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The English Section

Tahrir Square during 25" of Jan2011

It is too soon to comprehend the full impact of what happened in Tahrir Square during the 18 days that
followed. But whatever it is, Egypt and the Arab world will never be the same again

The recent revolution in Cairo has made Tahrir Square a household name. No one, not even a
historian who has written a book on the city, could have imagined that this aptly named public space
would nurture a spark that would set the entire Middle East ablaze. Tabhrir, which means liberation in
Arabic, is one of the oldest squares in modern Cairo. The images of the square recently aired during
broadcast coverage of the uprising—images now engraved in the minds of people all over the globe—
were taken from the rooftops of the few high-rise buildings situated south of the square. Just beyond
this location, looking west and north, is a collection of overlooked buildings that capture the history of
modern Egypt and render the revolutionary happenings in Tahrir Square all the more poignant. A
photograph of the square from the early 1960s helps tell the story. Appearing under the Cairo tower is
the headquarters of the Arab League and next to it is the former Hilton Hotel, which is currently under
renovation as a new Ritz-Carlton. North of the hotel is the salmon-colored Egyptian Museum and
behind it is a building that would ultimately become the headquarters for President Hosni Mubarak’s
National Democratic Party (NDP). In the foreground is a statue-less pedestal crowning a green
roundabout. Each of these landmarks plays a role in the making of modern Cairo, a city that is nearly
four thousand years old. Most scholars would agree that the city is only one thousand years old, but its
metropolitan expansion in the twenty-first century engulfed all earlier settlements from Memphis to
Giza, making Cairo many millennia older.
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