
22 August 20, 2017

Culture

London

A 

colourful children’s book 
lies open on the table. 
A drawing of a brown-
skinned and dark-haired 
character looks up from 

the page. He is talking to a smiling 
anthropomorphic fruit. “Come on 
Ali,” says Mango, “let’s start dream-
ing and colouring.”

For many young readers, particu-
larly children of Arab and Muslim 
backgrounds, it is rare to find char-
acters that look and sound like they 
do in children’s fiction. However, 
an online publishing company es-
tablished by Lebanese entrepre-
neur Ingrid Salloum is allowing 
parents to work with their children 
to produce personalised books that 
star their own family members.

“After a career in the corporate 
world and global education, I had 
two kids. I really wanted to give my 
children a good education to shape 
their characters and build the skills 
that are needed in today’s world. 
So I decided to become a ‘momtre-
preneur’ and spend quality and fun 
time with my children in a way that 

boosts their imagination, education 
and self-confidence,” Salloum said.

Her online publishing company, 
ImagineMe, uses augmented reality 
to help parents and children tailor 
the narrative and place themselves 
in the heart of a book. ImagineMe 
presents a user-friendly online plat-
form to allow parents to work with 
their children on writing a story, 
coming up with illustrations and 
adding various other touches to 
produce a personalised children’s 
book.

“My kids love helping me cre-
ate new stories and as ImagineMe 
grows, your kids, too, can become 
involved in helping our small team 
of big thinkers create wonderful 
new adventures for all our children 
to share,” Salloum said.

“My kids and I are so excited 
about the magical journeys that 
we go on and I hope we can inspire 
children all across the world to join 
us in the wonderful world of story-
telling.”

Established in November 2015, 
ImagineMe is seeking to go global 
after Salloum was chosen as one of 
the first seven Lebanese entrepre-
neurs from a pool of 176 applicants 
by the Nucleus programme.

The Nucleus is a venture building 
programme run by the UK Lebanon 
Tech Hub that aims to help start-up 
companies. The UK Lebanon Tech 
Hub is a joint initiative of Lebanon’s 
Central Bank and the British gov-
ernment.

A report by the UK Lebanon Tech 
Hub published in 2016 outlined 
Lebanon’s ambitions to become a 
major tech gateway to the Middle 
East and put forward a blueprint to 
create 25,000 tech jobs in the small 
Mediterranean country over the 
next few years.

“Lebanon’s young people are 
among the most educated and re-
sourceful in the world. They fuel 
the great ideas that the Nucleus can 
turn into real products and services 
which will transform our world for 
the better,” said UK Lebanon Tech 
Hub Chairman Nicolas Sehnaoui.

In addition to ImagineMe, several 
other companies started by Leba-
nese entrepreneurs are looking to 

make the jump to the global mar-
ket. Among them are Dox, a predic-
tive maintenance algorithm that 
monitors battery performance in 
real time; Handiss, a platform that 
centralises freelancing in the con-
struction market for independent 
engineers and architects; Jaleesa, a 
tech-driven start-up that connects 
families with a trusted child-care 
provider; and Lexium, an online 

platform that enables access to le-
gal answers and services using arti-
ficial intelligence.

“ImagineMe is global in scope 
but to reach that much wider audi-
ence we need the expertise and in-
put that the whole team behind the 
Nucleus will bring to the party and 
I am looking forward to working on 
the programme and seeing those 
benefits unfold,” Salloum said.

Cairo

V 

eteran theatre profes-
sionals sparked a con-
troversy in Egypt’s 
drama circle by cancel-
ling the Best Playwright 

Award that was to have been pre-
sented during the National Festival 
of Egyptian Theatre in July.

Conservative artists, who have 
controlled Egyptian state theatre 
since the 1960s, argued that there 
has not been an Egyptian play-
wright talented enough to deserve 
the award for decades.

Playwright Mahmoud Gamal, 
who was in the running for the 
prize, said the award’s can-
cellation was an example 
of Egypt’s older genera-
tion of artists belittling 
younger ones.

“This development 
means that the older gener-
ation is simply denying 

our existence,” Gamal said.
Twenty plays were considered for 

top awards at the festival. Two of 
the plays — “Cinema 30″ and “Yome 
An Qatalo El-Ghena’a” (“The Day 
Song was Murdered”) — were writ-
ten by Gamal. The latter play was 
selected for best play, best director, 
best settings, best musical score 
and best lighting awards. Two ac-
tors in the play were nominated for 
the Best Actor Award.

“How could it be possible that the 
author of such play is not consid-
ered worthy of getting the best au-
thor award?” an angry Gamal asked. 
“I am disappointed because the 
claim that none of us are talented 
enough to win the award is unfair.”

Gamal, who is in his 30s, has won 
the Best Playwright Award twice 

in the ten years since the festi-
val started.

Younger Egyptian theatre 
artists have long complained 

about the control 
older genera-
tions exercise 

over the cul-
tural scene. 
Playwrights, 
actors, direc-
tors, musi-

cians and lighting specialists say 
they have little chance of progress-
ing when older artists, who have 
dominated the scene for decades, 
refuse to give them the space they 
deserve.

The theatre industry in Egypt 
has been controlled by a handful of 
playwrights, actors, directors and 
specialists, who receive state sup-
port and keep the new generation of 
artists at bay.

Independent artists such as Ga-
mal undergo a long period of strug-
gle before they are given a chance 
to assert themselves or receive sup-
port from the Ministry of Culture. 
They must fend for themselves to 
shed light on their work and many 
have quit in frustration.

“Members of the jury tend to ig-
nore young playwrights and art-
ists, although the theatre is badly 
in need of new blood,” said theatre 
critic Hend Salama. “Juries always 
contradict themselves by insisting 
to have novel works but then fail 
to support those works or even en-
courage their authors.”

Art specialists said they feared 
the very existence of Egypt’s theatre 
was in jeopardy. While new works 
are not receiving support, works 
by traditional artists lack novelty 
and dwell on overused themes and 
ideas.

Gamal said that he was denied 
the best playwright award because 
“Cinema 30″ was critical of authori-
ties. In the play, Gamal implied that 
governments envy artists because 
of their ability to reach the minds 
and hearts of the public.

Gamal said members of the fes-

tival’s jury relayed to him that they 
would not consider a play critical of 
the authorities.

“They believe that we have a dif-
ferent perspective, which is why 
they are ignoring our work,” Gamal 
said, “but they are trying to intimi-
date us for being different.”

Director Ahmed Abdel Fattah quit 
his work in the theatre and became 
a school teacher after losing hope to 
improve his conditions.

“I really lost faith in a better to-
morrow,” he said. “As a family man, 
I had to secure an income to meet 
the needs of my children.”

Abdel Fattah said he recalled 

spending a tremendous amount 
of time and effort over weeks and 
months to prepare new shows, only 
to be denied the right to perform in 
state theatres. He was given the op-
tion of staging the show in private 
theatres but that required funding 
he could not afford.

“Artists who are allowed to per-
form at state theatres have con-
nections, they are not the most tal-
ented,” Abdel Fattah said. “Doors 
were shut to people like us, simply 
because we did not have the right 
connections.”

Abdel Fattah said he directed his 
first play at the age of 14. Now at 
30, he is out of the theatre directing 
business.

“I have already lost enthusiasm. 
The only platform I have for now is 
a Facebook page where I post short 
scenes just to stay active. Naturally, 
it doesn’t satisfy my ambition as an 
artist,” he said.

Amr Hussien is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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Looking for support. A scene from “Yome An Qatalo El-Ghena’a” 
at the National Festival of Theatre in Egypt.        (Provided by Amr Hussein)

Different perspective. A scene from “Yome An Qatalo El-Ghena’a” 
at the National Festival of Theatre in Egypt.        (Provided by Amr Hussien)


