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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 is one of a series of books which attempt to cover various
aspects of the modem Egyptian theatre. Here, the reader will meet
different generations of writers who helped to shape and define the
course of modem Egyptian drama from the 1950s onwards.
Whatever description or analysis of their work, and any
background information or insights the book offers, are given in the
context of discussions of performances which took place during the
past twelve years (1991-2003). This is because most of the material
included here originally appeared in the form of articles or extended
theatre reviews in Al-Ahram Weekly. My reasons for not sifting it out
and rekneading it into a straightfotward historical narrative are multiple:
First and foremost, it would have taken years to accomplish the
task .....:. something I cannot afford, not only because as one nears sixty
one feels that "play time" is running out and each new day seems like
the last minute before the whistle goes, with no hope of "extra time",
but also because there is so much theatre going on all the time that one
cannot afford, indeed, does not want to miss out on. The flow does not
permit a pause, unless you quit swimming and climb up on the shore.
Secondly, it seemed to me that if I reworked the material into a
historical account of dramatists in Egypt, or the development of drama,
something valuable would be lost - the glow of the moment of
exposure to drama in action, in Ii ve performance, when the word
becomes flesh.
It seemed to me that leaving the material as it is, with very few
alterations, and arranging it in a kind of order that would provide
5
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By Way of an Introduction:
The Man and the Mask*
For a man who professed to live the life of a recluse and prescribed
"the ivory tower" as the ideal haven for artists, Tawfiq El-Hakim has
done extremely well publicity-wise. Few laymen may have read his
books, or may know only the few that were made into films or shown
on TV or the stage. Nevertheless, his is a household name and his face,
or rather, faceless media-image, is as familiar as that of a film star or
popular cartoon figure.
A few years ago I was introducing a drama class to semiotics. To
demonstrate to them that a sign acquired a definite meaning only when it
was combined with others in a pattern, I chalked on the board a walking
stick. It suggested several meanings. But when I added to the stick a
bowler hat, they all chorused "Charlie Chaplin!" When I wiped out the
bowler hat and replaced it with a floppy beret, they hailed this simple
combination of commonplace objects as Tawfiq El-Hakim.
It struck me that our image of El-Hakim as the bereted,
mustachioed and shabbily-attired intellectual hermit carrying a stick was
an artificial construction, as elaborate as Chaplin's cinematic caricature
of the vagrant. It was a theatrical mask. Indeed, this expert in the art of
self-promotion· surpassed Chaplin in some respects: he needed no
props, no sets and no supporting actors - that is, apart from his famous
talking donkey, who made his debut in a silent part in the Diary of a
Country Magistrate (1937) then jumped to the lead in two books that
* 11 July 1991.
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popular theatre: farce and the whodunnit - both of which require
intricate plot and simplified characterization. For once, El-Hakim was
able to hit upon a suitable theatrical vehicle for his ideas and produced a
play that vividly recalls the wit and theatrical exuberance of a Joe Orton
play.
This production fell dismally short of achieving either wit or
profundity. The hilarious contrast between the highly formal language
the characters speak and their seemingly crazy behaviour disappeared
thanks to the adaptation which replaced El-Hakim's imaginative
classical Arabic with a dull, inane brand of colloquial speech. Apart
from this, and the many foisted songs and dances, the adaptation
consisted in presenting El-Hakim's play as "a play-within-a�play". The
frame-play which the dramaturge supplied to "correct" El-Hakim's text,
as he said, consists of an initial scene in which a theatre director appears
to explain to us ad nauseum how he had been forced by the theatre
manager to undertake directing El-Hakim's play. After many
embarrassingly silly jokes and forced attempts at humour he sits down
to rest and falls asleep. I foolishly thought it was a sign for the play
proper to begin; I imagined the adaptor wanted to present it to us as a
dream of this particular silly director and was prepared to accept that.
Instead, it turned out to be a sign for the dancers to barge in�
What followed was a weird concoction of erratic scenes from the
play, badly mauled and severely mutilated, interspersed with the
director's screaming objections and brief squabbles with the actors and
stage-hands, and doused with sentimental political songs about social
justice and the rich and the poor. At times I was not quite sure whether I
was watching El-Hakim's play, an animal fable, a silly didactic play or
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Naguib Mahfouz
1911-....

onto the theatrical bandwagon, and content to thrash out their ideas and
air their views in essays, novels or short stories, seemed to feel the
need for a more dialogic, immediate and popular form of expression
and turned to the theatre. In 1969 Mahfouz published a new collection
of short stories, Under the Umbrella, which included five one-act plays:
Death and Resurrection, The Legacy, The Rescue, A Draft Proposal
and The Task. The same year, director Ahmed Abdel-Halim
successfully staged the first three in a triple-bill, at El-Hakim theatre,
with Sanaa Gamil, Galal El-Sharqawi and Aida Abdel-Aziz in the
leading parts. The combination of a strong cast and Mahfouz's literary
reputation guaranteed good houses and the production lasted for two
months- a substantial run by Egyptian standards in those days.
Death and Resurrection is a thin political allegory which makes a
show of debating the urgent issues and fateful choices facing Egyptians
after the June defeat. In a series of encounters, the nameless hero (who
is curiously flung onto an almost empty stage from the wings in exactly
the same way as Samuel Beckett's hero in Act Without Words) meets
first his girl friend, then a fatherly giant, a bearded doctor and a blind
beggar- all equally nameless; but though the dialogue is e�gaged with
arguments about life and death, peace and war, democracy and
dictatorship, individual freedom and public duty, the text comes across
as a straightforward morale-booster, advocating armed resistance and
self-sacrifice. It ends with the corpses lying in the background, in the
shadow of a pharaonic tomb, coming to life and marching off to battle
with the hero at their head.
Written in the mode of expressionism, the play is loud in tone, full
of patriotic declamation and lacks plot and characterization in the
48

heated argument which parodies the attitudes to theatre prevalent in the
1960s - the disgust at the commercialism of modem theatre and its
star-system, the conflict between dramatists and directors, the narrow
minded vanity and self-centeredness of actors, the obstinate self
righteousness of authors and the pomposity and pretentiousness of
critics. The new trends in writing are also satirized, particularly the
impervious ambiguity and obfuscating symbolism of avant-garde plays
like Mahfouz's own. When the actress, who is notorious for her many
lovers, is caught kissing the author behind the back of everybody,
including her lover, the actor, a farcical fight erupts in which every one
gets a fair share of blows, including the actress. When a glib reporter
prances in looking for news of the new production, he finds the
company prostrate and is told, by way of explanation, that they had just
finished a rehearsal. Mahfouz should have laid down his pen at this
point. The final romantic scene in which the actress begs the author not
to leave her, or the company, is sentimental, totally out of key and a
terrible anti-climax.
Unlike the earlier plays, A Draft Proposal is realistic from
beginning to end and completely free of symbols. The Task, on the
other hand, begins in a deceptively realistic vein as a thriller, with a
mysterious man tailing another for a whole day and even following him
to a romantic date at sunset in a lonely spot. Gradually, however, the
relentless pursuer begins to acquire sinister shades, reminiscent of
Eugene Ionesco's 'killer' in Tueur Sans Gages. When he is joined
by another ambiguous figure and the two subject their victim
to a harrowing investigation, the play becomes a grotesque
metaphysical/ political trial veering in the direction of Kafka and thee
absurd. Indeed, the final scene in which the two mysterious
52

Egyptian cinema has since documented many of the ills of that
period, particularly in the films that were once grouped under the rubric
"the new wave". In the theatre, however, Ashour was, as far as I
know, the first to tackle them in a full-length play. Written in the heat of
the moment, Tannery Tower was obviously intended by Ashour as· a
scathing social satire on the mores and manners of the new class of
business sharks and nouveau;x riches which had suddenly and
illegitimately risen to power. The family of Salama, a former modest
trader in herbs and spices who suddenly shoots to wealth and power
when he stumbles upon a treasure of hide in the vicinity of Cairo's
abatoire where he lives, and subsequently moves out to a fashionable
quarter of the city and invests the fortune he makes out of the sale of the
hide in a housing tower, is presented as a microcosm, a miniature
portrait of the new social reality in Egypt at the time.
Salama himself is morally and ideologically muddled, unwittingly
tom between two worlds and two value-systems. Religious and pious
in a facile, conventional sort of way, he seeks to pacify his conscience
and curry favour with God by building a mosque at the bottom of the
tower and going on a pilgrimage to Mecca. Meanwhile, the rapacious,
avaricious woman (Dawlat) he has been secretly married to for fifteen
years (a relationship that combines business with pleasure) is running
the eight flats he has given her as a reward for her services as furnished
pleasure dens for Arab tourists. The younger generation of the family is
more sharply divided into two conflicting groups: on the one hand, the
eldest son, Isam, his sister Fifi and, to a lesser degree� her husband
(and cousin) Hanafi, are worshippers of Mammon· and ardent believers
in the new laisser-faire ideology; on the other, the youngest son,
Hisham, who comes back from the front in 1973 in a wheelchair,
65

dramaturgy to the earlier popular traditions of comedy in Egypt,
particularly that of Naguib El-Rihani whose influence Ashour frankly
acknowledged), together with the obvious lack of character
development (though not of character revelation) and the absence of
anything faintly resembling a ffrmly constructed plot came under severe
critical fire. Despite the strong reformist purpose implicit in all his plays
and their pronounced, underpinning socialist ideology (Ashour was
twice imprisoned on a charge of belonging to a Marxist underground
party), the new generation of committed leftist critics were suspicious
of any drama which seemed to hark back to older theatrical forms in
pre-revolutionary Egypt, like El-Rihani's comedies. It was felt that the
comic exuberance of Ashour's plays, their rampant, boisterous
humour, zestful delight in the vagaries of human nature and
good-natured tolerance of its weaknesses and foibles softened their
satirical thrust, made the audience love and delight in all the characters,
including the 'bad' (read 'reactionary') ones and, consequently, diluted
their serious political import and rendered them less effective as
weapons in the battle for social change.
Not surprisingly, such wrong-headed, narrow-minded criticism
was uniformly blind to Ashour's delicate craftsmanship, particularly his
subtle use of place or setting as active dramatic force and a unifying
metaphor which informs the dialogue, provides dramatic focus and
general atmosphere, generates conflicts and tensions and framt:;s the
deployment and orchestration of themes and motifs. In El-Doghry
Family, the old family home is the real hero, at once the subject and
generator of conflict and a symbol of an old way of life-rapidly
disappearing and triggering ambivalent attitudes in the characters.
towards it. Indeed, in all his major works - The People Downstairs
72
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A Long Day's Journey Into Light*
The road Wahba travelled from the sleepy village of Domeira, in
El-Daqahliyya province where he arrived·into the world on 4 February
1925, to _the redoubtable National Theatre in Attaba square was a long
and tortuous one. It swung him first across the Delta to the city of
Damanhour and, six -years later, carried him further north to Alexandria
in the middle of thick air raids and heavy bombing. Throughout his life,
Wahba cherished both cities and spoke of them with profound
affection. Of the former he says, in the third volume of his Diary
(published by El-Fajr, 1994-5), "it lives in my consiousness until today
and will continue to do so until I depart this world. It is my town,
though I was not born there, my home, though I do not officially
belong to it. There, I learnt about life and discovered the meaning of
things; its primary school gave me my first educational certificate and its
big secondary school, which lay on its outskirts, hosted me for a year
before the war (World War II) forced us to move out." The town's
m�nicipal library, into which he "stumbled shyly one day", introduced
hi� to the world of reading, and there he wrote his first short story
which was never published. In Damanhour too, at its municipal cinema,
he watched his first movies (of which he particularly recalled Mohamed
Abdel Wahab's The White Rose) and got his first experience of theatre
when Yusef Wahbi visited the town with his company on tour and
performed famous plays in their repertoire "like The Children of the
Poor and Rasputin".
* 20 November 1997.
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decisions we daily and calculatingly perform and take, but in the
collective consciousness and the mysterious regions of dreams, folk
memories and fantasy. In his second play, Gomhoreyat Farahat, or
Farahat's Republic, or, rather, Utopia (directed by Fattouh Nashati,
and performed in 1956, in · a double-bill with· The Cotton King at
the National), he strayed fitfully into those regions, creating a stirring
work which, despite its stifling traditional realistic formula, hung
precariously and provocatively midway between reality and the dream,
partaking of both and belonging to neither. P.C. Farahat, in his lonely
police station, faced with a young political prisoner, and going through
the barbarous investigation routines, is fitfully assailed by glimpses
of Utopia. The gruelling contrast between what he gruffly says and
horribly does and the urbane civility of his milk and honey
dreams testifies to a deap-seated schizophrenic split. To the
dungeons of the soul and its winding alleyways Idris was to return
once more, but much later.
For some mysterious reason Idris went back to realism with a
vengeance four years later as if quailing at the prospect of what Farahat
might lead him to. Al-Lahza Al-Harigah, or The Crucial Moment
followed in 1960, directed by Nur El-Dimirdash also at the National.
The mental split and ailing soul were there, but heavily disguised. And
once more the deep sense of embarrassment bedevilled the audience.
The young hero, Sa' d (literally, good luck), is the hope of a humble
middle-class family. When he volunteers to fight the agressors in the
Canal zone in 1956, during the tripartite attack on Egypt, his father
manages to lock him up in his room. But, lo, and behold! Sa' d, we
discover at the end, was not really locked up! The .door was open all the
time, if he had cared to test it! But may be he was thankful it was
locked, and the play strongly incites us to reach such a conclusion.
----------- 123 -----------

Roguish Elegance:*
The Love Life of Atwa Abu Matwa
With the summer season nearly at its end and the 5th Experimental
Theatre Festival knocking urgently at the door, the National theatre has
finally decided to shake off the dust of months of total inertia and put up
its lights. For its much delayed season it chose for an opening an
enticing enough production with a strong commercial pull: a musical
comedy, based on a script by Alfred Farag, with lyrics by Bahaa
Jaheen, music by Ali Sa'd and directed by the evergreen Sa' d Ardash.
Of dancing, there is plenty, 'belly' and otherwise, choreographed by
Abdel-Mon 'im Kamel and Magdi Saber; and with Sekina Mohamed
Ali's lighting and elegant sets, plus a popular film star in the title role,
The Love Life of Atwa Abu Matwa seems set to become a great
commercial hit.
Alfred Farag, who lately has had many honours thrust upon him,
including a top state award and a major Arab one, is known to derive
most of his themes and characters from popular literature, be it The
Arabian Nights, the Maqamat, the popular epics and the history of the
Pharaohs or of the tribal wars among the Arabs. In his drama, too, one
finds strong intimations of long acquaintance with the world of Western
classics, particularly the Greeks and Shakespeare whom he regards as
popular rather than high-brow. In conversation, he always grumbles
about the division of art into 'high' and 'low', 'serious' and 'popular',
and claims that it has wreaked havoc on the Egyptian theatre. "I write
for the people, not for the critics or an intellectual elite," he once said to
• 12 August 1993.

----------- 137 -----------

Sitting in the front row, within three metres of the stage, and
watching the charming and scintillating Yehya El-FakJiarani, the fey and
whimsical Abla Kamel and the bubbling Mohamed Abul Enein, I
wondered at the immense distance of the view. It all looked so cool and
detached and faraway, with no possible link with the world outside the
theatre: Ataba Square and the Cairo of the nineties. I would have
revelled in a nostalgic retreat to a Cairo that, possibly, never was. But
despite El-Razzaz's slides on the back screen, the many points of
contact the actors established with the audience, and the wonderful
evocation of the style of belly-dancing in the thirties by Hala El-Naggar,
the irritating thing was that the actors kept harping on the present,
striving hard after a degree of relevance.
Is it that elegance has become so alien to us? That anything
resembling sophistication will necessarily strike us as foreign? Is it that
the text and direction went different ways? That the production stopped
short of realising its identity as a light musical, a satirical or balladic
comedy, and strove after something the form itself could not
accommodate? And why is the first act so brisk and frothy and the
latter, in large, so stodgy?
Still, if you bypass the message that we are all rogues and thieves,
God forgive Alfred Farag, you can still enjoy the show. El-Fakharani
is an inspiration and Abla Kamel a subtle witch; Abul Enein is the
nicest beggar in town and Hala El-Naggar is a wizard of oriental
dancing. By any Egyptian standards, the show is the best in town
right now. As always, Ardash sets the standard, however bad the
times. And finally, as the beggar at the end of Gay's play said:
"Through the whole piece you may observe such a similitude of
manners in high and low life, that

Quffah, on the other hand, the poor and thrifty itinerant cobbler or
shoemaker, who comes begging at Ali's door and in a mad moment
surrenders to his charm, accepts a change of name and profession and
follows him as his servant on a long journey to China, remains
essentially the same throughout - a cowardly, earth-bound rogue,
greedy and occasionally mean-spirited. He, therefore, fails to grasp the
change in his master and how the fictitious story of the caravan loaded
with splendid treasures - a lie they cooked up together - has turned in
his mind into a symbol of deliverance, a cherished dream of some
future Utopia. Despite the strong emotional tie that grows between
them, master and servant seem to be talking at cross-purposes all the
time. Quffah 's mounting frustration arouses both sympathy and
affectionate laughter and the consistent counterpointing of the two
characters, through which the meaning of the play evolves, is a.constant
source of hilarious comedy.
To get this delightful gem of a play back on stage, Farag was
willing to make painful compromises. He is one of those writers who
believe that plays are written to be performed, not perused in the quiet
of the study; and with so many years away from the stage, he was
sorely missing the enchanting game of theatre, the bustle of rehearsals,
the flamboyant presence of players and the stimulating applause of
audiences. Reluctantly, he changed the dialogue into colloquial Arabic
and gave the play a happy end, making the imaginary caravan
miraculously materialize to reinstate Ali and Quffah in the favour of the
city. Ironically; the new production was a flop and closed down after
only two weeks to cut losses. Unfortunately, I didn't catch it and
cannot tell you what went wrong; but something certainly did.
Licking his wounds, Farag sought out director Hanaa AbdelFattah, whose talent he deeply respects, and took with him the new
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version, retitled Etnien ft Quffah (Two in a Basket), to the National nowadays, even the National shies away from anything remotely
resembling classical Arabic. For some mysterious reason though,
they didn't want Abdel-Fattah and suggested another director. Farag
refused and stuck to his guns. No more concessions this time. After
two years of wrangling and fruitless intercessions, the project was
finally dropped.
Fortunately for Farag, the play and its lovers, Abdel-Fattah found a
more congenial place to stage it - the AUC new Falaki Chambre Theatre
- and a wonderful cast of young, gifted, keen performers from among
the students and graduates of the Performing Arts Department there.
(Once more the AUC was to prove more solicitous of our dramatic
treasures than the state theatre companies.) I had watched the original
production which starred Abdel-Mon'im Ibrahim as Quffah and Abu
Bakr Izzat as Ali and didn't think any other duo could match their
performance or come within a mile of it. However, half way through
the first act, I began to wonder if I could be wrong, and within fifteen
minutes of the second, I was sure those two young men could proudly
hold their own in any comparison with the old masters.
Under the direction of Abdel-Fattah, who is known to bring out the
best in actors, Tamer Mahdi (also a promising playwright and director)
as Ali and Yehya El-Diqin as Quffah gave taut, finely detailed and
subtly shadowed performances, always keeping the tempo in line with
the· mood and using physical posture, gesture, movement, and facial
expression as well as vocal tone, pitch and inflection to spell out the
richly paradoxical tie that binds master and servant and to play up their
contrasting mental and psychological aspects. The rest of the acting,
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including the chorus of beggars, was deliberately simplified and
exaggerated, in the manner of caricature, to suggest the stock figures
of fairytale and offset the reality of Ali and Quffah. In some
instances, however, notably Magdi El-Desouki's King, Amna
Farahat as the Princess and Sherif Farahat as the Vizier, the
actors managed to sidestep the stereotypes they were cast in and
come alive as vivid, individualized characters.
Abdel-Fattah's directorial conception obviously took its inspiration
from the puppet show, the shadow play, the art of clowns and street
mimes, as well as children's illustrated books of fairytales. The sets (by
Hazem Shebl) were brightly coloured and childishly simple, made up of
painted, cutout cardboard trees, a bead curtain and two white cloth
ones, framing an arabesque panel, satin-covered boxes for seats, a few
cushions, two simple traders counters and a small cupboard for the king
and vizier to hide in while the princess sounds Ali about his caravan.
The actors were artificially made-up (by Dina El-Sheikh) and costumed
(by Samir Shaheen) to look like marionettes, with lots of frills and
puffs, pointed shoes and hats and big, baggy trousers, made of
rubber-like material, in which they seemed to swim. But there were real
puppets too (designed by Wisam Adel): the performance is announced
and introduced to the audience by a flat puppet on a stick from behind a
screen, in the manner of a shadow play, and when Quffah becomes
drunk in the second act, he airs his anger and frustration through a
glove puppet in the shape of the traditional Egyptian Qaraqoz.
The open theatrical design of the performance, the semi-circular
shape of the acting space and the seating of the audience close, on three
sides, together with the presence of a live oriental band throughout
------------ 152 ------------

*
Of Dust and Fire:
A Princess Waiting
It never ceases to amaze me how one's perception of literary
works changes over the years, how their meaning and value shift and
change as they engage with different historical moments. Eleven
years ago, I published a critical appraisal of Salah AbdulSabour's five verse dramas (his whole dramatic output) by way
of an introduction to my English translation of his last play Now
the King is Dead (Ba'd An Yamout Al-Malek)**. At the time, I
could find no fault with his short play A Princess Waiting (AlAmira Tantazir); despite its excessive lyricism I had nothing
but praise for it and for what I called then its "perfect fusion of
folk tale, ritual and symbol." (The gushing enthusiasm of that
essay makes me wince now.) I had not seen the text in
performance to be able to properly judge whether it works on stage.
(It was written in 1969 and first performed in 1971 when I was out of
the country.) Still, it never occurred to me when I was writing about it
back in 1985-that any fresh re-readings of it or any number of
productions could alter my views.
But then, last week, a new production of A Princess Waiting
(1969) opened at El-Tali'a theatre. (With another verse drama, ElSit Huda by Ahmed Shawqi [1868-1932], concurrently playing next
door at the National, one begins to suspect a plot to bring the Egyptian
stage back to the path of respectability.) I had looked forward to the
evening; my first view of the Princess on stage. An added attraction
* 6 June 1996.

** Published by the General Egyptian Book Organisation (GEBO), Cairo, 1985.
----------- 157 -----------

was -Mu'taza Abdel-Sabour, the late poet's daughter whom director
Nasser Abdel- Mon'im had-chosen for the title role. The fifty-minute
performance, however, left me deeply muddled and disturbingly cold.
All my smug critical complacency was shattered: the play simply did not
work on stage and however vexing, one had to admit the fact. Was it
perhaps the fault of this particular production? Of this director? I
wondered as I cast about for a reassuring explanation or, rather, for a
handy scapegoat. The production had its obvious faults of course: it
was too rigidly schematic in conception, far too symmetrical in design,
and all too woodenly elegant in execution.
The set, representing a bare, humble cottage in the middle of a
dark, lonely wood, constantly battered by the wind, looked anything
but bleak and desolate. Its three levels (suggested by the author in the
printed stage directions) gave it a stately appearance, and the use of
bamboo and wood in the sparse furnishings (a bed, a long, low table, a
few chests and four rocking chairs) made it look snug and cosy. It was
more of a charming rustic retreat rather than a dingy hide-out. Two of
the princess's three maids were obviously too young to have spent
"fifteen autumns" in exile, as they tell us, and all three were smartly
dressed in whitish, fluttering gowns. With the princess in evening
dress, the foursome looked like a bunch of girls at a party engaged in a
game of charades rather than broken women in mourning, ritualistically
reenacting the guilty secret of the princess. It is only when they wear
the masks of the old, murdered king, the deceitful, perfidious lover and
head of the palace's guards that a measure of real excitement creeps into
the performance. I find masks in theatre invariably thrilling and
provocative and, in this case, the contrast between the male mask and

unwillingly, that underneath all the technical fripperies and the thick
layers of erotic imagery, and despite the haunting atmosphere and
rituals, the play was essentially a naive political parable, a cleverly
disguised straightforward political message. This explains why the
princess seems split down the middle, half woman, half symbol, with
the two parts repelling each other and refusing to cohere. It would have
helped, perhaps, if Abdel Sabour had made the princess kill her lover,
as she had every reason to do, instead of waiting for the poet (an
embarrassingly obvious symbol of the consciousness of the nation) to
do her own dirty work and deliver the moral lesson. Back in 1969
when the play was written - within less than two years of the shattering
June defeat - or in 1971, when it was first performed after Nasser's
death and Sadat's accession to power, the optimistic end and the poet's
cautionary harangue must have struck the audience as having
immediacy and urgent political relevance. Indeed, to further underline
the political message, as if it was not already sufficiently clear, Salah
Abdel-Sabour, at the request of director Nabil El-Alfi, added a
few more lines which celebrate the end of the reign of darkness and
terror and the arrival of a new dawn. Sadly, the audience of 1996
know better; they have the benefit of hindsight.
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Poet, Rebel, and Martyr:*
The Tragedy of Al-Hallaj
Twenty one years after his premature death at the age of 50, Salah
Abdel-Sabour still remains one of Egypt's most original and influential
modem poets, not only because he has created a fresh poetic idiom and
moulded a new sensibility which few poets in subsequent generations
have been able to escape, but also on account of his vital innovative
contribution to modern Arabic verse drama. Like T.S. Eliot, one of the
major influences on his poetry, and unlike his predecessors. (Ahmed
Shawqi, Aziz Abazah and Ali Ahmed Bakathir), Abdel-Sabour
believed that "the essential is not ... that drama should be written in
verse. The essential is to get upon the stage this precise statement of life
which is at the same time a point of view, a world" - to quote Eliot's
essay "The possibility of Poetic Drama" (1920). This is why, from the
start, he. placed the question of dramatic form and language at the
centre, as a conscious search, a choice to be made from many
"possibilities", eastern and western - including Eliot's dr�matic
experiments, Brecht's epic theatre, absurdist drama, the modes of
oriental myth and folklore as well as the medieval passion play and its
Islamic counterpart, the Iranian ritual drama of lamentation known as
'Ta'ziya'.
Abdel-Sabour's daring experimentation with form and language
would have been unthinkable without the New Verse Movement which
started in the late 1940s and gathered force in the 1950s. Abdel-Sabour
was part of that movement and his first collection of poetry, The People
*

18 April 2002.
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Abdel-Sabour was easily the most well-read and best informed
contemporary Egyptian poet. He read deeply into literature, history,
philosophy and religion, both eastern and western; and though he
assimilated a great deal of western thought and philosophy, he never
lost sight of his old Arabic heritage or sought to dissociate himself from
it. In his bold and exciting book, A New Reading of Ancient Arabic

Poetry, he looks at this heritage critically and sifts through it to identify
kindred voices and elements that could relate to modern Arab
experience. The book focuses Abdel-Sabour's conscious effort
throughout his creative career to establish a dialogue - both on the
levels of historical and artistic experience - between the past and the
present, his inherited eastern sensibility and acquired western one; and
it is this dialectical engagement that gives his best poetry its
problematic; paradoxical, modem-historical implications and striking
dramatic quality.
Indeed, it was inevitable that Abdel-Sabour's dramatic poetry
should eventually lead him to poetic drama. His mind was essentially
dramatic; it viewed existence and human experience in terms of a series
of endless, related antitheses: past and present; word and deed; thought
and action; myth and history; body and soul; idealism and materialism;
sexual passion and religious ardour; the temporal/relative and the
eternal/absolute; tragedy and comedy; Plato and Marx; Aristotle and
Brecht; Nietzsche and the Moslem mystics. In his essay, ''The Lover of
Wisdom and the Sage of Love," Izz El-Din Isma'il has argued that
Abdel-Sabour's poetry merges in one paradoxical synthesis the
experiences of Faust and Don Juan to create a prototype of modern
man. He is absolutely right; however, it is but one among many
syntheses attempted in the plays.
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Abdel-Sabour produced five plays (all available in English: The
Tragedy of Al-Hallaj, 1964 (rechristened Murder in Baghdad in the
English version); Night Traveller and A Princess Waiting, two one-act
plays, 1969; Laila and the Madman, 1970; and finally, Now The King
is Dead, 1971. Read together, in chronological order, they represent an
intense imaginative quest in the realm of art for philosophical repose
and harmony. They vividly trace the difficult road the poet travelled
towards the final synthesis he tentatively reached and precariously held
in his last play. In terms of themes and dramaturgy, as Maher Shafiq
Farid has argued in an article called "Salah Abdel-Sabour's Theatre:
Meaning and Structure," they draw on a variety of dramatic sources and
traditions which give them a universal relevance. And, indeed, if one
remembers how Shakespeare's Hamlet and Eliot's saintly archbishop,
Thomas Becket, fitfully hover around Abdel-Sabour's Al-Hallaj, how
A Princess Waiting subtly evokes the dramatic world of Maeterlinck
and the symbolists, and Night Traveller the plays of Ionesco,
particularly Tueur sans Gages, and how Now The King Is Dead
brings to mind at once Shakespeare and Brecht, Ionesco's Exit The
King, Edward Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and
Pirandello's theatre-within-the-theatre, one can hardly deny the
justice of Farid's remark.
Paradoxically, however, in spite of this palpable western influence,
Abdel-Sabour's theatre has an unmistakable national flavour and is
deeply steeped in Arabic history, myth and folklore. Moreover, it is, in
one respect, an eminently political, topical theatre, i.e., the authentic
product of a particular historical moment in the life of a nation,
projecting its conflicts, dilemmas and urgent concerns. In fact, the key
to Abdel-Sabour's dramatic durability and unfailing appeal lies in his
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figure and the poet's personal dilemma into a universal theme.
Inevitably, the thematic transmutation affected the dramatic design.
Abdel-Sabour originally thought of his play along the lines of
Aristotelian tragedy. The final product, however, offers a different
formula. In his stimulating article, "Tragedy and Symbolism in The
Tragedy of Al-Hallaj and Laila and the Madman," Sarni Khashaba
convincingly argues that in the former, Abdel-Sabour developed a
concept of tragedy distinctly different from both the original Aristotelian
one and its later reformulation by Hegel and Nietzsche, on the one
hand, and, on the other, from Ferdinand Brunetière's modem concept,
based on the ideas of the enlightenment about man's freedom and his
ability to decide his own destiny. The opposition of the individual's will
to the will of the gods, and the inevitable eventual defeat of the hero and
triumph of the gods, which underlies the classical concept of tragedy,
was rejected by Abdel-Sabour, and so was the metaphysical void in
which Brunetière's theory of tragedy placed the individual's free will.
Instead, he groped for a concept of the tragic that did not clash with the
philosophical vision of the relation of man to God, and individual to
divine will, inherent in Oriental Christianity and Islam. He tentatively
proposed a concept according to which man, in seeking to determine
his fate freely, is ultimately realizing the will of God. One cannot
help noting here the basically romantic and optimistic nature of
such a proposition (and, indeed, Islam has often been described
as an essentially romantic and optimistic faith, a faith, too, that regards
social action as a form of worship and a means of spiritual fulfillment).
Abdel-Sabour's new kind of tragedy championed the individual
without severing his bonds with Divine authority. Whereas in classical
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overwhelming theatrical and emotional experience. This is how I
remember it from Ahmed Abdel-Aziz's 1984 productio11. For his
performance space, he chose the intimate Salah Abdel-Sabour small hall
at El-Tali'a theatre which could only accommodate a small audience, in
close proximity with the actors. The acting area, at the same level with
the audience, was bare except for a couple of rugged blocks for seats, a
few tiered ramps at the back for the judges to sit on in the trial scene,
and a number of ropes which were effectively used at the end to tie up
the hero and form a huge cross, spread over the whole space, around
him. The different locations in the play - a Sufi's cell, a prison, a street
and a court-room - were exclusively marked by the change of lighting
and the shape, feel and atmosphere of each were imaginatively evoked
by. the subtle deployment of light and shadow. Ahmed Abdel-Aziz
himself (much younger then and a lot slimmer, with finely-chiselled
features and arresting huge black eyes) played the title-role with a
mixture of burning ardour, desperate urgency, disarming innocence and
deep pathos. I still remember how his eyes could look sometimes like
clear pools of light, at others, like abyssal dark holes and how his thin,
wiry body seemed to glow in the shadow, sending off waves of
electrifying energy. It was a rare performance in an unforgettable show.
The current production, also at El-Tali'a, but this time at the larger
Zaki Tolaimat hall, is a revival of the 1984 one. It uses the same
concentrated version of the play Abdel-Aziz prepared back then, but
with a new simple, but less frugal, geometrical set (designed by
Mustafa El-Sharqawi). The idea of the circle (suggesting at once a
vicious circle and the circular whirling in Sufi dancing and generally
powerful in esoteric cults), which in the earlier performance was created
purely by light, is more so1idly rendered here in the semi-circular shape
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of both the stage (where two crescent-shaped ramps slope down from
the backstage sides to meet at the front) and the tiered structure in the
background which rises to form a stepped pyramid - the solid pyramid
of temporal authority which crushes Al-Hallaj at the end. As a symbol,
it was too garishly obvious and had the added vice of eating up most of
the small performance space. The lighting was as sensitive and
evocative as it was in the previous production, but it needed a larger or
less cluttered space to achieve its full effect. The ropes were replaced
with metal chains and used for the same effect; but, again, they needed
more space for the cross they create at the end to have its full impact.
The final scene in the current production shows Al-Hallaj hanging
limply from a rope round his neck while Ali El-Haggar's stirring voice
and Amir Abdel-Megid's mellow tunes fill the small auditorium with
mournful song. It was an emotional moment which brought tears to the
eyes of many, including myself; but even as I cried, I found myself
regretting the changes Abdel-Aziz introduced and missing the ascetic
simplicity, white-flame purity and dignified austerity of the previous
production.
In one respect, however, the acting, the current Al-Hallaj matched
the earlier one. Ahmed Abdel-Aziz wisely decided not to take on the
part this time. He chose for it Mahmoud Mas'ood whose sensitive face,
clear, candid eyes and rapt expression always make him look saint-like,
even off stage. As Al-Hallaj he was as convincing as he was in the part
of John the Baptist in Mohamed Salmawy's Salome. He was of course
much older than the earlier Al-Hallaj; nevertheless, he managed to
suggest a disarmingly affectionate, forgiving temperament and a
childlike trusting nature which no amount of suffering could embitter.
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A Play for Today:*
A Land Where Flowers Do Not Grow
In Mahmoud Diab's A Land Where Flowers pon't Grow, written
in 1979 in response to the Egyptian-Israeli peace accord, Amr Ibn Adei,
the young king of Al-Hira, proposes marriage to his· hereditary foe,
Al-Zabaa or Zanubia, the legendary queen of Tadmur, to end the long
and bloody feud between their two countries. "How do you think our
two peoples are going to feel about this marriage?" she asks. "They are
going to hate it," he candidly replies; "but we will have to teach them to
like it." Echoing Diab's pessimism about the prospects of peace, at least
for his generation, Al-Zabaa says: "Listen to me my friend. In a lan.g
which has drunk up so much blood, love can never take root or
flower."
Listening to this dialogue at Al-Hanager soon after watching
president Mubarak and king Hussein at Rabin's funeral on television
had the impact of an electric shock. It felt as if, once more, the Egyptian
theatre was engaging history in debate, as it had often done in the
sixties. The coincidence of Rabin's assassination with the revival of this
play in two different productions, running concurrently at Al-Hanager
and Naguib EI-Rihani cultural centres, strikes one as positively
uncanny. In choosing to revive this particular text now, by no means
one of Diab's best or most technically daring, directors Hasan Al-Wazir
and Hanaa Abdel-Fattah were no doubt responding as artists to the
difficult and complex emotional chall�mge posed by the Israeli*

16 November 1995.
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Palestinian peace process. They could not, however, have ·foreseen that
history would actively interfere to give the play in both productions
burning relevance and a cutting edge.
A Land Where Flowers Don't Grow �as Diab's last play,

bringing to a close a brilliant dramatic career which started in 1962
when he was thirty. By 1979, this fervent and idealistic revolutionary
was feeling thoroughly betrayed. The 1967 defeat had marked for him
the collapse of the national dream and the national project and he never
quite got over it. Artistically, it effected a change of direction: his
exuberant experiments with social realism in order to create a rural,
communal theatre and authentic dramas of peasant life - experiments
which constitute his major and most original contribution to Egyptian
drama - became fewer and far between, giving way to a more·direct
form of political theatre which frequently (predictably enough) ran foul
of the censor. After a period of stunned silence, and two indifferent
one-act plays - The Guests

(about the irreperable loss .of

communication between the educated middle classes and the pe.
asantry)
and The Piano (about an artist defeated by society)-Diab got �own to
the business of trying to understand and come to term$_· {¥:{th. the
traumatic June defeat. Bab El-Futuh (Conquerors' Gate) Was the;tesult
- an epic drama in the Brechtian vein where the reign of Nasser anti his

defeat are played off against the reign of the medieval Ara� .�onc1��r�.�
Salaheddin El-Ayyubi. Written in 1970, it did not receive a publ�9.. airing·
.

.

,.

·.�

.....

until 1976 when Sa'd Ardash directed it for the National. Afte�:;Brecht,
••.

Diab turned to the mode of absurd drama, in vogue in the early sixties ....;;
perhaps the better to elude the watchful eye of the censor. In three
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Multiple Ironies:*
Yaseen and Baheya
1964 has special interest in the history of modern Egyptian drama
and is still r�garded by many as somet�ing · of a turning point. In that
year, after three relatively successful ventures into realistic drama,
Yusef Idris (1927-1991) produced a curious new play which seemed,
on the surface, to break new grounds and effect_ a complete rupture with
the inherited western forms and familiar theatrical conventions. His
El-Farafeer (Small Fry or Underlings) was intended, it seemed, as a
practical illustration of the ideas he had passionately advocated a few
months earlier, in 1963, in a series of articles published in El-Katib
magazine under the title Towards An Egyptian Theatre. The articles
represented Idris's thinking on the origins and directions of the
Egyptian dramatic tradition at that juncture in his career; its core was a
plea to renounce the European model and look for a more culturally
authentic altemative among the various 'theatrical' social phenomena from street brawls and religious rituals to ceremonies at funerals and
weddings - which have been an inn�te part of Egyptian life for
centuries. He ended his argument by suggesting that the Samer - a
popular form of semi-improvised communal entertainment which
features dancing, singing, clowning, juggling, story-telling and satirical
sketches of daily life - provided an exemplary vehicle for evolving an
indigenous theatrical medium.

Ironically, El-Farafeet was staged by director Karam Metaweh
(1933-1996) not in a barn! a street marquee, or a village square-.
as
* Spring 2002.
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Shawqi AbdeJ-Hakim to Saleh Sa'd and Hassan El-Gretly. They both
represent, each in its own way, the earliest critically conscious attempts
to revitalize modem Egyptian (and, perhaps, Arab) drama by drawing
on primitive sources, releasing the energies of an old, long despised,
popular dramatic tradition, and attempting, particularly in Sorour's
case, to evolve a language that has seemingly pre-literary qualities - a
language that has the vigour and flexibility of the vernacular, its primary
colours, crude and homely images, earthy rhythms and tough lyricism.
In this, to add one more irony, they remind one of Yeats's hope for a
popular theatre which, as an art form, could reach back towards "a time
when (theatre) was nearer human life and instinct, before it had
gathered about it so many mechanical specialisations and traditions."
The analogy with Yeats is particularly apt in the case of Sorour,
since both were poets, with strong political allegiances and a firm sense
of national roots. Like Yeats, who cites the revitalizing influence of the
ballad on Wordsworth and Coleridge in his Explorations, Sorour
believed that a new, more authentic and more dramatic kind of poetry
could be achieved by reaching back to an earlier, less literary language a living speech with a distinct pictorial and sensuous force -which took
its rhythms from the pulse of living people and its themes and diction
from daily life. Towards this end, he set out on a perilous course in his
dramatic debut, mixing prose and verse, the lyrical and the coarse,
classical and colloquial Arabic, and narration with dialogue, song,
comment, and direct address to the audience.
The critical response was equally mixed and often puzzled. The
language of Yaseen and Baheya was unprecedented; no one had heard
the like of it on stage before (and rarely off it); and the novelty was
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currently performing the same function as the Pocket theatre of the
1960s. Like Mutaweh, I thought, Rolla had seen this text (which its
author, himself a director, had thought of as quite simple, needing no
gimmicks) as primarily a challenge for a young, daring, experimental
director. Quite predictably, therefore, and as was the case in the first
production, though more drastically this time, the text was severely cut
- a task she wisely entrusted to Yusri Khamis who managed to keep in
most of the significant lines and pivotal themes and images. Her choice
of narrator, however, was not equally fortunate. Magda El-Khatib,
though an excellent actress in realistic parts, is quite out of her depth
when faced with classical Arabic or any kind of verse. She simply has
not got the ear for it or the necessary training. She shouted the lines at
the audience in a monotone at a disconcertingly erratic tempo, stumbling
over the words sometimes and occasionally coming up with the most
original declensions. El-Khatib is at her best with highly-strung,
slightly neurotic characters, in tense, dialogic situations, with few
words and plenty of eloquent silences. Here, she simply was given too
much to say, and ruthlessly left to say it alone_, and she sank under the
load of words.
Unlike the original production in which the characters in the story
were enacted by the chorus of listeners surrounding the storyteller in a
circle, so that they constantly moved in and out of the parts, bridging
the past and the present, this one rarel y allowed the characters and
narrator to share the same space and seemed to make a point of visually
separating them. Most of the time, Ma gda El-Khatib looked
pathetically lost and isolated in the huge empty space facing us, while
the rest of the characters were walled (or, rather, holed) up in an
elaborate, three-storey structure at her back, made up of little cells,
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A Modern Isis Stalks the Boards:*
Mineen Ageeb Nas
Mineen Ageeb Nas Ii Ma'nat El-Kalam Yequluh (Where Can I

Find People Who Can Spell Out the Meaning of Words), currently at
Al-Hanager, is the last play of Naguib Sorour's quartet of peasant verse
dramas. Like the first three - Yaseen and Baheya (staged at the Pocket
Theatre by Karam Metaweh in 1964 then last year at Al-Hanager), Ah
Ya Leil Ya Amar (0, Night!, 0, Moon!, directed by Galal El-Sharqawi
at El-Hakim theatre in 1967) and Oulu li 'Ein el-Shams (Tell the Eye of
the Sun, directed for the National by Tawfiq Abdel-Latif in 1973) - it is
written in a mixture of verse and rhymed prose, in both colloquial and
classical Arabic. Like them too, it draws on songs and narratives from
the folk oral tradition and El-Samer, an old popular mode of communal
entertainment, to fashion a new kind of epic, poetic drama - on the
model of Brecht - through which the poet can project his reading of
modern Egyptian history and air his ideological beliefs in effective
theatrical terms.
Written sometime between 1973 and 1978 (when he died), its tone
- though still passionate in defence of the poor and oppressed and in
denunciation of their oppressors - is more conciliatory and has nothing
of the bitterness and despair of the earlier plays. It is as if in this last
play Sorour was replaying the earlier themes and motifs in a new key
and groping for some kind of final reconciliation - for a kind of
wisdom that would explain all the unnecessary terrible pain and
suffering and make sense of it as part of a quest for integrity and
* March 2003.
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characterization and the wild:·assortmerif of lively, loud females she
parades on stage, but also to her choice of cast. Picking some of the
most talented young graduates of the Theatre Institute provided the
play, not with the usual collection of primping and preening
primadonna�, but with sincere young people truly believing in what
they said.
It was a·great pleasure to see actress Magda El-Khatib once more,
after her long years of involuntary exile in Morocco, and to enjoy the
vibrant-presence of actress Sawsan Badr who two years ago decided to
wear the veil, but has recently rejected it. The fact: that once upon a time
she was banned from circulation in all the Arab media on account of her
acting the star role in the vociferously damned film, The Death of a
Princess (which featured the stoning to death of a Saudi princess who
had dared mariy outsid_e the royal family), made her iconoclastic

.

denouncements of the current ideology ring true. And despite the
elaborate, structuralist stage design of Salah Hafiz, Adel Hashim's
sophisticated lighting and direction and Hamdi Ra' oofs soft incidental
music, the pained rawness of El-Assal’s text remained present .
---------- 211 ------------

yet, I remember as a child, back in the distant fifties, watching many
films on the life of Jesus Christ during Christmas and Easter; they were
shown at a popular movie house in Shubra - then, a predominantly
coptic and cosmopolitan quarter of Cairo. I grew up taking the
representation of Jesus and all other sacred Christian figures for granted
and was quite taken aback one day when it suddenly struck me that all
such films had mysteriously disappeared from our cinemas. It is not
clear to me yet (though I have tried hard to clarify the matter) whether it
was the Public Censor or the Coptic community who effected this
unpublicised ban. But whatever the case, it simply does not make
sense. Aren't all our churches and monasteries full of representations of
Christ, the Virgin and a plethora of saints and disciples?!
But ban or no ban, since the fifties, and may be earlier, Christ,
dressed in many guises, has provided some of our best dramatists and
directors with a potent dramatic and visual symbol for all saviours (of
whatever denomination) and all rebellious, persecuted and victimised
heroes. Indeed, at the end of his first play, Murder in Baghdad, Salah
Abdel-Sabour had his hero, the Muslim Sufi rebel El-Hallaj, crucified,
Christ-like, on a tree, and the figure of Jesus overshadows his last
play, Now the King is Dead. More recently, the Shrapnel group's
Briaska II, which revolves round the persecution of Christians in
the ancient city of Taurus, seriously discomfited the Censor's
representative on account of a line saying "I often dream of being
Jesus Christ." She was livid and threatened to ban the play but was
finally persuaded by Ruda Wasfi, the director of Al-Hanager Centre
where the offending show took place, that the line simply ·expressed
an innocent wish; Briaska II wasn't axed.

broken violin among the ruins of a devastated city. In the final
sequence, this musician re-emerges as the Saviour.
It is this final sequence which proved a stumbling block for the text
in terms of censorship. Whoever read the play for licensing purposes
must have been flabbergasted by this particular representation of the
Saviour. He appears as a cynical, embittered and disillusioned
young man who sneers at his sacrifice; it has achieved nothing, for
the world remains as horrible, ugly and barbaric as he left it. He
feels conned, and that humanity has fed and battened on his flesh and
blood, growing ever greedier and more tyrannical. He declares to
Rawa that he has found his own personal salvation away from all
myths, creeds and dogmas, and urges her to do the same, offering to
show her the way.
The road to salvation he points to, however, is shrouded in
mystery and paradox: it involves a ritualistic last supper of ale and
cakes (which counterpoints the earlier flesh and wine feast and
derives from some ancient Egyptian funerary rites), a magic
lamp (reminiscent of Aladdin's) on which she must blow strongly
to fan its flame with her breath, and, .finally, vanishing into the glow
of the burning flame. As Rawa is consumed by the light one wonders:
is it salvation or burning? Freedom or extinction? But the end is left
teasingly ambiguous and the mesh of Biblical echoes and images point
in different directions: to "the valley of the shadow of death"
(Pslams: 23: 4), to "The people that walked in darkness" then saw "a
great light" (Isaiah: 9: 2), to the Lord's annointment in Bethany at the
leper's house and his later betrayal (Matthew: 26: 6-13), and to the
"bread of adversity" (Isaiah: 30: 70), etc.
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No wonder the play in its original version was rejected and had to
be toned down and modified to gain a licence. It had even to be
renamed to get a second reading after amendation. Still, despite tJte
many regrettable omissions, it remains a haunting and exciting piece
of writing, and director Abbas Ahmed did his best with an extremely
humble budget to create the necessary claustrophobic; nightmarish
atmosphere. But though the acting was generally competent and at times
quite moving, it lacked the glow of inspiration. May the lure of Christ
continue to inspire more writers and to baffle and confound all
censors.
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the performance is exactly the same as that of the meeting between Elise
and Nabil), as the past invades and takes over the present, time and
space become unsettlingly fluid and all attempts at communication or
any sort of action are inevitably doomed. To the question why love
fails, on which the play hinges, neither character can find an answer.
But of the consequences we are left in no doubt. El-Banhawi plants in
the background of the play Beethoven's piano bagatelle For Elise and
pointedly makes her heroine, Elise, mention to her companion that it
was an elegy by Beethoven for the dead daughter of one of his friends.
Living in the shadow of the past, Elise, we gradually discover, is
hardly alive. What has remained of her is an elegiac melody; and when
she pronounces at the end that she stands all alone, totally bereft of all
illusions, she becomes a poignant image of the living-dead.
Staging a play of this kind can be an ordeal, especially for a young
director making his debut in the professional theatre. When Intisar
Abdel-Fattah, the artistic director of El-Tali'a, proposed it to Amr Qabil,
the latter "froze with terror," as he confesses. His apprenticeship as an
amateur director at the French Cultural Centre- had been in comedy
and burlesque. But the offer could not be resisted and to get
into mainstream, professional theatre, Qabil accepted the challenge
and this terrible make-or-break risk. Happily for him and for
El-Banhawi, Caroline Khalil was at hand, available and willing to
take on Elise. In the hands of an actress of less talent, sensitivity,
culture and technical sophistication, the character - completely
unfamiliar in the Egyptian repertoire of female parts - would have
seemed strange and hopelessly impenetrable. Caroline handled it with
subtlety, passionate reserve and superb attention to mood and
rhythm. Like a well-groomed singer assigned the lead in an intricate
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quartet, she led the rest of the cast (Ashraf, Shereef and Shatsi),
orchestrating their performances, filling in the gaps, making up for
the lapses and steering them clear of the pitfalls of melodrama and
sentimentalism.
Amr Qabil was also lucky in his choice of Mohamed Abdel-Mon'im
as set designer. Dressing up the whole of Salah Abdel Sabour's hall at
El-Tali'a (a chamber theatre) in soft, white gauze, with a live guitarist
on one side (Mohamed Darwish), a bar in the middle and tables and
chairs for the audience to make them share the same fictional space as
the actors was an excellent idea. It created the sense of intimacy and the
kind of vague, dreamy atmosphere essential for this kind of play. The
whole space wore the aspect of a shadowy tunnel with an unfinished
painting at the far end (by Khalid El-Halabi), split in the middle,
representing a woman and her silhouette. The few steps on one side led
to an isolated, veiled area, as if suspended in mid air, where the heroine
withdraws at the end to make her final pronouncement, and the rocking
chair in front of it, where the characters alternately vainly sought
comfort by rhythmically rocking themselves was a poignant touch. So
was the old gramophone facing it on the other side. The sea, the live
guitar, a nostalgic, old, thirties tune, as well as Beethoven and Chopin
provided a stirring and structurally active musical background. At the
end, as the action doubles back on itself and the striving to overcome
· 1oneliness ironically leads to its irredeemable confirmation, with no
prospect of a sudden liberating glow, however dubious, each of the
audience is left with him/herself to trace, in this rich, enigmatic
audiovisual mosaic, the faint notes of old, forgotten melodies.
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A Sign of the Times:*
After a Long Absence
I cannot make up my mind whether it is fear of real censorship or
our present cripplingly repressive cultural climate or some invisible,
internal censor lurking somewhere in the folds of Layla Abdel-Basit's
brain which intimidated this promising playwright into producing the
kind of drivel currently on show at the National Theatre under the title
After a Long Absence.
The piece is supposed to be the final part of a trilogy she started
nearly four years ago about the ordeals and deprivations, social and
personal, of the split family (with the father working somewhere in the
oil-rich Gulf and the mother left behind to cope with the children- and
fight down her sexuality) - a relatively new experience for Egyptians.
What a gold mine of a subject! - one that is bound to touch a sensitive
chord somewhere in most Egyptian families. The choice between
unemployment, coupled with celibacy and a harsh, ascetic existence on
the one hand and self-imposed exile and loneliness (despite the erratic
bouts of sexual indulgence during the fleeting annual leave) is a
painfully real one for most Egyptian youths whatever their walks of
life. And in this respect, the university graduate - not very much in
demand on the job market these days - fares much worse than a tinker,
a mechanic or an agricultural labourer; as likely as not, he may waste
away his best years chasing after an illusory work-contract in the land
of the 'black gold'.
The women, on the _other hand, educated or illiterate, have to resign

themselves to a life of eternal waiting; against all natural impulses, they
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have to preserve their chastity and constantly guard against gossip and
temptation. Is it any wonder that.many of them hide behind the veil or
even the niqab?!
It must be admitted that in the first two parts of the trilogy AbdelBasit aquitted herself well, plumhing some of the depths of the
problems. In the first part, The Pain of Separation, a one-man show,
she gave us the husband's point of view of the problem; his
forty-minute monologue communicated to us quite vividly his terrible
loneliness, his excruciating feeling of humiliation and haunting fear of
losing his virility. He looked and felt like a man struggling desperately
to find a secure foothold in a sea of quick sand and holding on to some
pitifully frayed shreds of old and distant memories.
In the second half of the trilogy, The Price of Exile, it was the tum
of the lonely wife, superbly performed by Madiha Hamdi at the
National Upstairs before she, together with the authoress, took on the
veil! Fortunately, however, at that time, Layla Abdel-Basit, without
actually infringing the taboo on the expression of female sexuality,
managed to negotiate her way into many a dark and silent area of
female experience. There was real pain here and real frustration a tragic sense of the waste of years, of being suspended in time,
always waiting. The small hall of the National Upstairs,
dominated by an empty four-poster bed, became a cell infested with
the delusions of a lonely, aging woman, slowly falling apart.
The four-poster bed was also present in the final part, After a
Long Absence, but this time it was shoved to the back of the
considerably larger stage of the National's main auditorium.
Besides, it was no longer empty. On it was the long-absent,
long-awaited husband, freshly arrived from the Gulf. Conspicuously
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on a table nearby lay the fruits of his labour, nestling cosily at the
bottom of a large Samsonite bag. The wife, in a pink, frilly nightgown,
paced up and down restlessly. Fine so far and bursting with
possibilities, especially since the husband looked at first as if he was
wearing a Galabeya - a male alternative to a pair of pyjamas on hot
nights in the east.
Soon enough, however, the air of suspense was shattered with a
string of squelchy, sentimental songs emitting from the wife,
accompanied with a lot of dainty prancing. Coyly, she sang of her
"emotional" and "spiritual" longings while her gestures intimated
longings of quite a different order. When at one point she picked a rose
and started tickling her husband with it, the romantic cliches which had
been accumulating became quite insufferable and embarrassingly
hollow. Mercifully, the stage is suddenly. plunged in darkness; but
before we could heave a sigh of relief, they are back on again and we
are tortured with yet another series of cloying romantic cliches, this time
in the form of flashbacks of happy scenes from the past. These are
performed by the husband and wife (now in youthful gear - hence the
blackout) behind a white gauz.e curtain- presumably to hide their ages
in the interest of make-believe. But by this time the audience's willing
suspension of disbelief has been taxed to the utmost and the
sentimentality and p�lidness of the writing.has robbed the ch�cters of
all credibility.
When the husband finally does wake up (but not before we are
treated to another explosion of songs) we discover that he was actually
sleeping in_ his out of door clothes. The point scored here is that for
Egyptian men the Galabeya has become the male equivalent of the
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female veil, bespeaking a similar ideological outlook and frame of
mind. A perceptive remark, perhaps, but then what? Nothing. For the
rest of the play which lasted what seemed an interminable hour and a
half, the husband dashed nervously around, acted jumpily for no
apparent reason, answered a couple of mysterious telephone calls from
his partner, conspicuously evaded his wife's amorous advances, then
suddenly announced that he was leaving again for a month on
business.
Whatever ideas Abdel Basit had concerning this character never
actually left her mind, and I doubt very much if Ashraf AbdelGhafour - usually a competent and convincing actor - had the slightest
clue as to why he was kept supine half the play and knocking against the
furniture the other half! He was faced with the insurmountable task of
building a character out of dead clichés, impatient groans and the
occasional bark. Nor could he look for any help from his partner: the
graceful Nadia Rashad had enough troubles of her own; neither the
words or the songs she was given seemed to fit the situation or to
pave the way for her violently abrupt changes of mood.
Intent on handling reality with a pair of pink satin gloves and
steering clear of any murky, muddied puddles, Abdel-Basit had to
resort to a lot of shillyshallying. That is why she had to resort to yet
another dramatic cliché to wind up what had become an obstinately
static situation: suddenly the telephone rings; one of the children is in
trouble with the police; the husband feels helpless and starts gyrating at
a feverish pace; the wife freezes ominously and asks for a divorce. By
this time, however, neither her protracted 'longings' nor her sudden
rebellion really matter. Both seem unreal and incomprehensible.

It is conceivable, of course, that Abdel-Basit wanted originally to
produce a play of moods and states of mind, and Zoser Marzouq's
direction and his stage-set carry a hint of that. But if this was the case,
she should never have opted for a realistic style. Her dramatic strategy
left her hanging in mid air, erratically swinging between realism,
melodrama and romance. She sadly spoilt what seemed initially a hotly
topical issue and a deeply relevant dramatic situation. The end was
tragic: not for the two characters who never transcended the status of
puppets, but for the actors and the poor audience.
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Indeed, flying into an imaginary world seems a common malady - a
disease that has infected everybody and eaten into their souls like
woodworm or dry rot. No wonder then that things as solid and tangible
as wood have become a rare commodity!
Director Karam �etaweh has deftly captured this basic idea in his
production and focused it in a daring visual metaphor. The illusory
nature of reality is conveyed by the total and conspicuous absence of
..,

stage furniture. The throne, chairs and even the princess's chaise
longue are presented as wispy swings which descend from above. At
various points in the play, the rulers are seen hanging in mid-air,
swinging back and forth, a sign of their instability and fragile existence.
In contrast to this airy, cobwebby, 'swinging' image, a solid wall in the
Islamic style, featuring an old gate of Cairo, forms a back-drop to the
street scenes, with a few graceful domes in the background. When the
action moves to the palace, it breaks up, seemingly all by itself, into
various sections, some of which disappear into the wings while others
retreat to the back to make up gates and portals. At the very end of the
play, this versatile wall seems to spring into life and moves in to press
the actors forward, enclosing them into a claustrophobic structure. The
final confrontation between illusion and reality brings it and the whole
palace - the curtains, the swings, everything - crashing down in
clouds of smoke. Thanks to Metaweh's conception and lighting-plan
and to Sekina Mohamed Ali's design,- the various locations seem to
dissolve into each other, in a dreamlike manner, and the
production flows smoothly without a single blackout.
Karam Metaweh's meticulous sense of form and vivid theatrical
imagination were seen at their best in the three still tableaux, reminiscent
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The Return of the Absent:*
A Historical View
Within five years of his graduation from the department of drama
and theatre criticism at the Theatre Institute and prompt appointment
assistant lecturer there, Fawzi Fahrni published a book entitled The
Tragic Concept and Modem Drama. A year later, in 1968, and before
the was sent to Moscow on a scholarship where he got a doctorate with
a thesis on "popular theatrical forms and their relation to drama in
Eastern countries," he wrote The Return of the Absent, his debut as
playwright. In it, he was not only putting his wide knowledge of world
and Egyptian drama to good. use and employing it to probe theatrically
the reasons behind the shattering 1967 defeat which left the nation
reeling, but was also reviving an old tradition and following in the
footsteps of a long line of great masters who sought inspiration in the
old Greek Oedipus myth. Apart from his familiarity with the myth
through his study of Greek drama, particularly Sophocles's famous
treatment of it in Oedipus Rex, Fawzi had also read Aristotle's eulogy
of it in his Poetics, as well as many of the most famous European
adaptations of it, including Seneca's, Corneille's, Voltaire's, John
Dryden's, Jean Cocteau's (The Infernal Machine) and Andre Gide's.
There were also precedents to the practice in Egyptian drama. In
1949, Tawfiq El-Hakim and Ali Ahmed Bakathir published versions
of the myth. Read together, the two plays reveal common features.
Both view the myth from a political perspective (as their authors openly
*
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admit in their introductions to the published texts), waving aside the
central conflict between Oedipus and the gods and centering the plot on
a power-struggle, riddled with conspiracies. In both of them, Oedipus
invariably appears as a good, benevolent king, misled, corrupted, or led
astray by priests and courtiers, while Tiresias ( or Luskias in
Bakathir's case) and Creon always play the villains. Significantly too,
both were written in response to a national crisis.
Noting the political relevance of El-Hakim's Odeeb (the Arabic for
Oedipus) in his book, The Egyptian Theatre after World War II (1979).
Sarni Munir relates it to its immediate historical context, reading it as a
political metaphor of the events of 4 February, 1942, when the British
troops surrounded King Farouk's palace and forced him to appoint a
Wafdi government, with El-Nahhas Pasha at its head. Similarly,
according to Munir, Tiresias (the British), in El-Hakim's play,
manipulates Oedipus, the rightful heir to the throne (the Wafd party),
for his own ends, bringing him to power by lies and a show of force.
In both cases, the Wafd's and Oedipus's, it was a fatal mistake to get to
power through the machinations of a sly enemy of the people and,
therefore, both inevitably lose their power and credibility and meet with
a tragic end.
Bakathir's Odeeb, on the other hand, was written in the wake of
the defeat of the Arab armies in Palestine in 1948. "At the time," he
says, "I felt despair regarding the future of the Arab nation and shame,
disgrace and ignominy. Our dignity had been trampled underfoot. I
remained in the grip of this deep, heavy pain a long time, not knowing
how to relieve it." The play, which offers an Islamic/political reading of
the myth, was obviously his way of relieving it. More than anything, it
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reflects the the intensification of the Islamic movement in the late
1940's, and was obviously influenced by Sayed Qutb's book, Social
Justice in Islam, which sought to stem the rising tide of Marxism at that
time by formulating an integrated, coherent Islamic theory of social
justice. Oedipus, portrayed as a kind of popular, epic hero, is an ardent
believer in social justice; unfortunately, however, he is an atheist who
believes only in the power of the human intellect and will. His lack of
faith blinds him to the evil intrigues of Luskias, the wily, ungodly,
mammon-worshipping priest and politician, and he falls an easy prey to
him. Tiresias, however, who speaks like a preacher, in a language
redolent of the Koran, leads him back to Allah and converts him to the
belief that without faith in God and total submission to his will and
guidance, social justice can never be attained. By the time Bakathir's
Oedipus leaves Thebes (and the stage), he has become a devout Moslem
(like his author) who believes that only through Islam can his nation
triumph and find justice and prosperity.
May be any Egyptian play based on the Oedipus myth has to be
perforce political. As some Arab thinkers have argued, and El-Hakim
remarked in his preface to his .own treatment, the Greek concept of
tragedy is inherently antithetical to the Islamic view of the relationship
between human beings and God. A Moslem Oedipus can only grapple
with earthly issues and fight sordid politicians and mean-spirited foes.
No wonder then that Fahmi's treatment had to take a political line and
present a benevolent ruler trying to save his country from a vicious web
of lies spun by the evil regime. It, too, sidesteps the incest theme,
presents Jocasta as a tortured woman, in the grip of remorse, and
provides the hero with solace in the form of a love story with an
innocent virgin who stands for the spirit of Egypt. Fahrni invested
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In the Sira, the story of the Hilaliyah tribe, of their migration from
Najd in the Arabian Peninsula to North Africa, chased by drought, and
their eventual conquest of the mighty kingdom of Al-Zanati Khalifa in
Tunis, is narrated with awe and sympathy. The traditional heroic values
of loyalty to the tribe, military prowess and craftiness, courage and
physical strength are upheld and indiscriminately extolled. Typically,
they are glorified not only in the hero, but also in his enemies and
rivals. Indeed, the anonymous bards of the past who orally composed
and transmitted this Sira could hardly suppress their excited admiration
of the saga's villain Diab who was such a mighty lion on the battle
field.
To the cool and critical gaze of reason, El-Guindi subjected
this material. In his play, the folk heroes of the past are recalled
to be examined, tried, and eventually condemned by a modern
chorus of ordinary people. As the old massacres, betrayals, passions
and bloody deeds are re-enacted and scrutinised in the present,
the heroic interpretation collapses and the myth is shattered. Abu
Zeid is revealed as a ruthless idealist who, in the pursuit of his
romantic dream of an earthly paradise, leads his people to disaster.
The cynical realism of Diab, on the other hand, and his deep-seated
contempt for human nature and sardonic denigration of all ideals (save
that of self-promotion) are not without justification and are ultimately
more honest than Abu Zeid's loudly declaimed selflessness. In the final
analysis, the romantic idealist proves no less selfish than the cynic,
only more blind. The references to Nasser and Sadat are unmistakable.
To further underline the conflict between the chorus's perspective
and that of the heroes and focus it on the formal level, director
Abdel-Rahman El-Shafi'i (one of the pioneers and champions of the
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A Witch Minus the Broom:*
The Witch
Yusri El-Guindi's Al-Sahera (The Witch) took a long time
arriving at the National, growing in the process from a slim one-act
play into a ponderous three-hour performance. It was six months in
rehearsal, with occasional mishaps and forced break-offs; ominously,
one week before the scheduled opening, its director Mohsen Hilmi had
a bad fall and had to limp through the final days with the help of a
crutch. The dress rehearsal was a cheerless, disheartening
experience, and weeks later, the play has not improved.
I had looked forward to Samiha Ayoub's invigorating theatrical
presence and expected from El-Guindi the kind of passionate writing
and fresh insights of his best work. Besides, the presence of
Mohsen Hilmi - a director famous for his colourful, vigorous style - as
head of the production team had also augured well. It was his debut at
the National and one did not doubt that he would seize the opportunity
to shake up this old respectable establishment and shame it out of its
habitual smug stolidity. The boisterous fairground atmosphere of his
chef- d'oeuvre, El-Mehabazatiyyah (Street Performers), was too much
to hope for; but something of its zestful earthiness, galloping rhythm
and imaginative visual liveliness was definitely expected.
What happened, in fact, was a cacophonous clash of styles. While
El-Guindi's dramatically undernourished and verbally overblown
and grandiloquent text pursued grandiose effects, Hilmi seemed
*
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In the new version, Galila, though still safely out of sight, is
provided with an all too tangible, vociferous Doppelganger in the figure
In the new version, Galila, though still safely out of sight, is
of an all-seeing, interminably preaching good witch. As commentator
provided with an all too tangible, vociferous Doppelganger in the figure
cum-narrator, she keeps intruding on the few events of the flimsy story,
of an all-seeing, interminably preaching good witch. As commentator
telling us what we have already seen, padding it up with rhyming fusty
cum-narrator, she keeps intruding on the few events of the flimsy story,
slogans and bombastic orations. Soon enough, her presence becomes
telling us what we have already seen, padding it up with rhyming fusty
not only positively boring, but also, since the audience are neith_er deaf,
slogans and bombastic orations. Soon enough, her presence becomes
blind nor dim, deeply offensive. Still, rather than weary the audience
not only positively boring, but also, since the audience are neith_er deaf,
into submission, the witch's unrelenting verbal avalanche alerts them to
blind nor dim, deeply offensive. Still, rather than weary the audience
its underlying dangerous bigotry. Like the typical fanatic, her political
into submission, the witch's unrelenting verbal avalanche alerts them to
creed is equated with absolute moral right and any opposition to it with
its underlying dangerous bigotry. Like the typical fanatic, her political
diabolical malevolence. Indeed, the confusion of politics and religion in
creed is equated with absolute moral right and any opposition to it with
this play is deeply disturbing and so is the progress of its folk hero
diabolical malevolence. Indeed, the confusion of politics and religion in
from rebellion and lawlessness to Jihad or holy war then martyrdom.
this play is deeply disturbing and so is the progress of its folk hero
One wonders if El-Guindi, an enlightened progressive intellectual,
from rebellion and lawlessness to Jihad or holy war then martyrdom.
has unwittingly come under the influence of the arguments of the
One wonders if El-Guindi, an enlightened progressive intellectual,
political Islamists. The confusion was perceptible in the first
has unwittingly come under the influence of the arguments of the
version where twice the honourable bandit kneels in front of Galila's
political Islamists. The confusion was perceptible in the first
lighted lattice window and worships, as if facing a holy shrine. In
version where twice the honourable bandit kneels in front of Galila's
the second, it became quite pronounced, thanks to the loquacious
lighted lattice window and worships, as if facing a holy shrine. In
witch.
the second, it became quite pronounced, thanks to the loquacious
To pad The Rape of Galila still further and make it look
witch.
structurally elaborate, El-Guindi tacked on a parallel plot, set in
To pad The Rape of Galila still further and make it look
modern times, about a destitute citizen who is robbed of his
structurally elaborate, El-Guindi tacked on a parallel plot, set in
lawful inheritance by the government and reduced to dwelling
modern times, about a destitute citizen who is robbed of his
in the tomb of his aristocratic ancestors. The arrival of an
lawful inheritance by the government and reduced to dwelling
eviction order at the hands of a small bureaucrat unleashes his
in the tomb of his aristocratic ancestors. The arrival of an
tongue (not that he had been silent before) and we are treated to a
eviction order at the hands of a small bureaucrat unleashes his
full account
of his misfortunes and sorrows punctuated with
tongue (not that he had been silent before) and we are treated to a
sentimental songs. At the end of it, the poor bureaucrat suddenly
full account of his misfortunes and sorrows punctuated with
sentimental songs. At the end of it, the poor bureaucrat suddenly
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drops dead and we are told that the "truth" killed him. More likely, it
was boredom that did it.
The two stories, which are given mostly through narration, are
arranged in alternating scenes to create a false impression of
complexity and variety. But neither the alternation nor the plethora of
witty songs and elaborate dances (roped in by the director) could do
any thing to alleviate the boredom or dispel the vexing feeling that
one was being cheated.
It nearly broke my heart to listen to the great Ayoub ranting
redundant banalities, to watch a consummate comedian like Osama
Abbas limply repeating the same story over and over again and in the
same ungainly, spiritless language, to see some of the best actors of
the National reduced to extras or to rigid mechanical puppets and,
worst of all, to note El-Guindi's unflinching, laborious striving after
symbolism at every step. What a lot of good, expensive talent was
wasted in that show.
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The rest of the cast, particularly the trio of lsmail's associates Osman (Medhat Mursi), Siddiq (Ashraf Abdel-Ghafour) and de
Lesseps (Farouq El-Dimirdash) - were blithe, serious or villainous as
the occasion demanded. Their roles were blissfully free of singing, as
was that of Abeer El-Sharqawi.
But of dancing - even though choreographed by Walid Aouni to
the music of Mohamed El-Mougi and elegantly performed by female
Russian dancers contracted especially for the show, plus some sprightly
male dancers - there was far too much. Indeed, The Khedive is a
prime example of how a play which upholds the primacy of acting and
of language can get swamped by visual much ado. This feeling of
clutter also extended to the sets, designed by Mahmoud Mabrouk:
whether lush and ornate or geometrically austere, they were invariably
bulky and overpowering. The enormous stage of the Balloon Theatre
may explain such elaborate and bulky decor, but it cannot excuse it.
I cannot help feeling that a more orthodox- approach to the play
would have served it better and helped to knit it more closely and tie up
some loose ends. EI-Sharqawi's method of production, on the other
hand, underscored the heightened musicality of the verse and its
lyricism at the expense of the drama and deepened the central crack in
the structure of the play. One felt as if one was watching two plays
simultaneously: a tragic character drama about a real historical figure
and a political musical comedy satirising the present with the help of
masks, acrobats, dancers and clowns. Still, the audience love
Guweida's simple, accessible verse and its mellifluous trills and frills;
they seem to love the dancers too and the elaborate spectacle which is
why they flock nightly to the Balloon.
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A Long Night's Journey Into Light:*
The People on the Third Floor
I visited the National on three different nights this week and every
time I was strongly reminded of the 1960s. It was not only the
charismatic presence of Samiha Ayoub at the head of the star-studded
cast of The People on the Third Floor, the sight of all those people
crowding into the theatre to fill the auditorium, balcony and boxes, even
on the notoriously 'dead' nights much dreaded by actors, or that most
of the audience were drawn to the play as much by the name of its
author as by the cast (a rare phenomenon nowadays, though quite
common in the golden 1960s); it was also something about the quality
of attention the audience gave to the stage: a mixture of excited
expectation, intent concentration, and intense involvement. This can be
partly explained by the huge popularity of Osama Anwar Okasha's
television serials which have made him a star in his own right; but,
mostly, it is due to the daring political outspokenness of the text which
caused it to be banned for nine years, its clever detective-story formula
which keeps the audience tingling with suspense and treats them to one
sensational revelation after another, and its taut structure which strictly
adheres to the classical unities, compressing the action in one night and
one place.
Like J.B. Priestley's An Inspector Calls, of which I was strongly
reminded, the action in Okasha's play begins with the arrival of an
unexpected visitor during a family celebration; and just as Priestley's
enigmatic Inspector Goole interrupts th� engagement party of the
*

10 May 2001.
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I do not know if Okasha cared to revise his text after so many years
before submitting it to the National; but as I saw it, it definitely needed
some rewriting, if only to smooth out the crudities of the plot and
awkward contradictions in the dialogue. As it stands, one cannot help
feeling quite dazed by the number and sheer speed of the incredible
discoveries sprung upon one in the last half hour without warning, or
hope to make sense of the sudden and startling changes in character the
mother rapidly displays in the final scenes. Such slips are incredible in a
work by a proficient craftsman like Okasha, and I strongly suspect that
he added new scenes to build up the mother's part when Ayoub was
cast for it; it seems the only plausible explanation, and however
disconcerting the result, it at least allowed us to enjoy the presence
of Ayoub on stage longer than would have been the case
otherwise, which is more than sufficient compensation.
It was a real treat watching Ayoub on stage once more and feeling
the full force of her energy flowing into the auditorium; and if Okasha
had done nothing but persuade Ayoub to come back to the stage, it
would have been enough. But his fame and popularity. were also
instrumental in bringing together such popular film and television stars
as El-Fishawi, El-Kholi, Tawfiq, and Makhyoun, and in their glowing
presence, the relatively new or unknown actors, Shafiq, Hamdi and
Kamal, could not but shine.
Amazingly, Okasha and Ruda Wasfi, the N ational's artistic
director, took the risk of entrusting the production to a young and
inexperienced director; and how they managed to convince the stars to
work with him is quite a feat and tantalizing mystery. But Mohamed
Omar, whom Wasfi had tried out in a small production at the National
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A Ghost Sonata:*
At High Noon
After The People on the Third Floor (staged at the National in
2001), Osama Anwar Okasha's At High Noon (currently at the same
venue, with Mohamed Omar once more directing and veteran actress
Samiha Ayoub in the· lead) feels like a studied variation on the
previous work or, indeed, the second part of a planned trilogy - very
much in the style of the author's famous television drama serials about contemporary Egyptian reality and its historical antecedents.
Similar in structure and overall theme, with more or less the same
panoply of disillusioned, middle-aged and young but frustrated
characters, it offers a composite picture of family relationships at the
middle class social strata and unfolds like a grim ·tale of moral
corruption, f�led hopes, wasted potential and self-deception.
As in the previous play, after a relaxed, realistic beginning, shot
through with plenty of non-too-original comedy, which introduces the
setting and characters, a sudden, unforeseen event jolts the characters,
audience and whole play onto an unexpected symbolic plane. In The
People on the Third Floor, it was the arrival of a police inspector hugely retpiniscent of J.B. Priestley's real/imaginary inspector Goole in
An Inspector Calls - at the flat of a middle-class family of strained
means during the wedding of its eldest son. Here, it is the engimatic,
wholesale drowning of five young people at a sea resort which is
followed by many more reports of similar incidents all over Alexandria.
The investigation of this tragic affair le�ds to harrowing, melodramatic
* 28 May 2003.
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become, like the beautiful house in Strindberg's The Ghost Sonata, a
place grown "old, mouldy and rotten . . . where people torment each
other and go crazy." Like the proverbial cat who eats her young
thinking it is for their own good, or the rapacious cook in Strindberg's
masterpiece, that "bloated monster" who sucks up the life of everything
she touches, Hajjah Zeinat herself, though a victim of society and
equally sinned against as sinning, seems to destroy the lives of
everyone around her.
Actresses Eva, Magda El-Khatib and Salwa Khattab - all
television stars - offer variations on the same character and, in every
case, the victims are the sons and daughters. Dalia Mustafa, the
spokeswoman of the younger generation, ruthlessly condemns all and,
like Strindberg's "Young Woman" who lives in the shadow of "The
Mummy" in the closet, has lost all desire to Iive and is withering away
"because of the air in this house which reeks of crime, deception and
lies of every kind." With the exception of the caretaker, his wife and the
bigamous, philandering Kharboush (farcically rendered by Yusef
Dawood), all the characters tell us in turn, at different points, what we
have already discovered for ourselves - that they are lifeless ghosts
with thick masks to camouflage the void behind them, and empty husks
incapable of love or real communication.
"If you keep silent too long, things begin to rot. Stagnant, stinking
pools begin to form," says ''The Student" in Strindberg's Sonata. This
is what happens in Okasha's bleak new play. The world it depicts is
glitzy on the outside, rotten underneath. No "action" is possible here
and we do not get any. Except for the doubtful drowning incident,
nothing happens and nothing is capable of happening. Whatever Iives
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the characters once had, had ended long before the curtains open and
the only dramatic action possible must take the form of revelation
through dialogue or confessional monologues. In this respect, At High
Noon, not unlike many other modem plays, reflects its overriding
themes of loss, impotence, lack of drive and isolation in its structure,
using the mystery formula to maintain the interest of the audience and
propel the series of discoveries.
In this kind of play, especially if it runs into three hours, verbosity
is always a concomitant danger and At High Noon, despite Okasha's
expert craftsmanship, could have done with a bit of cutting and
condensation. This would have possibly softened its irritating preachy
tone and curbed its heavy-fisted didactic tendency. Above all, what one
misses here is subtlety and fineness of touch; and, as if to make matters
worse, the director bracketed the show with rousing lyrics (by Bahaa
Jaheen) which spelled out Okasha's message in no uncertain terms
and sought, with the help of Atteya Mahmoud's choral music, to
bludgeon the audience into accepting it even before the play started.
Ideally, At High Noon should have taken the form of a chamber
play on the model of Strindberg's Sonata which it closely resembles
at the core. Okasha, however, seems to have had the National in mind
and an audience who would come expecting a full-length play and the
kind of stuff he chums out for television with all the attendant thrills.
But whatever the reason, At High Noon seemed to me like a play
split down the middle - a potential Ghost Sonata trapped in the
1960s' tradition of social comedy, weighted down by the clichés of
realism and fettered by the formula for commercial success, with its
ostentatious, calculated effects, bravura roles and speeches, solo
numbers for stars and cues for applause. This explains the uneven
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style of the acting and its sudden, startling shifts from broad
comedy to naturalism to declamatory melodrama. It also
explains the non-too-successful combination of realism and
expressionism in Ayman Nur's sets. Osama's popularity,
however, together with the star-studded cast seemed to sweep
aside the faults of the text and direction. The audience looked happy
and clapped uproariously the night I was there and from the critics
the play has had nothing short of rave reviews since it opened.
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Lenin EI-Ramly
1946-....

Like most of the Studio's productions, however, Point of View is
a comedy with a serious import. We are in a charity home for the blind
run by an unscrupulous gang. The gang - fat manager, sexy blonde
secretary and puny male nurse - not only regularly plunder the charity
funds, leaving the inmates in disgraceful conditions, but also practise
upon them the meanest forms of deception. To keep their blind charges
from rebelling, they feed them illusions and false reports about their
physical surroundings. This results in heart-rending and side-splitting
confusion as the inmates' mental images about their world constantly
clash with the evidence of their remaining senses, and the evidence of
our own eyes.
With the arrival of a new inmate, however, the fiction threatens to
crack up. The newcomer, Abul-Uyoon (in Arabic "the man with many
eyes"), sets himself the task of calling the gang's bluff. Gradually he
unmasks the miserable ·reality of life in the home and the
unconscionable practices of its staff, falling in· love with a near-blind
inmate in the process. The gang, meanwhile, are rattled by his
mysterious Tiresian powers. True to his name, he seemingly possesses
many eyes, some at the back of his head, some even with X-rays! They
suspect him of shamming and put him through a series of tests, the
bluffing and counter-bluffing turning the play into an exciting battle of
wits.
There is also the teasing mystery of Abul-Uyoon himself, keeping
us guessing to the end whether he is really blind. The play seems to be
saying yes and no alternately, and sometimes in the same breath; and
since playwright Lenin El-Ramly keeps this card up his sleeve for
as long as he can, I shall not spoil the game.
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What is important, though, is that as evidence and counter
evidence pile up, we experience something of the same confusion and
sense of unreality which afflicts the bewildered inmates of the home.
Suddenly we realise that the author is calling our bluff, challenging our
claim to sight, to being different from the deluded tormentors and
tormented inhabiting the home. By keeping the truth about AbulUyoon a well-guarded secret till near the end, El-Ramly deftly
drags us unawares into the world of the blind, transforming the
"home" into an ironic metaphor of the homeland!
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Where Arabs Fear to Tread:*
In Plain Arabic
For the past three years, the Mohamed Subhi and Lenin ElRamly duo have been dealing the state-run theatre one severe
blow after another. This year, they have achieved a clean knock-out
and roundly confuted the official view that only the state theatre
is capable of producing 'serious' art and that private companies can
only produce cheap entertainment.
For nearly a decade, members of the Actor's Studio have clung
tenaciously to their arduous creed of integrity and independence: they
would neither succumb to financial pressure and work within the state's
bureaucratic framework, which has proved the burial-ground for many
a theatrical talent, nor would they subscribe to the short-sighted,
callow, commercial policies of the bastard, hit-and-run private show
biz enterprises.
Their perseverance has finally paid off, in moral and material
terms. For two successive years, their Point of View has been voted
by the national and opposition press as best production of the year and
brought them critical acclaim and decent financial returns. Not only
has the company kept well afloat, it has also felt sufficiently sure of
its ground to embark on a new venture: a young actors' studio was
launched six months ago with a new play and fresh talents.

• 9 January 1992.
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_The new recruits? who number 50, are predominantly graduates
with some experience in fringe troupes or university theatre. Some have
received formal training at the Theatre Institute or the American
University, but this did not exempt them from the intensive, special
training course conducted by the indefatigable Subhi. The result was
a new crop of versatile actors with a wide range of technical, vocal
and physical skills and El-Ramly's new play was designed to
accommodate as many as 20 of them in major parts. When everything
was nice and ready and in top form, the ever-green Point of View was
moved to the company's new second home, El-Fardoos theatre,
leaving its place at the New Opera theatre to the young actors to
make their debut in another El-Ramly-Subhi hit.
In Plain Arabic proved an instant success; not only were the critics

loud and unanimous in its praise, but in an end-of-the-year opinion poll
conducted by Al-Ahram 's research centre, it came second only to Point
of View as best play of the year. To top it all, the production brought

the company an unexpected windfall and more laurels when it was
nominated for the So'ad El-Sabah $15,000 annual award for creative
and intellectual merit.
Intellectually, the play continues the same daring questioning of
Arab culture and its underlining principles and attitudes which ElRamly started three years ago in Ahlan Ya Bakawat (Welcome,
Gentlemen), one of his rare forays into the National theatre and one of
the National's rare hits. The scene here is London where a group of
students from as many as 15 Arab countries are viewed through the
eyes of an Egyptian television crew doing a programme on Arabs
in London. The rich tapestry of characters also includes three

British males and two females, the best ever presented on the
Egyptian stage; indeed, El-Ramly's exceptional flair for
characterisation has never been put to better use.
The plot involves an assault on a Palestinian student by some
British hooligans, followed by his symbolic disappearance; an ominous
visit by the students to a night club which ends in a mugging; the
burning of a bookshop; mysterious calls from kidnappers demanding a
fat ransom; the sudden arrival of the Palestinian's fiancee; a project for a
play and another for a debate; four love stories, two major and two
marginal, besides some casual sex which, predictably, leads to the
danger of a wholesale AIDS infection! And if that sounds too dizzying,
wait until you have seen the play.
Out of this incredible jumble of incidents and characters, El-Ramly
wove an intricate pattern, too complex for words. He held the threads
firmly within a coherent conception ·and however knotted they became
through the multiple, simultaneous interactions and collisions he deftly
extricated them. What was on trial here was not the West, in the figure
of Britain, although it came in for a large slice of criticism; what was on
trial here, in very plain and almost too cruel words, was the Arab mind.
Not a single bubble was left unburst; all our protective inherited
assumptions, verbal blankets and rhetorical shields were rudely stripped
one by one and Subhi's vocal and visual interpretation of the text was
not more merciful. An area of ruthless self-confrontation was revealed
here with terrible honesty; and despite the humour and the vitality, In
Plain Arabic remains a place where Arabs should fear to tread.
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Nevertheless, on the 9th of this month, an unprecedented event of
deep artistic and political significance will take place. Subhi and
El-Ramly will invade the state-run Opera to receive, on behalf of
their private theatre company, a top Arab award for intellectual
distinction. And who should play the role of ministering angel but our
minister of culture! What a triumph for the Actor's Studio! And what a
bitter pill to swallow for the state theatre! One more point to score for
our fledgling democracy.
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Arabian Nightmares:*
The Nightmare
One of the most disconcerting, most dismaying items of news I
have received since coming home after months of enforced travelling
abroad has been the splitting up of the long Subhi-El-Ramly
partnership and the dismantling of their joint theatrical venture,
Studio 80. The reasons behind this sudden rupture are still a mystery.
And when one remembers the many laurels that were heaped upon
them over the past three years on account of their two smash-hits
Point of View and In Plain Arabic, the mystery grows even darker.
Some speak of financial disputes, others of differences of views over
the future policy of the company; a third group invokes the figure of
the "green-eyed monster" jealousy by way of explanation, and a
fourth lays the whole blame at the door of the proverbial "evil eye".
But, whatever the reasons, the sad fact remains that Studio 80 is
no longer in operation. The New Opera theatre, the rented home of
the company for many years, is dark and deserted; Mohamed Subhi
has thrown his artistic lot for the time being with a commercial
company of dubious repute (which, characteristically, sports the
pretentious name Oscar), and has come up with a show called Ala
Balata,- currently playing at Qasr El-Nil Theatre. Ironically, the title
of the play (which means in Arabic Plain Speaking or No Frills)
evokes vividly the title of the last play he produced for Studies 80:
EI-Ramly's famous In Plain Arabic. EI-Ramly, on the other
hand, has withdrawn with the company's recent recruits of
* 23 September 1993.
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young men and women (the budding stars of Plain Arabic) to a decent,
medium-size theatre, slightly off the beaten track.for theatre-goers
The theatre, formerly a cinema, lies off the Salah Salim autostrade,
and bears the auspicious name El-Fardoos, meaning paradise.
In this little, secluded paradise, El-Ramly continues his fight
against the rampant commercialism of the Cairene theatre, and despite
the many financial problems he currently faces, his faith shows no
signs of flagging. It is no doubt partly nourished and bolstered by
the energy, dedication and ardent enthusiasm of the many young
talents he has adopted; but it also owes something to the critical
accolade his In Plain Arabic has received and the unprecedented
publicity it has achieved. Only recently, El-Ramli has received an
official invitation to take this play to Tunisia to represent Egypt at the
Carthage Festival next month
- an honour not extended to any state-funded company.
It was not to see In Plain Arabic, however, that I went to
El-Fardoos, but to watch the matinee show which El-Ramly has
openly christened The Nightmare·. What an off-putting title for a
private-sector play! Sitting at one of the many white tables dotting the
cheerful openair cafeteria in front of the theatre and enjoying the
chatter of the many young people around, I could not help
wondering at the reckless audacity of this crazy artist and his
indomitable faith. The idea of matinee performances has invariably
proved impractical whenever tried by the state-funded companies even
in winter: Why should it succeed now, in summer?! Besides, with
all the glitzy and vulgar names infesting the commercial theatres
downtown, why should the moneyed, pleasure-seeking and
laughter-hungry audiences who form the bulk of the patrons of the

commercial theatre make the trip to this out of the way place to watch a
serious drama, albeit in the absurdist vein, sporting such an ominous
name as El-Kabous?! But may be El-Ramly is not interested after all
in that addle-pated, bovine crop of philistines and is hoping,
hare-brained as the scheme may seem, to recruit new audiences just as
he recruited new actors to subvert the star system. At this point, the
bell rang to invite us in and put a stop to my ruminations.
The play bore all the marks of absurdist drama and carried many of
its themes: loneliness, impotence, frustration, the failure of language,
metaphysical and epistemological despair, existential horror, coercion,
the Sanrean hell of other people - you name it. The setting and
characters evoked Ionesco's claustrophobic places and horrid,
grotesque families, especially in his Jacques or The Future is in Eggs.
Indeed, the similarities between the two plays are quite striking in
places and the connection is openly underlined by the dead grandfather
who participates in the action through a picture frame in both plays�
Like Ionesco's Jacques, the son in the wheel-chair here is the
family's ineffectual. black sheep who has· failed to conform and is,
therefore, victimized and brutally coerced. In both plays, this figure is
reduced to a baby, reinitiated, fed and then provided with a bride and
urged to copulate to guarantee the continuity of bourgeois values. At the
end of both plays, too, the set collapses on top of the characters to
signify the imminent collapse of the rotting edifice of bourgeois life.
The final stage-directions in Ionesco's play say: "A trap-door may ...
open; or perhaps the stage may ... slowly collapse, and the characters
- all unwittingly - gently sink and disappear without interrupting
their actions." In the production I saw of El-Ramly's Kabous, director
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Mohsen Hilmi fitted the stage at the back and overhead with coloured
nets in the shape of two enormous spiders' webs and in the final scene
the top one descended slowly and enmeshed all the members of the
family.
Other echoes from other absurdist texts were also audible: the
impotent waiting suggested Beckett; the servant-girl here suggested her
counterpart in Ionesco's Exit the King, and the final figurative
metamorphosis of El-Ramly's Egyptian Jacques into a
cockroach recalled Kafka's hero in his famous short story
Metamorphosis.
Curiously, these echoes and correspondences do not make the
play into a pale imitation or patchwork of former texts; rather, they
form a backdrop against which we can understand the roots of the
misery that afflicts this grotesque and doomed Egyptian middle-class
family. These roots, as the play reveals, lie firmly in the
patriarchal structure of capitalist societies and in the bourgeois
values it fosters, including the family. The father here, who was
coerced by his father (who still keeps yapping at him every now
and then from his picture-frame in the background though dead),
goes to the oil-rich countries and comes back inflated like a balloon
to coerce his family. The mother insipidly smothers her son with
her love and literally stunts his intellectual growth; his desperate
attempts at self-discovery, at redefining himself invariably founder
on the sand of her affection. The daughter, a sex-starved,
vindictive spinster, vents her rage and frustration on the maid who
literally keeps the family alive, ministering to all their needs, including
the sexual ones. Another brother, a drunkard and a rake, who first
joins a football team then the Islamic fundamentalists, completes the
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family picture. But grim as the picture may seem, the play, like all
· absurdist texts, and especially Ionesco's, is extremely funny, though in
a black vein. The mother (played by Iman Salem), in particular, was
absolutely hilarious, and so was the maid, the wonderful Abeer Fawzi.
El-Ram.Iy, too, has sought to soften the grimness a bit in places by
introducing some familiar Egyptian rituals associated with birth,
marriage and circumcision. These were conducted in a grotesque,
frenzied manner.
The play could have worked better in performance had director
Mohsen Hilmi put the reins a little on his passion for physical action on
the stage. A hallmark of all his productions, it spoilt the contrast here
between the deathly inertia of the family and the living energy of the
maid. He gave the crippled son violent bouts of intricate, acrobatic
movements - rather exhausting to watch and very much at odds with
the rhythm and mood of the play. The sister, too, the beautiful and
talented Caroline Khalil, began suitably mechanical and robot-like, all
tensed-up like a taut string about to snap, but was soon drawn into the
silly whirl of expressionistic physical gimmicks. Caroline, to be honest,
resisted as much as possible and tried to salvage as much as she could
of the original conception of the character and largely succeeded, thanks
to her original training, sensitive face and expressive eyes. The rest of
the characters were either farcical caricatures or tedious expressionistic
types. I suppose the director was seduced by the energy of that group
of young actors and could not resist displaying it. Nevertheless, his
intelligent choice of set and sound-effects and his crafty manifulation of
the chimes of the clock in the background to confuse all sense of time
were highly effective.
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Helena. In such sick, sadistic male fantasies, the nearest route to a
woman's heart lies through horrific torture and physical mutilation.

The situation explored by Fowles in The Collector fascinated Lenin
El-Ramly not only for its deep insight into the power politics of male
domination but also for its potential political significance in the Arab
world. In his Point of View, Welcome Gent lemen (Ahlan Ya
Bakkawat) and In Plain Arabic, to mention only his most recent works,
political, intellectual, sexual and psychological oppression are
inseparable - all different facets of the same ugly barbaric heritage.
Not surprisingly, his adaptation of The Collector for the stage, retitled
El-Haditha (The Incident or The Accident), brought out into the open
the novel's latent feminism and underlined its wider political
implications. His timing too for releasing this new version was
excellent. At a time of mounting pressure to force women back into the
cell of the home and the role of brainless, servile dependent, the fateful
story of Qasim and Zahra can be seen as truly "a light to lesson ages".
To force the lesson home, EI-Ramly ends the play not with the death of
the victim and the ominous promise of many more to follow, as Fowles
does, but with a cunning reversal of roles. The rabid male megalomania
and mad power- lust can only result in mental degeneration and
universal human paralysis; for both prisoner and jailer, the springs of
life become polluted and the world shrinks to the size of a nutshell
buried deep into the earth.
But meeting the fundamentalists at full tilt on the issue of women,
and the Arab political leaderships on the issues of democracy, freedom
and human rights has not prevented El-Ramly from writing a roaring
comedy. And this is where his real forte lies. Without diluting his case
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or compromising it in any way, and without softening the grimness of
his message, he unfailingly retains a sensitive ear for life's discordant
melodies. As the pressure mounts here, and the tug-or-war tightens and
intensifies between Zahra and Qasim, comedy flies off in a shower of
sparks revealing the farcical absurdity of the fight and also its tragic
underpinnings. The dialogue, in the congenial and poetic brand of the
Egyptian vernacular typical of El-Ramly, covers a wide range
of tonalities and is consistently shot through with wit and barbed satire.
At once the author and producer of The Accident, El-Ramly
decked it out with the best talents on the market. He had already
worked with director Isam El-Sayed in the Bakawat and the two had
established a wonderful rapport. El-Sayed's vivid and lively style of
direction with its sensitive rhythms, wispy lyricism and
well-orchestrated bursts of physical energy suited the temperament of
EI-Ramly's wayward muse. The partnership worked beautifully
once more in The Accident, or Incident (the Arabic title means
both), particularly since the leading star of the Bakawat was roped in
to play the male lead here as well. The enormous popular appeal of
Hussein Fahrni, the Prince Charming of the Egyptian screen, was
undoubtedly one reason for the choice. Still, they could not have
picked a better for the part. Fahmi's lavish charisma, mischievous
air, sophisticated ease and stylish panache make him ideally suited for
elegant comedy. But the part here demanded more and he acquitted
himself with flying colours. Like many schizophrenics and homicidal
maniacs, he oozed graceful charm while managing to become more
sinister and menacing by the minute. When the part demands that
he rip off the mask and bare his true face, he manages the transition
with startling ease and subtlety. Throughout, his movement has a
disturbing flowingness about it, a snake-like creepy smoothness that
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make you feel he could seep under doors and slither down chimney
pots. Gradually, however, and almost imperceptibly, his bluff and
genial air betrays hints of suppressed and intense brutality - the kind
of ruthlessness that only lunatics are capable of.
Another inspired decision was casting the inimitable Abla Kamel as
the independent, strong-minded Zahra. Her child-like, wide-eyed,
subtle type of beauty which, happily, is always free of make-up on and
off stage, makes her ideally suited for the part. If the kidnapper is
looking for untarnished innocence to protect, she definitely fits the bill.
But Kamel is also a versatile actress with immense resources. Her
Zahra is the warm, living embodiment of a maturer understanding of
innocence that includes in its definition courage, integrity of character,
the sanctity of individual freedom of choice, respect for work and
education and a sense of responsibility towards her family and
dependents. Her version of innocence tears to shreds its other
traditional, false images, whether sexually-centred or soppily romantic.
With Hussein Fahrni, she formed a fascinating duo and the drama
flowed between them rising and falling with the meticulous harmony of
an orchestral piece.
Framing these two magnificent actors was a two-level set, by the
brilliant Ashraf Na'im, truly inspired in its poetry and beauty. Apart
from the obvious significance of the twin basement/groundfloor design,
visually indicating a dive into primitivism, the Jungian collective
unconscious or the Freudian Id, the arrangement of props and colours
and their intelligent coordination with the lighting acted as a sensitive
mirror reflecting the play's complex web of moods and emotional
tones. The upper level which remains in full view, even when not in
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Tempting the Ghosts:*
Wise Up, Doctor
Every time I go to Emadeddin street it is an emotionally charged
experience - a tingling mixture of affection, nostalgia, despondency
and deep resentment. Its graceful old buildings are reminders of its once
elegant past when it was the hub of theatrical activity in Cairo; At
present it has a tawdry, shabby look, and of its many theatres, only one
remains: El-Rihani.
A visit to this old playhouse, however, whatever the quality of the
play on show, is enough to reconcile you to the street. It is a treat in
itself; the small ornate auditorium with its gilded statues, red velvet
chairs and musty smell has an old world charm - a kind of irresistible
shabby-genteel appeal. Though it ca�es El-Rihani's name, it is not the
original El-Rihani theatre. That has another story. Back from a tour in
Brazil in 1925, the great comedian could not find a suitable theatre to
rent and so took the lease of an unused hall in the Radiom cafe, next to
Ramses Theatre on Emadeddin street, and converted it to a small,
exquisitely decorated playhouse in the style of the small Parisian
theatres. It opened in November 1926, and Naguib El-Rihani and his
company continued there until the summer of 1931 when a
misunderstanding led Adah, the owner of the building, to terminate the
lease. Adah made the theatre into a refreshment room for the British
troops and eventually it was pulled down to make room for an
apartment building.
• 24 August 2000.
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The present theatre, which has carried El-Rihani's name since
1952, was originally a cinema called Radio. When Yusef Wahbi
founded his Ramses company in 1922, he took it over and converted it
into a relatively small but elegant and well-equipped theatre, paying the
owner of the building - the self-same Adah - an annual rent of LE
1,200. It opened on 10 March, 1923 with The Madam, starring Yusef
Wahbi and directed by the first Egyptian theatre director (in the
European sense of the word), Aziz Eid, and continued to thrive,
housing more than 150 productions - nearly two thirds of the
company's total output. In 1934, however, Wahbi (who had invested
all his money in an entertainment park which failed to pay oft) went
bankrupt and could not pay the exorbitant rent. El-Rihani stepped in,
rented the theatre and rechristened it the Ritz. It continued under that
name until 1952 when the government decided to name it after
El-Rihani (three years after his death) in commemoration of his great
work and talent. His company continued to perform there during the
winter seasons until the late seventies. When it finally stopped, it could
boast more than 50 productions.
Sitting in this theatre last week, I kept imagining all the great actors
who had graced its boards - Yusef Wahbi, Naguib El-Rihani, Amina
Rizq, Fatma Rushdi, Mary Munib, to mention but a few. I was glad the
theatre, which had been out of action for quite some time, was back to
work at last and hosting a play worthy of its name and history, written,
directed and performed by artists of comparable stature to the old
pioneers. The play was Lenin El-Ramly's E'qal ya Doctor (Wise Up,
Doctor), a briskly-paced, intriguing affair, steering a middle course
between a reflective morality play with somewhat psychological
pretensions and a romping, roaring burlesque of old movie weepies.
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Though billed as a comedy it curiously, and quite disconcertingly for
the audience, ends on a tragic note. But then El-Ramly invariably
cares more for the integrity of his work than for audience expectations.
The setting is a mental hospital run by a scatty psychiatrist (Farouq
El-Fishawi), with an unscrupulous, sycophantic, self-seeking assistant
(Ahmed Rateb) and a group of weirdos for patients. Gr�cjuatly_ we
discover that the doctor of the title suffers from nightmares triggered
fur
- �
a repressed guilt complex. When a seemingly mentally-disordeied
young woman (Abla Kamel) turns up at the hospital, he identifies her as
the woman who haunts his dreams and is forced to recognise his sense
of guilt, admit the real cause of it and face up to his past. Talcing the
new patient to be the younger sister of the nurse whom he loved and
seduced as a medical student, then deserted after qualifying to marry
into money and social power, he believes that the cause of her ailment
has to do with the fate of her deserted sister. To cure both himself and
her and find out what happened to the nurse after he left her, he resorts
to psychodrama as a method of psychotherapy.
-

When Vienna-born psychiatrist J. L. Moreno was developing his
psychodramatic techniques at the Theatre of Spontaneity he founded in
that city in 1917, and later at his Moreno Sanitarium in Beacon, New
York, where he built the first psychodramatic stage in 1936, he little
thought he was providing dramatists with a sure formula for comedy
and farcical parody. In his theatrical psychodrama, projected as a play
within a play, El-Ramly exploits many of Moreno's
techniques (themselves derived from drama), including role-playing,
role-reversal and the use of other patients as auxiliary egos to
represent absent or imagined characters. (Here they go a step further

to represent imaginary settings like Shakespeare's "rude
mechanicals" in A MidsummerNight's Dream.) The revelations this
hilarious psychodrama yields take the form of a melodrama
transposed from the silver-screen to the stage in a parodic vein and
in comic strip form. The story of the fallen woman, deserted by
her lover after losing her honour (read virginity), ostcracised by her
family and society, and forced to put her illegitimate baby in an
orphanage and earn her living dancing in sleazy joints and selling her
body is more than familiar to Egyptian audiences from movies and
old stage melodramas. It is for this very reason, perhaps, its sheer
staleness, that El-Ramly found it attractive. He has a
marvellous knack for breathing new life into dead cliches and injecting
novelty in stock situations and old stereotypes.
The hackneyed cliches of the fallen woman and nutty psychiatrist
are here reworked for laughs, quite plausibly, within the framework of
a psychodrama which involves amateurs - mental patients and a
hysterical doctor. Declamation, exaggeration, over-acting, stock
gestures and mannerisms look natural and unforced in such a context.
El-Ramly, however, is not just out for laughs. He uses the innocent
victim-cliche, as enacted by the young woman, as a springboard for
reflections on the meaning of sanity and madness, illusion and reality,
of the kind we often come across in Shakespeare. Indeed, at the end,
the barriers between illusion and reality become so blurred and
confused, not just for the doctor but also for the audience, that we leave
the theatre not knowing whether the young woman was a real person or
just a figment of the doctor's imagination - an optical and acoustic
hallucination set off by his guilt complex. But whether real or
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imaginary, the young woman has a clear symbolic value as the
embodiment of truth, purity, innocence and goodness - everything the
doctor yearns for and has to forsake in the name of sanity, worldly
wisdom and common sense. The tragic note at the end casts a sombre
shadow over the whole play and makes it seem in retrospect a cynical
morality play.
The cast, which sported three superstars - Abla Kamel, Farouk
El-Fishawy and Ahmed Rateb, some familiar TV faces and a group of
fresh budding talents as the patients, acted with zest and concentrated
power, establishing intimate rapport with the audience at every step.
Mustafa Imam's simple, functional set was adequate without any stroke
of scenic imagination. It had the virtue of being uncluttered, leaving the
stage free for director Isam El-Sayed's intelligent deployment of his
actors and his witty use of the chorus of patients as props. Emad
El-Rashidi's music, played live on a synthesiser tucked in a comer at
the back of the stage, with the player dressed the same as the inmates,
underlined the text's many shifts of tone and mood, ironically
undercutting some scenes and emotionally enhancing others. In almost
every respect, E'qal ya Doctor is a play that Naguib El-Rihani would
have enjoyed, admired and generously applauded.
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The breakdown of a marriage through the husband's adultery is the
focus and generative matrix of Lenin El-Ramly's latest play, Adam and
Eve, currently at El-Rihani Theatre. And here, as in many of his
previous works, El-Ramly displays his amazing knack for taking up
ordinary or conventional, even hackneyed themes, stock situations and
characters and reworking them in novel and unpredictable ways to
transform them into vehicles for fresh and disturbing insights. The
adultery theme is cunningly suppressed at the beginning, and the stage
is occupied by a televised public debate on the issue of the equality of
the sexes. The debaters are a prompous, pontificating male lawyer and
an aggressive, warlike female champion of women's rights with a
doctorate in law. The debate is heated and often violently and
hilariously acrimonious, and the audience are constantly drawn into the
performance, urged to express their opinions, cheer or boo and
generally play the part of the fictional audience of the fictional debate.

To support their arguments, each of the debaters treats the audience
to a short, live representation of the status of oppressed husbands and
wives, enacted in a highly exaggerated farcical style, like a strip-cartoon
or a silent movie. The two sequences stand in sharp contrast, but the
antithesis does not represent a clear ethical polarity between deception
and truth; the autho_
r champions neither, holding them in equal balance
and leaving the audience to make up their minds. Each sequence
foregrounds a set of received ideas and conventional opinions
concerning marriage and highlights the power relations embedded in it
which pivot round sex and money. In other words, the power conflict
between the two debaters in the public arena, which takes the form of
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each trying to impose his/her own reading of reality on the world, shifts
in the stories they enact to the private circle of the home and a more
intimate level.
This prepares the way for the next thril1ing revelation: the two
debaters are in fact a separated couple. At this moment one understands
the reason for the bitter sarcasm, the ironic digs and the vengeful
hostility which have characterised their exchanges so far. The revelation
is dramatically motivated by the desire of the female debater, Dr.
Hafiza, to rout her opponent by exposing his moral hypocrisy and
shaming him before the world. The venerable lawyer and pillar of
society is an adulterer. After a love marriage which fasted for 20 happy
years, producing two lovely children and leading him to a brilliant
career, he went and had an illicit affair with his secretary who is 20
years younger than himself. Rather than tell us the story, Dr. Hafiza
reenacts it before our eyes with the help of the husband and his
secretary.
One cannot but admire El-Ramly's timing in introducing his
adultery theme. Without the previous scenes, Hafiza's story would
have come across as mundane, sentimental and even banal. But those
scenes had created a special context for perception and reception
which shunned any simplistic, one-sided view of reality,
suggesting it was more problematic and relative than the dominant
ideology and its discourses would have us believe, and put the
audience in a critical, inquiring and sceptical frame of mind.
Inevitably, within such a context, there is bound to be another
side to Hafiza's story; and her husband, Dr. Haseeb, is allowed to
reenact the same events from his own point of view. As with the
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sketches which illustrated the debators' opposite views at the
beginning, the stories of the husband and wife stand in sharp
contradiction. And, likewise, the question raised by the
contradiction is not which version is true and which is false; it is,
rather, whether truth is at all possible, whether a faithful recounting of
events from any one point of view qualifies as the truth. Each story
enacted in the play claims to tell the truth, but each one of them is
formally perceived as, literally, a theatrical fabrication, prompted by
the desire to dominate and impose one's own narrative. What one
tends to call the truth is revealed as a fabrication and its
production as thoroughly imbued with relations of power.
In this light, sexual relations, within and outside marriage (a thorny
and sensitive subject, never handled with such frankness and directness
before on the Egyptian stage), are reconsidered afresh without
preconceived ideas. Thus, marital infidelity could appear at once as a
moral sin, a betrayal of trust and the road to salvation and
self-fulfillment, while sex within marriage could become a
commercial transaction, a form of female oppression and exploitation
or of wielding power over the male and dominating him. In a
memorable scene, in the husband's account of the collapse of the
marriage, the domineering wife, having discovered her
husband's impotence, trots out mechanically comforting
phrases, then proceeds to make a list of material demands
(changing the furniture, buying a piece of land, ... etc.), triumphant
in the knowledge that his humiliation has given her power over him
and that in his broken state he would not dare oppose her. It was a
nauseating form of blackmailing.
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versions of the adultery story. They formed an explosive trio, giving a
sparkling performance, infecting everyone with their liveliness and
vitality and sending waves of energy into the auditorium. I walked out
of the theatre thinking that EI-Ramly had finally thrown down
the gauntlet in the face of the dominant bourgeois ethos and the
ideological discourses which sustain it, and wondering if the people
who saw the play would ever be able to perceive themselves in
relation to their marriages and daily practices the way they did before.

A Modern Pilgrim's Progress:*
Like to See a Tragedy?
Lenin El-Ramly has a knack for squeezing laughter out of the
most serious, even tragic facts of Egyptian life. His sharp,
incisive wit, always wildly original, is like a scalpel which he
cleverly wields to anatomize modem Egyptian society, revealing its
festering wounds and the damaging absurd contradictions that
underlie its basic cultural assumptions. He usually starts off with
an urgent topical issue, an ordinary, mundane situation and familiar
character types then cleverly injects them with odd or fanciful
elements, in a brilliantly calculated process, which transform them
into pungent, thought-provoking satirical parables.
His recurrent theme - from his earliest play, Enta Hor (You Are
Free or, more precisely, It's Up to You) until his most recent Teheb
Teshoof Ma'sah?.. Bil Tab' La (Like to See a Tragedy?.. Of Course
Not), currently at the National - is the problem of weaving one's way
through life amid the pitfalls of bigotry, ignorance, superstitions,
inherited taboos, intellectual lethargy, moral apathy and cowardice; and
it is always presented with intense urgency, passionate involvement and
sardonic humour. In most cases, the battle is lost and the central figure
is defeated. You almost never get a happy ending in El-Ramly's plays.
But however sour the story turns, it is never anything short of
side-splittingly funny.
His latest comedy, Teheb Teshoof Ma'sah?... Bil Tab' La, takes
culture or, rather, knowledge, as its subject and makes of Einstein's
• 22 August 2002.
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theory of relativity the starting point and primum mobile of the action.
Samer (Mustafa Sha'ban), a teenager and ignorant hedonist living in the
lap of luxury, happens to read one day in a children's comic he finds in
the toilet that if you stand on the moon you see the earth above you.
When he tells his friends this to show off, they ridicule him and to
vindicate himself he hunts down the journalist who wrote it - a
penniless and cynical former political activist who spent half his life in
and out of prison and helped found half the political parties in Egypt
(Abdel-Rahman Abu Zahra) - and finds him in a downtown seedy bar
with some intellectuals - an existentialist critic (Mohamed Desouqi), a
communist poet (Iman El-Serafi), an anarchist painter (Mohamed Ali
Eddin) and a feminist novelist (Asma' Yehya) - all dead drunk. When
the journalist springs upon him the theory of relativity, his mind
boggles and from that moment on he embarks on an epistemological
quest under the tutorship of the drunken journalist. As a first step, he
disowns his father, a rich, corrupt politician (Ahmed Fouad Selim), his
vain, empty-headed cronies, and elopes with Masriya (Liqa'
El-Khamisi), the half-educated but sensible, astute and highly
unconventional daughter of his nanny, living with her in sin and leading
the life of a vagabond.
The educ_ation process, however, though extremely hilarious,
proves tragic; it takes him on a perilous, giddying trip through a
caricature of the history of Western and Arab thought - from Plato and
Aristotle and Abu El-Ala' El-Ma'ari, through Marx, Spinoza and Rifa'a
El-Tahtawi, down to Sartre, Albert Camus, Nasser and Salah
Abdel-Sabour. Utterly confused and unable to digest anything, with
nothing solid to cling to except those down-at-heel intellectuals who live
in a constant alcoholic haze, sponging on the hard-working Masriya
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(literally, "Egyptian") and perpetually spouting off slogans and
quotations in the most ridiculous manner, he loses his bearings and
keeps changing his al1egiances. He goes through communism,
humanism, Arab socialism, existentialism, adopting and shedding them
off in turn until, finally, utterly disillusioned and betrayed by his
intellectual mentor, he turns to Islamic fundamentalism, joins a terrorist
group and forces Masriya to wear the veil. But 'the brothers' also fail
him. In prison, after the police storms their hideout in a cemetery, he
discovers that some of them were informers, while the rest, including
himself, betray each other to save their skin. Even his love for Masriya
begins to fade. At the end, he comes to the conclusion that in this
relative, illusion-infested, topsy- turvy world, the only certainty is death
and so commits suicide by drinking rat poison.
At this point, the actors face the audience and tell them in chorus
that if this ending does not please them, they could offer them another
happy one and immediately set about doing it in a farcical manner as a
burlesque of old, melodramatic Egyptian movies. Samer is
miraculously saved at the last minute, the knavish father repents, the
ineffectual drunken intellectuals promise to reform, Masriya
miraculously regains the love of Samer and all ends happily. If
anything, this funny end has an acrid, stinging taste and deepens the
tragic impact of the El-Ramly's ruthless analysis of the cultural crisis
and intellectual confusion young people in Egypt are facing today.
El-Ramly's masterful dramaturgy was matched by the
imaginative zest of director Khalid Galal and the sparkling
performances of his carefully chosen vibrant and talented cast. The
contrast between the seedy, middle-aged intellectuals (led by the
inimitable Abu Zahra in his best stage appearance for a long time) and
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the blissfully ignorant young people (led by the dynamic Sha'ban
and El-Khamisi) - both equally lampooned - was a constant
source of joy, sparking off squibs of scintillating comedy and Galal
played them off deliciously against each other, drawing out their comic
best without sacrificing the serious intent of the play or the human
dimensions of the characters. But the really endearing thing about
this production is that though no one is spared, and the vision it
projects is truly bleak, one always senses a warm underlying
sympathy with our human weaknesses, our failures, frustrations,
confusion and muddle-headedness. There is some comfort in this, if
in nothing else.
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No narration was allowed here and the characters were presented
literally as poor players who could not hold a part consistently or keep
from slipping into theatrical cliches. The patient's confused memories
and his collapsing sense of identity were played out (in a deliberately
coarse, amateurish way) on a small make-shift stage, not in the manner
of a cinematic, finished flashback, but as a theatrical rehearsal in
progress with many objections and interruptions from the psychiatrist
and many repetitions. Frequently, the characters would address the
sound and lighting technicians, who sat in full view, and ask them for
more light or a more suitable musical accompaniment. The patient and
his psychiattist seemed more and more to inhabit a theatrical everlasting
present, at once very real and very fictional. Both the stage design and
the seating of the audience contributed to that effect.
The Chamber Youth Theatre, where the play is currently on, is a
small intimate hall with a versatile seating arrangement. Mustafa Sa' d
and his designer Malaka M. Dawood arranged it to look like a
diminutive, mock traditional theatre within a real arena theatre. Half the
audience were lined up in rows in the centre facing an Italian-box type
of stage at one end while the rest occupied the two upper tiers encircling
them on three sides. Facing each other, across the auditorium, a table
carrying the doctor's recorder and another cru.Tying his telephone
completed the set. These were visibly placed on the higher tier and had
the effect of semiotically transforming the whole auditorium into the
·doctor's clinic. It remained, however, a thoroughly theatrical clinic,
tentative, fluid and protean.
The two principal actors, Ashraf Abdel-Ghafour and Ahmed
Syam gave excellent pe1fonnances, well studied and briskly
paced. They also established immediate, intimate rapport with the
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audience the evening I was there. Neve11heless, the show is not
without faults. Despite its exhilarating theatricality and bubbling
hwnour, it badly needs some verbal whittling in places to
concentrate its energy. I, personally, have found its freight of
political moralizing too pretentious and too heavy for comfo11.
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that the window at the back of Mohamed A1i's throne gives onto a void,
and that his only protection against falling out are its prison-like bars.
And since he refuses to tread the "level road", indeed the only road that
could lead him to the city at the other end of the hall, he becomes, on
the visual level, virtually a prisoner in his castle.
The director also managed the chorus of narrators and
commentators intelligent)y to create a triple time-scheme which proved
quite exciting and refreshing. For the leading role, he chose a seasoned
actor, well-known for his strong, deep voice and forceful style, and
Tawfiq Abdel-Hamid did wonders with the part. He gave a
magnificent performance that will be remembered long after the
play is over. Fortunately, he found his match in Ashraf Tulba as
Omar Makram and Mohamed Ali's doppelganger. Tulba rendered
the part sensitively, without the slightest hint of histrionics,
despite the many verbal temptations. Together, they gave us a
wonderfully orchestrated duet. Director Naser Abdel-Mon'im was
also lucky in assigning the musical job to Gamal Attiya; his
incidental music and melodies enveloped the show in an aura of
real magic and were deeply moving without sentimental frills. In
all, it is a production well worthy of the master builder of modem
Egypt.
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Metamorphosis:*
The Chronicle of Cows
Last year, in the course of the Free Theatre Festival at Al-Hanager,
a young artist by the name of- Asim Nagaty presented us with
a stunningly audacious version of Ionesco's Rhinoceros with
miniskirted veiled women and bearded men in the typical uniform of
Islamic extremists. A pity it played only two nights; but a longer
run would have needed the censor's approval - an extremely
doubtful measure - and might have raised a big hue and cry.
I was vividly reminded of this memorable performance last week
while watching Karam.Metaweh's latest theatrical venture at the same
venue. It wasn't only that Nagaty was there on stage, in the
flesh, grappling with the role of an aged vizier - an embarrassingly
lifeless part - but the play itself, Diwan Al-Baqar (Chronicle of
Cows) by Abul-Ela El-Salamouni, uses the same theatrical gambit
Nagaty earlier hit upon.
The Chronicle, quite obviously, owes something to Ionesco,
though the author does not acknowledge it. In the manuscript which
he graciously let me see, he states that the play was inspired by
an anecdote related by Abul-Farag El-Asfahani in his famous
book, Al-Aghani (The Lyrics), which dates back to the 9th
century. The anecdote tells of a man who, when censured for
eating in public, proceeds to prove that the public in question are no
better than cows. He calls out loudly, attracting large crowds, then
tells them: "It was reported to us by many that he whose tongue can
• 16 February 1995.
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reach the tip of his nose will never see the fires of hell," whereupon all
present stick out their tongues and strive to lick their noses.
The opening scene of The Chronicle enacts this anecdote almost
verbatim, but with one difference: the protagonist here (superbly acted
by Abdel-Rahman Abu Zahra) is a vicious conman who trades in
religion and uses it as a means to power. Exploiting the people's
ignorance and their fear of hell and the so-called "torture of the grave"
(currently much publicised by many preachers), he manages to
dominate them completely and eventually deposes their sensual and
corrupt king (Ahmed Halawa) and puts his own man, or lackey, on the
throne. The only resistance he meets comes from the vizier (Isam
Nagaty), his enlightened daughter (Nahid Rushdi) who was educated
abroad, in Europe, and a belly-dancer (Aida Fahrni) whom he first
bribes to wear the veil then marries for a few hours.
In Met':lweh's production, all three end up on the stake, condemned
to death by fire, but the effect is diluted by a silly cheerful song which
recalls the even sillier one at the beginning and drains the final scene of
any element of shock. In the original text, they fare better, but not the
reader. In a desperate last bid for survival, Norhan, the intellectual
daughter of the vizier, challenges the new phoney regime by appealing
to the people's inherent love of dancing. She urges the ghaziya
(itinerant dancer) to tear off the veil and display her art; the ghaziya
obliges and the forces of darkness are defeated. A few wiggles is all it
takes to solve our problem here or in Algeria and Iran. El-Salamouni, of
course, meant the healing and saving power of art, of all the sciences
and the arts, but his choice of symbol, especially at present, was most
unfortunate.
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I have no doubt of El-Salamouni's courage; tackling a sensitive and
thorny issue like the one he chose is sufficient proof of it. I have also to
admit that his many diatribes against the oppression of women and their
reduction to sexual objects (some of which were sadly omitted in
performance for censorial reasons �o doubt) thrilled me despite their
declamatory directness. Still, in theatre, courage is not absolutely
everything. Coherence and credibility are also required, even when the
writer's overriding impulse is to offend the audience and shock.them
into a recognition of their deplorable reality. In his In Plain Arabic,
Lenin El-Ramly managed the wonderful feat of being
outrageously offensive and disarmingly funny. He held up to the
Arabs a distorting mirror which enlarged their faults, and while
we laughed at the grotesque reflection, no one could deny the truth
of it. By hitting on the right form and tone, he managed to make
the atrociousness of his savage satire palatable, even attractive.
The trick lay in a delicate mixture of styles and in their gradual
pacing and intricate orchestration. He never let his anger get the better
of his art and was too wise to let his audience feel that he was a cut
above them. His play was written in the spirit of the typical
Egyptian joke where self-confrontation and self-denunciation,
more often than not, are the sources of irony and humour.
In El-Salamouni's play, one misses this "we are all in the same
boat" kind of spirit. One feels that the author aligns himself with the
intellectuals and artists, branding all the rest with the stigma of kine.
The di vision is too rigid and too arbitrarily determined from the
beginning. A supercilious tone sets in from the start and the effect on
the audience is one of alienation - not the Brechtian alienation where
the spectator is kept interested in what goes on stage while coolly
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Ironically, Isam Nagaty, with an imported text, next to no budget
and a cast of amateurs, had managed to give us the (as yet) most
forceful attack on fundamentalism. Metaweh, on the other hand, with a
generous budget (from the Cultural Development Fund), superb acting
talents, like Abu Zahra, Aida Fahrni, and the stylishly clownish Ahmed
Halawa, and expensive music, expert choreography and decor, fell flat.
Sitting in the dim auditorium, on the first night (having watched the
preview and listened to Metaweh's harangue two days earlier, then
watched the dress rehearsal in a desperate effort to quell my doubts), I
found myself longing for the fresh, untrammelled talent of young artists
and wondering why Al-Hanager, which started off as their home,
incubator or, at least, umbrella, had unpredictably transformed itself
into a swimming-pool for our aged, artistic whales? Why aren't we
having a Free Theatre Festival this year? Has the movement completely
fizzled out under the care of the Ministry of Culture? And why did
Metaweh choose Al-Hanager with its elite audience? Doesn't that make
his show a case of preaching to the converted? Was the show truly the
crop of a workshop he conducted there for young artists? If so, why
were these young artists reduced to extras and professional artists
contracted? We never even got to hear the voices of the workshop
trainees to judge whether they benefited from their voice-training and
elocution lessons. As for their movement, it was fitfully seen in static
configurations which were no better or worse than what we see in other
theatres. The Chronicle of Cows raises many questions and remains a
deeply irritating show.
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Blow up:*
The Flower and the Cliain
In 1992, the state-theatre organisation thought Mohamed
Salmawy's The Flower and the Chain (Al-Zahra wal Ganzeer) too hot
a coal to handle even with a pair of tongs. It was the first Egyptian p]ay
(indeed, work of art) to come openly to grips with the explosive issue
of religious fundamentalism and engage its advocates in heated debate.
Three years later, just as 1995 was fo]ding up, the play, in a slightly
modified version that sharpened its impact and boldly excised all
shillyshallying, burst with a tremendous éclat at El-Salam theatre. It
took the irrepressible Galal El-Sharqawi - famous for frequently
falling foul of the censor - to appreciate the p]ay's smash-hit potential.
The plot is simple enough: an Islamic terrorist tricks his way into
the home of a middle class family and holds its members hostages to
demand the release of fellow terrorists captured by the security
forces. But the family's harrowing ordeal is shot through with so
much poetry and humour, it becomes positively idyllic in a wistful,
elegiac vein. One does not normally associate terrorism, violence and
puritanical bigotry with old-world charm and elegance; but here, in
The Cliain, these opposites are magically fused into a tangible
mood of tolerance and practical common sense.
Rather than distort the family's elegant way of life, the terrorist
falls under its spell and is sucked into the patterns of its
polished- daily routine. He may hold the family at gun point; but this
cloes not deter the mot�r, 7.ahra (who heads a charitable society
that cams for_ lepen) from preparing the mint sauce that goes with
• December 1995.
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roast meat, nor the daughter, Jasmine, from setting the table
properly for dinner. Indeed, having dinner with the family becomes
for the terrorist almost a sacramental ceremony and a purgatorial act. It
is at dinner that he learns to expound his views without vulgar
brutality and comes closest to being a member of the family.
At every step in the progression of the plot, this illusive
undercurrent of bonhommie gives a sad, ironic twinge to the violent
arguments and counter arguments. The menace is always there, but, at
times, it seems as if the witty, evocative dialogue has wrapped it round
in shiny silk and glinting satin. The sparkling surface occasionally
bursts into a riot of comic squibs, but the two-hour siege inevitably
ends in suffocating smoke, deafening gun-shots and explosions.
Curiously, the blaze of the tragic ending has a wonderfully
liberating effect; it seems, in a positively exhilarating way, to clear the
air and the experience is too masochistically attractive to be resisted. No
wonder the play has drawn throngs of viewers and is likely to continue
to do so for many more weeks to come. In fact, the cast are so
confident of the play's charismatic pull, they have decided to perform
throughout Ramadan - a month notoriously inimical to serious theatre.
Intellectual daring, moral courage and topical relevance are some of
the factors behind the success of Al-Zahra Wal-Ganzeer. But there is
also its artistic finesse - a factor so subtle that many tend to overlook it.
Outwardly, the play is blatantly realistic - a1most too clo e to reality
for comfort. But underneath the thin classical realistic fa�ade, it has a
sophisticated musical construction, with many. te1Ling leitmotifs,
eloquent counterpoints and elaborate, running theme . Gradually, and
almost imperceptibly, every character and object in the play (down to

the dumb grandfather clock, the cold fire-place, the shut-down piano,
the wilted lotus flower, the many vases, plants and ornamental pieces)
acquires a poetic dimension, becoming an image or a metaphor for
something else.
The whole stage-set evokes an image of a beautiful, enlightened,
mediterranean Egypt turned into a shrunken effigy - a still, sad,
travesty of its former elegant, lively self. The members of the family,
on the other hand, represent different generations, spanning the modem
history of Egypt from the 1919 popular uprising down to the present.
The memory of Gamal Abdel Nasser looms large in the background,
overshadowing everything, like a long lost dream, reminding the
characters and the audience of what could have been but will never
be. Though a 'N asserite', Salmawy is too good a playwright to
condone hero-worship and military rule. In the play, the rule of
Nasser, the dead father and absent patriarch (enshrined in a framed
portrait above the silent piano), bequeathes to the present an impotent
generation of drug addicts and fanatics. The angels of death who
storm the flat at the end, just as the terrorist and the family are
beginning to come to terms with their differences and learn to live
together amicably, are not only the white-clad, bearded members of
the 'Jama'at', they are also the grimly black attired, fiercely armoured
security forces.
The colours of the rainbow do not include either black or white.
Ultimately, both are the negation of colour and difference. To have
them so prominently framed both at the beginning and end of the
play was painfully significant and had a shattering effect.
Midway through the two-hour performance, Jasmine, the 21-year old
Egyptologist, asks Mohamed, the Islamic terrorist (Khalid

El-Nabawi), whether there is a place, in his promised paradise for
educated women who want to pursue a career in music, ecology,
physics or psychology and the answer is a definite, arbitrary NO: A
woman's place is in the home. Faced with the same question, any
member of the security forces in all likelihood would promptly answer
likewise joining hands with the fundamentalist.
In this kind of riveting show, actors become friends - people you
know and love and you feel terribly pretentious commenting on their
performances. Magda El-Khatib made a wonderful come-back as
Zahra and Abdel Mon'im Madbouli, as the nearly deaf and blind
grandfather, was simply terrific, mixing tragedy and humour in rare,
equal balance. Azza Baha' as Jasmine was overpoweringly beautiful
and moving. As for Wa'el Nur and Khalid El-Nabawi, I really cannot
say anything. Both were my students and I am deeply prejudiced in
their favour. You simply have to go and see their performances and
judge for your self. Stunning, I guess, would be your verdict.
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but here Madbouli handles it with masterful ease, revealing a new range
of comic invention, and displaying his usual wonderful sense of stage
effect and sure command of tone and gesture. As Herod, MadbouJi's
performance surpasses anything he has done before and consolidates
his reputation as one of the greatest comedians Egypt has known.
Other pleasures were Rageh Dawood's score, Maya Selim's
choreography of Salome's first and last dances, Sekina Mohamed Ali's
simple, uncluttered set, and Qasim El-Badawi's lighting. But the choice
of venue was not in the interest of the play. It needs a larger,
untraditional and more versatile space. In the circumstances, director
Hanaa Abdel-Fattah had to use the sides of the balcony and
the auditorium aisle and entrance which entailed a lot of painful
neck craning and twisting and turning in one's seat - hardly
conducive to comfortable viewing or concentration.
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theatre. It seemed at the time that no production, and particularly that
production of his, was worth it. I had seen it and thought that he had
warped the text to serve his own ideological ends and sacrificed its taut
tragic design and sophisticated human complexity for a kind of spurious
topical pertinence.
Sarhan's play was written at least one year before Sadat was
gunned down. He never intended it as a vehicle for the kind of thinly
camouflaged political criticism that flourished in the theatre of the
sixties. Indeed, by temperament, education and training, he flinches
from the immediately topical, the openly didactic or politically
transparent, believing they are of transient value and can only touch the
·surface of life. The major influences on his work are Ibsen, Chekov,
Miller and O'Neill, rather than Brecht or Peter Weiss, and even his most
knavish characters are drawn with sympathetic understanding, mild
sarcasm and gentle humour. After an early realistic moral satire, The
Liar (never performed), and a satirical fantasy, A King in Search of a
Job (performed 1972), about a topsy-turvy imaginary kingdom ravaged
by drought and famine, he turned to his favourite mode of
psychological realism and his favoured subject, the tragic human
condition. In Sitt El-Mulk (performed at the National 1987, starring
Nur El-Sherif and Samiha Ayoub and directed by Abdel-Ghaffar
Ouda), he reinterpreted the character of the mad, 11th century, Fatimid
ruler of Egypt, El-Hakim bi Amrellah (literally, he who rules by the
order of Allah), presenting him as a complex, tormented, existential
hero, driven -insane - like Albert Camus' Caligula - by immortal
longings, and destroying many people, and ultimately himself, in his
quest for divine knowledge and wisdom.
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the seven months the play spans before the sack of Damascus at the
hands of Timur Lenk (Tamerlane) and his Tatar horde in
1400-1401 -(803 H.) are constructed into a dizzying, fast-paced.
narrative that moves along several trajectories at once, presenting us
with a variety of conflicting responses and attitudes to the crisis.
The consciousness of the play - its intellectual focus - does not
reside in any one locus on stage; rather, it is intricately spread across
several characters, and the impact is one of a complex, polyphonic
choral piece. The authorial voice itself is only discernible in the
thematic-dramatic interplay of voices as each asserts its validity and
credibility in relation to the equally vociforous others. The effect of this
dramatic strategy is ultimately one of spatial refraction rather than
temporal progression; it is as if the characters, despite the relentless
march of the events towards the inevitable, tragic climax, are trapped in
a treacherous world of shifting grounds and conflicting fictions. The
thrust of the narrative, to put it another way, is intrinsically
deconstructive: it does not seek to build a story with a moral, nor to
recreate a telling and painful historical experience; what it does attempt
to do is to subject the Arab mind to a tough and far-reaching analysis,
exposing and questioning its undialectical bent, its deeply-entrenched,
tyrannical absolutism, and its obstinate intolerance of relativity and
difference. The analysis explodes many of the basic assumptions that
have governed and regulated the march of Arab history over many
centuries - whether in the fields of politics, commerce, religion, ethics
or intellectual investigation - and yields one of the most intense,
uncompromisingly honest and dramatically powerful metaphors in the
history of Arab theatre: the image of the mind crucified and blazing high
above the burning, desecrated city at the end of the play.
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The grim honesty of Wannus's investigation of Arab history and
the Arab mind makes Miniatures a deeply pessimistic play. The gloom
is only relieved by the exceptional elegance and beauty of El-Sayed's
production. It would be difficult to tolerate otherwise; and, indeed,
some critics have found it, despite the many distancing epic devices, the
hilarious theological trio, Abu Zahra's comical efforts and his many
strip-cartoon sequences, a bit heavy on the digestion.
Ashraf Na'im's ingenious set of sliding panels and screens was
highly functional and eloquently significant. Moving across a painted
backdrop that gave a dual view of the interior and exterior of the
Ommayad mosque in Damascus, they could be manoeuvred by the
actors into innumerable positions to represent different locations. A
substantial reduction of props was an obvious dividend, plus greater
fluidity and a galloping rhythm. The panels also had the added virtue
of semi-transparency. Lighted from a particular angle, they allowed
Isam El-Sayed free-play with silhouettes and this chiaroscuro effect,
apart from its aesthetic value, had the emotional effect of
rendering the characters at once more distant and more pathetic. To
further enhance the dramatic versatility of his panels, Ashraf
Na'im, who really surpassed himself on this occasion, had them
decorated with a familiar style of Arabic calligraphy; the beautifully
carved letters, however, stared at us blankly and vapidly, refusing
to·yield legible words. Not a single word could be deciphered on
any of the eight panels that stretched from the flies to the floor of
the stage. Gradually, those panels came to resemble faint and
frayed pages out of an old historical manuscript. The fact that
they did not make any sense deepened our feeling of the tragic
hopelessness which enveloped the characters.
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exaggerated, sometimes farcical manner, and using them as a vehicle
for the writer's progressive socialist ideas. The Rabbits, in which a
husband and wife exchange roles and sexual identities, was his most
adventurous and hilarious and is, perhaps, the earliest feminist play in
the Egyptian theatre.
I remembered El-Kholi and his Rabbits during the symposium on
women's position at the Book Fair. It turned out that despite all the
profound insights put across by the panel of speakers and all the serious
issues they raised, what preoccupied the majority of the audience was
the veil. Secondary was the right of women to work. And when one of
the speakers, the Jordanian poetess Zulaykha Abu Risha, dared
question the interpretation of a popular Islamic preacher of a verse of
the Quran she was nearly physically attacked and the meeting broke up
in a near riot. I flew out, feeling that my world lay around me in ruins,
like Shakespeare's "Bare ruin'd choirs, where· late the sweet birds
sang." The sweet birds have been departing one after the other and
those who remain are becoming a sad minority.
That night, I braved the cold and took a cab to El-Salam theatre.
There, a bunch of wonderful actors were playing Sa'dallah Wannus's
swan song, Drunken Days (Al-Ayyam Al-Makhmourah), orchestrated
by director Murad Munir. The vivid theatricality, poetic power, and
dauntless audacity of the text seem all the more stunning in view of the
fact that Wannus wrote it in the final stage of his battle with cancer,
practically on his death bed. Like The Rites of Signs and
Changes, written three years earlier (1994 ), it is a staunchly feminist
play which ruthlessly exposes the repression of women in the Arab
world and their mental and physical abuse in patriarchal societies.
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The heroine, Sanaa, is married off� or rather bartered, by her-family

at the age of 15 to a rich merchant who nightly rapes her in 'it· gruesome
ritual. At 37, with four grown sons -and daughters, she falls
passionately in .love with·-a Christian widower and -after an agonizing
conflict elopes with· him. Her decision is not ·prompted by love alone�
but · also by an overpowering desire to act ·of her own free will at least
once in her life - as she tells· her youngest daughter. The different
attitudes and reactions of her family to-the ·scandal and the individual
fates of its members build up ·a panoramic image of a sick society,
deeply riddled ·with moral, political ·and ideologicai �ontradictioris. In
such· a society, healthy, robust passions cannot survive: Sanaa's love
story ends in· tragedy, with her eldest · son shooting himself in
frustration � failing to bring himself to shoot her "and wipe away the
shame she has bro.ugh� on the family," and her lover, Habib, wanting to
"devour" her completely - even possess her past and memories, and
building up a wall around the house, making it into "another prison"
like the one she has left.
Equally intriguing as its subject is the play's structure. The story is
given to us through a narrator - Sanaa's grandson - who, in a series of
interviews with the surviving members of the family, tries to ferret out
its details and piece them together. The interviews, which happened in
the past, are enacted before us in the present, and the memories they
yield are often likewise enacted. Other scenes, particularly those
representing Sanaa's relationship with her lover, are described by the
narrator and a chorus of clowns, as imaginative efforts to fill in the gaps
in the narrative. The distance created by this technique between the
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taut, classical structure, very reminiscent of Sophocles's Oedipus Rex
- with its single concentrated action, strict unity of time, rising
crescendo and tragic recognition leading to a reversal of fortune. Nor
could it completely efface the palpable influence of ·Jean Genet's
Balcony and The Maids . in the portrayal of the brothel and the ritual
play-acting El-Sit Fadwa practices nightly with her maid - though the
production failed to produce the ritualistic aspect of this exercise.
Nevertheless it has left us with a tame, docile text that had no bite. The
hero's raging against the world and its sinful ways was mostly left
intact (he is· after all a romaritic idealist and does not use offensive
words) and so was the final repentance and suicide scene. Should one
be grateful for that and go along with. the old Egyptian proverb which
says "Nus El-'ama walal El- 'ama kuluh" (to be half-blind is better that
not to see at all)? I for one do not feel particularly-grateful.

stagecraft or point of view, he declares; it seems also to have had its fair
share of sentimental morality, according to him.
The .faults of the play may have been many, but they are the kind
that one frequently comes across in first attempts even by men.
Criticism, however, traditionally a masculine domain, tends to be
particularly niggly and inordiantely censorious when it comes to
women. As early as the 17th century, Aphra Behn noted with
bitterness this sad fact of literary life. It is a pity that Sufi
Abdallah did not possess the stamina of her British counterpart. She
never wrote another play and for years afterwards Sweepstake
remained an oddity.
Sufi's example, however, together with the progressive ideas of the
period, inspired other women to repeat the attempt. Saniya Qura'a
followed with a group of historical plays. They received little critical
notice and their theatrical viability was never tested in performance.
Though published, all copies of the book seem to have evaporated; I
am still trying to locate one. In the same boat with Qura'a's
unstaged, vanished texts are the plays of Nadia Abdel-Hamid
which were published in the 1960s. At the moment, no real
appreciation of the merit of either writer can be made.
Next, we meet Amina El-Sawi, busy adapting novels for the stage,
including Naguib Mahfouz's Midaq Alley. El-Sawi, however, soon
deserted the stage; she wore the veil, called herself an "Islamic
writer" and devoted her energies to T.V. serialized religious drama.
For the next burst of female dramatic activity we have to wait a
number of years. And, indeed, it is at once a curious and sobering
fact that the decade renowned as the golden age of the Egyptian
theatre should have produced only one female director, Layla
Abu-Seif (though her major output belongs to the 1970s), and two
original plays by women.
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In 1968, the avant-garde branch of the National staged Layla
Abdel-Basit's one-act play Papers, Papers ! It was to be the beginning
of a long and arduous struggle to build up a career as a playwright
and win recognition. Unexpectedly, Abdel-Basit's marriage to
director Abdel-Ghaffar Ouda did not make it any easier for her. She
was silent throughout the seventies, and her total output to date
remains very meager. Apart from some television work and a couple
of adaptations of foreign plays, she has written only four plays, three
of which are in one act, and two are monodramas.
The only other woman writer to make it to the stage in the 1960s
was Fatheya El-Assal. Hussein Gom'a directed her Swing for the
Alexandria National in 1969 and The Passport followed in 1972 at
El-Gomhoriya theatre. In the eighties, she produced two more plays:
Women Without Masks was presented at El-Salam theatre, but not
before the censor had axed the "women" from the title; Betwixt and
Between, however failed to get a sponsor and eventually appeared in
book-form. Currently, El-Assal is fighting hard to give her latest play.
Women's Prison, a viewing chance.
With five full-length theatre pieces, countless radio plays, 20 T.V.
plays and 22 T.V. drama serials. El-Assal is by far the mostprolific
woman dramatist in Egypt and the Arab world. She is the only woman
too who has made writing her sole profession and source of income.
This appears all the more striking when we consider her beginnings.
Indeed, she can be said to have had the most inauspicious childhood
possible for a future writer.
Born into a family which believed that girls should be kept at home
and ignorant, and rigorously coached in the rituals of female obedience,
El-Assal never went to school and was denied a home education.
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Fortunately, she married journalist and would-be-novelist Abdallah
El-Tukhi. Not only did he help her teach-herself to read and write, but
also coached her in left-wing politics and Marxist philosophy. At the
first signs of her literary talent, he encouraged her to write and
introduced her in the right circles. Understandably. El-Assal has little
patience with the brand of feminism that regards man as the arch
enemy.
"I have no quarrel with men," she asserts. "If anything, I am a
man-lover," she adds laughing. "My quarrel is with capitalism and the
patriarchal ideology and systems it has spawned," she goes on; "these
are the forces that oppress both men and women." About the traditional
images of women and the gender-specific division of social roles, she
says: "some roles are imposed by nature, like child-bearing. I do not
mind those, so long as they do not exclude other possible roles. I bore
four children myself and enjoyed it. But I also enjoy writing. I would
resent it very much if someone tried to stop me writing. But I would
resent it equally if someone tried to stop me having children or looking
feminine."
Not infrequently, El-Assal's moderate views have made her
unpopular with radical feminists. "The feeling is mutual," she
confesses. The first time she went to a Marxist meeting she was greeted
with a lot of harsh criticism from her female comrades. "I was all dolled
up and they were all in jeans and men's shirts, with their sleeves rolled
up. I told them I was quite willing for my mind to be improved, but will
not have my body tempered with." These women, she maintains, are as
had as the Islamic fundamentalists who urge women to obliterate their
femininity by wearing the veil. "I fully support the equality of the
sexes," she says, "but I also recognize their difference."
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