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Dinner with Saddam, Horowitz’s comedic look at Iraq
Dunia el-Zobeidi

“I cannot see any 
way to write about 
the horror of Iraq 
except through 
comedy,” playwright 
Anthony Horowitz 
wrote

Shobu Kapoor (Samira Alawai), Sanjeev Bhaskar (Ahmed Alawai) 
& Steven Berkoff (Saddam Hussein), Back: Zed Josef & Bally Gill 
(Soldiers).

(Photo credit: Catherine Ashmore)

Cultural centre closure protested by London Iraqis
Karen Dabrowska

London

A 

day before Mohammed 
Alawi was due to take 
up his post as director 
of London’s Iraqi Cul-
tural Centre (ICC) he was 

informed that, due to financial dif-
ficulties attributed to declining oil 
prices, the Iraqi government was 
closing its cultural centres in Lon-
don, Washington, Stockholm, Bei-
rut and Tehran.

The decision in late August trig-
gered an outcry among London’s 
Iraqi community and art lovers who 
saw in the centre a breathing space 
and a platform to promote and dis-
seminate Iraqi culture.

Alawi, a former assistant director 
of the ICC, recalled with sadness in 
his voice how he would welcome 
poets, writers, musicians, creative 
individuals and hundreds of Iraqi 
residents of London to the centre’s 
spacious gallery and large confer-
ence room.

“Every week, the ICC hosted a 
cultural event, including writer 
Salah Niazi, who translated Shake-
speare and Joyce into Arabic and 
was a regular guest,” Alawi said.

Readings were often arranged for 
Adnan al-Sayegh, a poet who fled 
Saddam’s Iraq in the 1980s.

The gallery was an explosion of 
colour with numerous art exhibi-
tions, including Past.. Present and 
Future by Ansam al-Jarrah and Ful-
fil My Dream, a recent exhibition 
of Iraqi children’s drawings about 
peace which is to be sent to Iraq, 
Alawi said.

“As the Islamic State reduced 
Iraq’s cultural heritage to rubble, 
an ongoing educational project for 
young people about the Epic of Gil-
gamesh was organised at the centre 
by the Enheduanna Society to cel-
ebrate Mesopotamian heritage and 
its legacy today,” Alawi said.

Films were screened every Fri-
day evening at the centre, which 
became a popular meeting place for 
Iraqis, Arabs and anyone interested 

in Middle Eastern culture. It was 
used for lectures, including one 
on radiation pollution in Iraq and 
on harmonising Kurdish and Iraqi 
health care reforms.

Playwright Hassan Abdulrazzak 
started a petition addressed to Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi de-
crying the centre’s closure, saying 
that London’s Iraqi community was 
in vital need of a spacious place to 
meet on a regular basis.

“The centre hosted the commu-
nity, providing particularly the el-
derly with a place to meet and so-
cialise,” the petition said.

 “For me personally, the centre 
was invaluable as it offered a free 
space to rehearse my play Love, 
Bombs and Apples, which had a 
very limited budget and having ac-
cess to the centre as a free rehearsal 
space was wonderful. The play was 
part of the Shubbak Festival and 
ended up having a sold-out run,” 
Abdulrazzak said.

He said London’s Arcola Thea-
tre was impressed by the play and 
decided to bring it back next year. 

“This will hopefully be part of a 
nationwide tour. Therefore, the 
ICC not only supported activities 
that served the Iraqi community 
but also, as in the case of my play, 
it enhanced activities that reached 
a wider British audience,” he said.

The ICC opened in June 2012 ini-
tiated under the mandate of then 
minister of culture Saadoun al-Du-
laimi.

Under its first director, Abdul-
rahman Dheyab, a journalist and 
media personality from Anbar 
province, the ICC championed 
Iraqi multiculturalism. Dheyab de-
scribed it as a bridge. “We wanted 
the international community to un-
derstand our culture, which is the 
real strength of Iraq,” he said.

Prior to the opening of the ICC, 
the Kufa Gallery in West London 
promoted Iraqi, Arab and Islamic 
art for 20 years before it closed in 
2006. Iraqi artist Yousif Nasser also 
hosted cultural events in the ARK 
Gallery, which closed in 2013. Dur-
ing the 1980s, the Iraqi government 
had a cultural centre in the heart of 

London. It closed in 1990 after the 
invasion of Kuwait.

London is once again without a 
venue for disseminating Iraqi cul-
ture. Alawi said the Iraqi govern-
ment may reopen the ICC if the eco-
nomic situation improves but this 
is unlikely to happen in the near 
future. 

Jabbar Hasan, the director of the 
Iraqi Community Association (ICA), 
described the decision to close the 
centre as hasty and harsh.

“It could have been done in a 
different way. They could have re-
duced the staff but they did not 
look into that. The embassy has 
other offices which also cost money 

to run and I can’t explain why they 
just targeted the cultural centre,” 
he said. “The centre was open to 
everyone. Its impartiality was evi-
dent in the work it did. A lot of peo-
ple are very dismayed and disap-
pointed it closed and the ICA shares 
this view.”

Iraqi archaeologist Lamia al-
Gailani said the ICC was basically 
directed towards the Iraqis rather 
than the British.

“We had a cultural centre in the 
’80s which was very successful in 
the beginning, attracting British 
people who used to come to meet-
ings, receptions, lectures and exhi-
bitions and that was fantastic. But 
it deteriorated with time,” Gailani 
said.

“The centre which has just closed 
had a very bad address. People do 
not go to Shepherd’s Bush for cul-
tural events. It should have been 
in the middle of London. For the 
Iraqis it was a wonderful place but 
if Iraq has a cultural centre in a for-
eign country it should cater to the 
local people.”

The centre hosted 
the community, 
providing 
particularly the 
elderly with a place 
to meet

The Iraqi 
government was 
closing its cultural 
centres in London, 
Washington, 
Stockholm, Beirut 
and Tehran

Harmonising Iraqi and Kurdish health care reforms conference at the ICC.
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inner with Saddam re-
volves around what 
happens when Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hus-
sein, played by Steven 

Berkoff from War and Remem-
brance and The Girl with the Drag-
on Tattoo, turns up unannounced 
for dinner at Ahmed’s house just 
as the US “shock-and-awe” bomb-
ing campaign begins in 2003.

Fearing assassination and US 
air strikes, Saddam was known to 
drop in uninvited on ordinary peo-
ple’s houses. 

He would reward his hosts for 
their hospitality but anything 
meeting Saddam’s disapproval 
could also meet death.

Personal and political issues are 
on the menu as Ahmed, played 

by Sanjeev Bhaskar from TV com-
edies Goodness Gracious Me and 
The Kumars at No.42, and his fam-
ily carefully watch their words and 
actions. Saddam orders a guard 
shot for yawning, an example of 
his often random brutality.

“I cannot see any way to write 
about the horror of Iraq except 
through comedy,” playwright An-
thony Horowitz wrote in the Spec-
tator magazine in July 2014.

Given the violence of the insur-
gency against the US-led occupa-
tion after Saddam’s overthrow in 
2003 and the horrors of sectarian 
war that have followed, some Ira-
qis feel a degree of nostalgia for the 
order ruthlessly imposed by the 
dictator and his henchmen.

“Of course he was one of the 
most evil people who has ever 
walked this Earth,” said Horowitz. 
But “at the end of the day, he was 
a human being and human beings 
do horrible things and do good 
things. I don’t believe that he was 
100% bad… We have the habit of 
making absolute monsters of any-
body we don’t agree with,” he told 
an audience at the Hay Festival in 
2014.

Horowitz has said that former 
British prime minister Tony Blair’s 
decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003 
had “besmirched democracy and 
politics” and that he had “a smid-

gen of sympathy” for Saddam.
While Saddam’s forces dropped 

chemical weapons on his own citi-
zens, most famously on the Kurd-
ish town of Halabja in 1988, it was 
a crime under his rule not to send 
your son or daughter to school af-
ter the age of 6, education was free 
for everyone, male or female, all 
the way to university and scholar-
ships were given to thousands to 

study abroad.
In the play, Rana, Ahmed’s 

daughter, is studying medicine 
and is an activist having an affair 
with a plumber. When Saddam 
is told that she is to marry Jamal, 
a fat traffic warden, he says, “But 
she does not love him.” Under 
Saddam’s regime, women were al-
lowed to choose whom they mar-
ried. Jamal talks with pride about 

Iraq’s infrastructure developed 
under Saddam when water and 
electricity were available in every 
city and village and at least one 
health clinic was built in every vil-
lage. 

Dams, roads and bridges were 
constructed and Iraq started mak-
ing its own radios, televisions, 
heaters and air conditioners.

But Jamal is also a hypocrite who 
extorts people, accepting bribes, 
instead of issuing them ticket 
fines. He symbolises the endemic 
corruption of officials during the 
Saddam era.

In the play Saddam makes a 
speech about some of his achieve-
ments: Nationalisation of the oil 
industry strengthened the econo-
my as oil production tripled. Farm-
ers were given land, loans, mod-
ern machinery, discounted seeds 
and other resources necessary 
to overcome uncultivable land. 
Loans with minimal interest were 
provided for the middle class and 
professionals.

A compelling performance full 
of chaos and comedy, Dinner with 
Saddam will be performed through 
November 14th at the Menier 
Chocolate Factory Theatre, Lon-
don.

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
weekly contributor in London.


