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Culture

Cairo

I 

t is about bringing back to life 
the art of monologue, Ayman 
Helmy explained about the 
purpose of Bahgaga, an all-
women vocalists band he 

founded.
The monologues and folkloric 

songs of the group, which features 
seven male musicians accompa-
nying five female vocalists, are 
inspired by everyday life and con-
ditions in Egypt presented sarcasti-
cally.

“The idea of monologues for us 
is basically a way to represent the 
people of today, their hopes and 
frustrations and not the aspirations 
of those who lived over half a cen-
tury ago,” Helmy said.

“Monologue is a difficult combi-
nation of many talents. A monolo-
gist needs to know how to sing and 
act at the same time.”

The female singers in the band 
had all been theatre actresses.

Although about 80% of the 
monologues and songs Bahgaga 
performs are contemporary, its 
performances bring memories of 
late celebrated Egyptian actors 
and monologists Ismail Yassin and 
Mahmoud Shokoko. Both were 
known for performing monologues 
during the early decades of the 20th 
century, whether in theatres or in 
films, criticising the Egyptian real-
ity in a funny manner.

Helmy, a songwriter, music com-
poser and oud player, founded Bah-
gaga in 2015 after a successful show 
that was meant to be a one-time 
performance. He used Facebook to 
announce an audition for women 
“who are funny and can mainly act 

not just sing. My aim then was to 
try to develop that art.”

Dozens of performers attended 
the audition and five were selected 
by a committee of artists Helmy 
had gathered.

The group made its debut in Sep-
tember 2015 after rehearsing for 
three months.

“At first, I wasn’t sure the concert 
will lead to a band,” Helmy said, 
“but following the positive feed-
back of the audience, I thought why 
not set up a group that performs 
folkloric songs and monologues, 
especially that the tough circum-
stances and living conditions in 
Egypt offered a lot to say.

“I mainly intended to present 
black comedy and express social 
and political criticism. We wanted 
to express ourselves, our hopes and 
dreams and derive joy of what we 
performed.”

That’s how the name of Bahgaga, 
an Egyptian colloquial variation of 
the word “joy,” emerged as a possi-
ble name.

“It took us some time to come up 
with the band name. We kept dis-
cussing it and we decided, almost 
unanimously, on the choice,” band 
member Raghda Galal said.

In many of Bahgaga’s shows, 
short plays are performed as part of 
the songs.

“Acting and singing overlap in 
most performances… and the audi-
ence enthusiastically interacts with 
us,” Galal said.

The woman performers are ac-
companied by the male musicians 
playing bass guitar, accordion, key-
board, oud and percussion instru-
ments.

“I like the idea of the dominance 
of the feminine part. We are five 
women singers leading a band that 
contains seven male musicians,” 

said Samar Galal, another Bahgaga 
singer.

Helmy said he chose only female 
performers to give the group a spe-
cial twist. “Usually, monologues 
are monopolised by men, a concept 
I thought I wanted to change.”

Visual imagery is also vital in 
Bahgaga’s works. “Bahgaga is bet-
ter watched than heard as usually, 
the performers present the songs 
with special movements and cos-
tumes,” Helmy said.

“The experience of reviving 
monologue in a contemporary way 
through a combination of theatrical 
performance and singing is quite in-
novative,” said theatre critic Yasser 
Allam. “It is a distinguished way of 

presenting the art of monologue.”
As with most independent art 

groups in Egypt, funding is one 
of the biggest challenges Bahgaga 
faces.

“I fund the group myself as much 
as I can. The revenues from tickets 
sales cover about 50% of the cost,” 
Helmy said. “I may resort to… 
crowdfunding through launching 

an online campaign, a means that 
proved to be successful with other 
bands.”

Helmy writes most of the mono-
logues and composes the music. 
Five other people also write lyrics 
for the band.

Bahgaga’s latest work, a video 
clip titled “2063” tackles, in a co-
medic way, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi’s promises that 
Egypt will achieve sustainable and 
economic development by 2063. 
The songs are coupled with funny 
acting and costumes. The video is 
available on YouTube.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Tunis

T 

unisian Berbers wel-
comed Yennayer, the 
Amazigh new year, with 
celebrations of their cul-
tural heritage, which is 

deeply rooted in the country. From 
the caves of Matmata to the deli-
cious couscous to the colourful 
carpets found in southern Tunisia, 
Amazigh culture has made signifi-
cant contributions to Tunisia’s own 
and the country’s history.

Despite the celebrations, howev-
er, Tunisia’s Berber community ex-
pressed concern over the absence of 
official recognition of their identity 
and culture, saying the government 
has not done enough to preserve 
their heritage.

“Other North African countries 
have official celebrations of the 
Amazigh new year,” said Esseket 
Mohsen, a member of the Tamaguit 
Association for Amazigh Rights, 
Freedoms and Culture in Tunisia. 
“We had some celebrations in the 
Berber village of Tamezret in the 
south that were organised by local 
groups but nothing official.”

“This occasion could have been 
a cultural celebration that marks 
Tunisia from the rest of the world,” 
he added. “The Amazigh calendar 
is an agricultural one that makes it 
different from others. It should be 
celebrated as a cultural characteris-
tic of Tunisia.”

Yennayer, which refers to the 
first day and the first month of the 
Amazigh new year, was marked on 
January 14 this year.

Berbers, who are indigenous to 
North Africa, are mainly found 
in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and 

Libya. Algeria and Morocco have 
official celebrations for Yennayer. 
Tunisian Berbers organised mod-
est gatherings in Berber villages and 
Tunis.

“It is often said that Tunisia is a 
civilisation of 3,000 years to stress 

that our country has a long, rich his-
tory but the question here is: What 
about the history of the country 
before? What about the inhabitants 
of the land before the Phoenicians 
came?” Mohsen asked.

“Unfortunately, any informa-
tion linking the history of Tunisia 
to Amazigh culture has been oblit-
erated from the history books that 
we read. In schools, history in the 
textbooks only starts at 814BC,” he 
added.

Berbers used to make up a large 
part of Tunisia’s population but 
their culture is rarely recognised 
in the country and their presence 
is shrinking. This, despite many  

Tunisians having Amazigh origins 
and much of traditional Tunisian 
dress and cuisine being traced to 
the Amazigh.

“It is true that the language is 
not widely used and that Amazigh 
speakers are a minority but we all 
have Amazigh origins,” Mohsen ex-
plained.

The Amazigh language has be-
come less common in Tunisia, 
prompting concerns that it could 
die out.

“The first cause of Amazigh Tuni-
sians is to improve the situation of 
the Amazigh language as the num-
ber of speakers is becoming alarm-
ingly small,” Mohsen said. “That 
is because it is not being taught in 
schools, used in media or consid-
ered as one of the languages of the 
country.”

He added: “This is unfortunate 
since the Tunisian dialect uses 
many Berber words. Many Tuni-
sians do not even know that the 
words they use are Berber. It is only 
taught within families that still 
speak the language today. The pri-
ority now is to teach the language 
and the culture.”

The Tamaguit association and 
other Amazigh cultural clubs and 
organisations have collaborated on 
language sessions for people inter-
ested in learning Amazigh.

“We are trying to encourage 
people to learn the Amazigh lan-
guage but we need help,” Mohsen 
said. “We are trying with the mod-
est funds we have. We are also or-
ganising roundtables to promote 
Amazigh culture and language. 
Hopefully, this situation improves. 
We need to preserve the language 
and its transcript system.”

In addition to protecting the lin-
guistic heritage of the Amazigh, 
there are attempts to preserve the 

people’s cultural and material herit-
age. In Tamezret, Monji Bouras, the 
curator of Dar Tamezret, has sal-
vaged Berber outfits and jewellery 
and displayed them in a traditional 
house-turned-museum.

“I wanted to dedicate a place to 
preserving and promoting both the 
cultural and material heritage of 
the Amazigh culture,” Bouras said. 
“Tamezret, which is the hometown 
of my parents, is a beautiful Berber 
village that has so much richness 
and beauty that must be put on dis-
play. We must be proud of our cul-
tural origins and we need to protect 
them from disappearing.”

He added: “It is not only about 
protecting and saving the physical 
heritage but also the traditions that 
help us understand the culture of 
our ancestors. The Berbers had dif-
ferent customs for marriage, daily 
life that is also explained in scenes 
from their lives in the museum. The 
symbols of tattoos are also part of 
this culture.”

More and more, civil society 
organisations dedicated to the 
Amazigh cause have sought to shed 
light on how urgently Amazigh cul-
ture is under threat.

“We organised protests in front 
of the assembly to call for the in-
clusion of the Amazigh culture in 
the constitution but (received) no 
response,” said Mohsen. “Today, we 
are investing more power and time 
in civil society as a tool to promote 
the language and culture.”

“We need to acknowledge our ori-
gins to be able to evolve,” he added. 
“(Tunisian culture) is a mixture and 
we need to be proud of that to pro-
gress as a nation.”

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

Marwa al-A’sar

Roua Khlifi

Joyful humour. Vocalists of the Bahgaga band perform on stage.                                                   (Ayman Helmy)

Ancient legacy. Berber carpets on display at the Berber Museum 
of Tamezret.                                                                                                (Berber Museum of Tamezret)

All-female vocalists band seeks 
to revive Egypt’s art of monologue

Activists seek recognition of Amazigh culture in Tunisia

In addition to 
protecting the 
linguistic heritage of 
the Amazigh, there are 
attempts to preserve 
the people’s cultural 
and material heritage. 

The monologues and 
folkloric songs of the 
group are inspired 
by conditions in 
Egypt presented 
sarcastically.
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