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Laila — The Musical retells the greatest love
story from the East
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

I

t is the oriental equivalent of
Romeo and Juliet. Laila — The
Musical, a modern musical
by the creators of the awardwinning Britain’s Got Bhangra,
retells the greatest love story from
the East.
Just like Romeo and Juliet, Laila
and her Majnun represent starcrossed lovers. Laila and Qays
belong to different tribes and her
father forbids any contact. Qays
becomes madly obsessed with her.
He is called Majnun, Arabic for
“madman”, in this case madly in
love.
In the play, modern day Laila
runs away from her family because
she is in love with a man but her
father wants her to marry someone
else. She takes shelter from a storm
in an old bookshop in Bradford,
where she comes across a book
with her name on it. She opens the
book, starts to read the story and
embarks on her own journey. The
location moves from Bradford to
ancient Arabia.
“Descending from Ancient Arabia, Laila and Majnun is 800 years
older than Romeo and Juliet,” playwright Pravesh Kumar said. “It
is the same story of star-crossed
lovers from two different families.
Romeo and Juliet could have been
inspired by this story.
“This story is huge in the East,
which includes India, Turkey and
Middle Eastern countries. I wanted
to celebrate an Eastern love story.
The story is relevant today as there
are still many star-crossed lovers
with the same saga.”
In addition to acclaiming true
love, the musical celebrates Eastern
music with a Western twist.
“Our audience is mixed between
Westerners and Asians and is usually young,” Kumar said. “We wanted
to have an old story in a contemporary play to show our Laila of
British Pakistani origin that finds
a book with her name on it and is
consumed by the story.
“The story has been passed down
through music, song and lyrics. We
have taken Sufi music and poems to

(Photo by David Fisher)
Prince Waqt (Shin), Laila (Mona Goodwin), Zeenat (Sheena Patel), Ensemble (Vedi Roy, Yinka Williams, Sami Lamine).
make the heart of the play but we
used a contemporary style on it.”
He stressed the research process
behind the play, including reading,
watching and listening to other adaptations of the tale while learning
about Sufism.
“We spent more than three years
on research. Writing the music of
this scale and the script took a very
long time. We spent long hours
checking the story and what already existed and what is relevant.
We met a lot of people and heard
the old poems being recited and
travelled to India to meet Sufi poets. It is an Eastern love story but
has a Western musical sense to it,”
Kumar added.
Mona Goodwin, who plays Laila,
also spoke about the time-consuming task of researching the story
and appropriating one of the two

lead characters.
“Research is an endless task because of the amount of versions that
is adapted around the world,” she
said. “It is hard to get to the bottom
of the story. There is not a definitive
version of Laila and Majnun.” The
story is believed to have originated
in Arabia in the 5th century.

Just like Romeo and
Juliet, Laila and her
Majnun represent
star-crossed lovers.
Goodwin pointed out that the
musical is different from ancient
versions as it is seen from Laila’s
perspective.
“What is unfortunate about the
older versions is that they show
Laila in a negative light. She is a

temptress that drives men mad,”
she said. “What is wonderful
about (the musical) is that Pravesh
has flipped all this on its head by
showing the story through Laila’s
eyes. It’s about her troubles which
makes this play unique from the
original tale.”
The actress said the music mix
between East and West helped her
get into the role of Laila and portray the character’s emotions.
“It is a tale about love so it was
easy to get into the character of
Laila because I was in love when
I was 18,” Goodwin said. “Most of
my research was through song.
The music is like another character in the tale. The band is on stage
with us which helped me get to the
high emotional points of the character.
“Laila is an emotional character.

She goes through the worst. She is
married off to a man much older
than her and she is physically, emotionally and mentally oppressed
by everyone. It is an emotionally
draining role but the music helps
me deal with that.”
A lot of what Laila wants to say is
relayed through songs.
“I had to broaden my thinking to
a whole different style of music. It
is a fantastic opportunity for me to
play a strong, confident and courageous princess. Laila is a beautiful
princess who fights for what she
believes in,” Goodwin said.
Laila — The Musical is scheduled
for Queens Theatre, Hornchurch
in London, May 17th-21st; Theatre
Royal Windsor, May 24th28th; and the Lowry Theatre,
Manchester, May 31st-June 4th.

The Eggsperiment: A simple painting with a powerful message for Syria
Karen Dabrowska

London

C

reativity in the service
of humanity is best expressed in the auction
of The Eggsperiment, an
acrylic painting that carries a message of hope for the warbattered Syrian people.
Created on cotton canvas, the
painting is made of three colours —
grey, yellow and brown — and four
shapes — two circles, a square and a
triangle — creating a modern, graphic image of a fertilised egg.
Next to the painting displayed
in London’s P21 Gallery is a video
showing an image of the painting
and a short narrative introducing the work by Namibian artist
Genevieve Detering.

Creativity in the
service of humanity is
best expressed in the
auction of The
Eggsperiment.
“I am The Eggsperiment, a painting dedicated to the people of Syria,” the recording says. “I have no
gender, no age, no race, and no religion. Like all of us I became a target
at conception. Like many of you I
had a fair shot at life. Others aren’t
as lucky.”

The video moves to a powerful
black-and-white image of a Syrian
refugee, a pensive girl with a forlorn
look in her eyes.
“Let us see how far I can travel and
how much I can raise for change,
love and hope,” The Eggsperiment
urges the viewer. More refugee children appear on the screen but they
are happy and smiling. The video
ends with an image of the fertilised
egg and the challenging words “I
stand for life. What do you stand
for?”
Detering is a film-maker who
wanted to use her first painting to
raise awareness of the crisis in Syria. The Eggsperiment painting was
up for auction during the exhibition
with the proceeds earmarked for a
charity helping Syrian refugees and
for the P21 Gallery.
The artist’s style, like her message, is simple and bold. Primary
colours, geometric shapes and
clean lines contrast with the unique
oval shape of the canvas to create a
graphic image of a fertilised egg.
“This style was chosen for the
painting not that it might be researched and analysed in order to
be understood, but rather executed
clearly and simply so that its meaning could be understood by anyone.
The painting communicates hope
and a chance of life, but also the fragility of both when under threat,”
exhibition curator Taylor LockhartLang said.
Detering said she first envisioned

The Eggsperiment painting that was auctioned to help Syrian
refugees.
the egg on a canvas in 2012.
“I brought it to life,” she said. “I
wanted it to stand for something,
something meaningful.”
With that thought in mind she
searched beyond the canvas and
took a closer look at her own life
and the world around her. The crisis in Syria had weighed heavily on
her and she was considering how
she might use her creative works to
raise awareness of the issue.
“Feelings of gratitude were what
triggered an urge in me to give back
through my creative works. The Eggsperiment not only marks the birth
of this newfound venture, but also
embodies these feelings of change,
hope, love, life and humanity. Re-

gardless of who we are and where
we come from, we can’t help everyone — but we can help as many as
we can,” Detering emphasised.
On the wall next to The Eggsperiment is a plea: “See me not for who
made me but rather for what I represent — a simple piece of contemporary art dedicated to a great cause.
Dedicated to the people of Syria.”
Detering refers to herself as an
“odd creative conglomerate” or a
“life artist”. She was born and raised
on a farm in Namibia. She decided
to travel to gather new perspectives
on other peoples and cultures, learn
independence and become a citizen
of the world.
Other than sketching cartoons

from an early age she never really
attempted painting but as a filmmaker she had experimented with
new ways of expressing herself and
in 2016 undertook The Eggsperiment
project.
In parallel to the auction, the
plight of Syrian migrants was underlined by Edward Jonkler, a freelance photojournalist who recently
made the “refugee boat” crossing
from Turkey to the Greek island of
Lesbos and travelled from the Syrian border to Europe, disguised as a
refugee.
“The journey to Lesbos was in
a small, light, grey rubber dinghy.
Screaming and shouting breaks
out as people pile on top of each
other in the boat. There is no space
to do anything else. People writhe
around, gasping for air, hands and
heads sticking out of a tangled web
of bodies,” Jonkler wrote in an article for the World Weekly.
The smugglers slapped and kicked
refugees to make them move down
in the boat. “One punches a man in
the back of the head and he slumps
forward into the boat. A child is
thrown into the boat and lands on
top of everyone with a nauseating
thud. I listen and, when he cries, I
feel relieved that he is conscious,”
Jonkler wrote.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.

