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Festivals celebrate the art of dance in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

S 

tages in Tunisia recently 
were given over to danc-
ers and choreographers 
celebrating International 
Dance Day with a series of 

shows and workshops reflecting 
the state of the art of dance in the 
country.

Tunis hosted two festivals, Tu-
nis, Capital of Dance and Dancing 
in Tunis, organised, respectively, 
by Tunisian choreographers Sihem 
Belkhodja and Bahri ben Yahmed 
during the last week of April.

After an interruption, due to 
financial and organisational hur-
dles, of ten years, ben Yahmed re-
launched Dancing in Tunis on the 
occasion of the International Dance 
Day. He emphasised the impor-
tance of diversifying dance venues 
and opportunities for youth to dis-
play their talents.

“In addition to diversifying the 
celebrations of International Dance 
Day, we wanted to create new alter-
natives for young people to avoid 
any monopoly in this domain,” ben 
Yahmed said.

The festivals primarily serve to 
promote young talents, he said, es-
pecially people who are interested 
in dance and do not have adequate 
space or opportunities to showcase 
their work.

“We wanted to create new spaces 
where young people can show off 
their creations. The festival Danc-
ing in Tunis consists of a particular 
vision and programme for young 
creators and young talents,” ben 

Yahmed explained.
“This edition is not just a plat-

form to distribute shows and the 
works of young people but it also 
provides a space for training and 
workshops.”

While Dancing in Tunis dedicat-
ed its creations to new style dance 
and hip-hop, Belkhodja’s Tunis, 
Capital of Dance celebrated the city 
of Tunis as a forum for dancers and 
choreographers. The festival had 
programmes in Tunis, Sidi Bouzid, 
Gafsa and other Tunisian cities. 
The festival’s slogan was: I dance, 
therefore I exist.

With daily dance performances 

and workshops, Tunisian youth 
had an outlet for their art as well 
as opportunities to improve their 
talents and experiment with new 
styles. The festivals created a plat-
form for dancers of different disci-
plines to exchange skills.

Tunisian choreographer and con-
temporary dancer Rochdi Belgasmi 
said dance in Tunisia has seen sig-
nificant progress since the revolu-
tion as artistic creations enjoyed 
more freedom.

“The general state of dance is 
quite positive, especially that there 
has been some progress after the 
revolution. As a dancer who was 

active before the revolution, we 
suffered from restrictions on our 
freedom,” he said. “Today, there is 
help from the ministry to choreog-
raphers and artists and many ven-
ues have been created for dance 
shows.”

Belgasmi, however, expressed 
concern regarding the lack of train-
ing and workshops. He called on 
professional dancers to invest in 
training programmes for young 
dancers.

“There is a problem with train-
ing. We lack trainers for jazz, new 
style and other styles of dance. I 
personally perform in Tunisia but I 
feel that there is more demand on 
my work from international audi-
ence,” Belgasmi explained.

Ben Yahmed added that festivals 
should provide space for work-
shops and training, which are im-
perative for the improvement of 
young dancers.

“There is a great attendance of 
young people at the workshops, 
especially because young people 
are thirsty for this kind of activi-
ties. They don’t find another space 
where they can perfect their tal-
ents,” he said.

“We were amazed that young 
dancers came from different re-
gions from Sfax, Sousse and Biz-
erte to attend the workshops. We 

brought trainers of a great level, 
which motivated young people to 
learn from international dancers 
who came to the country for this 
purpose.”

Because of a lack of dance ven-
ues, Kais Harbaoui, one the partici-
pants in Dancing in Tunis said he 
learnt dancing on the streets of Tu-
nis. He commended the workshops 
for making highly skilled trainers 
available and encouraging young 
dancers.

“The same applies for workshops 
that started attracting many young 
talents for free style and technique 
of improvisation,” Harbaoui said.

With shows exploring different 
styles, Belgasmi called for the in-
clusion of Tunisian dance in festi-
vals as it symbolises Tunisian iden-
tity and heritage.

“I believe in celebrating tradi-
tional dance,” he said. “While I 
appreciate that Tunisian dancers 
work on a rather universal styles of 
dance, I would like to also highlight 
the importance of our folklore by 
revisiting the patrimony, the local 
dance and bring that form of dance 
to contemporary styles to create a 
Tunisian contemporary dance that 
speaks to all Tunisians.

“Today, my audience is a mixture 
of all categories and I believe in tar-
geting the largest audience possi-
ble by spreading the contemporary 
language of dance to reach every 
Tunisian who would not necessar-
ily appreciate contemporary styles 
but would definitely relate to Tuni-
sian dance traditions.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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A show by Hafedh Zellit at Tunis, Capital of Dance.

The Tunisian capital 
hosted two festivals, 
Tunis, Capital 
of Dance and 
Dancing in Tunis, 
during the last 
week of April.

Scenes from 68* Years, an insight into everyday 
Palestinian life under occupation
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

I 

rish-Palestinian playwright 
Hannah Khalil resorted to dark 
humour to paint the life of Pal-
estinians under Israeli occupa-
tion since the establishment of 

Israel in 1948. Using a non-linear 
narrative with six actors, Scenes 
from 68* Years gives a glimpse into 
the everyday Palestinian struggle 
that most people can relate to.

“The problem is people always 
think about Palestine in a seri-
ous way. The situation is serious 
but it is also about humans living 
there and how they should laugh 
at difficult situations. This is what 
I learned from family and friends 
from both my Irish and Palestinian 
side,” Khalil said.

“Humour is human. I want to 
write about humans who are truth-
ful and if it appears as humour, 
then no problem.”

Actor Peter Polycarpou stressed 
the “humanity” of the characters. 
“These are people you instantly 
recognise as being universal,” he 
said. “Humour transcends borders, 
boundaries and certain restrictions 
like nationality. Everyone finds hu-
mour in lots of varying degrees of 
suffering.”

Away from clichés of stone-
throwing youths and explosive 
belts, producer Alia al-Zougbi said 
the play aims to paint a vivid pic-
ture of the Palestinians’ everyday 
life with nothing censored or cut 
out. “It shows the real journey of 

Palestinians. Life is not just sad or 
happy or funny or tragic. It is all of 
it together,” she said.

Zougbi explained that Sandpit 
Arts produced the play because 
“they are keen on showing the real 
image of the Arab world in all its 
messiness”.

“The problem in the news is that 
it is very one dimensional, flat and 
agenda driven,” she said. “Here we 
have the human stories with all 
their colour and messiness.”

Khalil observed that there is a 
kind of “renaissance” of Arab work 
in the West but finding Arab talent 
for the theatre proved to be a chal-
lenge.

“There are a number of plays 
about the Arab world in London at 
the moment, so there are more op-
portunities for Arab actors,” Khalil 
said. “But Arab actors (and pro-
ducers) do not need to be scared 
to share their stories in theatre. 
Audiences want to see it. There is 
always a fear that maybe their plays 
will not sell tickets or would appear 
too political.”

Arab actress Taghrid Choucair 
Vizoso bemoaned the stereotyping 
of Arab actors and the limitation of 
roles attributed to their looks.

“The description of what (role) 
they expect from you is appalling,” 
she said. “It is (either) terrorists or 
the terrorist’s sister.”

Khalil agreed: “People some-
times question what an Arab actor 
is. I used to be an actress and when 
I auditioned as an Arab, they would 
say I am too white.”

Although Scenes from 68* Years 
is about the Palestinian territories, 
it does not only relate to Palestin-
ians.

“I know people who come to this 
show to understand what is hap-
pening in the Arab world. Even 
though I have not experienced 
exactly the same problems as the 
characters, I do relate to them be-
cause they have the frustration of 
barriers in life,” said British actor 
Yasen Atour.

“I can also relate to the charac-
ters as I am from a Cypriot back-
ground,” Polycarpou said. “These 
characters could be my family as 
my ancestors’ land was occupied 
by another country. I share a lot 
of cultural identity with the Arab 
world.”

Khalil constructed the play over 
six years, linking scenes themati-
cally to create a big picture through 
many different stories. “I would 
love it if people found out some-
thing new and want to research 
more about the issue but my main 
aim is for people to be engaged in 
the play,” she said.

For Vizoso, the play offers an in-
formative narrative into the life of 
Palestinians under occupation. She 

said: “There are the huge problems 
people think about and there are 
the tiny annoyances of everyday 
life. That is what is so special about 
the play. It is the small moments 
that accumulate into something 
big.”

“The play shows how people 
adapt to anything in life. No mat-
ter what circumstances we are in, 
we learn to live with it somehow. 
People stick together as a family no 
matter what happens outside,” ob-

served Turkish actress Pinar Ogun.
An unusual feature of the play, 

staged at London’s Arcola Thea-
tre in April, is the part played by 
a Palestinian actress, connecting 
through Skype.

“If we had applied for her to get a 
visa to come here to perform, they 
probably would have rejected her 
so we used digital platforms as a 
way of resistance,” Zougbi said.

“The audience watching proba-
bly think the play is artifice. To see 
someone who actually lives that 
life is a wake-up call that it is not 
just a play but it is actually happen-
ing in real life,” said Khalil.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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A scene from the play Scenes from 68* Years featuring Mateo Oxley and Taghrid Choucair.

“The situation is 
serious but it is also 
about humans living 
there and how they 
should laugh at 
difficult situations.”

Irish-Palestinian playwright 
Hannah Khalil

Although Scenes from 
68* Years is about the 
Palestinian territories, 
it does not only relate 
to Palestinians.


