










Background and Aftermath to Drama 1882

Dr Anthony Gorman

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
Egypt found itself under French occupation. The 
French would soon withdraw under pressure 
from British and Ottoman forces, but the vacuum 
created allowed an Ottoman officer, Muhammad 
Ali, to emerge as the leading figure. Appointed 
as the Ottoman governor in 1805, Muhammad 
Ali enhanced his position through a series of 
adept political manoeuvres, and after brutally 
eliminating his Mamluk rivals, he established a 
ruling dynasty in Egypt, though still within the 
boundaries of the Ottoman Empire. At the end 
of the century, another political confrontation 
between Egyptian and foreign forces would by 
contrast result in a protracted occupation of 
Egypt with a compromised ruler.

Although a traditional Ottoman ruler, Muhammad 
Ali recognised that in order to consolidate his 
authority and keep European power at bay 
he needed to overhaul the governance of the 



country and to equip it with the ability to defend 
itself. Over the course of his long rule, he laid 
the foundation of the modern Egyptian state, 
reorganising its institutions, invigorating its 
economy and projecting its power abroad. His 
restructuring of the government, which included 
the creation of specific ministries, would become 
the basis of later departments and lead to the 
expansion of a provincial administration. Largely 
staffed by the privileged Turko-Circassian elite, 
the state still remained firmly under the control of 
the ruler.

Beyond government administration, a dynamic 
economic policy gave attention to different 
sectors of the economy. The importance of 
trade was recognised in the expansion of 
the canal system that facilitated the more 
efficient movement of goods and people. 
Foreign merchants were welcomed to settle 
in the country bringing their experience and 
commercial connections with them. Agricultural 
production was encouraged through regularised 
land ownership and some generous tax 
exemptions, even if the monopolistic system 
forced agricultural producers to sell to the state 



at a fixed price. Significantly, Muhammad Ali 
pioneered the cultivation of cotton in Egypt 
that, in time, would become a great source of 
international earnings. He also gave attention 
to the development of industry and trade, 
establishing state factories again using a 
monopolistic system.

Competition with Europe also meant the need 
for an educated class of government officials 
and administrators. To that end from the 1820s 
Muhammad Ali supported a series of student 
missions of young Egyptians to study, particularly 
in France, from European culture, languages 
and science. Specialised schools in medicine, 
translation and administration were also set 
up in Egypt, often advised or run by European 
specialists, to disseminate relevant expertise and 
skills for running the state.

Central to Muhammad Ali’s plans was the 
development of a strong Egyptian army. Up to 
this time the Turko-Circassian Mamluks had 
provided the backbone of the military, but it 
was clear that a more modern organisation was 
required. After a failed attempt to base this on 
Sudanese slaves, he created a conscript army 



made up of Egyptian Arabic-speaking peasants 
commanded by Turko-Circassian officers. The 
Egyptian army would ultimately number over 
100,000 well-trained and disciplined troops.

After putting these at the service of the Ottoman 
Sultan in campaigns in Crete and Greece, but 
not being fairly recompensed for his efforts, 
Muhammad Ali reacted by invading Syria in 
1831 and occupying it for almost a decade. Only 
when he appeared to be planning a march on 
Istanbul itself, was the Sultan able to call on 
the assistance of European powers to secure 
an Egyptian withdrawal and a settlement. The 
terms were not insignificant – Muhammad Ali 
was forced to greatly reduce the size of his 
army and to dismantle his state monopolies. In 
return, however, he was granted the Ottoman 
governorship of Egypt as a hereditary right. 
Although frustrated in his greater territorial 
ambitions and forced to reverse some of his 
economic policies, by the time of his death in 
1849, Muhammad Ali had established a strong, 
centralised and financially sound authoritarian 
state and dynastic regime.

If Muhammad Ali’s rule can be characterised as 



that of a strong authoritarian moderniser, this 
stands in contrast to that of his grandson, Ismail, 
who came to power as the ruler of Egypt in 1863 
and set the country on a different course. Unlike 
his grandfather who had relied heavily on his 
military forces to project Egyptian power and his 
own authority, Ismail pursued the development 
of the country through a programme of public 
works, sponsoring a series of infrastructure 
projects dedicated to the improvement of 
transport and communications. Roads, rail 
and irrigation systems better connected the 
country while a telegraph system facilitated the 
transmission of news and information.

The flagship project of this programme was the 
Suez Canal. Long a dream of rulers and hydraulic 
engineers, a connecting waterway between 
the Mediterranean and the Red Sea began to 
become a reality when Said, Ismail’s immediate 
predecessor, signed a concession granting the 
right to its construction to Ferdinand de Lesseps 
in 1854. Work began five years later and, at great 
cost in money and manpower, the canal opened 
in 1869 to great fanfare with many European 
members of royalty and various luminaries in 



attendance, entertained with a performance of 
Verdi’s Rigoletto. Promoted as a great benefit 
to the country, the canal in fact would turn out 
to be a very mixed blessing. While it certainly 
facilitated the transport of goods and people 
between Europe and Asia, the canal thereafter 
made Egypt a country of critical geopolitical 
importance and its control assumed international 
significance.

The other major element of Ismail’s policy, 
consistent with his mantra that Egypt was part 
of Europe, was the promotion of high culture 
that testified to Egypt’s credentials as a civilised 
country. To that end Ismail extensively expanded 
the city of Cairo westwards to the river Nile with 
European style street planning and architecture, 
including an opera house in Cairo, a requirement 
then for any respectable European city, and 
a commitment to an extensive programme of 
theatre. In addition to schools, cultural and 
educational institutions such as the Teachers 
College (Dar al-‘Ulum) and a National Library (Dar 
al-Kutub) gave further evidence to this vision. 
Such developments provided a conduit for new 
ideas concerning not just culture but politics and 



society.

In pursuing these policies Ismail encouraged 
foreigners to migrate to the country, as 
Muhammad Ali had done before him. Over 
time a considerable resident presence made 
up of diverse communities of Greeks, Maltese, 
Italians, Armenians, Jews and Syrians established 
themselves largely in the cities and especially in 
Alexandria. Some of these, members of the haute 
bourgeoisie working in international commerce, 
big business and high finance, formed part of 
the celebrated cosmopolitan elite. The majority, 
made up of skilled workers, artisans, small 
businessmen, shopkeepers and professionals, 
often living in popular neighbourhoods side by 
side with Egyptians, came to play an important 
economic and social role in the life of the country. 
However, this great intermingling of ethnicities 
and faiths among the popular classes was 
underwritten by certain structural inequalities, 
such as the Capitulations, the system of legal and 
economic privileges accorded to those who held 
foreign nationality. So, while relations among 
these diverse groups were often harmonious 
during times of political tension, whether 



spontaneous or contrived, they could erupt into 
social disorder and street violence among its 
unruly elements.

By the 1870s Ismail’s programme of public 
works began to place an intolerable strain on 
the Egyptian Treasury especially when export 
revenues from Egypt’s cotton crop began to 
contract with the end of the American Civil 
War. The situation was exacerbated by his use 
of money to secure political favours from the 
Sultan, among them the title of Khedive, which 
indicated a more exalted status than that of 
Ottoman governor, and the right to borrow money 
without needing permission from the Sublime 
Porte in Istanbul. Yet Ismail continued to borrow 
money from exploitative European banks on 
poor terms. The expense of Ismail’s extravagant 
personal lifestyle only worsened the financial 
situation.

To meet his mounting debts, Ismail offered tax 
concessions to increase government revenue in 
the short term but to the detriment of the longer-
term health of the Treasury. When Egyptian 
finances came under greater pressure in 1875, 
he was forced to sell his shares in the Suez Canal 



Company, which were promptly snapped up by 
the British Government for four million pounds, 
but to little avail. The following year with tax 
revenues insufficient to meet its commitments 
to European banks the country defaulted 
on its loans. The subsequent bankruptcy 
settlement required the setting up first of a Debt 
Commission, then the system of Dual Control that 
gave British and French representatives a place 
in the Egyptian cabinet and a role in advising on 
how to restore the national finances.

This also brought significant political costs. 
A Commission of Inquiry set up to examine 
Egyptian finances in March 1878 reported 
back with a series of recommendations that 
included the formation of a cabinet based on 
the principle of ministerial responsibility, a move 
which effectively undermined the authority of 
the Khedive. In an increasingly fraught political 
atmosphere, the Chamber of Delegates (Majlis al-
Nuwwab), a body that Ismail had established in 
1866 as a means to gain support for his financial 
decisions, would come to play a significant role. 
Originally given no real legislative function, the 
body of 75 indirectly elected members assumed 



an emerging constitutional significance.

In early 1879 the protest by military officers 
against their demotion on half pay, one of 
the measures taken as part of the politics of 
economic austerity, presaged the rising disquiet 
among Egyptians. The following month, Ismail 
used the occasion to seek to reassert his 
position by endorsing the recommendations of 
the chamber against European financial advice. 
Concerned to defend the interests of their 
creditors, European governments responded 
by lobbying Sultan Abd al-Hamid II in Istanbul 
to dismiss the Khedive in June 1879. The Sultan 
assented and replaced Ismail with his pliable and 
inexperienced son, Tawfiq, who sought to defend 
a compromised position amidst the competing 
claims of both Egyptian and foreign interests.

The next two years of social and political crisis 
were thus not simply a matter of financial 
rectitude but also involved constitutional issues, 
a struggle between the Turko-Circassian elite 
of the old political order and the rising Arabic 
notability, as well as a broader political canvas 
that included informal political groups and secret 
societies and an increasingly vociferous press. 



It also raised questions surrounding the status 
of Egypt within the Ottoman Empire, which had 
been going through its own constitutional crisis, 
and relations between the Sultan and predatory 
European powers.

At the beginning of 1881, elements in the 
Egyptian military once again sought to challenge 
the policies of the Egyptian government and 
the Khedive by protesting budget cuts and 
the continued preference given to the Turko-
Circassian officers over Arabic-speaking 
Egyptians in the military. Colonel Ahmed Urabi, 
an Egyptian of peasant background who had 
unusually reached senior rank in the Egyptian 
army, emerged as the leader of this movement 
and was later to be appointed War Minister. Over 
the next 18 months, this revolutionary group 
attracted a broad coalition of support made 
up of Arab notables, some Turko-Circassians, 
urban intellectuals, merchants, artisans and the 
Egyptian peasantry (fellahin). Captured in the 
slogan of “Egypt for the Egyptians”, the Urabists 
put forward their political programme that drew 
on elements of nationalism, constitutionalism 
and Islamic modernism. It consisted of two 



principal elements: firstly, to resist the increasing 
influence of foreign interests on Egyptian 
finances and administration; and secondly, to call 
for a new constitution to clearly limit the powers 
of the Khedive and empower the Chamber of 
Delegates as representatives of the people. The 
movement stood in opposition to a weak and 
wavering Khedive Tawfiq, who was supported 
by the majority of the Turko-Circassian elites, 
rural notables, and a British government, keen to 
defend the interests of European bondholders 
and its own larger imperial concerns. For some 
months, political manoeuvring continued among 
these players but in September 1881 a second 
military demonstration in front of Abdin Palace, 
the official residence of the Khedive, set in train 
a dramatic series of events that would eventually 
lead to a British invasion of the country.

Aftermath

After the naval bombardment of Alexandria and 
the landing of troops in the north and at Ismailia 
on the Suez Canal, the British expeditionary force 
defeated the Egyptians on the battlefield at Tel 
al-Kabir in the delta on 13 September 1882 after 
an early morning surprise attack. The following 



day British forces marched on to Cairo, where 
Urabi and his supporters surrendered. Tried for 
treason against the Khedive and subsequently 
found guilty, Urabi and his companions were sent 
into exile to Sri Lanka although some, such as 
Riyad Pasha, had argued for the death penalty. 
Urabi would return to Egypt in 1901 but took no 
further part in public life and died in obscurity in 
1911.

The defeat of the Urabist revolution began a 
long period of British occupation. Despite many 
promises to withdraw from the country the British 
government actually set about incorporating 
Egypt into its imperial vision and colonial 
economy, while the Khedive and his successor 
Abbas Hilmi II were left with little authority. 
With the outbreak of World War I in 1914 and 
the Ottoman Empire now a hostile power, 
Britain declared Egypt a protectorate. For many 
Egyptians the memory of the Urabi Revolution 
was written off as a failure and the cause of the 
loss of national independence.

The postwar settlement that followed the defeat 
of the Ottoman Empire saw Britain further 
extend its influence in the region. While the 



national protests across Egypt, known as the 
1919 Revolution, had forced Britain to grant it 
limited independence in 1922, British policy 
was elsewhere contradictory, inconsistent and 
self-serving. Following an exchange of letters 
in 1915-16 with Sharif Husayn of Mecca, the 
British government had promised to support the 
establishment of an Arab state after the war in 
return for Arab forces assisting in the war effort 
against the Turks. The following year, the British 
Foreign Secretary (and longtime Chancellor 
of the University of Edinburgh), Arthur Balfour, 
issued the declaration that stated British support 
for a Jewish homeland in Palestine. It looked like 
double-dealing.

In fact, it was the secret Sykes-Picot agreement 
signed with France that played the greater role 
in determining the new political landscape. The 
newly-formed League of Nations conferred 
Britain mandatory authority in Iraq and Palestine 
(and Transjordan), while France took charge 
in Lebanon and Syria. During the interwar 
period this ostensible commitment to prepare 
the mandates for independence provided the 
window-dressing for the extension of European 



imperial power. In Palestine, the Arab Revolt 
of 1936-39 erupted following civil protest 
against the continued policy of immigration 
and settlement of Jews. Brutally put down by 
British troops, the revolt resulted in the death 
of over 5000 Arab Palestinians, as well as 
the decapitation of the Arab leadership, and 
some hundreds of Jews and British nationals. 
However, with war looming in Europe, Britain 
realised it needed to shore up its position by 
conceding greater sovereignty to Egypt and 
by proposing a short-term route to Palestinian 
independence that was soon overrun by events.

In the aftermath of World War II, political violence 
again broke out in Palestine. The bombing of the 
King David Hotel, the headquarters of the British 
mandatory administration, by the underground 
Zionist Irgun was one of a number of actions 
that persuaded an exhausted Britain to pass the 
matter of Palestine to the United Nations at the 
beginning of 1947. In November later that year 
the UN General Assembly voted for partition, 
dividing Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state. 
The following May Britain withdrew in disorder 
as Zionist forces defeated first local Palestinian 



militias then international Arab armies to 
establish the state of Israel in 1948. Over 700,000 
Palestinians were expelled from their homes.

In Egypt, the government, discredited by its 
failure in the Palestine war and a disintegrating 
political order, was overthrown in July 1952 
by a group of young military officers led by 
Colonel Gamal Nasser. The new revolutionary 
government proceeded to establish a republic 
then negotiated the withdrawal of British forces 
in early 1956. The Suez Crisis, the coordinated 
invasion of Egypt by British, French and Israeli 
forces later that year in response to Nasser’s 
decision to nationalise the Suez Canal, ended 
in a political debacle for Britain and American 
censure. The passing of imperial influence in 
the region from Britain to the United States, 
already in evidence with developing American oil 
interests in Saudi Arabia and the role of the CIA in 
the overthrow of Prime Minister Mossadeq in Iran 
in 1953, was clear and lasting. 
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Artist biography

Wael Shawky was born in Alexandria, Egypt 
in 1971 where he lives and works, and where, 
in 2010, he founded MASS Alexandria, an 
independent nonprofit school for contemporary 
art, offering spaces for studio work, 
interdisciplinary research, and critical thinking 
education. Recent solo exhibitions have been 
held at MOCA, Los Angeles, USA (2025); Daegu 
Art Museum, Daegu, South Korea (2024); the 
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Pompeii Archaeological Park, Italy (2023); M 
Leuven, Belgium (2022); Modern Art Museum of 
Fort Worth, USA (2021); Louvre Abu Dhabi, UAE 
(2020); ARoS - Aarhus Kunstmuseum, Denmark 
(2018); Yinchaun Museum of Contemporary Art, 
China (2017); Castello di Rivoli, Fondazione Merz, 
Turin, Italy (2016); Kunsthaus Bregenz, Austria 
(2016); Fondazione Merz, Zurich, Switzerland 



(2016); MATHAF, Doha, Qatar (2015) and MoMA 
P.S.1, New York, NY, USA (2015); K20 Düsseldorf, 
Germany (2014-15); Serpentine Galleries, London, 
UK (2013-14); KW Contemporary Art Institute, 
Berlin, Germany (2012). Wael Shawky participated 
in the 14th Istanbul Biennial, Turkey (2015); the 
11th Sharjah Biennial, UAE (2013); Documenta 13, 
Kassel, Germany (2012); the 9th Gwangju Biennial, 
South Korea (2012); SITE Santa Fe Biennial, NM, 
USA (2008); the 9th Istanbul Biennial, Turkey 
(2005); and the 50th Venice Biennale, Italy (2003).

Events

Talbot Rice Gallery invites audiences of all ages 
and backgrounds to connect with contemporary 
art. All our events are free and can be booked via 
our website.

Afterhours Making 

Explore the exhibition after hours with a hands-
on workshop. Spend time with the artwork, meet 
our team, enjoy a complimentary drink and 
express yourself.



Saturday Afternoon Talks 

Drop-in on a Saturday for a relaxed introduction 
to Wael Shawky, delivered by members of Talbot 
Rice Gallery’s team. 

Academic Tours 

These informal events invite a specialist from the 
University of Edinburgh to take a selective route 
around an exhibition that expands key themes 
through their research interests. 

British Sign Language (BSL) Tours 

Join us for a deaf-led tour in British Sign 
Language. Explore the exhibitions, exchange and 
share your ideas. 

Sensory Friendly Mornings 

We welcome children and adults with sensory 
needs to enjoy the galleries with adjusted 
lighting and sounds within the exhibition. 



Self-led Trails 

Self-Led Trails for young people aged 5+ are 
available at the front desk and online. 

Welcome Week / Mon 8 to Sun 14 Sept 

We welcome all new and returning students with 
a week of tours and events.

Doors Open Days / Sat 27 and Sun 28 Sept 

Talbot Rice Gallery is part of the citywide 
initiative to open doors, celebrating places and 
stories, new and old.  

Edinburgh International Festival / Sat 2 to Mon 
25 Aug 

We are proud that Wael Shawky is presented in 
association with Edinburgh International Festival, 
making it part of their hand-picked programme of 
the finest performers in dance, opera, music and 
theatre.



Edinburgh Art Festival / Thurs 7 to Sun 24 Aug 

We are delighted to present Wael Shawky as 
part of this year’s Edinburgh Art Festival.  Head to 
www.edinburghartfestival.com to find out more 
about the programme, and free exhibitions from 
galleries across Edinburgh. 
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supported from the studio. Thanks to Lisson 
Gallery, in particular Claus Robenhagen, Greg 
Hilty, Taylor Baines, Mariia Rylskaia and Mara 
Gans, and personal thanks to Courtney Plummer 
for her early support of the exhibition; and to 
Andrée Sfeir-Semler. Thanks to our colleagues 
at Edinburgh College of Art who champion the 
gallery and its programme, particularly Professor 
Juan Cruz and Dr Francine Shields. Thanks to 
our funding partners, Creative Scotland, for 



their long-term support of our programme. 
Thanks also to the Henry Moore Foundation; 
Frederic Volpi, Tom Lea and colleagues from The 
Alwaleed Centre at the University of Edinburgh. 
Thankyou to our partners at Edinburgh 
International Festival for their significant support 
and programming – with warm thanks to Nicola 
Benedetti, Fran Hegyi, Roy Luxford and Emma 
Hay. Thanks to our colleagues in the Centre for 
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Saqib Baburi; and our academic colleagues – 
most particularly Dr Anthony Gorman and also 
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Legendre and Dr Salam Rassi. 

Warm thanks to the A-team who have supported 
Colm Clarke in planning, and Holly Morton 
and Melissa MacRobert in the delivery of the 
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