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Carthage Theatre Days delivers Arab,
African performances in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he 18th Carthage Theatre
Days entertained theatre enthusiasts in various towns in Tunisia to
a well-selected variety of
Tunisian, Arab and African plays.
Running over nine days in November, Carthage Theatre Days
promoted cultural diversity and
spread its message with pre-opening performances in Kasserine, Kairouan and elsewhere, including at
universities.
“This year, the festival was
brought to the inner regions in the
spirit of involving all Tunisians in
the festivities of theatre. It is not
restricted to the capital only,” said
festival Director Lassaad Jamoussi.
“We had shows and performances in cooperation with the Ministry
of Justice in prisons and also in
cooperation with the Ministry of
Education in universities. These
institutions helped us reach the audience that needs art but does not
have access to it easily. This audience includes youth and children
who need to have a moment to enjoy art and theatre.”
This year, 62 plays, including 18
Tunisian ones, 17 Arab plays, ten
African and 17 from other countries, were performed at the festival.
“One of the main messages of the
festival is to emphasise the African
aspect of the festival by having a
number of African plays, which
doubled since last year. We then reduced the Tunisian and the Arabic
plays to give the African plays the
space they need,” Jamoussi said.
“This is a festival that belongs
to African theatre as it was meant
since the beginning to give the
stage to the plays that are not
showcased elsewhere. African
theatre and artists are at the heart
of the festival as we are deeply indebted to African culture.”
As this year marks 400 years
since the death of William Shakespeare, the festival featured a twoday conference titled Shakespeare
without Borders, which was attended by professors and experts on
Shakespeare from across the world

Tunisian artist Hafedh Zallit (2nd R) receives the Human Zoo Action Award from Tunisian Minister of Culture Mohamed Zine
el-Abidine (2nd L). Around them is Tunisian theatre director Chokri Ben Chikha (L) and Carthage Theatre Days Director Lassaad
Jamoussi (R).													
(Tunisian Ministry of Culture)
The festival treated its audiences
to six performances inspired by the
classics of Shakespeare and hosted
an exchange programme for student theatrical companies from
Tunisia, Germany, Egypt and Belgium.
“This year, we celebrated the
iconic values of Shakespearean
theatre as we selected six plays that
are based on Shakespearean classics. Some were adapted from the
same play, which gave the spectator the chance to explore the different theatrical vision of the same
text,” Jamoussi said.
“The point is to have the audience enjoy and celebrate the art of
theatre. The main street is lively
and celebrations are everywhere.
There is a continuous effort to
bring about this importance of the

festival as a platform to launch Arabic, Tunisian and African plays.”
The festival also committed to
functioning as a platform of exchange between distributors, sponsors and artists.

The festival featured
a two-day conference
titled Shakespeare
without Borders.
“We included 70 producers and
distributors that can work on distributing [works] as well. Also,
networking sessions were held between these distributors and producers to create a network to promote their works,” Jamoussi said.
The festival paid homage to several actors and directors. Mohamed

Adar, a renowned Algerian director
and actor, reflected on the importance of the festival in encouraging
the performing arts on a regional
level.
“It is important to have this as a
forum where theatre is celebrated
and theatre experts have the room
to exchange their knowledge. In
this festival, when you see all the
international theatrical companies,
you will be impressed by the diversity that is rarely brought together
in one place. The whole world is
here and it is an amazing opportunity to have these people and exchange,” Adar stated.
“The theatre of the Maghreb
does not have the quantity of other
theatre but we have the quality. After all, theatre has recently gained
ground. It is still being built and yet

we have managed to establish our
own tradition and create a genre of
theatre specific to us as a region.”
The festival also enabled those
connected with its performances
to showcase their work to an international audience, Adar said.
“International recognition begins from here, from Tunis, from
festivals like these where people
from all over the world participate,” he said.
Although the festival bestows no
awards on participants, Tunisian
artist Hafedh Zallit received a prize
from Tunisian-Belgian art nongovernmental organisation Human
Zoo Action at the end of the event.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Moving beyond black-and-white Trumpisms
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This is not
the first time
that we have
been moved
to make a
monster
of those
different
from
ourselves.

O

ne of the most
unsettling sentiments to emerge
from Donald
Trump’s US presidential election
victory is the idea that he is
simply saying what others think.
That his gross, fear-mongering
prejudices are truths the rest of
us have merely been too scared
to utter. Too put upon to say.
Constrained by the liberal-elite
establishment he promises to
overhaul.
But now, we can say stuff. Like
the fact that Muslims are innately
the problem. Or that Jews control
the world. Because they do, don’t
they? And all the terrorists are
Muslims, aren’t they? And it’s OK
to hate people if there are such
valid reasons for it. Isn’t it? Apparently, large swathes of people
have been convinced.
This is not the first time that
we have been moved to make a
monster of those different from
ourselves. As recently as 2014,
I felt this acutely. During the
Israel-Gaza conflict that summer,
there was an unnerving zeitgeist
in Europe with a surge of antiSemitism. In London, I will never
forget the sight of thousands of
people marching next to banners

declaring that “Hitler was Right”
or “Hamas, Jews to Gas”.
In France, things were worse. In
Belgium, a café posted a sign saying: “Dog allowed but no Jews.”
The echoes of 1930s Germany
were clear. But of course in Gaza
there was devastation. And some
of those same Jewish friends who
felt that thud of anti-Semitism responded to news about unspeakable death in Gaza, not with the
sensitivity and compassion they
would normally show, but with
impassioned justifications about
why Israel was still right.
Whether moved by conviction
or defensiveness or whether stewarded by the black-and-white,
us-and-them dynamic that is too
often cultivated by the media,
people on both sides of the conflict seemed to be moving towards
more and more extreme positions.
We seemed to be losing the ability
to in any way empathise with the
other side, to even acknowledge
the narrative of an Other.
That, I believe, is a dangerous
place to be. And that is why I
wanted to write Chains of Sand,
a fictional address of the conflict
that, through stories of family,
love and war, attempts to move
away from the black and white
to explore instead the mass and

mess of grey. Fiction can reach
people in a very different way
than news stories. It steps back
from headlines and statistics, and
it looks at people. The personal
rather than the political. The intimate rather than the distant. The
hope, the fear, the dreams, the
aspirations, the resentment, the
bitterness, the grief, the loss, the
humanity that exist on all sides
and in us all.
When we read, or watch a
movie, or see a theatre production, suddenly, we can be
in a room with our enemies,
seeing the world through
their eyes, walking in their
shoes. Acknowledging that
Other. Who hasn’t read The
Kite Runner and gained an
insight into the plight of
Afghans under the Taliban? Who hasn’t read The
Diary of a Young Girl and
felt for 13-year-old Anne
Frank?
When we consume
fiction, although there
is a contract between
writer and reader that
the politics or history will be mainly
authentic, we suspend our
judgment in a way we refuse to do
at other times. We put down our

The
us-andthem
dynamic is
too often
cultivated
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media.

shield of defences and accusations, and we allow ourselves to
be immersed, to see and hear and
listen. It’s like being in love. For
that brief interlude in our existence, we want to be transported.
We want to see the world through
the eyes of the person we are
with. We want to understand
them. Go on their journey. Instead
of boycotting the artist, we see
the art.
As much as this conflict, and the
countless others the world
faces, is about tangible
issues, it is also about hardened prejudices and a refusal to look beyond ourselves.
But we must not allow our
mindsets to be narrowed
into black-and-white Trumpisms. Who knows if fiction
can play more than a trivial
role in effecting real change,
but what it certainly does is
enable readers to engage more
deeply with both conflicts and
the people who are touched by
them. It fosters that crucial —
missing — empathy. And that can
only be good.
Jemma Wayne Kattan is author
of Chains of Sand, a novel about
love and war between Israelis and
Arabs.

