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Culture

Most glorious 
days of freedom
Sarah Enany

Cairo

I must admit to being sceptical 
about the Ministry of Culture — 
the same organisation that em-
ploys an official censor to vet 
and ban theatrical and cinemat-

ic productions — sponsoring a con-
ference on Theatre and Censorship. 
With guests from the Arab world 
and from as far afield as Hong Kong, 
the undertaking itself was excellent 
and the scholars and theatre-mak-
ers sincere.

The question is whether this is 
just another manifestation of de-
posed President Hosni Mubarak’s 
safety-valve strategy of “Let them 
say what they like and we shall do 
what we like.”

After all, in his final news con-
ference political satirist Bassem 
Youssef all but said outright that he 
had been pressured into cancelling 
his popular show Al Bernameg (The 
Programme), which poked fun at 
those in the upper echelons of po-
litical authority.

 Meanwhile, commentator Reem 
Maged cancelled her liberal politi-
cal talk show — one may assume for 
similar reasons — and launched 
instead Gam’ Mu’annas Salem 
(Feminine Plural), a show about 
prominent women. It was promptly 
banned from OnTV (although not 
the German satellite channel DW, 
where it is still running) after a fe-
male photographer Reem hosted 
spoke of covering “the Rabia massa-
cre”, when security forces stormed 

protests by supporters of ousted Is-
lamist President Mohammed Morsi, 
killing more than 800 people.

Meanwhile, the party line is clear. 
“Everybody can speak their mind in 
the newspapers and the talk shows. 
Anybody can be criticised in the me-
dia, from the president to any state 
institution. There is no limitation… 
on freedom of expression in Egypt 
and we are very keen on ensuring 
that,” said Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi in an interview on US 
television.

Indeed, in the words of Youssef, 
“Egypt is witnessing its most glori-
ous days of freedom and I’ll cut out 
the tongue of anyone who says dif-
ferently!”

By and large, the papers at the 
conference said it differently. “Our 
profession is in the abyss; we must 
stay on the precipice,” said Leba-
nese director Nidal al-Ashqar, own-
er of Beirut’s Medina Theatre, in her 
impassioned polemic against the 
curbing of freedoms. From Egypt, 
Ahmed Adel Qudabi presented 
historical papers on the Theatre 
Clubs Movement, a government-
sponsored initiative that owes its 
provenance to the Cultural Palaces 
of the socialist-inspired Nasser-
era cultural apparatus, noting that 
while these were nominally not 
subject to censorship, their perfor-
mances cannot be accepted with-
out a rigorous vetting process by a 
government-appointed committee 
which, of course, espouses govern-
ment values.

School and university theatres are 
faring even worse, said Ali Abdel-
Moneim Dawoud, archival director 
at the National Centre for Theatre. 
These supposedly youth-oriented 
channels are circumscribed by ossi-
fied traditions dating to the pre-in-
ternet era. Meanwhile, governmen-
tal funding sources guarantee that 
only conservative offerings will be 

supported, especially in university 
settings where the official attitude 
towards political rebellion is paro-
chial, to say the least.

The resemblance between Hong 
Kong (presented by Janice Sze Wan 
Poon) and Egypt is chilling: “[The] 
Public Entertainment Ordinance… 
requested theatre practitioners to 
submit all their scripts to the Com-
missioner for Television and Enter-
tainment Licensing before they can 
get a stage performance permit. The 
ordinance entitled the commission-
er to have the authority to censor 
every script before they can be put 
on stage. 

It reinforced a script-vetting sys-
tem which enhanced productions 
of non-political or pro-government 
works.”

Gulnar Wakim’s paper on theatre 
and censorship in Latin America 
spoke of self-censorship, which par-
allels the situation in Egypt. Other 
researchers spoke of types of cen-
sorship, official and unofficial, and 

the social and sexual conventions 
and taboos that govern (and drive) 
theatre-makers in a conservative 
society. Thomas Engel, executive 
director of the German chapter of 
the International Theatre Institute 
(ITI), gallantly declared: “What can 
artists and artists’ organisations do? 
We have to make all cases of vio-
lence against artists or the freedom 
of artistic expression public. Or-
ganisations with political influence 
have to raise their voices and help 
their colleagues.”

This admirable international 
solidarity is essential for political 
dissidents and people risking tor-
ture. Self-censorship, the refusal to 
push the limits just in case someone 
might disapprove, is more insidi-
ous, more slippery and far harder to 

fight. “Theatre is the enemy of pow-
er,” declared Miriam Bu-Salmiin in 
her Theatre: Disrupting the Public 
Order. 

Given the expanded definition of 
theatre and performance — some 
studies have recently taken the Oc-
cupy Movements and Tahrir Square 
sit-ins as examples of public per-
formance — this is very probably 
true but I might substitute “victim” 
for “enemy”. With ever-shrinking 
funding, apparatuses and freedoms, 
plus an ever-growing list of taboos 
— sexual, social and religious, as 
well as political — I often wonder 
at what point theatre-makers — af-
ter the first flare of energy-fuelled 
youth is over — will decide the game 
isn’t worth the candle.

The Theatre and Censorship con-
ference was May 23th-26th at the 
Hanager Theatre & Supreme Cul-
tural Council in Cairo.

Sarah Enany is a freelance 
contributor and critic. 
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Morocco revives falconry heritage with help from UAE
Saad Guerraoui

El Jadida, Morocco

T
he United Arab Emirates 
is helping Morocco revive 
its falconry heritage. To-
wards that end, an Emira-
ti delegation participated 

in the kingdom’s Lekouassem Fal-
conry Festival, which took place 
May 29th through May 31st in Le-
kouassem, 45 kilometres from the 
city of El Jadida.

Obaid Khalfan Al Mazrouei, di-
rector of Al Dhafra Festival’s her-
itage competitions, said the UAE’s 
participation was part of the 
emirate’s commitment to re-
viving Morocco’s falconry 
heritage through active sup-
port of the festival.

“We have brought the 
knowledge and exper-
tise that we have ac-
quired in the UAE in 
a bid to transmit it 
to Lekouassem falcon-
ers,” said Mazrouei.

“We seek to make this fes-
tival a social venue for the resi-
dents of Lekouassem village 
and also support Fantasia troops 
through financing the feed for their 
  horses.”

The Emirati delegation distrib-
uted first-aid kits and medicine to 
Moroccan falconers for the care of 
birds of prey. 

“Lekouassem Festival is improv-
ing steadily. Next year, we will help 
organisers develop it further in 
order to make it an international 
event,” Mazrouei said.

The UAE is one of the world’s 
leading countries in falconry, 
which was included on the 

UNESCO’s Representative List of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity in 2010.

Mohammed El Ghazouani, presi-
dent of the Association of Lekouas-
sem Ouled Fraj Falconers, who 
hails from a family of falconers in 
Lekouassem, said the aim of the 
festival “is to lure tourists to the 
region and introduce them to our 
centuries-old culture and her-
itage”. “We are thrilled to 
see IAF Presi-
dent Adrian 
Lombard 
in the festi-
val. It is such an hon-

our for us as our 

association is working to become 
a member of the International As-
sociation for Falconry and the Con-
servation of Birds of Prey,” said 
Ghazouani.

Lombard told The Arab Weekly 
that IAF was looking forward to 
working with Lekouassem falcon-
ers and helping them preserve 
their ancient heritage.

“Morocco is a member of the IAF 
and we hope to strengthen this re-
lationship further,” said Lombard.

Falconry is believed to have been 
practiced in Morocco for more than 
1,000 years. Ghazouani cited the 

example of the ruler of Granada 
in Spain, who sent a letter to 
Morocco in 1352 thanking it for 
the falcon gifts.

However, falconry dwindled 
through the years in the North 
African kingdom due the mass 
rural exodus into cities and the 
lack of regulations on hunting 

prey.
Qatar, which was 

the guest of honour 
of this year’s fes-

tival, hailed the 
improvement 
of the event, 
which allowed 
visitors to 
learn more 
about falcon-
ry in the Arab 
Gulf region.

Ali bin 
Khatim al-
Mehshadi, 
president of 

Al Gannas 
Society, said 

the aim of Qa-
tar’s participation 

was rapprochement 
with Moroccan fal-

coners in order to share this herit-
age of their forefathers.

“We took part in other falconry 
events across Morocco, including 
Larache and Tetouan. We are here 
to support our Moroccan brothers 
in their festivals,” Mehshadi told 
The Arab Weekly.

Beatrice Fouchet, who has lived 
in Morocco for 18 years, said her 
attendance was a tribute to Lek-
ouassem tribe, which she regularly 
visits. Fouchet created an associa-
tion called El Jadida Accueil, which 
hosts foreigners in El Jadida.

Two weeks ago the 70-year-old 
French woman took about 80 tour-
ists to Lekouassem village to learn 
about the region’s falconry herit-
age.

“Falconry is part of the Moroccan 
culture that I respect very much,” 
she added.

Falconer James, who attended 
the festival with his falcon, said 
Morocco “is a beautiful country 
and the falcons here  are stunning”.

“I came to the festival to learn 
new things about falconry in Mo-
rocco and explore their heritage,” 
said the American falconer who 
works for the Emirates Centre for 
Wildlife Propagation in the North 
African country.

The opening ceremony of the fes-
tival was a parade with trucks, trac-
tors and SUVs carrying about large 
60 dishes of home-made couscous 
with carrots and pumpkins, which 
are the symbol of Doukkala region, 
to the tents as a token of hospitality 
of Lekouassem villagers.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent con-
tributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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