Dear Sirs , 
It is my pleasure to express my desire to cooperate with your  organization by publishing a series of articles and theater studies about contemporary and modern Arab theater writers. I have noticed through my extensive reading into most of the European and American publications that Arab theater critical works are minimal.

So, I have translated some articles written by respectable  literary men which  I am sure will throw light on  important artists in the Arab world. My first choice was El Sayed Hafez who is considered by many critics to be a revolutionary and innovative playwright.

His work has been published , presented and was subject of higher studies in many Arab universities . 

Thanks for your time and interest

                                                                                   Yours ,

                                                                        Khamis Ezz-El Arab.

El Sayed Hafez’s Theater

An Article By 

Professor Saa`d Ardash.

El sayed Hafez was born in Alexandria in 1948. Each of his birth date and place has a significance I can detect through all theatrical ventures especially the play we have in hand. As for history, it is engraved with tears and blood in the current record of the Arab nations in letters of humiliation and shame. The loss of Palestine , the rise of Israel fulfilling Belfor’s promise and the Old Testament dreams.


When El Sayed finished his 19th years, the Arab nations were plagued by a crushing defeat at the hands of the Israeli army as a step on the road of the bigger dream; from the Nile to Furrat. And the Arab armies were in the heart of battle.


Our write, then, belongs to a generation that lived their boyhood and are living their youth suffering and burnt by a series of national and patriotic defeats whereas they could have lived the age of liberty, Socialism, justice and salvation from all that had burdened the shoulders of previous generations( What the 1919 and 1946 had fought for and the 1952 revolution and all the revolutions in the Arab world had risen for.


It is the generation in whose eyes the sparkle of hope for a better world had twinkled. But this hope was soon vanquished, I do not say by disappointment  but by total desperation of all what their forefathers, fathers and elder brothers have done and despair of the possibility to remedy what history had spoilt.

El Za`faran City                             


This play seems to be a tough trial for the Egyptian Civil organization. But the trial does not reflect complete despair. It has a thin line of hope that might, perhaps if it were fulfilled, carry the light of liberation and social justice to the sons and grandsons. This hope, anyway, can be achieved if the faults the author points at in his events and words were corrected. They are prominent and persistent faults that would not have happened had the principles of the 1952 revolution had been adopted truthfully and vigorously by both the ruler and the ruled .



I shall not spoil the dear reader’s suspense while reading the play by revealing textual details but I will be satisfied only with throwing lights on the dimensions of a young experiment’s new theatrical form.

Committed Theatre


The main target of a playwright is not theater in itself. It is not at all the artistic form but it is the word content. He overflows with a certain content, then, moulds it into an artistic frame. His contents have a general humane hue. It does not emphasize one side of the social structure only. You can, within a single one of his works  feel all the foundations of the social structure: Ethics, religion, science, civilization and history and tradition all within a political, economical and military frame. Politics for him is not limited with the inner dimensions-such as the individual- group interrelation, or the ruler-people relation but it exceeds that to exterior relations no matter if they were submissive with the other, equal relations or at least ambitious to equality with the outside world.


There is  a stable organic relation between the two policies because the more we- as people- are aware of the facts, the more we look up to freedom, democracy and justice. And the more we hold on to it and to our sacrifices for it, the more we allow ourselves, country and nation pride, protection, dignity and freedom and vise versa.


In El Za`faran City, the author depicts us a clear vision of the relation between the ruler and the people. The ruler with all his domination and all the means of suppression and terrorism which he surrounds himself with in order to swallow the gains and profits of the people in his belly and the bellies of the people’s enemies around him. He goes into the ruler’s monopoly of authority against all rules, laws and decrees. In spite of all the relapses, defeats and aspects of retardation, corruption and ruin; and though the people might be knowing, understanding and not lacking the will to change to the better, yet, a poor and armless nation is not in control of its own fate. That why people get together around a certain leader in El Za`faran City i.e. the Public Servant. But the leader often betrays the public’s trust whether he wants it or not. The final statement here is not intentions but actions and confrontations.



Literature has been tackling the ruler-people issue for so long. It reflects and advances the development of this relation’s logic through a series of political revolutions that, in the end,result in different constitutions which create guarantees to preserve the line of justice and balance in this relation: starting from the Hellenic democracy till the two systems dominating the world in our time i.e. Capitalism and Communism including the old and new principles dictated by divine decrees.


But the playwright wants to be committed to realistic depiction without exceeding this to finding solutions. El Sayed Hafez is satisfied with indicating the failure of this kind of this constitutional relation that has dominated and is still dominating the Egyptian experiment ever since crowds of Egyptian people burst roaring in the face of the British occupation in the 1919 Revolution  under the leadership of our leader Saa`d Zaghlool till they gave the leadership to Gamal Abdel Nasr in the 1952 revolution. He does not, however, occupy himself with with looking for alternatives or finding solutions. Sometimes, his leader; Maqbool Abdel Shafy, might indicate certain advantages or disadvantages of the experiment.

- My beloved Prophet of Allah, what is the meaning of man if he turns into a slave and the nation into sheep?

- Justice has died inside man. Who saves man from chaos except for liberty?

- Blessed are the children who do not see policemen beating protestors!

- All citizens are traitors till they are proved innocent.

- We were deceived by declarations…those shining deceiving words. 

      We were deceived by traders in the market. Everything deceives us but we   do not know it.

- We applauded every wonderful speech but speeches are no good. We applauded the soldiers who were deceived in the war and said Hooray to the heroes. We hung up victorious words while bargaining with the enemy.        

The playwright, El Sayed Hafez, follows the traditional rules through allowing the audience to discover solutions and work for them. And in spite of  his experimental tendency, he does not follow political writers path who took theater as a teaching, enlightening and provacative method to revolt against what is corrupt and unjust in order to arrive at a more just world closer to the virtuous society.

Experimentalism In EL Sayed Hafez’s Theater:


El Sayed Hafez belongs to a generation that builds his old rejection on realistic bases. Most important of these bases is that this generation did not fulfill his commitments either because they were not so clear or because they gave up quickly assuming that the battle has been settled by the Revolution.   Thirdly, because that generation was not true to his commitments, so, they used it to disguise their upper- middle class ambitions neglecting the good of working classes and of Egypt. That generation puts the blame of the devastating defeat and the complete failure which befell the 1952 Revolution on the shoulders of the previous generation. That is why they reject it, reject its methods and look for new methods through experimenting. Experimenting, however, is the overwhelming aspect in modern theater. We should like here to put some experimenting aspects of the writer in focus. But, first, we should indicate that innovation in theater does not climb to the level of creation and inventiveness on the bases of pulling down some or all of the classical values. The new theater always remains a theater that has the main foundations of the theater art as it had reached us in two forms:


The formal(Academic) form and the Popular form since pre history. It is always a dialogue between artists and the public through artistic characters and events that take place within a structure commonly called(Drama) to distinguish it from different structures that belong to other artistic and literary types.


Therefore, we can agree that innovation is never and can never be absolute lest it would leave the theater domain and into another type of creation. Innovators in theater keep one side of traditions in spite of them and they add, eliminate or modify other sides.


In the light of this idea we can say that the innovations made by the sixties’ generation on the Egyptian theater are limited to changing contents through dealing with the up-to-date issues of the Egyptian man after all obstacles hindering tackling these issues had vanished. But could we consider Noe`man Aashour, Mahmoud Dyab and Youssef Iddrees as disconnected from the old theater?



Certainly not, on the contrary, it is a sure thing that the revolution made by those people in the Egyptian play caught up with the world’s theater a century before that.(Maxim Jorky and Antoine Chekov in Russia, Henrich Ibsen in Norway and Bernard Shaw in Irland…etc)



The sixties’ generation had renovated the form as well. Moreover they tried to change the kind of relation in theater production and the nature of communication between the show and the audience. Revolutions in the form came a century or more later than what happened in the world theater.


The writer’s experimentalism, then, does not make use of the basic foundations of theater as such but it presents a more or less different from the theater presented by the sixties’ generation and also within the limits of other literary types such as the story, novel and poetry. 

Dramatic Structure


El Sayed Hafez moves among traditional divisions into acts as in “EL Za`faran City” and the consequent moments in the form of barriers or bridges an in “Six Men In the Concentration Camp”. Yet, he does not care much for dramatic evolution or the traditional division into Introduction, Climax and Solution. He tries, in all cases, to express one of the acute social situations relating to the social structure (Economical Policy) or to the society’s procession with itself or with other friendly and unfriendly societies. He does not care much for the tale as a base for the dramatic work but he plants the first seed of a dramatic situation built on implicit or explicit contradiction. Then, he develops upwards till we- through “his human tools”- arrive at the critical viewpoint he wants to present aiming at drawing our attention to we should tend to remedy in ourselves.


The writer extends his idea through his human tools as I had said. He does not care much for building artistic characters. Among those tools there might be a certain character such as Maqbool Abdel Shafy; the pivot of “EL Za`faran City”-but away from that,the humans on stage are  stereotypes or numbers or- at most- types of human behaviours. They remind us-on one hand- of the moral stereotypes of the middle ages and- on the other- of the absurd theater in which creatures turn into numbers, indications or symbols.Whether the writer gives these stereotypes and behaviors persons’ names or not, they remain mere indications of a given type of behavior facing the presented social situations.


Prandello, for example, puts a group of persons(Actors) on stage to assure us that rules have no sacredness in art provided that we fill the gap with new creation, that a space of poetic structure will not result in from our desertion of the rules and provided that the writer will always bear in mind that what he writes should have the minimum capacity for clarity and transparency for the audience, but primarily, for the group of theatrical artist that will adopt the show.Most important of these capacities, of course, is the writer’s clear vision of the issues he tackles in his theater especially if thses issues have a realistic nature generating from the society movement.

Linguistic Structure


El Sayed Hafes’s theater belongs to the theater of the word. It is mainly built on spoken dialogue in contrast with a new kind of theater that started to invade the stages very long ago in the Asian theater since the beginning of the century. In the French Theater (Antoine Artto), in the Russian Theater (Fizfold Mayerhold who started the alphabet for the biomechanic techniques)and finally in the modern waves that show clearly in the Poor Theater with Grotovesky in Poland.


If leadership belongs to the director and actors in Movement theater, it belongs to the writer in the word theater. Therefore it is greatly important for us to study the writer’s language and look into its nature, origin and environment. Is it the language of poetry or prose? Is it suitable for the dramatic environment, the dramatic situation and the social slide(s) who speak it?That is we could arrive at deducing the performance method.


El Sayed Hafez’s language hesitates between the colloquial standard and the classic Arabic standard (or the third language according to Tawfeeq El Hakeem) yet, it tends to be poetic for it is not the functional language which is directed only at covering the meaning or fulfilling the purpose of uttering it as it happens in actual life.It surpasses that to weaving a climate that expresses the tragedy or tragedies that the writer criticizes: the tragedy of the lack of freedom and democracy in practicing the ruling game of all Egyptian systems in “El Za`faran City”.


The fact is that the writer’s language replaces many of the traditional bases of theater such as logical dramatic structure and artistic characters…etc. As if the play were a dramatic verse which reminds us of Nageeb Sorrour’s “Yasseen and Bahya” poem.The director and the actors have to discern the poetic features in it and to weave dramatic values out of these features that congregate until they embody an artistic intellectual combination which inspires the tragedy our society is going through in hope that we could find our commitments before the tragedy hatches.


Poetry to the writer does not realize meter or all what poetry, old and new, is built on such as meter, rhyme and everything else that distinguishes poetry. It is  akind of poetry that is built on envisioning what man might say in his state of unconsciousness and weightlessness just as what happens during nightmares or during moments of surprise at great calamities. Read with me, for example, the openning words of “El Za`faran City” said by the chorus:


“ You sun, flowers, jail, jailer, Zaid and Amro


   You birds, trees, bread and baker, Fatma and Bahya,

 
   You night, smoke, wood and woodcutter, plain and hills,


   You valleys, villages, towns, lanes and alleys people:


  After Sendbad’s death, tales are not yet over with. The hero of every     


  Tale was Sendbad, Antar or El Zanatty Caliph. But tonight’s knight; tonight’s hero did not have Sendbad for a father.


Then,  Maqbool Abdel Shafy in act one says,” I know that honor is absent and I asked myself one question: Have people stopped breading? I found the answer: No, a baby is born every moment. Inside the cottages, there might be a baby coming. He is no prophet, no Antar and is not extraordinary. He is simple as the air, boughs and freedom and carrying a home from the inhuman to the human age.”


The poetic structure is not built on word music more than the intellectual image originating from the linguistic structure. Poetry here lies in the content not in the word. It is a kind of language that creates this loneliness, this yearning to ideals of patriotism, morals, religion and social organization reflected by folklore images in epics, tales, ballads and poems.


I stand in front of the poetic structure of the writer’s language and wonder: what if the writer was in possession of poetic craftsmanship with all its sciences and he formed his dialogue in real verse including all that is poetic such as music, rhythm and rhyme?

Intellectual Structure


“El Za`faran City” approaches the relationship between the guardian and the guarded or the ruler and the ruled and what pertains to that; that is to say  theories about the possibilities of choice, the representation philosophy (the individual representing the group) starting from the principles of divine decrees and ending with all the achievements people had gained through their revolutions throughout the centuries. On one hand, the writer believes that authority corrupts the individual (Refer to The King Is The King by Saa`d Allah Wannous and Goha Sold His Donkey by Nabil Badran and the origin to which these modern treatments are referred to : Life Is A Drama by Caldron La Parka.) On the other hand, he believes that the real scale for balancing things is the nation; the subjects; the people.


-Maqbool: Who can relieve the Public Servant?


-Chorus: The Sultan, the ruler or the minister.


-Maqbool: No, it is you. You appointed him and you can relieve him .


But he does not say how or what system. Is it through the Shourra system originating from the Islamic decree? Or through the democracy of the Capitalistic society built on the legalization and the necessity of  settled classes system and incriminating any inclination towards encouraging the natural strife among classes even via the instinct of aspiring to a better level? Or is it through the Leftists who believe in encouraging the struggle among classes and in settling it for the Bloritaria in particular or the productive laborers in general. 


Maqbool Abdel Shafy- and the writer behind him- leaves us lost in our tragedy. He does not throw light on organizing, does not draw our attention to the disadvantages of our social system nor does he give examples for better systems. As if he wants us in the end to go on with the struggle game without brains, plans or systems as we have been doing ever since the Pharos had ruled Egypt. But we notice, when Maqbool falls off the Public Servant’s chair, though he climbed to it by means of the public choice, that choice in itself is not enough. If the public did not supervise the authority and authoritative behavior, the result would always be what had happened to Maqbool and others. That is because high authority people and the systems behind them- whether local or foreign- holdall the threads in their hands and they play the game with a skill which is backed up with the long and ancient experience they inherited from the Pharos, the emperors and czars. They control markets, bellies, emotions, means of life and they control the public tendencies through possessing media and methods of suppression and terrorizing on one side and courting, seducing and fulfilling dreams and ambitions on the other.


Therefore, the writer- through Maqbool’s downfall- pulls down his ideal that the people are judge and jury, that they order the ruler to be or not to be as the Turkish sultan used to do with state rulers during the Othman era. What is the solution, then, when the Egyptian leadership experiment had been defeated and the consequences of that defeat are what the reader and the writer know is going on?


The question remains unanswered. Only the nation’s experiment will answer it in spite of all the puzzles that the word nation holds. Who is the nation? Is it the producer or the consumer; the educated or the illiterate? The traders, the rich and owners or the poor , the needy and those who labor for a black loaf of bread? Only a black loaf of bread…hardly an onion. Or is it finally the congregated ally of the nation’s classes with all their contradictions as the 1952 Revolution had wanted it to be?


In the end, I want to congratulate the writer for his persistence and for his great flow of production at a time when pens ran dry and wandering eyes looked up anticipating the unknown in a world full of chaos and trouble. A world where all ideas, beliefs and ideologies collapse and the terror of a third devastating third war that will leave nothing behind prevail. Or…perhaps…this might be the way to salvation!!









Saa`d Ardash.
     






             

Kuwait  17-4-1980



