi.
A low-seated wooden
armchair lacquered in white
is pierced with a geometric
design, playing with a conventionally modern chair shape by
juxtaposing a dramatic Arabinspired motif onto it. The
chair’s almost masculine shape
has been softened ever so sub-

The White Desert lounge chair by Karim Mekhtigian for
Hid’n by La Roche.

Architect Karim Mekhtigian
is a leading designer with
a knowledge and take on
design that looks both to
past and present.

tly with the pierced motif.
Mekhtigian has helped develop furniture design for local producers that, in a manner
previously more industrial,
once churned out pieces for
brands and orders abroad.
“The industrialists wanted
to start having a corporate image, a design image, they used
to do things they were asked
to do. They never thought of
having their own brand or their
own name.They were just suppliers, so when we came and
told them you have to stop
only being suppliers, because
people come to Egypt because
of cheap labor (but now you
have China being cheaper)
they come because we can offer them something that they
can’t be offered elsewhere.”
Mekhtigian designs not only
for his firm, but also for local
brands that have received a
revival due to the urgency
emphasized by local designers. Mekhtigian has redesigned a traditional taktouka
coffeeshop table in stainless
steel and saturated colors for
Mohm, a regal high backed
chair called the Mawlana Deshret lounge seat for brand
Karassi + Karassi,and an entire
bedroom range, coffee table
and bookshelves entitled the
White Desert Collection for
La Roche for their line Hid’n.
“In general I work as an art
director for branding, each
different brand has a different
story so it’s according to the
story and the concept that
I manage and organize my
work. Alchemy is a completely different story from Hid’n
because it’s custom made for
each client so it doesn’t interfere,” he said.
Whereas Alchemy blends
locally inspired design fusing it
with contemporary materials
such as stainless steel and plastic, Hid’n is a collection whose
philosophy is to uncover and

translate all the hidden facets
of Egypt’s topography.
“Hid’n is a fresh new brand
that we’ve worked on after
all this new wave of ‘wanting
design’ and wanting designers
to work with industrialists. It’s
about clean lines; the surprise
of opening [panels in the furniture] and finding new things,
new finishes. The philosophy
of Hid’n is about discovering
what you don’t see.”
The furniture is very simple
in appearance, whereas the
metaphor is a complex one.
“It’s also a little bit Egypt
because everything is hidden, it’s related. [Examples
are] the veil, the mashrabiyas:
this filtering of the vision is
something that is part of our
culture and it’s interesting to
use it as a language, as an alphabet throughout our daily
life, so that is also one of the
concepts of Hid’n,” explained
Mekhtigian.
The White Desert collection was about creating
products for Egypt and the
local industry during a work-

The Mawlana Deshret
lounge seat for Karassi +
Karassi.

shop that brought local industry with both Egyptian
and foreign designers.
“One of my subjects that I
developed during this workshop was that of the Egyptian
topography transforming into a
certain product, so it came into
the Hid’n collection naturally because it was the right products
we can start with,” he said.
The collection includes a
lounge chair whose seat dips
down and whose arm rests
rise up and out like the dunes
of a desert, a coffee table with
a dip in the center, and bookshelves whose vertical lines
are like undulating waves. The
collection has a sense of poetry about it, and yet is so discreet in its narrative of Egypt.
Twenty of Mekhtigian’s designs were incorporated into
the exhibit at Bayt El-Suhaymi,
an accomplishment which he
speaks modestly about,preferring to recognize the overall
achievement for Egyptian design with this new initiative.
“I think +20 is very important, the place, the space,
where it is, the people involved etc.We used to dream
about this many years ago.And
now it’s happening, it’s a start
and I’m really very curious and
excited to see what it’s going
to be. It’s the only way…we
need to communicate, we
need exposure, and we need
it a certain way so it’s a good
and right way of doing this,”
Mekhtigian said.
Alchemy Design Studio
15A, Road 6
Maadi, Cairo
Tel: (02) 2751 4137
www.karimmekhtigian.com
www.alchemy01.com

Soheimi chair by Karim Mekhtigian for Alchemy.

I

n an unprecedented initiative, Cairo was suddenly a
very appealing place to be for
Egyptian furniture designers,
design enthusiasts and curious
residents of Old Cairo.
The +20 Egypt Design exhibit was organized for the
first time this year, in conjunction with the annual Egyptian
FURNEX exhibit that displays
local Egyptian furniture companies and brands.
Showcased in the 18th
century Bayt El-Suhaymi on
Muizz Street in Old Cairo, it
was a sight for sore eyes as
beautiful contemporary Italian and Egyptian furniture
was placed side by side in the
various rooms, contrasting in
a novel manner against the
worn stone slabs and wooden
mashrabiya work of the historic home.
+20 was set up to highlight the creative talents and
art behind the works of local young designers. Based
on the Zona Tortona exhibit
that takes place in Milan every
year during the furniture and
design exhibit week, +20 was
a collaborative effort between
the Egyptian Furniture Export
Council (EFEC), the Ministry
of Trade and the Italian company Design Partners, which
organizes the Milan exhibit.
+20 Egypt Design comprised several exhibits including art and fashion housed in
various historic monuments
in the area. Testament to its
success, the exhibit caused
much congestion on the
streets of Old Cairo.
On opening night, Bayt
El-Suhaymi was invaded by
visitors, socialites, design students and journalists who all
eagerly waited to tour the
exhibit, curated by established
Italian designer Paula Navone.
Many foreign guests were also
present at the event.
Daily News Egypt spoke to
Maurizio Ribotti, CEO of Design Partners, about the initiative which he helped implement in Cairo.
“The story’s start is very
simple but amazing,” said Ribotti.
In 2009, Egypt’s Minister
of Trade and Industry Rachid Mohamed Rachid paid
an unexpected visit to Zona
Tortona accompanied by the
EFEC. According to Ribotti,
the group toured the exhibit
and didn’t speak a word to
anybody. Afterwards they

asked to meet him.
“The minister said, ‘You did
an amazing job here, it’s not
just because it’s about design
but because it’s about the economical impact you are able to
generate on this territory and
the image impact you generate
for this city,’” Ribotti recalled.
“Seventy percent of our
visitors come from abroad
from more than 50 countries,
and so there are three different perspectives where you
can read the situation. And he
told me, ‘I would truly like to
have this in Cairo.’ …Now we
are in charge as general contractors,” he said.
More than just an event, Ribotti said, this year’s exhibit
is a starting point of a “long
list of initiatives we want to
develop. …this is not an action but a process.”
The ultimate goal is to foster and promote a culture of
design among the “local industry,artisans,design enthusiasts,
everyone because design impacts several sectors and it is a
big economic opportunity,” he
said, adding that the Egyptian
government is ready to seize
these opportunities.
Seventy percent of local
design and artisan products
sourced from the Khan ElKhalili bazaar were used in
the exhibit while the remaining pieces were international
designs.
“We immediately thought
about Paula Navone [to help
curate the exhibit] because
she’s an amazing professional
person and I think she’s one
of the few designers who’s
able to work on this mix of
cultures, which was perfect
for this project. I don’t think
there’s anyone who could do
it better. …she accepted the
challenge. She was in charge
of the art direction, which
was only a small part of the
project,” he explained.
Navone’s creative touches
were many, from stacked aluminum crockery on display
to an Egyptian butcher’s
scale next to a kitchen by
Amr Helmy. Modern Italian
lighting units were placed in
a room with imitation Louis
XVI furniture produced in
Damietta. Ramadan lanterns
stood to the side of a modern plush purple sofa in another space.
The effect? Sophisticated
and simply stunning.
What was so intriguing
when touring the exhibit was
recognizing the creativity and
talent behind the various piec-

es, but also the quality of the
furniture produced.
“Here you have so many
good production plants;
[Egypt] is so powerful in this.
There are companies and factories much bigger than Italian ones, so you truly have the
working force. Of course you
have to develop maybe the
culture of the products, the
quality…I think the quality is
good because the finishing of
the product is good.
“Of course there’s always
room to improve through the
material, the detail, the shaping of products.There is a huge
future for design in Egypt so
the challenge is how to innovate, not only aesthetically, but
also functionally, and [in terms
of] material.
“I think there is much potential to become an important player on the international design market,” explained
Ribotti.
Surprising praise coming
from an Italian considering
that the Italian furniture industry is a main leader and
producer in the field of furniture design.
“It’s because it’s already
established, the market is already saturated in a way, here
it’s fresh and upcoming which
means that a lot of things
have to happen, so there are
opportunities. So this is how
we perceive it as Occidentals.
I have a very strong feeling
about this potential.”
Ribotti was pleasantly surprised during the planning
stages and development of
the +20 exhibit.“In my point of
view Egyptians are very smart,
very efficient, very much looking forward [to the future], we
are so surprised for that because it’s not so usual to find
this approach from Italians or
British. They’re also open to
receive criticism.”

The long-term hope, explained Ribotti, is to develop
a symbiotic relationship of
creative talent and production
between Egypt and the international design community,
“cross fertilization in a way,”
stated Ribotti.
The exhibit is also about
promoting the potential of
marketing Egyptian design
abroad, and integrating a
worldly awareness of design
in the Egyptian market.
But does Egypt have the
potential to start taking its
designs abroad? Ribotti, with
much conviction, was pleased
with many designers exhibited, several of whom he’s invited to show their pieces at
Zona Tortona next year.
“One that impressed me
a lot because I think it could
become more and more an
international and well-known
company is Amr Helmy Designs…because they produce
kitchen pieces by putting together corian and wood in a
very smart way.
“Dina Shoukry’s ‘My Shisha’ table is very well crafted.
Very colorful, very nice shaping, and the materials are very
good and so is the finishing.”
Both brands Ribotti feels can
approach the international
market successfully.
“Sometimes it’s not a matter of the big story of a big
company, it’s about the idea,
the soul that is behind the
product.”
So pleased with the outcome of the exhibit on opening night, Minister Rachid has
already requested that Ribotti
start planning next year’s
event.
“He said let’s just start to
talk as soon as possible for
next year, which is the best
goal we can get and the best
words we can get from him on
the first day of the event.”

Kitchen by Amr Helmy is a single unit design that contains
storage, sink and counter space in one sleek piece.

SPOTLIGHT

Summer Wedding Delight
May Amin and Sherif Abou Taleb married in a delightful wedding
party at the Four Seasons Nile Plaza surrounded by friends and
family who all came to wish the couple a good life. The bride
wore a lace and chiffon dress by Lebanese designer Elie Saab.

PHOTOS BY HASSAN IBRAHIM
Youmna and Kheiriya Aly.
The bride with her mother Mrs. Mohamed
Amin.
Farah El Gabalawy and Myriam Fares.
The bride in her beautiful dress by Elie Saab.

Mostafa Abdelaziz and Amr El Laithy.
May and Sherif with Myriam Fares.

Mr. and Mrs. Samy Saad Zaghloul.
Safwat El Sherif and Fathy Sorour.

The happy couple with their wedding cake.

Ahmed Talib, Mostafa El Sallab and Yehia
Abdelmaguid with his daughter.

Mr. and Mrs. Ahmed Abou Taleb and Mr. and
Mrs. Sayed Mishaal.
Ahmed Roushdy and Kamaal El Ganzoury.
Mr. and Mrs. Ahmed Abou Taleb, Mr. and Mrs.
Samy Saad, Mr. and Mrs. Hany Seif El Nasr.

Mr. and Mrs. Mansour Amer and Mohamed Amin, father of
the bride.

Mr. and Mrs. Tarek Amin with Mr. Mohamed
Salama and his family.

Abdel Aziz Mostafa and Bakr bin Laden.

Mr. and Mrs. Ahmed Nagui.

Mr. and Mrs. Mohamed Amin, May and
Sherif, and Ahmed Roushdy.
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+20 Design Egypt Exhibit at Bayt El-Suhaymi
LOCALLY INSPIRED, LOCALLY PRODUCED: EGYPTIAN DESIGN TALENT RECOGNIZED
Hubby Bubbly Cool

Photo by Heba Elkayal

A

The mashrabiya coffee table by Shahira Fahmy is displayed with a chair by Patricia Urquiola
for Moroso.
By Heba Elkayal
Daily News Egypt
Shahira Fahmy: Mashrabiya
magic

O

nce used to ventilate houses and hide
women from strangers outside, the mashrabiya wooden
lattice work is today played
with by architect and product designer Shahira Fahmy,
revealing a new use for the
exquisite craftsmanship of
the woodwork so particular
to Egypt.
Her contribution to the
+20 exhibit at Beyt El-Suhaymi is a glass topped coffee table of a multiple footed
mashrabiya base that fans out
like a spiral bound notebook.
It is her ingenious take on an
abundantly used local craft,
which — in her words — is
produced by the skilled hands
of craftsmen “as if they were
machines.”
Her table is practical, functional and easily stackable
once the mood strikes you
for a change in surroundings.
Necessity is the mother
of invention, and Fahmy designed this table between
2006 and 2007 when she
was selected to participate
in the Salone Satellite during
the Milan Furniture Fair that
takes place each April. She
was forced to come up with
a new design upon submitting
a portfolio of her work.
“I had four months to do
something and be in Milan.
The biggest challenge was
production; I didn’t have time
on my side so production

was my main concern. I decided to do something with
mashrabiya because this material people here know and
already do well.
“I thought this material
should be used for something
different than windows and
chairs because you have something…that everyone knows
how to do and they produce
it so quickly. And you have a
wide array of mashrabiyas so
I went to workshops to study
every kind of mashrabiya, every scale, and every type.You
have different functionalities:
some are very rigid, some are
very flexible.”
She had designed a bookshelf that one can assemble
according to their filing needs
of coffee books or smaller
novels, playing with the width
and height of the shelving in
between.
“As an architect, the notion of grids is important,”
she said. It is often the starting point of inspiration for
Fahmy who breaks her designs down to their most
basic lines, playing with the
flexibility rendered by a basic
component of design.
“For me the goal was that
the mashrabiya was going
to give me flexibility which
meant that I know how to do
many things with it — and for
me it was storage and folding. It was important that I
can do that because everything around me in Milan was
all about how you can take it
out from somewhere and fold
it out or fold it flat. And so I
thought that everything was
designed with that concept

in mind, that you can store it
after you’re done.”
Fahmy has her ambitions
set on further exploring designs with the mashrabiya
as the basic building component.
“The difference between
us and Milan is their ability to execute ideas, but we
have something here that
they don’t have, including
copper and metalwork, so at
least we’re starting with this,”
Fahmy said.

The Prop Console by Viable London for &Cairo was placed
in the Design Library of Bayt El-Suhaymi. A subtle piece, it
has the ability to work well in different contexts and still
stand out.
&Cairo: Telling the City’s
Narrative

W

e grew up with wood
— wood around us all
the time,” said Cherif Makram
who, along with brother Rami,
is the third generation in a
family of furniture producers
and designers.
The family brand is Hardwood Furniture Company,
started in 1935 by their
grandfather with a specialization in retro and ArabShahira H. Fahmy Architects
inspired designs. Today, their
15 Wady El-Nil St.,
new line &Cairo seeks inMohandessin, Giza
spiration from the physical
Tel: (02) 3305 3528
structure of the city to create
www.sfahmy.com
contemporary designs that reflect
the physical and
visual experience of
being in the capital.
“We have a lot to work
with,” said Makram, who is
mainly entrenched in the production side of the new brand.
He has also started to pursue
the more creative elements
of the business by borrowing
from the family’s archives of
design to redesign and modify some of his grandfather’s
work. This vintage line of the
brand has been prolific so far
in the output of designs.
A trio of coffee tables with
wide circular tabletops and
long spindly legs lacquered
in rose nostalgically hint
at the furniture of Egyptian homes in the 1960s.
Another chair inspired
Utchat stool by
Rami Makram for by their archives was redesigned to be simple
&Cairo
in its lines and smooth

curves, making it decidedly
modern while still adhering
to its retro heritage.
Whereas the vintage line
looks both to the past and
present, the line &Cairo was
developed to collaborate
with various designers on
interpreting the experience
of the city into physical form.
The scaffolding around buildings being constructed leant
a console designed by Viable
London a rigidity that one
fails to see when looking at
what appears to be a basic and
delicate skeletal structure.
The white table with dark
wooden legs wrap around the
tabletop to contrast nicely
with much subtlety. Humor
too is to be found in the
Caretta Table by Gumdesign
for &Cairo, which is based on
the rather primitive design of
a wheeled cart.
The Utchat stools designed
by Rami were inspired by the
eye of Horus. Placed in pairs
they evoke a rhythm of movement as one visually traces
the almond-like lines of the
stool’s seat. Separated, they
are a fusion of soft curves and
hard lines emphasized by the
serrated effect of the stool’s
woodwork. There is nothing
forthright about the stool’s
point of inspiration but rather
a reminder of how beautifully
stylized lines and silhouettes
can wholly inspire the spirit
of a piece.

novice to design, Dina
Shoukry debuted her shisha-inspired table at the +20
Design Egypt exhibit enthralling attendees with its novelty.
Shoukry’s My Shisha table is
made of colorful shisha pipes
forming the legs of a wooden-topped table bordered in
traditional copper upholstery
nails, the blend of traditional elements and materials for use
in a very practical and highly
functional piece was a showstopper.Arranged with Kartell
stools and chairs designed by
Phillipe Starck, it was indeed
quite a colorful installation.
So highly regarded was the
design and execution of the table, Shoukry has been invited to
show her piece in ZonaTortona
next April, an exhibit dedicated
to innovative lifestyle design
that takes place in parallel with
the Salone Internazionale del
Mobile in Milan every year.
The question is, will the
general public be as tickled as
guests in Cairo were?
Surely they will: with the
growing popularity of shisha
in Europe, and the ever-burning love affair of the occidentals for all things romantically
Orientalist, the table is bound
to have people curious.
For more information: www.dinashoukry.com

Dina Shoukry’s table was installed in the “Smoking Room”
of the +20 Design Egypt exhibit in Bayt El-Suhaymi. Paired
with contemporary furniture from Kartell, the table was a
creative novelty.

The designers’ rendering of the sunbed as inspired by the depet barge of Ancient Egypt.
A Sunbed Fit for Pharaohs

W

e basically took the
form of the barge on
the Nile, which inspires images of the outdoors and summer, [and] turned it into an
outdoor sofa,” said Hedayat
Islam of design firm Eklego,
which specialize in fusing dif-

ferent elements from both
past and present, various
cultures and art forms to
produce unique furniture
and product designs.
The depet barge from Ancient Egypt leant Eklego a
silhouette with which they
played, ultimately presenting
a showpiece perfect for one’s

outdoor space. Both regal and
grand, the sunbed needs nothing but a few pillows, and time
dedicated to pursuing the art
of summer napping.
Eklego Design
8, El Sheikh El Marsafy Sq,
Zamalek, Cairo, Egypt
Tel: (02) 2736 6353

For more information contact
info@andcairo.com or visit
www.andcairo.com

The Eklego sunbed was placed in a small balcony off a stairway in Bayt El-Suhaymi, with pillows from Tanis. The sunbed is a beautiful take on outdoor furniture.

Your Connoisseur Today
By: David Molyneux-Berry
Brought to you by Gianaclis Vineyards
www.gianacliswines.com

It is an amazing fact that
around 3,500,000,000 bottles of wine (or the equivalent in other sizes and packages) are produced every
year throughout the world.
Such an enormous production involving so many
peoples and trades seems
almost unbelievable especially as a large part of the
world’s population has never
seen or consumed a bottle of
wine. So why is wine such an
important product and who
invented it?
The first amazing fact is
that wine is entirely natural.
Even if man did not exist wine
would. The grape, the fruit of
the vine has on average about
10 million wild yeast that cling
to its skin. When the skin is
damaged the yeast automatically convert the sugars in
the grape to ethanol or ethyl
alcohol, thus creating wine.
Even if the skin is not pierced
the natural enzymes in the
grape will begin to create alcohol and therefore wine. It

was not man that invented
wine, but nature.
Of course man noticed
this development and later
benefited from it. Almost
certainly man was aware
of wine many thousands of
years ago, but it is only relatively recently that man has
understood the processes
that lead to wine and how
to improve quality.
One of the earliest civilisations to record the wine
making process was Egypt.
The pharaohs were well
acquainted with wine over
5,000 years ago and probably
much earlier still. It was the
drink of kings, queens and nobles. It had beneficial medicinal properties that improved
health and increased longevity although the reasons for
this have only been proven
in the last 60 years or so.
Throughout history the great
civilisations have extolled the
benefits of drinking wine.The
Assyrians, Persians, Egyptians,
Greeks and Romans all wrote

about wine and in more recent times other peoples
have written more about
wine than just about anything
else.
Today the world has more
choice than ever. There are
over fifty countries producing
wine on a commercial scale
and the variety and quality is
better than ever.
So where does Egypt stand
today? After a difficult period
following nationalisation in
the 1960s and the subsequent
deterioration of the industry
over the following 30 or so
years privatisation in the late
nineties saw the beginning of
a renaissance. However, it was
the intervention of Heineken,
the Dutch brewers, in 2002
that really stirred things up.
David Molyneux-Berry
is one of the world’s most
renowned wine tasters. He
is an international wine
auctioneer and a founder
member of Sotheby’s wine
department

Sofa and armchairs by
Youssef Nabil for Freres
Williams.

Chair by Shoulah, stools by Karim Meghtigian for Alchemy
and lamp by Italian brand Lucelite.

Sinks by Italian brand Agape and local loofah scrubs were
eclectically arranged by Paula Navone for the Bayt ElSuhaymi exhibit.

The outdoor lecture hall had a funky +20
take on its seating arrangement.

Taktouka side tables by Karim Mekhtigian
for Mohm.

