


road, touring the provinces with his teacher, Silvan, and his company, 
moulded his taste, and acting style for Jife. For two years after his return 
·to Egypt, in 1910, he acted exclusively in French, forming a company
for that purpose ·and· taking the lead in such famous classics .of the
French stage as Louis XI, Racine's Andromache, and Moliere's
Tartuffe, among others.

After two successful seasons, however, Abyad, who was equally 
profici�t in Arabic, was instructed by the minister of Education then to 
use his knowledge and experience to improve the state of the Egyptian 
th�at� by joining the theatrical mainstream, seeking a wider audience, 
and offering them the great European classics in Arabic. The French 
company was disbanded, and with generous financial help from a 
wealthy benefactor and theatre .. fover, by the name of Abdel Raziq 
•inayet, Abyad fonned another in ·his name; ii opened its first season at
tile O�ra on 19 March, 1912 with a production of a verse drama by the
famous Hafez Ibrahim, 'the·.poet of the Nile' (as he.was nicknamed),
called The Wounded Lover· of Beirut. Oedipus Rex and Othello,
followed and, in subsequent years, Shakespeare's Macbeth. King Lear,
Julius Caesar. The Merchant of Venice, and The Taming oftlie Shrew
were added· to the repertoire, as well as Ibsen's Enemy of the People
and a dozen French classics, including Moliere, s Don Juan, Les
Femmfs Savantes. Tartuffe and L'Ecole des Femmes.

The company survived for twenty_ years, despite frequent Jack of 
funds, the avid popular taste for vaudevilles, farces, musicals and 
violent soci.tl melodramas ·(invariably performed in the accessible 
colloquial rather than the forbidding classical Arabic), ·and 
notwithstanding-the fierce competition offered by Yusef Wahbi and 
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production at the National Upstairs this year, my own experience of it 
was not just a question of me.being in a particularly susceptiJ)le mood 
that night, or that night's performance being a one-time fluke. And what 
does this prove? If anything, that given a modicum of decent acting, a 
really good text can make up for almost any lack and take everything in 
its stride. 

But this leaves us with something of a riddle: why was such a 
poweiful, well-tested play neglected by directors and theatre companies 
in Egypt for over half a century? The puzzle becomes more teasing 
when you know that the text is widely known among educated 
Egyptians and features regularly (in the original Greek or in translation, 
and usually hand in hand with the Poetics) on the curricula of al most all 
Arabic and European language departments in Egyptian universities. 
Furthermore, of the many the Europe�n adaptations of the myth 
(twenty-nine were produced between 1614 and 1939), the most famous 
- namely, Seneca's, Corneille's, Voltaire's, John Dryden's, Jean 
Cocteau's (The Infernal Machine) and Andre Gide's - are either 
available in Arabic or taught in their original languages in universities. It 
wouldn't. do to argue that Sophocles's text would be too shocking in 
performance and trot out its web of taboo relationships as an 
explanation. Between 1949 and 1970, four local variations appeared - 
all by prestigious, morally upright and highly respected authors - and 
two of them found their way to the stage.

In 1949, Tawfiq El-Hakim and AH Ahmed Bakathir published their 
versions; in 1968,· Fawzi Fahrni wrote The Retum of the Absent 
(performed at the National in 1977, with Mahmoud Yasin in the title 
role and Ayda Abdel-Aziz as Jocasta), and two years later, Gala) 
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El-Sharqawi direct�d Ali Salem's hilarious political satire in the 
vernacular, You Wh� Killed the Beasi, for (the now defunct) Al-
Hakim theatre. Read together, the four plays reveal common features. 
All view the myth from a political perspective (as their authors openly 
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 all of 
them, Oedipus invariably appears as a good, benevo]ent king, misled, 
corrupted, or led astray by priests and courtiers, while Tiresias (or 
Luskias in Bakathir's case) and Creon a1ways play the villains. 
Significantly too, all were written in response to a national crisis: 
Fahmi's and Salem's were immediate reactions to the 1967 
disastrous war in which they tried to make sense of or exorcise the 
terrible nightmare of the June defeat. In both, Oedipus was a thin 
disguise for Nasser \\tho, in Salem's case, was blamed for shutting 
himself off from his people, leaving them an easy prey to his demonic 
clique, while in Fawzi's, his fatal mistake was hiding the truth from 
his people. The late critic, Ghali Shukri, has written extensively 
about the recurrence in the Egyptian drama of the 1960s of this 
representation of Nasser which, while not completely exonerating 
him, lays most of the blame on his coterie of trusted colleagues 
and assistants. 

It seems, however, that this lenient, sympathetic view of the people 
in power, however grievous their mistakes, dates back further than the 
1960s. Al-Hakim's Odeeb is a case in point. Noting the play's political 
relevance in his book, The Egyptian Theatre after World War II (I 979), 
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 
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Wafdi government, with El-Nahhas Pasha at its head. Similarly, 
according to Munir, Tiresias (the British), in Al-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 w1itten 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 
reflects the intensification of the Islamic movement in the late 1940s, 
and was obviously influenced by Sayed Qutb's book, Social Justice in 
Islam, which s_ought 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 Jack 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, howeve1:", who speaks like a preacher, in a language 
redolent of the Koran, leads him back to God 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 
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Oedipus leaves Thebes (and the stage), he has become a devout Moslem 
(lil<,e 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 Al-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. Aq occasional glimpse of the Greek, pagan hero, 
therefore, is always a refreshing, welcome treat. Pray to God our 
increasingly repressive times clo not deprive us of it. 
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