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Revival of Heritage in Henna Night Traditions
A Comparative Study between Cairo and Khartoum
Eman Lotfy Ibrahim Elbably
Prof. Dr. Saad Baraka Prof. Dr. Salwa Darvsh

» Abstract

This study highlights the vital role that visualtopology plays in
reviving the intangible cultural heritage relatedHenna Night rituals,
a feminine and symbolic cultural practice, partly in the distinct
cultural contexts of Cairo and Khartoum. The sigaifice of this
research emerges within the broader framework efdbminance of
male-centered narratives and the marginalizatiowaien's memory
and oral traditions, especially those embedded itualistic
performances that express feminine identity, aéis8eand social
belonging.

The focus is on Henna Night as a ritual space whaydily
performances, symbolic acts, and social interastiotersect. Women
engage in traditional acts such as applying hesmaing, dancing,
adorning themselves, wearing traditional attiregd anore—practices
that encompass cultural transmission and intergéioeal knowledge.
These acts are documented and interpreted using tfo visual
anthropology, including ethnographic films, digitalideos, and
documentary photography, enabling researchers #&m r&omen's
spaces and practices as “visual texts” that refiatttral identities and
embodied knowledge.

The study adopts Cairo and Khartoum as comparaitNesfdue to
their rich heritage and diverse expressions of amai social life. In
Cairo, Henna Night often blends traditional elemewith modern
influences, while in Khartoum, many rituals ardl gierformed with
strong communal and ethnic symbolism. The studyeabv the
symbolic differences between the two contexts—sashpatterns of
henna, musical chants, colors, and attire—whileo asnphasizing
shared cross-cultural dimensions that bind theaetipes as universal
expressions of womanhood and transition.

The analysis is grounded in symbolic interactionismhich sees
meaning as emerging from social interactions, ancbimbined with a
postcolonial feminist framework, aimed at decorging power
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dynamics and recovering marginalized voices. Thinotlgs lens, the
study analyzes women's bodily performance, adorbmaovement,
and traditional roles during the ritual as meanugfcultural
representations that require decoding and reird&fon.

Furthermore, the study emphasizes that visual me@ianot neutral
tools of documentation but active cultural ageritat tproduce and
reproduce meaning. The visual—whether still or mgvimages—has
the power to resist erasure and turn oral memdyy anvisual archive
that reclaims women’s roles as cultural producatber than passive
subjects of folklore or stereotypical imagery.

The study concludes that visual anthropology is nwrely a
research technique, but a critical and emancipatoeyhodology. It
offers new insights into understanding women'ssoie heritage and
culture while confronting symbolic marginalizatioBy reinterpreting
visual symbols and utilizing them as analytical I$pcscholars can
construct feminist knowledge frameworks that reioéo cultural
justice, and reframe women'’s relationship to hgatas one of agency
rather than objectification—particularly within tipewerful symbolism
of Henna Night.

Keywords: Heritage revival, Henna Night, popular rituals, uak
anthropology, feminist culture, oral narrative, tacél
symbols, community participation
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