
 

22 December 24, 2017

Culture

Tunis

T 

unisia celebrated the art 
of theatre with plays from 
Arab and African coun-
tries at the 19th Carthage 
Theatre Festival in De-

cember.
Founded in 1983, the Carthage 

Theatre Festival showcases Arab 
and African theatre and provides a 
forum of exchange and a meeting 
point for artists. With 100 produc-
tions, the 2017 edition dedicated 
sections to theatrical companies in 
Tunisia, Syria, Jordan, Mali, Iraq, 
Congo and other countries.

“This edition marks the return of 
the official competition with plays 
from 11 countries and it will cele-
brate the heritage of Tunisian thea-
tre with ten different experiences 
in parallel sections. What is new in 
this edition is the selection of the 
amateur theatre shows, which pro-
vide an opportunity for amateur 
artists to acquire expertise,” festi-
val Director Hatem Derbal said at a 
news conference.

“We will honour many other 
figures of theatre. The idea is to 
dedicate a section of the festival to 
commemorate the memory of the 
theatre figures who contributed to 
the evolution of the theatre world 
and who will continue to influence 
modern theatre.”

The 2017 edition marked the 
comeback of Arabic theatre, nota-
bly Syrian theatre, which stole the 
show with Jamal Choukair’s play 
“Statico,” winning awards for best 
script, best female performance and 
best male performance.

“This is the first time I’ve partici-
pated in the festival and this is my 
first experience directing a play,” 
Choukair said. “It was important 
for us to be selected for the compe-
tition and it was a great honour to 
receive three awards. Being part of 
this edition has been an amazing 
experience.”

“Statico” explores political unrest 
in the region and brings up existen-
tial questions, which seem to lead 

the protagonist to consider suicide. 
Despite the sombre premise of the 
play, Choukair said it gives an opti-
mistic message.

“The purpose of the play is to 
send a message of hope. Despite 
death and other hardships, there 
are many reasons to live and it is al-
ways good to have hope in life, not 
to give up to despairing. There will 
always be a bright side to reach out 
to and strive for. It is always pos-
sible to restore what has been de-
stroyed,” Choukair said.

Lebanese actress, director and 
activist Hanane Hajj Ali’s play also 
explores the dark reality of the re-
gion. Her humorous one-woman 
show “Jogging” tells the story of a 
woman who ponders her life as an 
artist, mother and citizen of a war-
torn country during her morning 
jogging trips. Hajj Ali is no stranger 
to the festival, having participated 
in the first edition as a part of “Al-
Hakawati,” (“The Storyteller”).

“Ever since the first time we par-
ticipated, there have been amaz-
ing and fascinating shows,” Hajj Ali 
said. “Today, we can see that there 
is also a lot of reflection put also 
on the role of critic as well and not 
just the artist since they dedicated 
a whole conference for the role of 
theatre critics. I hope that this edi-
tion brings more effort and addi-
tion.”

She praised the festival for re-
maining faithful to its principles of 
artistic freedom as it continued to 
welcome shows from all countries 
without censoring the themes.

“One of the most important char-
acteristics of the festival is that the 

government has no control over the 
theatrical companies. In the past 
editions, there was no interference 
from the state in the selection of the 
plays as the latter were selected ac-
cording to the standards of commit-
tees, which is not always evident in 
the Arab world,” Hajj Ali said.

Both Hajj Ali and Choukair de-
fended the festival’s important role 
in promoting Arab and African thea-
tre, which has limited international 
exposure.

Hajj Ali reflected on the issues 
and the themes that have seemed 
to preoccupy playwrights in recent 
years and raised the question of the 
socially engaged art.

“Looking at the state of Arab thea-
tre in the past years, one can clearly 
see the striking difference in qual-
ity,” she said. “I think this is one of 
the most pertinent questions. This 
is one of the concerns of critics. For 
art to be effective, does it require to 
be at the service of the people and 
their concerns? Does it require the 
message to be more important than 
its artistic value or should the artist 
pay more importance to the artis-
tic and aesthetic value even if that 
means to distance the work from 
the current issues?”

She added: “I think there is a bal-
ance to strike but this will continue 
to be an issue as neither is the right 
alternative. If we feel the urge to 
tackle the issues and concerns, then 
one also should maintain the aes-
thetic level. The nature of the issue 
itself does not matter as much as 
the way to deal with it.”

Choukair emphasised the fes-
tival’s importance in providing a 
space for hope and artistic creation, 
while serving as a counternarrative 
to extremist ideology and terrorism.

“The Carthage festival will re-
main a sponsor to all the artists of 
the Arab and African world. This 
festival plays a role in fighting ter-
rorism, building the civilisation and 
promoting cultural exchange and, 
most importantly, knowing the oth-
ers,” Choukair said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Amazing experience. 
Actor Samer Omrane (L) 
receives the Best Male 
Performance Tanit for his role 
in Jamal Choukair’s “Statico.”    
                 (Carthage Theatre Festival)

Carthage Theatre Festival brings 
together African and Arab artists

With 100 
productions, the 
2017 edition 
dedicated sections to 
theatrical companies 
in Tunisia, Syria, 
Jordan, Mali, Iraq, 
Congo and other 
countries.

Cairo

F 

or millions of commuters 
in Cairo, the underground 
metro is the most practi-
cal and fastest means of 
transportation and its yel-

low magnetic tickets end up in the 
garbage once used. However, Tarek 
Ahmed, a 21-year-old architecture 
student, said he was inspired by 
the tiny ticket to create works of 
art.

Not many people note the brown 
magnetic line separating the two 
parts of the yellow ticket familiar 
to Egyptians. Ahmed did and last 
February he created a drawing de-
picting a man on one side of the 
magnetic line and a woman on the 
other side walking in opposition 
directions.

“The drawing represents the 
separation that exists between 
genders and shows that sometimes 
our roads don’t intersect,” Ahmed 
said.

“The separating line on the met-
ro ticket was a real challenge for 
me to paint a whole drawing on the 
ticket but I used the line sometimes 
to show contrasts between two ele-
ments such as day and night and 
life and death.”

Ahmed posted a scan of his first 
drawing on Facebook and wrote: 
“Just a usual ticket but I added to it 
some ink and colours. Take a tour 
so you may fall in love with it like I 
did. I wish everybody could see it.”

The posting attracted about 
3,800 likes and more than 770 
shares in addition to access to Fa-
cebook pages that presented his 
artwork.

Ahmed later wrote a comment 
on his first drawing, saying: “I wish 
our ways would be the same and 
one pavement would gather us.”

“The number of likes and shares 
motivated me to go on with the 
idea of drawing on the metro tick-
ets,” he said.

It takes a true artist to see beauty 
and adventure in a small yellow 
piece of paper but Ahmed, who 
collects used metro tickets, said he 
wanted to show his artistic talent 
in an original way.

“At first, I had no idea what I was 
going to do with the tickets. Then 
I challenged myself by drawing on 
one ticket every day for a whole 
month. This is how the idea of 
having sketches on metro tickets 
popped up,” he said.

Afterward, Ahmed drew famous 
buildings from around the world 
on the tickets. Tickets fitting next 
to each other like a puzzle depict-
ed the Eiffel Tower in Paris, Disn-
eyland in California or landmark 
buildings in Dubai.

“I first did a drawing of the Col-

osseum in Rome, which was met 
by a huge amount of likes on Face-
book,” Ahmed said, noting that the 
idea of depicting tourist sites on 
travel tickets, though just a metro 
pass, was extremely appealing.

Ahmed said drawing places on 
metro tickets gave him the feeling 
that it’s easy to travel and get to the 
illustrated sites.

“As a future architect, I also try 
to incorporate buildings and high-
light their architecture in my draw-
ings. However, finding the idea for 
the drawing is much more difficult 
than the actual drawing,” he said. 
“It may take days for an idea to 
materialise in my mind, while the 
process of drawing may take a few 
hours or even less.”

Ahmed has not been met 
with support from the govern-
ment. When asked about printing 
Ahmed’s drawings on Metro tick-
ets, Ahmed Abdel-Hady, spokes-
man of the Cairo Metro Company, 
said it would be better to sell ad 
space on the tickets to generate 
money instead.

“A person is drawing on metro 
tickets, so what?” he asked.

Ahmed’s ability to draw was ob-
vious at an early age. “My parents 
noticed my talent and knack for 
drawing and started getting me 
sketches and colours to use. My ut-
most interest started when I joined 
the architecture department at the 
faculty of engineering. In fact, I 
joined the architecture department 
especially because it would allow 
me to draw,” he said.

The biggest challenge facing 
Ahmed is funding. “The prices of 
the materials I need are constantly 
increasing but I have been manag-
ing with the support of my family,” 
he said.

Ahmed has created about 40 
drawings on metro tickets, illus-
trating separated couples, children 
and Egyptian tourist sites such as 
the pyramids and Sphinx of Giza 
and other famous edifices. He said 
he intends to continue drawing but 
within the spectrum of his work as 
an architect.

His drawings can be seen on his 
Facebook page: https://www.face-
book.com/tarek.Ahmed.sh, or his 
Instagram account: https://www.
instagram.com/__tarekahmed

Marwa al-A’sar

Original talent. A drawing by Tarek Ahmed on a metro ticket.                                                          
                                                                                                             (Tarek Ahmed)

Young Egyptian 
artist draws life, sites 
on metro tickets

Ahmed has 
created about 40 
drawings on 
metro tickets, 
illustrating 
separated 
couples, children 
and Egyptian 
tourist sites.
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