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Editor’s Preface
The essays gathered in the five volumes of Nehad Selaiha: Selected 
Essays are those selected by the author herself from the hundreds she 
published in the weekly journal Al-Ahram (The Pyramids). Her 
death at the beginning of 2017 left an enormous void in the 
Egyptian and Arab theatre world. She was not only by far the most 
widely read, widely informed and influential critic in this world, 
but was a figure of considerable international stature and the 
mentor and model for an entire generation of young Egyptian 
performers, playwrights and scholars.

These collections, now long out of print, appeared in 2003 and 
2004, approximately half way through Nehad Selaiha’s remarkable 
career, and provide an impressive sampling of the range and depth of 
her critical insight and interest. The first volume is largely devoted 
to one of Selaiha’s central interests, the modern Egyptian Free 
Theatre Movement, which has produced almost all of the 
significant young directors, dramatists and actors in that 
country for the past generation. The next two books report on 
productions of various Arab dramatists, mostly Egyptian 
and mostly in Cairo, but Selaiha’s wide-ranging interests take her 
often to productions in other parts of Egypt, and eventually to 
various festivals in other Arab nations.

The final two volumes, Cultural Encounters, discuss examples of 
international, primarily European and American drama presented 
in Egypt. Selaiha’s view is a cosmopolitan, international one (her 
academic field was English literature, and she is as likely to quote 
Shakespeare, Wordsworth or Eliot as she is some Arab authority) 
but her view of even familiar classics, in the eyes of an educated 
articulate contemporary Cairene woman, bring to these a 
stimulating fresh perspective. Rarely does Selaiha confine herself to 
the parameters of a conventional review, though she does generally 
provide detailed comments on acting and staging, but she embeds 
these observations in more general essays on the physical, social 
and cultural context of each production, so that the reading of 
these essays provides a unique insight not only into the current 
theatre scene in the theatre capital of the Arab world, but into the 
cultural context that surrounds that scene and gives it meaning 
and resonance. 

   Marvin Carlson
Dec. 2019





PREFACE 

This book, the third in the Modern Egyptian Theatre
series, is partly intended as a token of love and gratitude to 
all those brave women and men of the theatre who, 
through their work on and off the boards, have shaped the 
course and direction of the art of performance in Egypt 
since the 1920s. 

Whereas the second volume concentrated on 
playw!ights and their work, here the reader will meet 
performers, directors, dramaturges, producers, and 
pioneering critics. Some of them are still with us and some 
have gone; but in either case, the valuable work they have 
done will continue to inspire future generations. In a sense, 
this book is an attempt to stem the tides of oblivion and 
keep the memories green. 
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Nehad Selaiha 
Cairo, 

June 2004 
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parts; besides, they meant work, something she had done all her life 
and could never live without. They also kept her decently clothed, fed 
and sheltered and allowed her to put a little something on the side for a 
rainy day. She had seen so many famous and once fabulously rich 
colleagues reduced to beggars and having to live off charity. Fatma 
Rushdi, who had worked with her at Ramses company, was a 
particularly poignant example. 

Nevertheless, for an actress of her wide and varied repertoire and 
broad talent, this stream of repetitive, marginal roles which offered no 
challenge and engaged only a fraction of her technical arsenal must have 
palled. She had started her career in drag, impersonating boys, played 
the 'damsel in distress' in countless melodramas as well as the romantic 
vedette in many local and foreign texts (including Shakespeare's 
Romeo and Juliet and Othello and Ahmed Shawqi's Majnoun �eila). 
As she matured in years, she began to tackle more complex and 
demanding characters, such as Anna in Rasputin, Cleopatra, in Ahmed 
Shawqi's The Death of Cleopatra, Gertrude, in Hamlet, Isis, in Tawfiq 
El-Hakim's play of that name, Sheherazade in both Aziz Abaza's 
Shahrayar and Ali Ahmed Bakathir's The Secret of Sheherazade, 
Shagarat Ad-Durr in Aziz Abaza's play on the life and tragic end of that 
great Egyptian queen and, later, in the early 1960s, the. autocratic 
mother in Garcia Lorca's The House of Bernarda Alba and flighty 
Mme. Ranyevskaia in Chekhov's The Cherry Or_chard. Her repetoire of 
roles also included the fallen woman, the seductive home-wrecker and 
the shrewish, domineering wife, notably in the stage version of 
Bayoumi Effendi. 
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As a person, she could switch from chic French to the authentically 
pure southern (Sa'idi or Upper Egyptian) dialect in almost the same 
breath, enjoy smoked salmon and the most traditional southern dishes 
with the same relish, be fiery, rash and impetuous one minute and 
gentle and profoundly sedate and wise the next, strike you as a bundle 
of turbulent emotions one moment, then suddenly tense up and harden 
like an obstinate, impervious rock - a soft, cuddly kitten who could 
become a tigress at a moment's notice. 

No less of a paradox as an actress, whether on radio, television, the 
stage or screen, she was at once a mistress of comedy and tragedy, 
playing both with the same zest, flair and competence and holding her 
grounds against the paragons in both fields. Like a champion tennis 
player, again Fuad El-Muhandis's description, she could fence and 
parry with stunning ease and in all the thrilling, delightful matches she 
played opposite comedians of the calibre of El-Muhandis, Abdel 
Moneim Madbouli� or Sayed Radi, or tragedians, like Amina Rizq, she 
never missed a ball, often serving smash-hits. Whatever she did, she 
approached with great fear and trepidation, studied with humility and 
care, then threw herself into with passionate abandon, alacrity and 
dedication, handled it with integrity and unwavering sincerity and 
lavished on it her vast store of technical and human experience. Though 
a craftswoman of the first order, her technique remains illusive, like a 
deeply buried secret, only discernible by the intense white flames it 
gives off and keeps feeding. 

The last time I saw her was in the final ceremony of the CIFET last 
September, when she was honoured by the festival, drawing f�om her 
fans a fervent homage of loud cheering and tempestuous applause that 
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As the director of Idris' pioneering work, Metaweh was caught up 
in the blaze and it carried him, instantly, to the top. The production 
process was predictably tempestuous: both the playwright and director 
were young, willful, confident · and proud. Soon, they were at 
loggerheads, each insisting he knew better. What kept them from 
splitting was their deep appreciation of each other's talent. In the battle 
of wills, Metaweh won, omitting the whole of the third act from the text 
and producing a much more taut and less rambling play. The version 
that played at the National and was subsequently authorised for printing 
by Idris himself is a credit to Metaweh's artistic and critical sense. 

Despite their much-publicised differences. and disputes over 
Al-Farafeer, Idris and Metaweh were essentially similar in their attitude 
to theatre and shared a common artistic and ideological ground. Both 
were keen' experimenters and innovators and, at the same time, quite 
paradoxically, passionate fundamentalists, intent on discovering an 
authentic identity for theatre rooted in the Egyptian soil. In.the case of 
Metaweh, this double pursuit of authenticity and innovation became 
evident when he took over the management of the Pocket Theatre on 
13th July, 1964. In a series of productions, he brought the latest trerids 
and techniques in directing to bear on texts ranging from Aeschylus' 
Agamemnon, Goldoni's Servant of Two Masters and Chekhov's 
Cherry Orchard, to an epic poem by the contemporary Egyptian poet 
Naguib Sorour, based on a popular, peasant love story, and a peasant 
drama by Shawqi Abdel-Hakim, .based on a popular ballad. 

In these productions, as well as in his overall managerial policy, 
whether as head of the Pocket Theatre, or the National, or the State­
theatre sector, Metaweh established; perhaps for the first time in 
Egypt, the complete authority of the director over the performance and 
his right 
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name was Kurt Viet, if I remember correctly," Ardash says) was invited 
to direct The Caucasian Chalk Circle for the Pocket theatre. But soon 
enough, the German's punctilious sense of time clashed with the 
Egyptian lax and elastic comprehension of time; he left in a huff, and 
Ardash ended up directing The Chalk Circle. 

It was not until the 1980s that another Brecht play was performed 
in Egypt. Mother Courage and her Children was premiered at the 
Citadel, and Ardash tells me that Layla Abu Seifs production was quiet 
riveting. Others whisper that she had a hard time putting up with the 
·loud calls for prayer vociferously issued during the performance by the
mu' azzin of the mosque nearby. I was not in Egypt at the time, and by ·
the time I came back, Abu Seif had left for the States for good.

Nevertheless� Brecht survived: not just in Naguib Sorour's 
Egyptian version of The Three-penny Opera, rechristened The King of 
Beggars ( 1968), which was readapted by poet Izzat Abdel Wahab and 
directed by Abdel Rahman El-Shafi in 1986� and re-adapted once more 
by Farag in his Atwa Al;Ju Matwa (Atwa, the Jack-Knife), which 
Ardash directed in 1995, ·but in a multitude of plays, including a 
provincial production of He Who Says No and He Who Says Yes 
(directed by Husam Atta for the Children's Theatre in• Assyout) and, 
more recently, in Rani Ghanem's controversial production of The 
Seven Deadly Sins at the House of Zeinab Khatoun in 1997. 

One has to admit, however, that Brecht in Egypt has been adapted 
almost out of recognition. What Egyptians have consciously or 
unconsciously chosen to forget was his insistence that moral values are · 
historically determined. In a deeply religious country with a deep-seated 
hang-up about absolutes, this was, perhaps, inevitable. Rather than use 
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National Theatre current Macbeth as an afterthought. (It wasn't verbal; 
he mumbled something under his breath accompanying it with an 
eloquent wave of dismissal. Macbeth was damned forever.) 

His turbulent soul, however, wouldn't give him peace; an outlet for 
his rage must be found. Honey was close at hand and a further run was 
planned. It was then that he began to display worrying signs of hidden 
suicidal tendencies. The Gulf crisis had aggravated his already 
advanced state of misanthropy, and rather than Dionysius, Thanatos 
presided at the rehearsals. I attended one and watched in disbelief and 
horror a magnificent well-balanced show being slashed about and 
savagely mauled. The gentle satire and witty sarcasm of the original, 
concocted out of Bayram El-Tunsi's Maqamat (verse dramatic 
situations and anecdotes) suddenly grew claws and fangs and ripped 
off, tearing at everything and everybody. On the opening night, the 
corpse of the once vibrant musical had already rotted and the smell of 
decay clung to the very seats. The naughty, tantalizing hint of 
bawdiness that colours the typical Asfouri production here thickened 
and coarsened into repulsive obscenity. In the previous show, equally 
iconoclastic, the taste of honey was palpable despite the stinging smell 
of onions. The dish on offer was sweet and sour. In the modified 
version, nothing but the slop of kitchen sinks and the sludge of sewers 
is to be had. 

With over ten years first-hand experience of the British theatre, five 
of them in the sixties, I am hardly shockable. I have gone through the 
horrors of Kenneth Bernard's Dr Magico with his cannibalistic sexual 
fantasies without turning a hair, and compared to that, my earlier 
experience of Amedee's sprawling, ever-expanding corpse and the 
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2. Jangled Out of Tune *

Samir EI-Asfouri has a knack for transforming what usually passes 
for vice into virtue. He has been _known to unconscionably plunder 
whatever material comes his way, literary or otherwise, and retail or it to 
suit his own immediate artistic purposes, usually with stunning, if 
controversial, results. A prime example of this is his latest production at 
the Tali' a Theatre 6f Tom Stoppard's Every Good Boy Deserves 
Favour. i:he title is simply the mnemonic device used to remind music 
students of the names of the five lines in musical notations, using the G 
clef. 

Stoppard's original text, "a play for actors and live orchestra", was 
commissioned by Andre Previn and played for the first time at the 
Royal Festival Hall on 1 July 1977, with the London Symphony 
Orchestra, directed by Trevor Nunn. El-Asfouri stumbled on it when it 
was published in translation a few months ago in the Cairo Theatre 
Magazine and it fired his imagination, all too predictably, one might 
add. El-Asfouri's last production, The House of Spinsters, yet another 
free adaptation, featured a mental hospital-cum-concentration-camp 
where all the female inmates were victims of social, sexual and political 
coercion. In an earlier production too, back in the 1970s, El-Asfouri 
dramatised Chekhov's short story, Ward Number 6, rechristening it 
The Cell, and transformed madness into an all embracing metaphor 
for a world out of joint. 

* 19 August 1993.
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a messenger arrives to announce what we have suspected all along: 
Huda had donated all her money and land to charity. Though in her 
grave, she has managed to out-wit this last husband. 

Obviously, as it stands, El-Sit Huda is more of an amusing 
anecdote (albeit over-long and rambling) than a proper play. Its 
structure is deeply flawed and lacks cohesion. But then, dramatic 
structure was never Shawqi's str_ongest point and all his serious 
historical verse dramas manifest this weakness in varying degrees. It 
shows more glaringly in this comedy because in the other plays the 
historical order of events gives a semblance of artistic order. In 
previous productions of El-Sit Huda (it was first performed at the 
National in 1940-41 with a male actor, Fuad Shafiq, in the title-role), 
directors, awed by Ahmed Shawqi's status as poet laureate, or 'the 
prince of poets' (as his contemporaries crowned him), turned a blind 
eye to the play's faults and never interfered with the text. Director Samir 
El-Asfouri, however, is made of different stuff and is rarely awed by 
anything. He is born with a congenital suspicion of all haloes and auras 
and belongs to the rebellious sixties when many socialists could 
mockingly dismiss the aristocratic Shawqi as 'the poet of princes'. But 
if Samir El-Asfouri hates pomposity in art, he detests sloppiness even 
more. This explains his extensive restructuring of Shawqi's 
comedy when the National Theatre commissioned him to direct it to 
mark the 60th anniversary of the company and also the opening of 
the Ahmed Shawqi Museum in Giza. 

El-Asfouri's solutions to the formal problems of the play were both 
simple and ingenious. Instead of springing Huda's last husband and the 
news of her death at the audience in the final scene, he opened the show 
with the funeral, a ritual that has vast theatrical potentials which he fully 
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rosary-fingering brother, winking facetiously at the audience; "they 
have paid money to see Fifi dance, not retire." 

Like Hazimni, even more so, Kida OK, is not something one could 
call a play and make any sense; it is mostly gags, puns, mimicry, 
badinage, physical buffoonery and wild verbal exaggerations that make 
the most humdrum thing appear droll, fantastic or grotesque; and, of 
course, a song or two for every star and lots of dancing. There is also 
smoke, plenty of it, billowing in thick clouds from the stage to mark the 
first entry of every star, accompany the dancers, or frame the 
mock-political-riot scenes - not to mention the sound of loud gunshots 
and deafening explosions which made one actor, the night I was there, 
wonder if he hadn't lost his way coming to the theatre and gone instead 
to Afghanistan. There are also flashing lights, booming speakers and 
lots and lots of glitter: gleaming sets, glistening props, sparkling 
backdrops, heavily _sequined costumes, it makes you blink after a while; 
even the most humble character in this escapist romp, the down-at-heel 
peasant girl (Mona Zaki), arrives on the scene in a shiny galabiya that 
dazzles the eyes. 

The story line, what I could make of it in this heady orgy of sound 
and colour, features a serious-minded TV writer, terribly honest but 
muve (Hani Ramzi), forced by his iniquitous, unscrupulous boss who 
owns the TV channel (Sherif Munir) to betray his principles and tum 
into a cheap and vulgar (phenomenally popuiar and fabulously rich) 

sha'bi singer, a la Adawiya in the past or Sha'ban Abdel Rehim in the 
present. He yearns for his long-lost bosom friend and university-days 
hero (Ahmed El-Saqqa), a left-wing political activist and something of a 
blockbuster, who left the country when things got too hot and moved to 
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I remembered how my youngest sister used to"·· hide every morning 
in my mother's enormous brown wardrobe when she first went to 
school. After the first two days her hiding place was an open secret; b�t 
though she was invariably discovered, dragged out of it, and bundled 
off to the hateful place in floods of tears, she never changed it. It was 
for her own good, .they blithely said; but this didn't make the pain any 
less or ·alleviate my shameful, guilty sense of utter helplessness in the 
face of terrible oppression. This went on for a year. Then, suddenly, 
one day, she stopped hiding altogether and never went near that 
wardrobe again for years. Why she obstinately stuck to that imaginary 
sanctuary though it failed her every time and why she suddenly dropped 
it and didn't seek another puzzled me for a long time. When I asked her 
years later, she only laughed and said: "What can I say? Plain stupidity 
I guess." But was it that? Or do we need a psychiatrist to solve this 
riddle of the wardrobe? 

The nine young performers (H�ba Fayed, S�yed Ali, Ahmed Abou 
Zeid, Karima Bidair, Ahmed Abdel Ati, M. Mostafa, M. Mostafa Zein, 
Samah Saeid, and Mustafa Haroun), who choreographed and put 
together The Wardrobe, all by themselves, came up with a similar 
wardrobe riddle, equally teasing, but more profound and formally 
sophisticated. Notwithstanding what they say in the pamphlet about the 
theme of the "incomplete crime" and the figures of Alfred Hitchcock 
and Agatha Christie - a conscious throwback to Walid Aouni's work 
and possibly a sign of love and gratitude for having been given this 
golden opportunity to exercise their creative imagination as artists - the 
riddle that ultimately confronts the audience is not a detective one. 
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together and gives it body and shape are the Bard's twin images of life 
as both dream and theatrical pageant. 

The Shakespearean underlining shows through quite plainly more 
than once, but especially at the place where Everyman (or Unsi, as he is 
rechristened in the play) quotes in full Hamlet's famous "To be" 
soliloquy,. stressing his bewildered fear of the dreams that may come in 
"that sleep of death" and his dread of the journey into that 
"undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns." 

In the case of Unsi, however, the lone traveller of the title (a 
self-made rich man, a political writer, and a bit of a womanizer), the 
return fa made possible at the very last minute thanks to the grace and 
understanding of the angel of death (a seductive, luscious blonde, 
dressed to kill) who allows him a short reprieve to find a companion. 
But as he journeys back through his former life, it slowly dawns upon 
him that it has all been a charade - a big illusion. As wealth 
( delightfully represented by Nohair Amin as a fleshy, vulgar  
belly-dancer in a heavily sequined gown), knowledge (superbly 
played by Mokhlis El-Biheiri as a doddering, retired professor of 
philosophy completely gone gaga), strength (farcically impersonated 
by Munir Makram Wilson as the tot(ery, delirious owner of a seedy 
gym, heavily bedeckeµ with knives and guns), beauty, love and 
friendship (competently played by Yasmin El-Naggar, Reem Izzidin 
and Zein Nasser) are emptied out of meaning and life is revealed as a 
dream, an insubstatial pageant, Unsi becomes more than willing to 
withdraw into the dreaded, undiscovered country. The fact that his 
parents forgive him his long neglect and  welcome his return like 
the prodigal son, or that Hassanat (Good Deeds), the  beggar 
whom he had earlier.saved from the clutches of her 
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of the fallen king, popularised by the press as a symbol of depravity, 
debauchery and corruption. But the fabricated image deliberately leaves 
a wide margin for disbelief - enough to accommodate the dozen other 
characters, factual and fictional, whom Abdel-Hamid masterfully 
evokes by sudden and startling shifts of tone, voice and physical 
demeanour and superimposes on Farouk. These characters, who 
include Zaki Rustum (as we know him in old movies), Yusef Wahbi (in 
his famous declamatory melodramas), Othello and Hamlet, among 
others, are craftily linked to some of the dubiously known facts about 
Farouk's life, particularly his relations with women, and are 
manipulated to suggest a subtle link between the many shifting masks 
of Abdel-Hamid, making his grotesquely theatrical multiple figuration 
of Farouk a comprehensive symbol for many states of being. 

To further frustrate and obfuscate the audience who came expecting 
to see Farouk satirised, romanticised or convincingly analysed in 
pseudo-objective dramatic terms, Hani Mutaweh eschewed all 
traditional dramatic forms and any pretence to realism, opting for a 
highly fantasised version of the familiar picaresque novel. But Farouk 
here is no ordinary picaroon, though in the course of the play he nicks a 
watch, money, a gold pendant and fires a number of shots at imaginary 
spies and assassins. In his flight, he constantly finds himself 
inadvertently crossing over into fictional worlds, wandering through 
and partaking in famous scenes from old popular movies, TV soap 
operas and well-known plays. For company, he is given El-Masri 
Effendi - the cartoon figure devised and popularised by Armenian 
cartoonist Saroukhan for the national newspaper, Akhbar El-Yom,
during Farouk's reign (deliciously brought to life by Sarni 
Abdel-Hamid) - and Kishkish Bey, the omdah (mayor) of Kafr 
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This brings us to the music which is indeed the moving and 
shaping spirit of the whole performance. Here oriental and folk singing 
are stunningly counterpointed with classical soprano vocalise and a 
variety of original sound-effects and percussion rhythms. Indeed, the 
soundscape of the performance needs the musical analytical powers of a 
music expert. But for the non-specialist, like me, it was wonderfully 
evocative and had a tremendous poetic impact. Moreover, by reworking 
in a different medium the dominant motifs of alienation and a sense of 
loss (embodied in Walid Aouni's choreography and the stage design) 
Intisar Abdel-Fattah was able to expand them into universal experiences 
and, at the same time, intensify their immediate relevance to his 
Egyptian audiences. The vocal combat between the male folk singer and 
the soprano, who intermittently flitted across the scene, gave the central 
existential conflict a cultural edge: the quest for authentic existence 
become also a quest for authentic cultural identity. 

Other aspects of Outcasts deserve to be mentioned: the brilliant 
choreography, the happy choice of costumes, Samir Abdel Halim's 
excellent rendering of the traveller's part, Safaa El-Tookhi's will-o'-the­
wisp presence as Life, Hanaa Abdel-Fattah's deliberately theatrical 
impersonation of Death, the ancient, but extremely versatile folk flute­
player, the proficiency of the soprano and the folk-singer and the 
ensemble of outcasts and wandering travellers. 

If the Festival must have a contest (and I am personally against it), 
and if Egypt must take part in it, then Intisar Abdel-Fattah's Outcasts 
should have been chosen to represent it. As it is� the production was 
irrevocably consigned (by consent or coercion) to the ceremonial 
opening night at the Big Hall of the Opera. 
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3. Sonata *

Intisar Abdel-Fattah's Sonata is a sequel to his last year's 
Concerto. Sonata, as the title leads one to expect, relies for its effect on 
the interaction of music and words. The trio of the father, mother and 
son is represented by a cello, a piano and a violin. There are also five 
wind instruments, beside the drums. The work unfolds like a lyrical 
poem, a swan song, recited by the father _against a variegated musical 
background which includes Tchaikovsky's Swan Lake and Pathetique, 
Dvorak's New World, and selections from Brahms, Mendelssohn, 
Debussy' and Schumann. The set ( designed by Ali N abil Wahba, the 
director of the Modem Art Museum), which consists of four sculptures 
of women, a pian�, a round white block and a white transparent cocoon 
that descends from above to envelop the father and son on the white 
block, partakes of the same romantic mood and enhances the ethereal 
effect of the music. Like all of Intisar Abdel- Fattah's work, Sonata has 
proved an eminently rewarding experience. 

* 31 Sugust 1995.
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It was outrageous to hear the stirring, limpid, evocative poetry of 
Saboor, in particular, interrupted every few lines by the feeble-minded 
doggerel farcically described in the pamphle,t of this outlandish spectacle 
as colloquial verse. But most insulting of all was having these three 
gracious and deeply serious scenes wrapped in inane dancing (if you 
can call it that) and singing and packaged in a cloyingly -sentimental plot 
about a couple of goodies looking for their stolen 'birds', meaning 
children, who were kidnapped by a group of anaemic-looking baddies, 
dressed in black leotards with Ninja-like head-bands and twisted 
claw-like fingers. Their leader, however, the archdevil, wore a white 
silk shirt, ridiculously adorned with a pleated raised collar which looked 
like an Elizabethan ruff. One did not know whether to laugh or cry 
whenever the mother (Tayseer Fahrni), in spandex black leggings and a ,,. red flannel top, writhed and screamed for her lost asfour (bird). And 
since Samir El-Asfouri, the artistic director of Al-Tali' a theatre, 
happened to be in the audience, everytime she cried out "Oh, asfouri is 
lost" there was a wave of suppressed giggling. I learnt afterwards that 
this travesty of a show had cost the tax-payer two hundred thousand 
pounds. 

Leaving the National where this scandal had taken place I could 
only think with anguish of the frail-looking Mrs. Allula stepping 
falteringly onto the stage, with her face half-covered with huge dark 
glasses, to receive her husband's trophy, little suspecting that, 
possibly, she was being exploited for a publicity stunt. I also 
remembered my one meeting with Allula in Tunis in 1991 during the 
Carthage festival. I could.almost hear his voice; for a whole hour, he 
had spoken passionately, almost despairingly, about the future of 
theatre in Algeria and the Arab world, frequently lapsing into French. I 
wondered what he would have made of our evening of festivities. 
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month. These companies were designed to provide television with an 
incessant flow of well-screened, diversified and ideologically sound 
dramatic material. And towards this end, some of the best and most 
popular novels written in the sixties, or earlier, made their way to the 
stage; examples are: Tawfiq El-Hakim's The Return of the Spirit 
(Aoudat Al-Rooh), Fathy Ghanem's The Man Who Lost His Shadow 
(Al-Ragul Allazi Faqada Zillahu), Abdel Rahman EI-Sharqawi's Back 
Streets (Al-Shawari '_ Al-Khalfiyyah), Ihsan Abdel Quddus's A 
Stranger in Our House (Fi Baytina Rajul), Mohamed Abdel Halim 
Abdalla's For the Sake of My Son (Min Ajl Waladi) and Mohamed 
El-Tab'y's When We Fall In Love ('Indama Nuhib). 

Foreign novels were left alone; the only exceptions were 
Dostoyevsky's Idiot and Crime and Punishment (the latter, like the 
majority of the Egyptian novels mentioned above, was also made into a 
movie). The regime's socialist ideology and its anti-Western, 
pro-Soviet orientation explain this as well as the widespread popularity 
of Russian literarture and drama at the time. [At the Soviet Bookshop 
downtown you could for a few pounds buy all the works of Tolstoy, 
Dostoyevsky, Chekhov, Gorky, and Turgenev]. Foreign plays were 
also left alone; the long tradition of adapting western plays (particularly 
French melodrama, comedies, farces, and vaudevilles) which had_ nourished and sustained the Egyptian theatre for over half a century 
before the rise of national drama gave way to the new trend of adapting 
Egyptian novels initiated by El-Sawi.· The change ·was beneficial all 
round: the theatre companies did not have to scramble any more fpr 
scripts, the dramatists were saved from turning into hack writers under the p��ssure of the companies; the novelists reached a wider audience, 
becoming more famous and richer; the dramaturges and adaptors 
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since they can see, as he tells the audience, and he cannot. Any woman 
who wears his wedding ring he will treat as his lawful wedded wife 
regardless of her shape or the feel of her skin, he tells us. In the 
censored script, on the other hand, the Sheikh remonstrates with his 
wife for taking off her wedding ring when she ·slept with him earlier 
that day, feels quite at a loss why she insisted on remaining silent then, 
and walks out in a huff. The mother is shattered by the discovery that 
one of her daughters had taken her place in bed and rightly suspects the 
middle one who has the most vitality and is the most rebellious. When, 
in the following scene, her eldest daughter asks her to lend her the ring 
to wear for a day, she refuses (in the story and earlier script she 
complies) and a violent quarrel ensues. The final scene shows the 
husband on the large balcony overlooking the courtyard of Zeinab 
Khatoun where the performance takes place, singing a maudlin song, 
accompanied by a small oriental band sitting in one comer of the yard, 
while the four women huddle together on the four-poster bed (carried 
over from the earlier production) and draw the blanket over their heads. 

At Zeinab Khatoun, the flesh and its desires were tamed, the 
family, judging by the costumes, raised slightly up the socio-economic 
ladder, the tension and oppressive atmosphere substantially eased, and 
the physical and mental strain considerably relieved. Instead of a 
cramped, claustrophobic space underground, we have the spacious, 
airy courtyard of the old house and its charming architecture. Sitting 
there, it was difficult to imagine that the life of the characters inhabiting 
this place could be dull or dreary. There was no hint of squalor, no 
trace of vulgarity or ugliness anywhere; only pure old-world charm 
stirring a vague nostalgic feeling. The daughters (played by Intisar, 
Amani Yusef and Hind Husni) and their mother (Manal Zaki) were 
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in 1991 by both the public and the critics, he had strung together a 
number of short stories by Yusef Idris, using Farfour, the memorable 
hero of Idris's groundbreaking play El-Farafeer (The Underlings) as a 
link, and padding the show with parodies of old movies, political 
caricature, popular songs anc;l spicy topical allusions. In six short, 
finely-etched and fast-paced hilarious sketches, the zany Faroor was 
paraded in many guises and different settings, bringing into sharp 
satirical focus many of the irking absurdities and contradictions of 
contemporary Egyptian life. 

In Fragments, which pointedly refers in the title to its style and 
mode of construction as if to forewarn the audience .and forestall any 
criticism, theme-and-variation is the dominant structural principle and 
Anton Chekhov is the narrative source. Sixteen of his short stories 
are picked out and deftly interwoven with many poems by Salah 
Jaheen, together with a few songs and bedtime stories, both 
traditional and original. Like Chekhov and Jaheen who both 
believed that art should stick close to life and ordinary people, that, 
as artists, their roles were mainly those of social chroniclers, Sa'id 
and his group used the stories and poems - their farcical, anecdotal 
situations, vivid character-sketches and comic and tragic incidents - to 
write, in the form of an animated, disarmingly simple strip cartoon, a 
dramatic chronicle of our times from the perspective of the poor and 
downtrodden. Though never mentioned by name, the benign presence 
of these two great poets of life is strongly felt throughout as the 
fragments fall into place and both the characters and their audience 
are guided, in a subtle progression, towards a maturer, broader 
and more compassionate awareness of the suffering of ordinary 
humanity. 
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The setting is Egypt today and the mode of dramatic representation 
is openly theatrical. The actors (Magdy El-Siba'i, Ihab Subhi, Shahim 
Fuad, Haytham Amer, Abdel-Halim Abdel-Hamid, Nora Hemeida, 
Mina Athenaseus and Amani Samir) use their real names in the initial 
story-telling situation which is maintained throughout as the general 
frame of the dramatized episodes. The frame features Shahira Fuad - a 
young actress with a lovely voice - posing as an aged granny 
continuously harassed by incessant demands for stories from an 
insatiable brood of boisterous grandchildren. When she runs out of 
stock and begins to repeat the same old, fusty tales about sultans and 
princesses, the children are bored to tears and clamour .for something 
more related to reality and the present. At first, the aged lady who has 
been bred on fairytales and knows no other feels insulted and goes in a 
huff. In desperation, the kids try to make up new stories of their own 
(and this is when Chekhov comes in) or look for others in the 
memoirs of their dead grandfather (and this is the cue for Salah 

Jaheen). Slowly and reluctantly, the granny is drawn into the game and 
learns from the children how to relate to reality and use her 
imagination. The children too seem to undergo a change and grow 
wiser and sadder. One notes a gathering somberness halfway through 
the play, and by the time we reach the end, it has positively deepened 
into black. 

While the granny's silly stories and hackneyed tales are verbally 
rattled out, the ones taken from Chekhov, regardless of the narrator, 
are consistently dramatized. As soon as one is launched, members of 
the group promptly get up to impersonate the characters and act out 
the narrative with the help of a few simple props. True to the poor 
theatre style adopted by practically all independent theatre troupes in 
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the spirit of making a virtue of necessity, Fragments uses minimal 
sets and costume changes. The stories and poems flow into each 
other and gently overlap without hindrance. A woolen cap, a shawl, a 
chair or an easel is enough to mark a change of character or location. 
The burden of make-believe falls squarely on the actors as they d�ftly 
skip among the fragments, guided by Sa'id's smooth movement 
patterns, intelligent scene-blocking and sensitive lighting-plap. 

Looking at first like a mass of haphazard, jumbled narratives (a 
calculated effect perhaps), upon reflection Fragments reveals its 
intricate design and the tremendous amount of work that went into it. 
The vast material collected by the Light core group was carefully sifted 
and divided into discrete narrative units. Each consists of a number of 
stories linked by one character, location, or both and so arranged as to 
spotlight, in a series of takes as it were, one or more of the negative, 
destructive aspects of life - poverty, greed, oppression, exploitation, 
callousness, vanity, hypocrisy, deceit, stupidity or mere folly. The 
narrative blocks are interspersed and punctuated with pithy, humorous 
or emotionally-charged relevant extracts from Jaheen's poetry either to­
intensify their impact or herald a narrative transition or a change of 
mood. This intricate collage is carefully orchestrated to vary the rhythm 
and achieve a delicate balance between sympathy and satire, irony and 
compassion, the vulgar and tender, the farcically ridiculous and the 
painfully serious. Indeed, without this constant shifting of 
mood, Fragments, without a claim to intellectual profundity 
or dialectical thought, could have easily slipped into 
sentimentality. The show successfully avoids this trap and the 
balance it achieves is one both Chekhov and Jaheen 
would have heartily approved.·  
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he pursued an intense persecution of the older gods, especially Amon 
whose name was excised from many older monuments throughout the 
land. Something of Akhenaton's fanatical zeal seems to have crept into 
the show making it a bit disturbing. 

Still, there is a lot in the show to make up for its slightly muddled 
thought: the z�st of the young actors, the many flashes of humour and, 
above all, the enchanting music and-scenography and the palpable 
talent and loving care of its director. Well-done, Nur. 
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'Down'? As the punning title indicates, it was a journey through. 
memory (not unlike the ones undertaken by the Women and Memory 
Centre) - an attempt to uncover and rediscover the world of childhood 
without the traditional romantic trappings and fictions attached to it. 
Many activities were used as keys to unlock the gates of memory: 
doodling and scribbling on the walls (carefully covered with drawing 
paper by Sabry) was one of them; another was storytelling, done 
individually or collectively. In one rewarding exercise, Basiouny would 
start a story and then 'throw' it to one of the performers who would 
carry it along a bit further before 'throwing' it to another, and so on, 
until everyone had had a turn at developing the story. The few 
privileged friends who were allowed to attend the rehearsals found them 
more exciting than the final product which came across as a collage of 
movement, mime, music and songs based loosely on the theme of 
childhood. 

What Do You Want To Be was performed twice in the same 
private, domestic space, the rehearsal room in Sabry's flat, which 
proved capable of accommodating as many as fifty people. The 
composition of the audience, which consisted mainly of friends, 
supporters and kindred spirits (the Women and Memory people, 
Al-Warsha members, and Al-Hanager crowd) could raise for some the 
problem �f elitism and, indeed, the term 'ghetto theatre' did cross the 
minds of some. But it all depends on what you mean by elitism and 
ghetto. If by the former you mean social, economic and political 
privilege, then the question does not arise: this was a very 
heterogenious audience in socio-economic terms. But if you confine the 
word to the realm of ideas, liberal attitudes, and shared dreams and, 
ambitions, you would be right in describing it as a 'special' audience. If 
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Nine stories were read or, rather, performed by the writers (ten women) 
with the help of one male, Gasser El-Magi. All the stories, the fruit of a 
two-month workshop at the centre on the rewriting of folk tales from a 
feminist point of view, were either new versions of old tales ( culled 
mostly from the Folklore Magazine published by GEBO) - such as 
Mona Ibrahim's The Mistress of Wisdom and Perfection, or Amal 
Omar's A Woman-Made Man - or original writing inspired by them 
- like Munira Suliman's The Beginning or Iman Ghazala's Mahasin
and Ihab. The reworkings of old texts were preceded-by a reading of
the original, and the constrast between the old and new versions was
often hilarious and extremely dramatic. At one point, we got three
versions of the same story, each from a different perspective: the tale of
Sit El-Hosn wa al-Gamal (The Mistress of Beauty and Propriety) and
He'r Seven Brothers was read in the original by Omayma Abu Bakr,
then given in a new version by Hoda El-Sadda (read by her with Amal
Omar and Gasser El-Mogy), then projected in a further version by
Ranya Abdel Rahman from the point of view of the evil ghoula (ogress)
who emerges in the new narrative very much like the untouchables of
India.

At another point, a summary of the original of The Tale of Na' am 
and Ni'ma was read by Hala Sarni, then followed by two new versions 
of the story, the first by Hala Kamal and the second by Sahar El-Magi 
and Dalia Basiouny. The effect of being exposed to three different 
versions of the same story in quick succ·ession was startling, stunning 
and extremely theatrical. We were in the presence of genuine theatre, 
ghetto or otherwise: competent performers who acted the stmies rather 
than read them, and used many of the ploys and affective techniques of 
the old, popular storyteller; a genuinely dialectical, dialogic text made 
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for an undertaker and sleeping in graveyard, wearing no underwear and 
sneaking furtive looks at bare female limbs left inadvertently uncovered, 
or acquiescing to a belated (and, as it turned out, appallingly bungled, 
horrifically painful, and nearly lethal) circumcision, there is nothing that 
remotely qualifies as heroic in No'man's life. And, there is nothing 
secret either, except, perhaps, for the final part of the one night he 
spent, at the age of nine, in the ·opulent bedroom and lascivious 
presence of a rich, elderly female paedophile, who had tricked his 
widowed, penurious mother into bringing him to her lair with the 
promise of adopting and raising him in the lap of luxury. 

The stolid, pompous narrator, a scholar and academic historian 
who ponderously annotates his text at every step with tedious, 
irrelevant footnotes, inconsiderately breaks off his narrative of what 
happened that night at the most suspenseful point, just before the 
climax. He reports how the "great, venerable lady" had stripped naked, 
indulged in a wild, orgiastic dance, kissed, with unbridled passion, 
every inch of No'man's ritualistically bathed body, and 
frenziedly sobbed at his feet, while rolling her head on the ground. 
But, just as she is about to place the bare, diligently fondled body of 
her, by now, dazed and frantically excited child-paramour on the 
white, quivering flesh of her unclad, luxuriant lap, he falls silent. 
What happened to make the child, in the next paragraph, hare off, 
stark naked, out of the house and into the village alleyways, 
screaming in terror and pursued by howling dogs, remains a teasing 
mystery; and, in view of No'man's obstinate silence on the subject, the 
absence of other reports, reliable or otherwise, or further data, the 
scrupulous narrator volunteers no explanation, not even a conjecture. 
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in a game of political power, with each of the rivalling parties claiming 
her as leader· and committing atrocities in her name, the desperate, 
disillusioned Sheherazade seeks the help of Om El-Kheir (literally, 
mother of goodness), an ancient wise woman who shows her the·way 
out through a secret tunnel. 

In the final sequence, the prime minister's plans fall through and 
his camp is defeated, the officers who took part in the disastrous war 
and were straitjacketed when they told the truth assume power, 
Shahrayar is deposed and allowed to go free because, like the Egyptian 
1952 military coup d'etat, �'this is a white revolution" (as the new ruler 
robustly declares) and Sheherazade is left despondently wondering with 
Om Ek-Kheir about the future of this purportedly democratic new 
regime. As you can see from this somewhat lengthy summary of the 
action (if one can call it that, since most of it is reported rather than 
seen), the play is a transparent parable of recent Egyptian political 
history which palpably reflects the author's divided feelings about the 
political upheaval of 1952, his initial hopeful optimism, growing 
scepticism and eventual disillusionment. In terms of conception and 
technique, it fails to measure up to the human depth and complexity or 
taut structure of his best work, such as Black Rabbit.

In July, the following year (2003), also at Al-Hanager, Effat Yehya 
and Nehad Abul-Enein staged a·play-reading of a new venture into the 
magical realm of Sheherezade. Once Upon a Time, written 
collaboratively by Y ehya and Tunisian actress Amel Fadji, a member of 
Fadil Gu'aibi's prestigious Familia company, features an imagi1!ary 
meeting between the Arabian princess and her Greek, oppositional 
counterpart, Antigone. The project germinated in an international 
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murder her, she clung to him desperately to arouse him sexually once 
more though she was, as she admits, in great pain. The stories came 
later, she confides to Antigon�, and, ironically, what freed her finally 
from her bondage and the fear of death was the sight of her father lying 
dead. Antigone, on the other hand, had to bear the burden of the curse 
put upon her parents and all the deaths it entailed until it was finally her 
tum. Despite her long acquaintance . with death and her heroic, 
rebellious confrontation with Creon, the text vividly portrays her panic 
when she finds herself entombed alive. 

What Once Upon a Time ultimately seems to suggest is that, in the 
context of a patriarchal culture, whether a woman says 'yes' as a rule 
and succumbs to the dictates of the status quo or opts for clear, 
straightforward opposition, she is doomed. Both women were deprived 
of the joy of life early on in youth. Antigone never got to enjoy 
Haemon's love and Yehya's Sheherazade had to give up Qamar 
El-Zaman, the man she really loved. By way of vicarious 
compensation, she wove him into her stories and slept with him in her 
imagination, using the body of Shahrayar as a surrogate. When 
Antigone asks her if in time she came to love the tyrant, she simply 
says: "I loved his body." Equally, Shahrayar, as she admits, never 
really knew her. He slept with a different woman every night, all 
fictiona! fabrications. 

But enchanting and occasionally gently humorous as this imaginary 
encounter was, I could not at the time help feeling a bit uneasy about the 
two women's obsession with their fathers an4 their total, oblivious 
disregard of their mothers. It felt as if, like the mythical goddess, 
Athena, reportedly conceived in the thigh of Zeus,. both women were 
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engendered exclusively by men .. And yet, at one point, Yehya's 
Sheherazade tells Antigone that when her father died she felt the load of 
fear lift off her shoulders. She went to Shahrayar and boldly told him 
that from now on there would be no more stories. She wasn't afraid 
then, nothing seemed to matter; she didn't even feel angry; anger 
seemed such a useless luxury, she says. When Shahrayar begs her for 
one last story after which he will set her free, she tells her own and he 
falls silent. I remembered Tunisian actress, Jalila Baccar, telling us 
during a meeting of creative Arab women in theatre, held in Susa 
some years ago, that she could never really come into her own as an 
actress and feel free with her body on stage while her father was 
alive. I think Effat's Sheherazade was freed in a similar way. When 
Antigone asks her to forgive as she has forgiven all who have 
wronged her, the woman who neve: said 'no' stoutly declares that 
she will never, ever forgive. To do so would mean unlearning the 
lesson and going back into bondage. 
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revelations were, for most of the audience, particularly the female 
members, w�o are always the ones landed with sick, senile, fretful 
parents and relatives and asked to cheerfully give up their own lives and 
dreams in the name of filial duty, they felt painfully honest and you 
could overhear many of them saying as much at the end of the show. 

Now, three years after Black Rabbit, Ms. Rizq is physically much 
weaker and can hardly walk without support. Her talent and spirit, 
however, are unquenchable. I had thought then I had seen her last stage 
appearance ever, that the part of the termagant mother was her theatrical 
swan song; to my joy and delight, she has proven my wrong. When I 
reviewed Black Rabbit in 1999, I chose for a title "Age cannot wither 
her", and 0, my prophetic soul, it has not. She is back on stage, with 
the "'same director, in a play by the same author, but this time at 
Al-�anger rather than El-Tali'a. And though Abdalla El-Toukhi is no 
longer with us (he died last year), his daughter, Safaa, is there, side by 
side with Ms. Rizq, presenting with her a new political reading of the 
frame-story of The Arabian Nights ( or The One Thousand and One
Nights) and the fates thelegendary Scheherazade and Shahrayar. 

As Om El-Kheir (literally, mother of goodness), the ancient, wise 
storyteller who assists this new Sheherazade to outwit Shahrayar and 
escape from the underground cell where he imprisoned her, Ms. Rizq 
was everywhere in terms of the total theatrical experience and its impact 
on the audience. She was the one who laid the scene, introduced the 
characters, explained their thoughts and motives, bridged the gaps 
between the scenes, commented on the course of events and drew the 
final moral. And she did all this sitting on a chair, inside an enormous, 
emptied-out, revolving tree trunk, on one side of the stage, which 
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turned to reveal her when she spoke and to hide her when she had 
finished. Regardless of what she was given to say, which was mostly 
in monologue form, or what one ultimate thought of the story she told, 
one could not help falling under her spell, thrilling to every modulation 
of her husky, spirited voice, every flicker of her eyes, every movement 
of her lips, every gesture of her hands. She seemed so natural, so 
refreshingly spontaneous, and yet behind it all was a massive arsenal of 
techniques developed over 78 years of intensive stage experience. 

It is Ms. Rizq above all - her titanic talent, exuberant theatrical 
sense, infectious excitement, enormous stamina, charisma, and vintage 
charm which make The One Thousand and Two Nights such a 
memorable experience whatever the faults of the text or direction. And 
for bringing her back to the stage, Isam El-Sayed and his sponsor, 
Ruda Wasfi, the artistic manager of Al-Hanager, haye earned a place in 
the hearts of all Rizq's fans, as well as the eternal gratitude of theatre 
lovers and all the audiences who flock nightly to Al-Hanager to bask in 
her inimitable, heart-warming, incandescent presence. 

Y • • t / , �AV , f IJ:�I e!J 
I.S.B.N. 977- 01-9185- X
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