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Baghdad’s Al-Rasheed theatre comes back to life
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

L 

osing hope in obtaining 
government support to 
refurbish Baghdad’s land-
mark al-Rasheed theatre, 
a group of Iraqi artists and 

volunteers took up the mission, 
hoping to restore the country’s cul-
tural glamour that flourished in the 
past century.

The effort focused on saving the 
artistic heritage of the country that 
had more than 50 theatres and cin-
emas in the 1970s and ‘80s, a legacy 
damaged by war, sectarian strife 
and militant attacks over the last 13 
years.

Inaugurated in 1981, al-Rasheed 
theatre hosted international con-
certs and festivals before the US-
led invasion in 2003 that toppled 
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and 
resulted in a state of lawlessness.

The theatre, in central Baghdad, 
was ransacked after coalition forces 
entered Baghdad and declared the 
start of the US military occupation 
of the country. As most of the thea-
tre’s possessions were looted, the 
site suffered from negligence until 
recently when dozens of volunteers 
and artists started a campaign to 
renovate the theatre. They began 
by refurbishing the venue’s 700 
seats.

“We spent our own money to buy 
cleaners and clear away piles of 
rubbish and debris,” said Muhanad 

al-Khateeb, a volunteer and stu-
dent in the college of arts.

He said volunteers were divided 
into several groups. Each was given 
a specific task such as repairing the 
stage, fixing the seats or installing 
new or repairing old lighting equip-
ment.

“All the money spent in the ren-
ovation came from donations by 
Iraqi citizens or the artists them-
selves,” Khateeb said. “We ap-
proached the Iraqi government sev-
eral times asking for its help in this 
project but the effort was in vain as 
we received no reply.”

Iraq is plagued by a costly war 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants, sectarian and ethnic strife 
that threatens to rip the country 
into three smaller states and al-
leged corruption with officials ac-
cused of squandering the treasury’s 
oil revenues and other finances.

That left little funds to be spent on 
art, considered by many nowadays 
as a luxury and by more conserva-
tive circles in Iraq as “irreligious”. 
More significant expenditure, such 
as the salaries of civil servants, are 
paid in full and on-time to avoid 
disruption of government business.

Since the creation of the mod-
ern Iraqi state in 1932, consecutive 
Sunni-dominated regimes adopted 
secularism in the country and tried 
to promote cultural and artistic 
life. With 5-10% of the annual state 
budget allocated to the Culture 
Ministry to spend on festivals and 
other events, cultural life pros-
pered in Iraq.

The turning point followed 
Saddam’s regime collapse. Shia re-
ligious parties and groups, which 
adhere to strict sharia law that bans 
music and singing on grounds they 
are “the work of the devil”, domi-
nated Iraqi politi cal life. Art was 
pushed down the government’s 
priority list instantly.

“In a meeting held in a Baghdad 
café, we decided to depend on our-

selves to make the dream come 
true, instead of depending on gov-
ernment support, which will never 
materialise,” said Khateeb, who 
added that the main hard part of 
the renovation took three weeks.

At the theatre’s reopening in late 
March, musical groups performed 
traditional Iraqi songs, which were 
met with loud cheers from the au-
dience. Iraqi actor Sami Abdul-Ha-
mid presented parts of a play that 
was performed in the theatre more 
than 30 years ago.

The theatre is in a nine-storey 
building. The stage hall, on the 
ground floor, was renovated. The 
other eight levels, which were used 
for studios, offices and makeup 

rooms, remain in ruins.
Stage manager Ibrahim Hanoon 

said: “Al-Rasheed theatre was a 
source of life and it used to show 
the high cultural status of Baghdad 
and we hope that it will remain as 
such.”

Yet, the reopening event was not 
saved from the political struggle in 
Iraq.

Some Iraqi lawmakers tried to at-
tend the ceremony but they were 
turned away by the celebrating art-
ists. One participant told the law-
makers: “You parliamentarians are 
behind the destruction of Iraq.” The 
crowd shouted “Out! Out!” as the 
national anthem was played.

Saad Jabar, a civil servant from 

Baghdad, praised the “courage” of 
the artists who asked the lawmak-
ers to leave the ceremony.

“The politicians have corrupted 
almost everything in the country 
and they want to mar what remains 
of Iraqi culture,” he added.

Ibrahim Dandesh, a playwright, 
said art and theatres will remain an 
integral part of Iraq’s history and 
civilisation, despite the current set-
back.

“Arts will not die in Iraq unless 
we cease to exist.”

Muhanad al-Hussam, a 
pseudonym used for safety 
reasons, is an Iraqi journalist who 
has reported on Iraq for 17 years.

 “Al-Rasheed theatre 
used to show the 
high cultural status 
of Baghdad and we 
hope that it will 
remain so.”

Stage manager 
Ibrahim Hanoon A mainly Iraqi audience attends a cultural event at Baghdad’s landmark Al-Rasheed theatre,

on March 27th.

Khoury’s Gardens Speak volumes about Syria’s tragedies
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

M 

any gardens in Syria 
cover dead bodies of 
activists and protest-
ers who spearheaded 
anti-government 

demonstrations in the early stages 
of the uprising that degenerated 
into an open-ended war. The re-
lationship between the living and 
those killed in the conflict is high-
lighted in Gardens Speak, an inter-
active installation by Lebanese art-
ist Tania el-Khoury.

The visitors to London’s Bat-
tersea Arts Centre were active re-
sponders to the sound installation 
containing the oral histories of ten 
people buried in Syrian gardens.

Each narrative that was assigned 
to a member of the audience was 
carefully made with friends and 
family members of the deceased to 
tell their stories as they themselves 
may have recounted it.

Audio that told their final mo-
ments is buried in soil in which 
audience members were invited 
to dig into to hear the story clearly. 
They were encouraged to write a 
letter to the deceased and bury it in 
the soil.

The unusual installation was 
triggered by a photo — a woman 
digging a grave for her son in her 
own garden in Syria — that Khoury 
said she saw on social media early 
on in the uprising.

“The image was from Syria and 

it carried with it the horrors of the 
costs of the uprising, the transfor-
mation of domestic and (suppos-
edly) safe spaces into morbid and 
mourning ones,” Khoury said.

Pointing at the “collaboration 
between the living and the dead”, 
Khoury said she believes that, on 
the one hand, the dead protect 
the living by not exposing them to 
further danger at the hands of the 
Syrian regime, which has targeted 
funerals and the celebration of 
martyrdom.

On the other hand, the living 

protect the dead by conserving 
their identities and their stories in 
the ground and not allowing their 
deaths to become instruments for 
the regime in its attempts to re-
write the historic narrative.

“I have always worked with in-
teractive live performances and I 
wanted to research why people are 
buried in gardens so I started col-
lecting stories through interviews,” 
Khoury said.

“It took around a year to pro-
duce Gardens Speak. I interviewed 
friends of friends to get the best 

stories for my piece. I mainly spoke 
to Syrians who reached Lebanon 
and London. A lot of my interviews 
were conducted via Skype.”

Khoury stressed that when she 
asked people about their experi-
ences, they were keen to tell their 
stories and decided to celebrate 
the lives of their deceased loved 
ones.

“Some were scared to use their 
real names because some of their 
family members are still living 
in dangerous areas in Syria,” she 
said. “It was difficult for them to 
speak about their experiences but 
they also wanted to celebrate the 
lives and dreams of their deceased 
loved ones. People who died fight-
ing against the regime are called 
martyrs.”

Lies and manipulation plagued 
both the dead and the living as 
families were forced to write false 
statements that their children were 
killed by “terrorists” and not the 
regime, although they were slain 
at the start of the uprising, when 
funerals of “martyrs” were system-
atically targeted because they were 
seen as gatherings to express anti-
regime protest.

Reacting to the emotional re-
sponse that her installation caused, 
Khoury said: “I don’t like to drama-
tise my piece because I think the 
situation is already too dramatic. 
This is why I tell these people’s sto-
ries in a non-dramatic way.”

She noted that some of the fami-
lies were willing to tell the stories 
of their deceased kin, but were eas-
ily slipping into depression and it 
was obvious they were trying to 
fight it.

“Some people who experienced 
my piece came out crying. They 
wrote very emotional letters that 
showed a lot of solidarity with the 
families but also reflected the de-
ceased experiences with their own 
experiences. They spoke about 

their worries and their experiences 
and grief in general,” Khoury add-
ed.

She pointed out that she intends 
to share the letters by audience 
members to the deceased after 
completing an international tour 
of the exhibition. “The (few) letters 
that I have shown already were re-
ally moving, as they reflected the 
solidarity of the people,” she said.

Khoury also said that Syrians 
cannot escape Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s dictatorship, even 
after death.

“Death is not enough to rid one-
self of the Assad regime’s tyranny,” 
she said. “The oppression follows 
people even after their death, forc-
ing a narrative upon them, either 
stealing their bodies or depriv-
ing them from being celebrated as 
martyrs.

“It is in this context that tell-
ing the stories of ordinary people, 
writing their names on tombstones 
and singing for them is a necessary 
act of resistance.”

After showing in London, Gar-
dens Speak was to exhibit at the 
Building Museum in Washington 
in April; the D-Caf Festival in Cairo, 
April 15th-18th; the Beirut Spring 
Festival, May 1st-5th; Fast Forward 
Festival in Athens, May 25th-30th; 
Holland Festival in Amsterdam, 
June 16th-19th; and Belluard Festi-
val in Fribourg, Switzerland, June 
23rd-26th.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Gardens Speak installation by Tania el-Khoury at London’s 
Battersea Arts Centre by Jesse Hunniford.

“Oppression follows 
people even after 
their death.”

Lebanese artist 
Tania el-Khoury After showing in 

London and 
Washington, Gardens 
Speak will show in 
Cairo, Beirut, Athens, 
Amsterdam and 
Fribourg.


