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the play wants to transruit is bitter rather than comforting or optimistiè. Still, it is 
the refèrence to the Thousand and onenights and its narrative world its sense of 
irony, parody and subversiveness which in these two cases save the purport 
of the plays. The narrative context secures the comic nature. of the uruavelling of 
the intertwinement of illusions and power. 

Notes 

2 

For a general outline of the various genres of the Arabic literary tradition, see: R. 
Allen, The Arabic literary heritage; the development of its genres and crîticism 
Cambridge, 1998. ' 
See: S. Moreh, Live theatre and dramatic literature in the medieval Arab world, New 
York, 1992. 

3 For a discus si on of the textual history of the Thousand and one· nights, see: . U. 
Marzolph/ R. van Leeuwen, The Arabian nights encyclopedia, 2 vols, Santa Barbara, 
2004; for a summary of the story of 'Shahriyàr and his broth'er'' and references 
conceming the story, see: id., vol. 2, pp. 370 ff., and the index. 

4 R. van Leeuwen, art of interruption: The Thousand and one nights and Jan 
Middle Eastern Literatures, vol. 7 (2004), no. 2, pp. 183-f98. · 

5 For the between the Thousand and one nights and the emergence of 
m?dem Arabtc theatre, see: Marzolph/ Van Leeuwen (2004), vol. 2, artiele 'Theater', 
wtth references; M.M. Badawi, Modern Arabic drama in Egypt, Cambridge 1987; id., 

Arabic Cambridge 1988; R. Bencheneb, 'Les dramaturges arabes et Ie 
rectt-cadre des Mtlle et une nuits,' Revue de l' Occident musu/man et de la 

vol. _18, pp.7-18; id., 'Les Milles et une nuitset les origines do 
theatre arabe, Studta Islamtca, vol. 40 (1974), pp.133-160; id., 'Les Milleetune 11uits 
et Ie théàtre arabeau Xxsiècle', Studia Islamica, Vol. 45 (1977), pp.101-137 

6 For this essay I have used the English translation by Roger Allen, since the Arabic text 
was available to me at the time of writing: S. Kh. Jayyusi/ R. Allen (eds), Modern 

Drama; an Anthology, Bloomington/ Indianapolis 1995, pp. 305-351: A. Farag, 
'Ah Janah al-Tabrizi and his servant Quffa.' 

7 See Marzolph/ Van Leeuwen, op.cit., vol. 1, pp. 100-10i (in the Bûlàq edition nights 
308-327). , 

8 Id., op.cit., vol. 1, pp. 120-1 (night 32). 
9 Id., op.cit., vol. 1, pp. 99-100 (nights 294-296). 
10 Id., op.cit., vol. 1, pp. 291-293 (nights 989-1000). 
11 An English translation of the play can be found in M. Manzalaoui, Arabic Writing 

Today, vol. 3, Drama, Cairo 1977; references are to this translation. 
12 Manzalaoui, op.cit., p. 507. 
13 Id., op.cit., p. 507. 
14 Id., op. cit., p. 496. 
15 Id., op.cit., p. 497. 
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THE CONTRIBUTION OF YUSUF IDRIS' AL--FARAFIR 
TO EGYPTIAN AND WORLD COMEDY 

Marvin CARLSON 

Although Yusuf Idris is one of the most widely read short-story writers of the 
Arab world, he also produced a significant body of drama, among which his 1964 
work al-Farafir (The Flipflaps) holds the pre-eminent position, both for the 
richness and originality of its dramatic themes and construction but also because 
it is one of the frrst major attempts to explore the potential of a speèificially 
Egyptian dramatic expres si on. Idris' frrst three plays, written in the mid 1950s, 
were dramas of social realism, clearly reflecting the iilterests of the new era and 
in form and concerns very similar to the work of other contemporary Egyptüin 
dramatists. The ·fust two, both short, dealt with the sufferings .of the poor and 
exploited while the third, Idris' fust full-length play Al-Lahza al-Harija (The 
Critica! Moment, 1957) deals with the effects of the Suez war on a middle-class 
Egyptian family and a British soldier. During the seven years following this play, 
Idris wrote nothing more for the theatre, devoting himself instead to short stories 
and joumalism. During this time, however, he later reported thatthe devoted much 
thought to the problem creation of a new kirid of Egyptian drama, one that would 
be truly Egyptian both in subject matter and technique instead' of the work based 
on Western models, which up until then had dominated both modem Egyptian 
drama and indeed modem Arabic drama in generaL To this end he developed an 
approach, which he outlined and defended in an influential series of articles 
entitled Our Egyptian Theatre, publisbed in 1965 in the leading literary 
periodical, al-Kitab.l 

Actually the program Idris proposed in these articles, both in its mötivation 
and its strategies, was not radically different from that suggested by al-Hakiin in 
a preface to his drama Ya Ta/i al-Shajara/ The treedimhers three years before·, but 
the far great visibility of the joumal al-Kitab brought these arguments to the 
forefront of Egyptian literary discussion and encouraged the idea, still widely 
held among writers on the modem Egyptian theatre, that al-Hakim's drama 
remained essentially in the tradition of the European avant -garde ( and in 
particular of its most recent manifestation, the Theatre of the Absurd), while Idris 
opened the way to a distinctly different, Egyptian-based mode of experimental 
drama.2 
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Certainly Idris' rhetoric was perfectly adapted to the new nationalist and 
spirit of post -Suez Egypt. Hitherto neglected folk and po pul ar forms of 

entertamment not only began to receive unprecedented scholarly attention, they 
began also to attract the interest of experimental artists. The roedieval Arabic oral 

narration, the maqama, began to attract the attention of modem· poets, as 
did the shadow play tradition, the Karagoz, that was closely related to it. The 
remarkably complex and sophisticated thirteenth century shadow plays calle<d 
babat, by Ibn Daniyal in Cairo, were published for the frrst time in 1963. 
A highly developed performance consciousness was clearly apparent in· these 
early works, indeed the introductory remarks to the frrst, Tayf al-Khayal/ The 
Shadow Spirit provide a significant defense of the power of theatrical 

performance "a supreme art which by the very fact of 
substantwn, wlll supersede that which is mere imagination."3 Suddenly ,a native 
and popular performance tradition long predating the modem European-oriented 
theatre of the Middle East began to come to the attention of scholars and theatre 
artists of that region, with significant influence in the work of both. 

Uniquely Egyptian 

Idris' series of articles in al-Kitab fitted perfectly into this new orientation. He 
that what had been accepted as the Egyptian drama up to the present time, 

traditional or experimental, successful or not, had been written according to 
and that the time had come to develop a drama that was uniquely 

Like the new govemment, he advocated a turning away from the 
European-oriented "high art" to seek inspiration in indigenous local 

and such as the maqdma, the shadow theatie, or the village 
•. a festival in which villagers gather to improvise entertainments 

mvolvmg smgmg, dancing and impersonation. Idris's campaign to free himself 
from European traditions led him somewhat paradoxically but not inconsistently, 
to develop a strategy exactly parallel to that of an important segment of the 

avant-garde, seeking a regeneration of the drama by a sophisticated 
reworking of popular and folk traditions. 

In terms of staging, the most important souree of Idris' new concept 
was apparently village samir, and its most important feature .: the breaking 
down of the bam er between performers and audience, so· that the drama becomes 
a collective group experience instead of a remote illusory world created for 
pass.I:e spectators. In the prefatory notes to al-Farafir therefore he rejects the 
traditiOnal fourth-wall proscenium theatre of the West, asking instead fora circle 
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of audience memhers around the action, with performers emerging from this 
circle and blending back into it as needed. He also suggested, like that 
actors never lose themselves completely in the parts, but always remam m some 
measure a part of the surrounding community. 

A major early Egyptian ·comic drama came to the attention of the Egypti.an 
literary world just as Idris was writing al-Farfur, the shadow plays of the 
oculist Ibn Daniyal. Although Idris looked to the live performances of village 
culture for his general approach to staging, the surprisingly sophisticated Ibn 
Daniyal plays also clearly provided him with suggestive devices. The author who 
presents al-Farfur introduces the play and its main character justas the Presenter 
does in Ibn Daniyal's theatre, and indeed the entrance :of the 
seems directly modeled on the shadow clown Tayl al-Khayal, hke a 
tornado, circling around the stage" . and striking out randomly his loud 
cracking stick. Of course . the crudely physical, irreverent clown IS a pqpular 
favorite in almost all folk literature. The Western drai.lla has produced examples 
in every era, from classic Greece and Rome onward, but certainly Idris could also 
claim the tigure as well grounded also in the Egyptian folk Not only the 
shadow theatre as in the work of Ibn Daniyal, but the oral stones of the maqama 
and more such popular tum-of-the-century folk entertainers like Ali al-
Kassar and Najib al-Rihani, also relied strongly on this character type. 

Like the Presenter in the traditional shadow play, the Author in al-Farafir 
remains basically outside the action, appearing only when needed to on 
the action or give it a push forward. Idris takes him in a .quite ne': 
however, fust by suggesting that as the author-creator of this dramatle umverse, 
he serves as a kind of God figure, although a highly impotent one, and secondly, 
having established this association, by having the author become younger 
possessed of even less control and power with each successive .appearance 
he finally disappears from the universe of the play altogether. This .leaves th.e 
to spin on without an author in _Çl manner clearly parallel to the umverse 
on without a controlling . God, which the dark vision of the. play contmually 
suggests. 

Absurd tradition 

Al-Farafir, for all of Idris' concerns to create a distinctly Egyptian work, shows 
distinct influences of the French so-called Theatre of the Absurd, as do . many 
other plays created in the Arab world, and partieularly in Egypt, Syria, and 
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Morocco in · the mid-19608. Tayeb Saddiki pioneered this theatre in the Arab 
world with his translations in 1957 of Beckett's Waiting for Godot and Ionesco's 
Amédée, while inthefall of 1962 the Egyptian avant-garde director Sad Ardash 
presented translations of Beckett's Endgame and Ionesco's Thè Chairs in Cairo. 
The play usually cited as the frrst Arabic example of the Theatre of the Absurd,. 
Tawfiq al-Hakim's Ya Ta/i ash-Shagara appeared in 1962 and was inspired in 
part, its author claimed, by Ionesco and Beckett plays al-Hakim had seen i.n Paris 
in 1957, but the translations and performances in Cairo and elsewhere in the early 
1960s brought the style of these dramatists into general circulation in the Arab 
theatre world. 

When the Author/God figure in al-Farafir departs, like the missing Godot, 
from his world, he leaves behind The Master and Farfur, who will1 almost 
certainly in their cross-talk, their routines, and their desperate and ultimately 
unsuccessful quest for purpose and meaning suggest to any .modern theatre-gqer 
Beckett's absurdist clowns Vladimir and Estragon. I will return presently to this 
parallel, but for the moment must remark that both Beckett and Idris are here both 
drawing u pon comic prototypes that go far back in the history of . comedic 
performance. Roman comedy often utilized contrasting servant types, one heavy 
and dull, the other sharp-witted and mercurial, a comic pairing that was repeated 
in the Commedia dell'arte, in Molière, and on into the many contrasting clowns 
of vaudeville and early film comedy such as Laurel and Hardy and Abbot and 
Costello. Equally basic to the Western dramatic tradition was the pairing of 
master and servant for comic purposes, the craft and wiliness of one countering 
the financial and social power of the other. 

The parallels between the situations in al-Farafir and Wciiting for Godot create 
a particularly close bond between these two experimental works, but this by no 
means diminishes Idris' claim to have drawn u pon Egyptian and Arabic sourc·e 
materiaL The contrasting comic pair, like the subversive clown, is found as 
widely in the Arabic tradition as they are in the comic repertoire of Europe. The 
wily Karagoz and overhearing Hacivad of the shadow theatre are found, in many 
forms throughout the Middle Bastem puppet tradition, and the most popular and 
familiar characters in the work of Najib al-Rihani, who may be said to have 
founded modern Egyptian comedy at the opening of the twentieth century are the 
pompous Kish Kish Bey and his servant and bodyguard Zu 'rab. 

Idris, perhaps in the spirit of the absurd, suggested that the two acts of al-
Farafir could be played in either order, as some readers have also suggested för . 
Waiting for Godot, but I would strongly disagree with this in both cases. Despite 
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the repetition and sense of stasis generated by both plays, there is a clear 
progression, a deepening in both plays. This may be clearly seen in the evolution 
of the Author, who appears in the first act as a fullgrown man, then at half his 
original size, then as an offstage voice. In the second act other offstage voices 
inform the Master that the Author, like Godot "left a long time ago" for parts 
unknown and may return "tomorrow or maybe the day after," or "maybe in a 
thousand years" or indeed not at all. In fact, unlike Godot, he does return, later in 
this act, as what seems to be an infant wrapped in a bundle, but the bundie 
contains only smaller and smaller bundies until at the last nothing is left, like the 
famous onion of Peer Gynt. 

There is also an important, and distinct progression in the contents of the two 
acts of al-Farafir. The frrst act centers on personal and dornestic themes. It 
contains an extended sequence making fun of various possible professions the 
two protagonists might pursue. Farfur suggests the roles of artist, 
singer, song-writer, lawyer, doctor, accountant, football player, announcer, 
Western-style beggar, thief, government official, engineer, taxi-driver, bus 
conductor, and police informer, each proposal sparking some amusing social 
commentary. Finally the Master setdes on the profession of grave-digger. A life 
role selected, the two turn to the matter -of marriage. This also gives rise to a 
variety of comic discussion and business, including rival feuding wives for the 
Master and a tall ugly cross-dressed man for Farfur, -but at last both settie into 
domesticity, have children, and feel the need for housekeeping money. To prbvide 
business for grave-digging, the Master kills a volunteer from the audience, whom 
Farfur then refuses to bury, fleeing the stage. Thus ends the fust act. 

The second act moves to larger concerns, to history and then to the cosmos. 
When Farfur returns, after fifteen minutes according to him and centuries 
according to his master, he comes pushing a handcart with the rag and bone 
detritus of history, bits and pieces of guns, aircraft, and other instruments of 
oppression and destruction from Europe and America. He and the Master 
exchange news of their children. The Master boasts of his offspring Alexander, 
Napoleon, Mussolini and Hitler,who have become model grave-diggers, burying 
millions, while Farfur has provided the mostly dark-skinned slaves and victims of 
oppression. Seeking to discover a more positive social order they try reversing 
roles, both becoming servants, and then both becoming masters, none of which 
alternatives is found to be natural or satisfying. 

l 
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A new model? 

At last they come to the final position of Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for 
Godot. Faced with a godless, meaningless, and pain-filled universe, they decide 
to commit suïcide, but with very different results. Beckett's tramps are thwarted 
in this project, as they are in any action they seek to pursue, and end the play in 
stasis, each with a bit of the broken rope they hoped to use for banging 
themselves. The ending of al-Farafir is surely intended both to reeall Godot and 
to present an alternative to it. ldris' Master and Farfur also decide to end their · 
suffering and questioning by banging themselves, and nooses obligingly drop 
from the flies. They climb onto chairs, put their heads in the nooses, the light go 
out, and when they come on Farfur and his Master are dead, though still able to 
speàk:. They discover that they have become atoms, or even subatomie particles, 
condemned for all etemity to continue their relationship, the weaker Farfur 
spinning endlessly around his more powerlul master. In vain the whirling and 
weeping Farfur calls out to the audienèe to find a solution. The curtain falls with 
him spinning, apparently forever. The stasis of Waiting for Godot has been 
replaced here by what seems to me an even darker picture, of a universe that is 
notwithout meaning, but one which has an all-too-clear organizing principle, the 
strong and the weak locked in an etemal and cruel relationship that extends from 
sub-atomie particles through man and out into the entire universe. 

Whether ldris in al-Farafir has created, as he hoped, a modelfora new mode 
of Egyptian comedy, he has surely achieved something else, the creation of one 
of the most powerful and darkest of the dark comedies of the late twentieth 
century. The German dramatist Friedrich Dürrenmatt, writing in 1954, at almost 
the same moment when ldris was developing his argument for a new drama, 
suggested that the modem world, anonymous and bureaucratie, no longer offered 
a dramatist the possibility of tragedy, although the tragic sense was still a central 
fact of life. This, Dürrenmatt argued, must now be sought in comedy, a dark 
comedy in which the senselessness and hopelessness of the world finds 
expression.4 Idris' al-Farafir, it seems to me, is one of the most successful and 
powerlul plays to fulfill that dark mission of modem comedy. 

Notes 

2 
See Roger Allen, Critica/ Perspectives on Yusuf Idris, Three Continents Press, 1994. 
See, for example, M.M. Badawi, Modern Arabic Drama, 74, p. 156. 
Ibrahim Hamadah, ed., Khayal al-zill, Cairo, 1963, p. 144. 

4 Friedrich Dürrenmatt, Writings on Theatre and Drama, (trans. H.M. Waidson) 
London, 1976, pp. 81-82. 

231 

BETWEEN COMEDY AND TRAGEDY 
The Grotesque in Tawfiq Al-Hakim's 'The Sultan's Dilemma' 

Hassan EL-MNIAJl 

lt is not an easy task for Theatre-Studies scholars to lis.t all genres of 
comedy from the frrst pioneers such as Cratinus, Eupohs, and to 
the most recent models of twentietb-century comedy. There lS no clear-cut 
definition of comedy. The rich diversity of comedy includes different forms of 
comicality, such as farce,' satire, fabiiaux, and parody, as well as forms of P0 ?ular 
comedy such as the Commedia dell' arte. Like tragedy, comedy a 
probiernatie genre that is subject to numerous theoretica! disputes .. In this context, 
the tragic poet Friedrich Schiller maintains that comedy contams more 
objectives than tragedy, and that the latter in all its superficml .or 
even impossible if comedy were to achleve its aims. But 1s 1t poss1ble for comedy 
to do so? · 

The answer to such a puzzling question remains for 
escapes fixity and overly reductive stereotypes due to 1ts d1alect1cal osclllatwn 
between two tendencies: the separation from tragedy on the one hand, and the 
containment of the tragic on the other. This dialectica! nature makes comedy an 
open genre that escapes finiteness and closure. Moreover, the different and 
narnes ascribed to modem comedy are integral parts of the new art1st1c and 
cultural dynamics of the 'Serious Comedy' that Diderot sees as a the 
death of tragedy and its replacement by comedy. The same tendenc: 1s 
manifested in Surrealist and Absurd drama. In this context, Mm:m 
confrrms that the Theatre of the Absurd is a comic theatre even though 1ts subJeCt 
matter is essentially serious, violent, and bitter. In The Death of (.1963) 
however, George Steiner expresses his scepticism towards the of 
tragedy in the modem epoch, and suggests instead that dark comedy rmght be the 
suitable alternative form for contemporary writers. For the same reasons we find 
lonesco naming his dramas 'quasi-drama' or 'tragic-comedy', for he firmly 
believes that the comic is tragic in its very essence, and tragedy of modem 
Man invokes bitter laughter. The same thing can be sa1d the . 
comedy of Samuel Beckett, who classified .his verswn of for 
Godot (1954) as a tragi-comedy, locating hitrlself w1thm an traJectory that 
fuses the two genres together. 


	JK 23 (3)_2016_0001_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0002_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0003_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0004_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0005_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0006_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0007_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0008_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0009_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0010_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0011_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0012_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0013_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0014_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0015_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0016_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0017_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0018_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0019_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0020_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0021_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0022_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0023_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0024_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0025_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0026_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0027_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0028_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0029_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0030_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0031_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0032_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0033_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0034_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0035_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0036_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0037_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0038_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0039_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0040_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0041_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0042_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0043_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0044_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0045_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0046_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0047_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0048_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0049_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0050_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0051_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0052_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0053_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0054_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0055_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0056_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0057_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0058_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0059_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0060_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0061_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0062_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0063_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0064_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0065_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0066_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0067_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0068_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0069_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0070_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0071_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0072_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0073_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0074_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0075_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0076_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0077_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0078_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0079_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0080_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0081_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0082_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0083_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0084_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0085_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0086_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0087_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0088_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0089_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0090_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0091_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0092_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0093_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0094_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0095_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0096_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0097_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0098_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0099_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0100_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0101_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0102_MA
	JK 23 (3)_2016_0103_MA

