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Foreword


In April 2007 the British Council and the Royal Court Theatre in London embarked on a unique project working with young Arab writers across seven countries from the Near East to North Africa. Twenty-one emerging playwrights from Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, Syria and Tunisia travelled to Damascus to work with the playwrights April De Angelis, David Greig and myself. There, we started a journey that spanned two years, with different phases of the work continuing in Tunis, Cairo, Amman and Beirut. I have been coordinating and leading workshops with international playwrights for the Royal Court for over fifteen years, but never has an international new-writing project been more ambitious or far-reaching.


Our first work with writers in the region began in Palestine in 1998 with a workshop for local playwrights in collaboration with Al Kasaba Theatre. Throughout the last ten years this work has continued with British writers and directors working in the West Bank, and Palestinian writers taking part in projects at the Royal Court. All of this work has been supported by the Genesis Foundation and the British Council. In 2005 the playwright David Greig began working in Syria, leading a group of playwrights there in a project initiated by the British Council. By 2006 they asked the Royal Court to become involved, too, and that culminated in a week of play-development work with Syrian writers at the Royal Court, presented in January 2007, and the participation of three Syrian writers on the Royal Court International Residency.


The next step seemed even more extraordinary. We were approached by Carole McFadden, the Drama and Dance Adviser of the British Council in London, and Laila Hourani, Regional Arts Manager for the Near East and North Africa, to participate in a new-writing project that would involve young playwrights across the whole region. This seemed to be a great opportunity that no one at the Royal Court could resist. We really had to start at the beginning as we had never worked on a regional project before. The associate directors Ramin Gray, Sacha Wares and I travelled to all of the countries and came back with different experiences and different recommendations. It was clear that some countries had much stronger theatre cultures than others and different degrees of new writing. We also had to consider the different dialects of Arabic when we were looking to translate the work. We decided, in the end, to open applications to all writers in the seven countries under the age of thirty-five and asked them to send samples of their work as well as proposals for new plays. We chose twenty-one writers and by a small miracle managed to get them all to Damascus for the first workshop. We discovered that we would be working in a beautiful ancient Damascene house in the Old City. It is difficult to describe how moving it was, after these months of travelling and planning, to come face to face with such a group of inspiring young writers in the open courtyard of this wonderful house.


It was challenging from the beginning, and some of the writers were both tentative and doubtful as they began to explore the possibilities of writing a new contemporary play for us. The only way we could change that was by concentrating on the work itself. David Greig told the writers: ‘This work at its best is a dance between the side of you that dreams and the side engaged in the world.’


Three months after the first meeting, twenty out of twenty-one writers submitted drafts of new plays. In Tunis in November 2007 we helped to move the plays forward to another draft. In Cairo in March 2008 we were joined by Royal Court Artistic Director, Dominic Cooke, and invited actors from the region to take the plays to a more finished draft, which was presented to a local audience. It was difficult to make a selection of the plays to present at the Royal Court in London in November 2008, but we finally chose seven plays and presented them in a season called I Come From There: New Plays from the Arab World. Houses were full and there was no doubt that the very idea of this work was inspiring our British audiences too.


After further workshops with a group of regional directors, the plays began to take off in the countries of origin. Readings took place in Beirut, Amman and Tunis in 2009. In May 2009 two different plays opened on the same day in Ramallah and Damascus. I believe this is just the beginning of some extraordinary work that will be produced by new writers in the Arab world.


Elyse Dodgson


Associate Director/Head of International Department


Royal Court Theatre




Young Arab Playwrights and the Half-open Door


The idea of working with Arab playwrights to develop their playwriting skills emerged when I attended the British Council showcase at the 2003 Edinburgh Festival Fringe. It was my first close experience of new British theatre. The festival that year featured hit plays like The People Next Door by Henry Adams, Dark Earth by David Harrower and San Diego by David Greig. I was struck by the new Scottish playwrights and their experience, and felt a commonality with the Arab world that I couldn’t quite articulate at the time. Was it the ‘dark earth’ in David Harrower’s play that reminded me of the volcanic black earth that is so characteristic of my husband’s village in Sweida, south of Syria? Or was it the subtle poetry of David Greig’s language that made me see the potential of the Arabic stage using an Arabic language rooted in the street, while maintaining the magic of its mother tongue? Was it the hidden feel of history and its heavy shadow on the present? Or was it the dilemma of neighbouring a strong enemy of the past?


I returned to Syria filled with the desire to follow these threads, and found myself reflecting on the current state of Arab theatre, and where an exposure to the Scottish experience could take it. This was at a time when more and more young people were searching for ways to express themselves through theatre. It was also a time that saw the emergence of numerous theatre groups mostly working on the basis of what they called ‘improvisation’. Some of it was improvisation with the body – hence the emergence of dance and physical theatre companies. The other was improvisation around existing texts from the repertoire of international theatre: Shakespeare, Beckett, Brecht, Jean Genet, and so on. Rarely was there a new Arabic written text; rarely was there a written documentation of the improvisation. The theatrical experience ended with the last performance of a play. It was as if there was a fear of approaching the written word, formulating a full text, documenting a moment by writing it down.


For this young generation, words had become so associated with the words of the imam’s Friday speech, or the words of the political despot, or those of the political party leader trying to oppose the despot. Words that did not speak the language that these young people used in their daily lives. Words that gave answers rather than raised questions. But these young people were boiling over with questions: questions on their identity in a fast-changing world; on the broken dreams – be they nationalist or Communist – of their parents; questions about the ‘Western other’, whom they started to see more of through satellite channels and the internet penetrating their homes; questions about their teachers and professors who suddenly seemed so out of date to them; questions on whether to make love or go to the mosque; whether to remain unemployed or leave the country; whether to fight for Palestine or forget about it. They were all questions that didn’t find their way to the stage they longed for.


This young generation was emerging on the theatre scene after over a decade which had seen almost no fresh blood in Arab theatre. The mid-eighties to late nineties was perhaps a period of disillusion for Arabic theatre, when the eager search for the unique voices that characterised the sixties and seventies had faded completely. During those earlier decades the hot questions were over whether Arabic theatre should use standard or colloquial language, should revive traditional forms of storytelling or adopt European forms, and should remain elitist or reach out to wider audiences. But these concerns had died away unanswered, as did the dream for independent, developed and democratic states. Now we were in a time when the first Gulf War had reminded everyone in the Arab world of some recent colonial history which there hadn’t been a moment to be reconciled with. It was a time when neither the Intifada nor the peace process in Palestine seemed to be bringing the region anywhere near healing this old wound. And a time when ‘the fight against terrorism’ swept away any hopes of reconciling the old love/hate relationship between West and East.


In my capacity as Arts Project Manager for the British Council in Syria, I proposed a new-writing project to my colleague Carole McFadden at our Drama and Dance Department in London. We invited the playwright David Greig to Damascus to deliver workshops to the students of the Theatrical Studies Department at the High Institute of Drama, one of the few formal drama schools in the Arab region. At that time, we had no idea that, from these origins, would develop a two-year project resulting in nine Syrian plays, and a long and very fruitful collaboration with Elyse Dodgson at the Royal Court Theatre in London, leading to another twenty plays from seven Arab countries, five of which are published in this collection.


The Arabic playwrights participating in the project had a long journey to take with the British playwrights David Greig and April De Angelis before reaching the plays in the form you will read them here. The journey began by building trust and assuring the Arab playwrights that the project was not about shaping their writing to fit some fixed ‘UK formula’. Nor was it about treating them like one ‘Arab lot’, with no recognition for the diversity within the region. It was rather about sharing with them the tools that would help them find their own unique voice. And unique are the voices you will hear in these plays.


*


Hadia and Gasir, the young characters in Laila Soliman’s Egyptian Products (Egypt), are struggling to communicate, to reach out for each other, to break out from being trapped in their memories of a dead mother (in Gasir’s case) or the attachment to an old male ‘Master’ (in Hadia’s). While Hadia and Gasir seem so representational of a young Arab generation strangled with sexual repression, the inability to break away from the past, the social pressures imposed by expectations around marriage, children and so on, they are also very much their own selves as unique characters living in the big, busy, occasionally aggressive Cairo of today. The strong sense of the city that is felt in the play – despite it mostly taking place in closed rooms – is a reflection of the diversity that each of the plays in this volume brings to the reader, despite their all rotating in a common Arabic sphere.


Likewise in Mohammad Al Attar’s Withdrawal (Syria), a sense of Damascus is strongly felt through the single, closed room where the play takes place. But unlike Hadia and Gasir in Egyptian Products, young Ahmad and Nour in Withdrawal do not need to struggle to find a place to meet. They have rented a flat in Damascus where they are free to sleep with each other whenever they want – or so they think. They cannot stay the night together because Nour is not allowed to spend the night out; Ahmad has to go back to his family. Neither can they escape the eyes of their neighbours, who question their living together before marriage. Can they break away from these ties? Will Ahmad leave the country, or will the five minutes before the car picks him up for the airport make him stay?


This sense of entrapment, coupled with a glimpse of a door opening, someone hesitantly trying to get out, and our not knowing whether they will make the step out or not, is indeed characteristic of all the plays. Perhaps nothing reflects the desperation associated with it better than Kamal Khalladi’s Damage (Morocco), which speaks of the near impossibility of escape. Set in a completely different part of the Arab world, where a mixture of strong African influence and long-term French colonisation adds another unique flavour to this mosaic of plays. The play beautifully takes us on the journey of a newly-wed Moroccan couple, Youssef and Sana’a, from the blossoming of love in their home in Meknes to the landmines in the Congo that place Youssef for ever in a wheelchair.


In placing young couples at the heart of their work, these three playwrights ask questions about what it means to be a man and a woman in a masculine society. The men in these plays are not the macho men that are stereotypically anticipated in these societies. Even Youssef, who is so determined to respond to the army’s call to be a soldier in the Congo, eventually reveals to his wife his vulnerability, love and desperation.


Arzé Khodr in The House (Lebanon) sheds another light on what it means to be a man in a masculine society. Nabeel, the only brother to two sisters who have now been deprived of their mother as well as their father, is hesitant, indecisive, totally incapable of taking a stance – just the opposite of what you would expect from someone who in Arabic societies is looked up to as ‘the man of the house’. Those who are capable of determining the direction of things are the two female sisters, Nadia and Reem. The metaphor of the dilemma of selling – or not selling – the family home is very reflective of the Lebanese dilemmas of a past associated with war, destruction and fear, and of a future full of mixed feelings about rebirth versus guilt linked with denial.


Khodr’s characters are trapped between the walls of their family house, while those in Imad Farajin’s 603 (Palestine) are trapped within the walls of one of the most renowned Israeli prisons, Askalan. There is no question about them wanting to get out, but will they ever do so? While they all fantasise about being released from prison, only one of them actually makes his way to liberty by escaping, leaving the question for the remaining three open: ‘What exactly are we waiting for?’


It’s a question that perhaps all the plays in this volume voice in one way or another.


Laila Hourani


Regional Manager Creativity


Near East and North Africa Region, British Council
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Withdrawal was first performed as a rehearsed reading as part of the I Come From There: New Plays from the Arab World season in the Jerwood Theatre Upstairs, Royal Court Theatre, London, on 12 November 2008, with the following cast:
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Sam Crane









	NOUR

	Jemima Rooper
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The play was also read at Espace El Teatro in Tunis, Tunisia, in February 2009.





Characters


AHMAD, a twenty-six-year-old man


NOUR, a twenty-six-year-old woman 


Setting


A medium-sized room with a bed taking up one side of it. Nearby, there is a small table. Roughly in the middle of the room, there is a table with two traditional wooden chairs around it. Near the table, against the back wall there is a big sofa and directly above this sofa there is a relatively big window. A large old cupboard, which is handmade and decorated with mother-of-pearl, occupies a large part of the second side of the room, facing the bed. Opposite the door to the room, there is a door leading to a small bathroom, next to which there is a very small kitchen in the corner. We also see some unopened cardboard boxes in the room, with small household objects, books, CDs and various other things inside.





Scene One


Night-time. AHMAD and NOUR are lying on the only mattress in the room.


AHMAD. Maybe it’s time now.


NOUR. That was so good. It was the best I’ve ever had.


AHMAD. It was the first I’ve ever had… What time is it?


NOUR. Thank you for waiting until now for me. I wanted to, too.


AHMAD. I’ve got to get up, he could be here any minute now.


NOUR. I really wanted to – I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone before.


AHMAD. Me too… though I’ve never loved anyone before. I’m really going to miss you.


NOUR grabs hold of him by his hair and pulls him forcefully towards her chest.


NOUR. Don’t joke. You can’t really want to go away, not after we struggled so long to be able to rent this room. You can’t go. You’re going to stay with me and I’m going to sleep with you every day until you forget about all our problems.


AHMAD (pulling himself out of her grasp). Where’s my watch? He’s got to get here now so I can go home and get my things. My family will be waiting to say goodbye, my mum will be crying like usual. I’ll miss her too. You and her, just you two.


NOUR (hugging him around his shoulders from behind). You’re not really going to go, are you? You always said you weren’t going to go. You’re not being serious.


AHMAD. You’ve never taken what I say seriously. Maybe it’s better like that – you know, you, my dad, my whole family, no one takes me seriously. I’ll miss you.


NOUR. Liar… You’re not going to go, you want to stay with me. Come on, let’s do it again.


AHMAD. It’s funny how I’ve waited my whole life for this moment… I can’t quite believe this is happening.


NOUR. I wanted to wait for you too. You can’t go… Not now I’ve found you.


AHMAD. Does your neck still hurt? You should stop sitting in front of a computer so much, eight hours a day really is too long. Maybe you should quit your job. Why don’t you put on some music?


AHMAD stands up and starts looking for his watch. Then he finds his mobile and looks at the time on it.


NOUR (lying on her front on the bed). I feel like I want to cry. Please don’t have a go at me.


AHMAD. No, I want to have a go at you. Don’t cry, I’ve told you a hundred times not to cry. He should be here any minute now.


He approaches her again and sits down on the bed.


Everything’ll be fine. It won’t get any worse, anyway.


A knock on the door.


I told you he was about to get here. I’ve got to get out quickly, I don’t want to keep him waiting. He’s going to take me home and then on to the airport.


He approaches her and hugs her tightly.


NOUR. No, stay a bit longer. Let me put on the music.


She rushes towards the CD player, but she freezes when there is another knock on the door.


Scene Two


NOUR. It’s the best room we could get for our money.


AHMAD. You mean, your money.


NOUR. What’s the difference?


AHMAD. Just that you’ve got a job and I don’t.


NOUR. It’s stupid, you could have a job if you wanted one. You leave all your jobs because they’re taking advantage of you or they don’t understand you or they don’t appreciate you or they –


AHMAD. You sound like someone I know.


NOUR. It was your choice. Now you’re focusing more on your writing, you’re getting published in a few magazines.


AHMAD. When I woke up this morning I couldn’t even say good morning to him. I don’t know why, it just felt like it didn’t matter. I never seem to want to say anything at home, anyway.


NOUR. Oh, by the way, Leila read your last article. She said she really liked it. She wanted me to tell you.


AHMAD. Thank her for me.


NOUR. You can write without any distractions here. At least here there’s a bit of peace and quiet; and then there’s the view, it’s so pretty in the evening, you can see half of Damascus and all the lights are on.


AHMAD. You’re right, it’s prettier at night. Damascus hides all its flaws at night-time. The guy who rented us this place wasn’t straight with us – he didn’t tell us we’re next door to a school. I realised when I arrived this morning and the children were chanting the Party slogans. All the time they were chanting away, the headmistress was shouting at them. There’s no way they could have understood a word of what they were saying.


NOUR. I love you.


AHMAD. Suddenly all my memories of school came back to me. I remembered what it was like to be their age.


NOUR. Do you really love me?


AHMAD. I felt like writing. I tried and kept on trying but I couldn’t. I got fed up of rummaging around in my memory. I think I must have been scared.


NOUR. Why me? Why did you decide that I should be your first?


AHMAD. Maybe I should never have tried. I’m still tired. Anyway, I knew you’d be starving when you got here so I made you something to eat.


NOUR. I love you.


Scene Three


NOUR. We’ve had this room for a few days now but I’m still not seeing very much of you.


AHMAD. I’m sorry. I have to stay at home a lot – Mum’s ill and even if I’m not by her side all the time, I still have to be at home. Anyway, I haven’t told them I’m renting a room yet. I have a feeling they’d be pretty angry.


NOUR. Maybe you never will tell them. I know how it is…


AHMAD. I called up to ask how she was just now and my dad picked up, I didn’t tell him where I was. He told me to stop wasting my time and come home, do something useful, especially seeing as Mum’s ill. Then he told me how I’d left my music on in my room. He hung up straight away when he got a call on his mobile from my big brother in Dubai. My brothers, both of them, are constantly calling from Dubai to ask how Mum’s doing. She starts crying and saying things like ‘God bless you’ and ‘Don’t worry yourselves about me’ and ‘Don’t waste your money calling, I’m all right’, then she looks towards me and I can just tell that she pities me.


NOUR. Didn’t you say you’d show me some pictures of your brothers? Are they better-looking than you?


AHMAD. They’re better-looking and cleverer and, and my dad never stops talking about them and feeling sorry for me for how young I am and reminding me how my brothers have made their way in life and how they’ve got children. Today, when he hung up, something struck me. Listen to this – every single time he sees me or speaks to me about anything, he just has to point something out or give me a piece of advice or start preaching to me about something. Isn’t that amazing? It’s unbelievable! I swear – every single time.


NOUR. My dad hardly even talks to me and all my mum ever does is have a go at me.


AHMAD. I’m thinking of writing them down, counting how many of his observations he makes per day or something.


NOUR. It was always her who used to encourage me to do everything to begin with, but when things go wrong she never takes any responsibility for it.


AHMAD. Do your family still ask you about me?


NOUR. No, I told them I don’t see you any more.


AHMAD. And they believe you, just like that? People can be so stupid sometimes. Anyway, I don’t have anything against them. They just decided to hate me for no apparent reason.


NOUR. I think we’ve been through this enough times already. You didn’t behave in the right way.


AHMAD. I think it’s probably time I went home.


NOUR. You could have had a good relationship with my dad if you’d paid attention to what I said.


AHMAD. I’d have had to play the role of the new son in their modern family. One set of parents is quite enough for me, to be honest… I really have to go and look after my mum, she’ll be getting upset that I’m not there.


NOUR. Stay… I thought we were going to eat together.


AHMAD. I’ve got to go.


NOUR. Why do I miss you so much, even with you by my side?


AHMAD. Bye.


Scene Four


NOUR. I’ve had enough of the room being like this, we’ve had it for a week now and we haven’t done anything to it.


AHMAD. It’s fine like this.


NOUR. We didn’t rent it for it to be like this. Let’s put some of our things up, you know, make it a bit nicer.


NOUR heads towards one of the cardboard boxes on the ground and rummages around in it a bit before taking out some paintings and photos.


I’m going to do it up the way I like it – with pictures and candles and I want to buy some curtains to put up instead those tatty old ones… Burgundy curtains.


AHMAD. Burgundy?


NOUR. That’s right, I like burgundy and it’ll go well with the colour of the room. I know what I’m talking about.


AHMAD. That’s strange, I didn’t realise this room had a colour.


NOUR is carrying several pictures, she wanders around the room a bit before settling on a place to hang one of them.


NOUR. It needs a lot of work, this room. I’ll just put up a few paintings and photos for now. What do you think? Which photo? Or should I put up some paintings?


AHMAD. I don’t know.


NOUR. Okay, I’ll save you the trouble and put up some of my photos, even though I know you don’t think I’m a good photographer.


AHMAD. Do whatever you like.


NOUR. I’ll put that photo of Damascus I took from Maya’s roof in Muhajireen up here. I really like it… The light’s so nice, the sky was half-covered with clouds. Opposite, over there above your head, I’ll put that picture of us when we were in Ma’aloula. That was our first trip outside Damascus together. I love that photo, it reminds me of when nothing was impossible for us, the world was in our hands.


AHMAD. Great.


NOUR. And that’s just the start, some time soon I’ll have to find time to sort out the whole room.


AHMAD. Brilliant.


NOUR. What’s wrong with you? Is something the matter?


AHMAD. No, nothing… I’m just thinking about those burgundy curtains.


Scene Five


NOUR. Sleepy?


AHMAD. Yes, even though I’ve been sleeping a lot.


NOUR. I’m sleeping less and less. Work’s long then as soon as I finish I come here to spend time with you.
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