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Pierre Azoury,
the engineer who put
a civil war to music
Gareth Smyth

London

P

ierre Azoury was a gentle
giant of post-war Beirut,
a man who represented a
finer, more noble world
where education and the
arts were valued as ends in themselves. November 19th marked the
first anniversary of his death at age
84.
Azoury was best known for his
music — as composer, pianist and
teacher. His talks on the great composers were rarely short of riveting,
seamlessly blending his poignant
voice, wide scholarship, sensitive
humanity and a remarkable collection of slides, compact discs and
video recordings.

Azoury was best
known for his music
as composer, pianist
and teacher.
But while many assumed Azoury
was a music professor, he was for
most of his life a professor of mechanical engineering at the American University of Beirut (AUB). His
book on his specialism, unstable
liquid flow, published by Wiley in
New York, was described by one reviewer as “exciting”, which reflected the enthusiasm Azoury showed
in communicating his passions.
Born in 1930 to a father from
Azour, near Jezzine, Lebanon, and
an Egyptian-Syrian mother, Azoury

grew up in Port Said. When a teacher at the English school in Cairo introduced him to the music of Frederic Chopin, it was a turning point.
“It was as if a whole new
world opened,” Azoury
told me in 1999. “I knew
the waltzes of Strauss,
Rossini’s overtures,
Liszt’s
Hungarian
rhapsodies but I’d
never heard such poetry in music.”
The
17-year-old
Pierre took up piano
but his fascination with
science led him to undergraduate studies at the
Royal Technical College, Glasgow
(1949-53) and a PhD at Imperial
College, London. After a couple of
years working for British government company Power Jets, he approached the dean at AUB and in
1961 was offered a post as assistant
professor.
Azoury spent the war years 197590 in Beirut and subsequently composed the Beirut Suite, scored for
six instruments, including soprano
voice. The work, recorded mainly
with electronics for a CD from Phenix Records, Beirut, evokes times
that were not entirely dark.
“The pieces can be called portraits of life during those days of
war,” he told me. “There were days
when one felt relatively happy because there was no bombing. You
felt you were living life intensely
because you were under threat of
death. The Beirut Suite reflects the
contrasts that we lived through.”
Azoury began to compose as

soon as he acquired a piano and devoured Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s
book on orchestration. But he was
also soon improvising and generations of AUB students remember hearing him
playing in the Assembly Hall, on the
university campus
just off Rue Bliss.
Also included
on Azoury’s CD
are three piano recordings he made
in Berlin in 1991,
1992 and 1993, which
were mainly improvisations. The 1993 pieces
were written in the Romantic
style and based on themes from
Khalil Gibran’s The Prophet, with
the last, Death, improvised. Interspersed with the music was Azoury
reading extracts from Gibran’s
book.
Azoury’s talks in Beirut on the
lives of the great composers were
inspirational and unforgettable for
everyone privileged to attend. His
first effort was the first music event
at the Goethe-Institut after the
civil war, eight weekly lectures on
Mozart marking the bicentennial of
his death.
Later talks were often linked to
works featured in Al-Bustan Festival, which began in 1994 with
Azoury as an adviser and from the
start attracted outstanding international musicians.
Azoury brought the great composers alive: it might be a large
silhouette of Brahms en route to
the Red Hedgehog, his favourite

restaurant in Vienna, or it might
be insights into Schubert’s carefree summers — when he wrote
the Trout Quintet — before Brahms’
early death from syphilis. And
there were always samples from
Azoury’s extensive collection of recordings.

Azoury’s own calm,
almost melancholic
exterior belied a
restless
imagination.
Azoury was fascinated by the often complex relationship between
a composer’s music and life. In
1999 he published Chopin Through
His Contemporaries: Friends, Lovers and Rivals, which gave the reader “a sense of personal acquaintance” with Chopin, according to
Jim Samson, a world authority on

the composer. In the years before
his death, Azoury was working on
a book looking at the loves of the
great composers.
Azoury well knew that any account of the relationship between a
composer’s life and his work would
raise as many questions as answers. Music was too abstract to be
reduced to the passions of love, or
the intensity of war, even if it could
sometimes convey them.
Perhaps his insights into the lives
of great composers come also from
his own experience that creativity
required distance, from yourself as
well as others.
Azoury’s own calm, almost melancholic exterior belied a restless
imagination. “Music for me wells
up from the subconscious,” he
told me. “The great composer is
obsessed by his art and must get it
out. He can express himself and in
this sense he is free.”

MENA films featured at London Green Caravan Film Festival
Dunia el-Zobeidi

London

T

he Middle East and North
Africa region had its share
of entries in the Green
Caravan Film Festival, a
travelling event featuring
a mix of feature length and short
films focusing on environmental
and social issues.
After touring Kuwait and Dubai
for four years, the festival landed
in London in October and then in
Paris, just a few weeks ahead of the
landmark climate conference there
at the end of November.
The films, judged through audience voting, included My Pink
Room, a poetic production written
by Kuwaiti Hooda Shawa and directed by Vachan Sharma. It uses
the colour pink as a theme and depicts the world seen through the
eyes of a refugee escaping his wartorn country.
The narrator explains he had to

Dinosaur

walk for three days to reach the refugee camp, leaving his “painfully
beautiful country”. The film ends
revealing the narrator speaking to
an empty theatre, a metaphor of
indifference shown by the world to
refugees.
Dinosaur, directed by Kuwaiti
Meqdad al-Kout, follows attempts
by a ministry employee to change
his job role just before he retires.
Exaggerated yawning and the
sound of incessant paper stamping
humorously emphasises the emptiness of bureaucracy. He hits bottom when he overhears a colleague
had achieved little by working a repetitive job till death. The audience
is encouraged to imagine what it
would take to motivate workers to
escape mundane daily routine.
“The story was inspired by a personal experience of an employee
working with me in a government
sector in Kuwait,” Kout said, noting
that the dark humour throughout
the movie reflects his personality
and vision. “I think the style of film
comes naturally with the direc-

Central Market Film

tor’s personality… Dark humour is
something I am familiar with.”
Kout said he produced the film
for $1,500 after borrowing equipment from a friend. The main challenge he faced as an independent
filmmaker was “shooting and making films in a place that has absolutely no infrastructure for cinema”.
In The Purple House, directed by
Selim Gribaa, the Tunisian revolution is depicted through the life of
an old man struggling to find a job.
He is told by a supporter of former
Tunisian president Zine el-Abidine
Ben Ali that he will give him a job
if he paints his house purple, the
president’s favourite colour. By
the time he finished painting his
house, the revolution toppled Ben
Ali and he was slammed as a traitor
by neighbours.
He sees the man who had promised him a job, only now the latter
has become a member of an Islamic
party, showing how fickle people
can be. This time the man refused
to find him a job and this infuriates

The Purple House

the old man who attempts to burn
himself alive, which earned him
the sympathy of the people who
paint their houses purple, too.
“I chose the Tunisian revolution
as a topic because I have lived it
fully and it brought me so much,
including making movies freely,”
Gribaa said. “I wanted to talk about
the values it brought up — work,
freedom and dignity, through the
story of the old man.”

Festival organisers
Reham al-Samerai
and Sandra al-Saleh
said they were
overwhelmed by the
success of the
London debut.
The 30-minute movie, which was
filmed in six days, is a mixture of
comedy and drama. “I needed humour to make fun of politicians before and after the revolution,” Gribaa said. “At the same time, there is
sadness in unemployment and the
suffering of people.”
Central Market by Bahraini filmmaker Saleh Nass tells the story
of a boy who works at a local food
market and searches for chances
to make quick cash. His kindness
is shown in the way he strokes animals and his courage is shown by
slaughtering the animals. He finds
his opportunity to make a lot of
money by trying to milk a small
goat at a nearby pen but discovers that things don’t always go as
wished or planned.
Daghwah is beautifully shot and
shows the vanishing Daghwah
method of fishing used in Kalba
in the United Arab Emirates. With
polluted fisheries and new environmental laws, it is becoming
more difficult to make a living from
the sea.
I Am The People, directed by

Lebanese Anna Roussillon, is an intimate journey showing alternative
perspectives of a farming family in
Egypt during the 2011 revolution,
away from mainstream action in
Cairo’s Tahrir Square. The mother
is not happy with the revolution,
saying there was not much in Egypt
for deposed Egyptian president
Hosni Mubarak to steal. Whereas
the father says Mubarak ruled
Egypt with an iron fist and would
not listen to others
The Wanted 18, by Palestinian
Amer Shomali and Canadian Paul
Cowan, is a surreal true story of 18
cows that were caught in the Palestinians’ fight for self-autonomy.
Palestinians want an alternative to
Israeli goods so they buy cows for
milk.
When Israelis discover the cows,
they claim they are a threat to the
security. Palestinians, however,
insist they have a right to own the
cows as much as they have a right
to freedom. The Israeli Army raids
houses looking for the cows and
asks people with photos of the
cows in their hands if they have
seen them. This animated documentary shows experiences of the
neglected and silent victims of our
human conflicts.
Festival organisers Reham alSamerai and Sandra al-Saleh said
they were overwhelmed by the
success of the London debut. “It
exceeded our expectations in so
many ways, being new kids on the
block in a city as busy and as full
of amazing cultural happenings as
London,” Samerai said.
For Saleh, the festival was an
opportunity to introduce UK audiences to MENA filmmakers. “It
changed the way they see the Middle East, making it more familiar
while highlighting its diversity,”
she said.
Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

