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Culture
The Municipal Theatre of Tunis regains former lustre
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

F

rom the façade of the
Municipal Theatre of Tunis, the Olympian deity
Apollo, surrounded by the
muses of drama and poetry, oversees people walking along
Habib Bourguiba Avenue. Located
at the heart of downtown Tunis,
the theatre reopened on April 26 after being closed for renovation for
more than a year.
For years, the Municipal Theatre,
one of Tunis’s few remaining gems
of colonial architecture, provided
visitors with a variety of cultural
programmes.
Created by French architect
Jean-Emile Resplandy, the theatre
follows the 19th-century Art Nouveau style. It was inaugurated on
November 20, 1902, and was called
the Municipal Casino of Tunis.
“Manon,” an opéra comique by Jules Massenet, was presented on the
opening night and attracted a large
audience.
“This architectural masterpiece
has marked the lives of Tunisian
people since the beginning of the
20th century,” said Zoubeir Mouhli,
the president of the Association for
the Safeguarding of the Medina of
Tunis. He noted that the theatre
was the only one to have survived
from the capital’s original three.
“After the recent renovation, the
theatre remained identical to its
original model, which is unique,”
Mouhli said.
The building’s interior is decorated with gold and red colours. In
1909, the theatre was rebuilt to accommodate more than 1,300 spectators. Covering more than 1,500 sq.
metres, the Municipal Theatre has
four levels. The main stage, which
is 12 metres deep and 20.75 metres
long, was designed to ensure better
sight lines for spectators. The ceiling is in the form of a dome and is
marked with multiple ornaments.
The theatre’s recent renovation
was made possible by the Municipality of Tunis, the Association for
the Safeguarding of the Medina
of Tunis and other private institutions.
“We tried to reverse the damages
of time and restore the splendour
of the monument,” said Amel Ben
Meddeb, a Tunisian architect and
member of the Association for the
Safeguarding of the Medina of Tunis.

A remaining gem of colonial architecture. A file picture shows Tunisians posing for a selfie in front of the Municipal Theatre of Tunis.
The façade, which displays ornaments of plants and flowers as
well as a sculpted representation
of Apollo, was created by French
sculptor Jean-Baptiste Belloc.
“Everything, from the basement
to the balcony was renovated,” said
actor and theatre director Zouhair
Raies, who added that walls and
sculptures were repainted in the
original colours.
In addition to sculpted representations of angels, the stage features a replica of the Sidi Mehrez
mosque.
“Many of the details were highlighted during the renovation process. The representations lost their
lustre with time and some of the
colours faded. We wanted to bring
these elements to light and remind
our visitors of this monument’s

beauty,” Raies said.
The theatre has hosted many
international conferences and performances by national theatrical
companies.

The stage of the
Municipal Theatre
of Tunis
functioned as a
launching pad for
many careers.
Soon after its inauguration, the
theatre hosted operas by Wagner, Verdi, Massenet and Charles
Lecoq. French tragedies and comedies, such as Victorien Sardou’s
“Madame Sans-Gêne” were showcased.

After
independence,
wellknown musical acts performed
on the theatre’s stage, including
Youssef Wahbi, Paul Meurisse and
Georges Abiadh.
The stage of the theatre turned
out to be a launching pad for many
famous careers.
“A lot of nostalgia can be felt
when I speak about the Municipal Theatre,” said Raies. “In 1986
when I was a student, I performed
for the first time in the play titled
‘Dangerous Report.’”
In the 1980s, the Municipal
Theatre was at risk of being demolished because of a commercial
centre that opened next door but
the public mobilised in opposition
“People united to save the last
remaining theatre in downtown
Tunis,” Mouhli said. “That was one
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of the few moments when people
joined efforts to conserve a monument.”
Raies described the effort as
“unprecedented” and “heroic.”
“Actors, intellectuals and Tunisians from all walks of life protested against the likely demolition and they didn’t yield until the
theatre was preserved,” Raies said.
The Municipal Theatre of Tunis
is used for cultural events, such as
the Carthage Theatre Days and the
Festival of the Medina during Ramadan. The Tunisian Symphonic Orchestra inaugurated a new cultural
season soon after the theatre’s reopening.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Face à Picasso: Best of legendary artist exhibited in Rabat
Saad Guerraoui

Rabat

M

ore than 100 works
of legendary Spanish
artist Pablo Picasso
are featured in the
Face à Picasso — Facing Picasso — exhibition at the Mohammed VI Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art in Rabat (MMVI).
The programme was to begin
April 19 but the success of the Afrique en Capitale exhibition led to
a delay in the opening until May 15
when it was inaugurated by Princess Lalla Salma. Face à Picasso will
run through July 31.
Mehdi Qotbi, president of the National Museums Foundation said
the Picasso exhibition was off to a
great start.
“As we speak, more than 400 visitors came this morning with three
to four schools per day asking to
visit the museum in the near future. Imagine how it will be like on
the weekend,” said Qotbi.
The 115 pieces on display depict
some of Picasso’s best, from his
teen years until his last self-portraits.

Off to a great start. Women look at a painting by Spanish artist
Pablo Picasso ahead of an exhibition in the Museum of Modern
and Contemporary Art in Rabat, on April 12.
(AFP)
Picasso is one of the most iconic
artists of all time and known for
co-founding the Cubist movement.
Painter, printmaker, ceramicist,
sculptor, stage designer, poet and
playwright, Picasso created more
than 60,000 works of art before
he died in 1973 at the age of 91 in
France, where he spent most of his
adult life.

Laurent Le Bon, president of the
Picasso Museum in Paris, said the
best of Picasso was being exhibited
in Rabat.
“I think if you want to discover
the diversity, the genius of Picasso,
you must come to Mohammed VI
Museum,” Le Bon said.
The exhibition opens with a
painting that Picasso finished at the

age of 14 (“The Barefoot Girl” 1895)
and finishes with one of his last artworks (“The Young Painter,” 1972).
Others exhibited works from the
collections of the Picasso-Paris Museum include “The Kitchen” (1948),
“Les Demoiselles d’Avignon” (190607), “Woman with Clasped Hands”
(1907), “Seated Nude” (1909),
“Reading” (1932), “Pregnant Woman” (1959), sculptures, photographs
and ceramics.
“There is a real chronological
representation of Picasso’s artistic
career throughout all his life,” Qotbi
said.
The $20 million Mohammed VI
Museum opened in October 2014 as
part of King Mohammed VI’s desire
to promote culture as a catalyst for
human, social and economic development as well as his determination to provide Morocco with topnotch cultural facilities that foster
creativity.
Last year, the museum hosted a
retrospective of Swiss artist Alberto
Giacometti’s sculptures, paintings
and drawings. Giacometti is considered one of the most talented artists of the 20th century.
Qotbi pointed to the king’s support in making the best of art available in Morocco.

“The country’s development is
measured by its cultures and exhibitions in its museums. When we
see today Morocco is capable of exhibiting Picasso and Giacometti, I
will let you conclude,” he said.

There is a real
chronological
representation of
Picasso’s artistic
career.

”

Mehdi Qotbi,
president of the National
Museums Foundation
Jack Lang, president of the Arab
World Institute in Paris, who attended the May 15 opening, said
the Mohammed VI Museum has become a shining institution thanks
to exhibitions that “have been remarkable.”
Qotbi said the museum would
display a collection of contemporary art from the Pompidou Centre
in Paris next year.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

