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Egyptian drarna and social change: Yüsuf IdrIs's plays
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Abstract

This sludy examines Ihe drama of Yusuf Idris (\927-1991), a well-known Egyptian

playwrighl who nas made very importanl contributions 10 Ihe search for Arab mots, Arab identity,

and a new face for Egyplian (Arab) drama.

The analysis of Idris's eighl plays (wrillen over a quarter of a cenrury) in the light of

Egyptian (Mab) posl-1952 social, political, and cultural realities has enabled us 10 clarify the

playwrighl's ideas and understand why his lilerary works have occasioned 50 much discussion and

50 many polemics.

This sludy shows Ihal Idris's plays mirror and documenllhe posl-Revolulionary Egyptian

(Arab) era. They also appeal 10 the reader' s conscience, calling for change and reform.

Furthermore, Idris's plays reflecl the artistic search for an original Egyptian (Arab) dramatic form,

a search the playwrighl himselfprovoked. Finally, Idrïs's plays reveal the author's faith in the true

human qualities of the Egyptian (Arab) man and his tremendous polenlial, which is yel to he

awakened and explored.
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Résumé

Cette étude porte sur les oeuvres de Yüsuf Idris (1927-1991), ur. dramaturge égyptien bien

connu qui apportera une importante contribution dans la re.herche des ntcines et de l'identité arabe

ainsi qu'un nouveau visage au théâtre égyptien (arabe).

L'analyse de huit pièces d'Idris (qui ont été écrites durant une période d'un quart de siècle), à

la lumière du contexte socio-politico-culturel du monde égYPIO-arabe d'après 1952, nous ont

permis de clarifier et de comprendre pourquoi ses ouvres littémires ont suscité tant de discussions

et de polémiques,

Cette recherche démontre que les pièces d'Idris sont le reflet de la période post-révolu­

tionnaire égyptienne (arabe), qu'elle documente aussi. Elles interpellent la conscience du lecteur,

plaidant pour le changement et les réformes. De plus, les pièces d'Idris reflètent la recherche d'un

style:I:'amatique égyptien (arabe) original, une quête que le dramaturge aura lui-même provoqué.

Enfin, les pièces d'Idris révèlent la foi de l'auteur dans les véritables qualités humaines de l'homme

égyptien (arabe) ainsi que dans son potentiel extraordinaire qui reste encore à être redécouvert et

exploré,
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Introduction

Modern Arabie drama does nol '1;" ".1 \, Ill;: tradition. This particular killli of literaturl'

developcd in Arab counn;cs in Ih,' ninl'tccnth and the twentieth l'enturies. From Ihe

beginning, Egyptian authors signit'iL'antly l'ollll'ihuled 10 Ihe prol'ess of fonlling original

Arabie drama and theatre. Egyptian stag" aCli\'ilY and the works of the best Egyptian

playwrights intluenced the developml'nl "t' drallla in Syria, I.ebanon, Iraq, and the Maghrib.

During the post-revolutionary years ;nld especially in .he 1lJ60s, Iheatre activity in

Egypt increased greatly. 'Abd al-\i5~ir', Revolution l'c' 19:;2. which brought about

fundamental political and social changes in lhe country. also <:realed signilïeant progress in

the world of culture, including drallla and theatre. During 'Abd al-N5~ir's regime, the

growing creative activities surroundin;: Ihe theatre were given goverllment encouragement.

although they were also subjcel ta cL'nsorshil'. In Ihis ne\\' all110sphere playwrights. actors.

producers and critics (a specialmagazinc l'nlilled ill·Milsri/!J was pllblished) began to 1'01111

the new face of Egyptian drama. The l'llSl-rl'vnllltionary period is marked by a large nllmher

of interesting plays and the appearancl' nI' a nl'W generation of playwrighls. Egyptian drama,

previously dominated by realism. enlered an l'ra of change, with new trends slll:h as

neorealism, surrealism, symbolism. expressionism, theatre of the ahsurd and science lïction.

Under the influence of ail these ne\\' Western fnn11s and trends. Egyptian allthors did nnt

forget their own rradition and folklore. Instead, traditinn and folklore became an important

source of inspiration.

In the 1950s, the old generatinn of playwrights like Tawfiq al-I~akim, 'Aziz Ab5?-a,

Mal:tmüd Taymür and 'Ali Al:tmad B5kathir were joined by young allthors like NU'm;in

'Âshür, Yüsuf Idris, Alfred Faraj, Rash:ïd Rlishdi. Sa'd al-Din Wahba, Mikb;PïI Rümlm,

'Ali Salim and Lu!fi al·Khüli.

Arab and Western erities considl'r YlIslif Idris (1927-19'11) as an author who made

very important conttibutions ta the sl'arch t'or Arab raots, Arab identity and a new face in



... Egyptian drama. His original and crr.ative plays with elements of strong social and polilkal

crilicism illustrate the evolution and change which occurred in Egyptian drama during the

period 1952-1982. These plays are also a dramatic response to the crucial political events and

important s(~;ial and cultural issues of Egypti:m society. They serve as an artistic

documentation of the Egyptian post-N~ir realities which, according to Idris, could be called

"truly theatre from the first act"l. Idris's plays not only document the "twentieth century

Egyptian story", they also appeal to the reader's conscience, calling for changes and reforms.

Furtherrnore, these plays reveal the playwright's deep faith in the true human qualilies of

Egyptian (Arab) man and his tremendous potenlial yet to be awakened and explored.

Many articles have been written by Arab and Wesre:n scholars in journals such as al­

Adiib, a/-Kiitib, a/-Majalla, al-Masra/;l and Journal ofArabie Literature about Yüsuf Idris, his

fiction and drama. However. up until the present lime only two studies conlaining a

discussion of Idlis's drama have appeared. W.N. Kirpi~enko,2 in her book Yüsuf Idris,

studies his ficti.un and discusses two of Idris's plays.namely, al-raranr and al-MahzaJa al­

Ar{1iyya. Nadiya Faraj3 in the second part of her study Yüsuf Idris wa-l-Masra/;! al-Mi~ri al­

I;Iadith presents Idris's world of theatre. The seventy-page analysis elaborates on several

aspects of Idris's plays. for example, the social and the political issues in Egyptian societ.y,

ways to understand the playwright's creativity, form and language. However. Nadiya Faraj's

analysis is brief. She points out the importance of Idris':; plays for the development of

modern Egyptian drama and emphasizes the main features of his creativity. The crilic does

not analYle the evolution of Idris's style and the changes of his portrayal of Egypliar. society

which correspond to this evolulion.

1 2

3

Y. Idris. Faqr al-Fikr wa Fikr al-Faqr. Cairo: Dar aI-Mustaqbal al-'Arabi. 198J. p.l19.

W.N. Kirpicenko, Yüsuf Idris, Moscow: Nauka, 1980.

N.R. Faraj, YüsufIdris wa-l-Masra/;l al-Mi~ri al-I;Iadith. Cairo: Dar aI-Ma'lirif, 1976.
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1 The plays of Idris, especially those l'rom the 1960s, logether with his anicle4 "Na~wa

Masr~ tv~;~ri" (Towards an Egyptian Theatre) caused a lot of controversy. Many critics

dealt with the issue of various influences which built Idris's thealIe and argued that his

creativity was overloaded with Western features. Seeing the plays through the prism or

Idris's study ''Towards an Egyptiall Theatre", sorne scholars did not look cIosely into the

matter, that is, did not analyze the true content of the plays. Thercbre, they werc unahle to

grasp and point out how Idris's thealIe grew up with Egyptian (Arab) society and how il

responded to social, political and cultural dcvelopments. In other words, they failed to sec

Idris as a "truly Egyptian and Arab" ;:;laywright.

This study is an attempt to present a thematic and artistic analvsis of Idris' s drama

within the context of Egyptian and Arab post-r~volulionary social and political realities. Our

aim is to demonstrate how the playwright's creativity was nourishcd by the most important

Egyptian and Arab concerns. Our thematic analysis focuses flfSt on Idris'sportrayal of the

changing situation of an Egyptian (Arab) man and his society and then on the author's

concern with the human condition in general and the future of man. This analysis is

complemented by the discussion of sev~ra1 related problems (e.g., the issue of a leader, the

problem of modem women, etc.) touched upon by the author.

Our literary a.'1alysis of the plays concenlIates on the evolution of Idris's dnuilatic

form. Our analysis shows how this form evolved l'rom a simple one-act transformation of

the short story through various experiments ioto a mature and expressive full dramatic

structure. The artistic analysis of Idrïs's plays presented in this study points out the

originality of Idris's form and depicts its Egyptian (Arab) features. FUrL'Jermore, il also

demonstrates how the formai developrnents are related to the themes, ideas and issues

presented by the author.

4 Y. Idris, "N~wa Masr~ Mi~ri", al-Fariifir, Cairo: Maktabat Gharïb, 1977, pp.7-48.
The article was also published in al-Kàtib, January, February, March 1964.
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While disCllssing the plays. w~ will ~\.duate the critical views produced by Idris's

drama and present our own view COlllWllillg s0111e positions presented by the crilics. Idris's

themes will he illustrated by quotatiolls Ilrallslat~d 1illthe texl.

The tirst chapt~r of this StlH.!y hridly dis~uss~s the life and literary career of Idris. The

sketch of the author's life is supplcm~nted hy : a discussion of major (Eastern and Western)

innuences which helped shape his p~rsollalilY as a man of letlers, a presentation of Idris's

views concerning the role and funCiion of an author in society, and a review of Idris's

fiction. The tirst chapter establishl's a hase. ;, starting point for the journey into the

imaginative world of Idris's drama.

Th~ second chapter dea!s with Ih~ l'laywrighl's carly experiments with drama. i.e., with

his plays l'rom the 1950s. such as Mil/ik il/-QU/II (The Cotlon King, 1957). Jumhiiriyyat

F;lra!J;It (Farabfit 's Republic. 1957) and ;/1-Lil1Jjw ;/I-lfarija (The Critical Moment, 1958). The

thematic analysis of these plays rewals a graduai evolution of Idris's themes. His pomayal

of Egyplian society l'rom the 1950s hegins with the new image of the peasant who learned

effectively l'rom the "revolutionary iesson"( Malik al-Qufll}. Subsequently, we pass through

a brutal confrontation with unrealiz~d hopes and vanished drearns into a beauliful vision of

an ideal republic (Jumhiiriyyat F;lril1Jiitl. Then. we explore Idris's atlernpt to uncover the

nature of human fear (al-La!J?,J ;l/-lfarijill. Finally. in the last section of the chapter we focus

on Idris's experirnents with the fomlal struclllre of his plays, which remains in close relation

with the graduai evolution and retinement of his themes.

The third chapter of this study ~xamines the 1960s, the most interesting period in the

development of Idris's plays. Here \\'l' follow the playwright's search for an Egyptian (Arab)

identity for his drarna. The plays analyzed here illustrate weil the changes, inspirations and

creative transfommtions which hav~ n~~urred in Egyptian drarna during the most fenile

phase of its developrnent. Idris's portntyal of the Egyptian realities of the 1960s begins with

a tragie image of the life of an Egyptian man depicted in al-Fiirâfir (The Farfürs, 1964).

Subsequel1lly. our discussion rnove, on tn Ihe "grotesque" al-MahzaJa aJ-Ar(tiyya (The
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Terrestial Comedy. 1966) which pres,',," il" ir""i, and hitter pic'ture of E~yptian sn<.'iety in

the deep crisis of the 1960s: ruined ec·nn"ml,'all,. and splil hy ideolo~ic'al pmhlems and

conrradictions, Then, we analyze Id1"1", p"litil':d s:ltil\' al-i\/uklw!!ap/l (The Striped Ones,

1969) and look closely into his quest f"r a n,'\\ typ" of hern-leader. The last sel'lÎon of this

chapter brings an examination of Ih,' ;inisli,' t'calures nf the ahove-Illemioned plays, Our

analysis here foc uses on Farfür. ;1 uniqul' l'haraeter in"emed hy Idtis for his theatre,

Furtherrnore, we elaborate on various Eastern and Western intluenees which possihly

inspired the playwright in the succcssrui search l'or an E~yplÎan and M'lb idcntity l'or his

drama.

The last chapter of this sllldy i, devllied III the t\Vo l'l'lYS written in thc !970s and

1980s. that is, during the period \Vhen Egyptian drama \Vas passing thmugh a time or anislÎc

crisis. The aim of our discussion here i, tn demonstrate that despite the anistic stagnation in

the Egyptian theatre. IdIis's plays \Vrittcn i" Ihc 1970s and 19HOs remained creative ami

original and were still closely attached to the Egyptian realities. The thelllatic analysis of a/­

lins al-Thiïlith (The Third Sex. 1970) emphasizes the playwright's optimislll and hopes for a

better future for his nation. The discussion on al-Bahlawiïn (The Clown, 19H2) reveals

IdIis's strong and bitter criticisl11 or the Egyptian social and political realities of the 19HOs

and points out his persistent, clear ca Il for necesS<lry changes. The anistic analysis or the

above-l11entioned plays brings back the personality or Farmr and once again reveals his mIe

in IdIis's dral11atic world. Subsequentlv, we elahorate on the interesting structure and the

science-fiction features of al-lins :11- Tl1iïlirh. Finally. wc present Idris's search for a concise

and expressive dral11atic structure mani fcsted in the simple and original fom1 of his last play.

that is, in al-Bahlawiin.

Our final look at IdIis's plays rrlllll M:llik ill-Qu{n ID al-Bahlawiin allows us to point

out once again the enorrnous creativity and originality of Idris as an Egyptian and Arab

playwright and his rremendously underestilllated and neglected potential as self-appointed

spokesman for Egypt, the Egyptian people. and the l'mire Arab world.



Chapter 1
YüsufIdrls: His Life and Work

Biography

Yüsuf Idris was born on May 19, 1927 in a small village called al-Bayrüm in the

governorate of al-Sharqiyya, in the Delta area of Egypt.! His father, Idris cAH, who belonged

10 the provincial middle class, studied for three years in Cairo at the al-Azhar University and

then tried his hand at numerous jobs, sllch as a construclOr digging canals by order of the

Minislry of Irrigation, an administrator of large estates, and finally as an independent expert

on land reclamation, Since his career entailed continuous travel, he entrusted his eldest son

Yüsuf, who was then five years old, to his wife's grandmother living in al-Bayrüm, The

boy's childhood there was not a happy one. The family lived in difficult circurnstances.

Furthermore, Yüsuf was the only child among the adults who expected him to behave as one

of them and punished him if he did otherwise. In his early youth, as Idris recalls, he felt very

lonely and experienced a sense of bereavement. These feelings were intensified by a

particularly strong attachment to his loving father. 2 Being away l'rom his parents hurt him

The study of W.N. Kirpicenko, Yüsuf Idris, :Aoscow: Nauka, 1980, is an excellent,
detailed source on Idris's life, creative influences and selected fictional and dramatic
works. The author worked for several years in the Russian Cultural Institute in Cairo.
Her study is based on interviews and discussions with Idris in Cairo (1956-1960), in
Tunis (1963), in Cairo (recorded interview, May 1967), in Moscow (September­
October 1968) and further studies and research in Cairo (1971-1974). Much interesting
information concerning the aUlhor' s life and work during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s
may also be found in the collections of his articles: Ahammiyyat an Natathaqqaf.. ya
Nas, Cairo: Dar al-Mustaqbal al-cArabi, 1985; cAzf Munfarid, Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq,
1987; Faqr al-Fila wa Fila al-Faqr, Cairo: Dar al-Mustaqbal al-cArabi, 1985; Inpbacat
Mustafizza, Cairo: Markaz al-Ahriirn li-l-Tarjama wa-al-Nashr, 1986; Islam bilal)ifiif,
Cairo: AI-HaY'a al-Mi~riyya al-cAmma li-l-Kita:b, 1989; "Jabartï" ai-Sittiniit, Cairo:
Maktabat Mi~r, 1983; Khulüw al-Bal, Dar al-Macarif, 1986; Madïnat al-Malii'ika,
Cairo: AI-HaY'a al-Mi~riyya al-cAmilla li-I-Kita:b, 1989.

Idris recalls these years in his interview: Nabil Faraj, "Yüsufldris", a/-Maja/la, January
1971, p. 100.



deeply. He describes his childhood as "thal of an orphan whose parents were still alivl,".J

Feeling lonely and isolated. Yüsuf had a hard time making dose friends with other pupils in

the school.

The first memories from Yüsuf's dlildhood are lhose of Arab stories and tales

preserved in oral tradition. and narraled during ewnings by his falher, a very talented story­

teller. These stories left quite an impression on Yüsuf's imaginllliol1, as they vividly

described events of everyday life of villagers from al-Bayrum. ft might be quite possible that

one can detect in these well-remembered narrations the source for the stories. novels.

novellas, sketches and images which later on brought fame and popularity to lhe young

aUlhor. This rernark is suggested by ShukIi Ayyâd. an Egyptian critic who. commenting on

Idris 's writings, said:

His stories amaze the reader not only because of the deep meaning and the
way of thinking conveyed by the author but also by the fact that they appear
to us as if they were written without any effort. as the author was simply born
in a family of story-tellers and learned this art while learning how to talk.4

As for Yüsuf's mother, she was a woman with an unbending, domineering charactcr

who failed to bestow motherly affection upon her son. There was no warm attachmcnt

between Yüsuf and his mother. Her cool and reserved attitude toward him and her methods

of punishment had quite a negative influence on shaping the chamcter of the future author.

As he recalls, this resulted in the development of feelings of guilt and a lack of confidence in

himself.s These feelings remained imbedded in Idris's heart and stayed with him throughout

his life.

Yüsuf's relationship with his gmndmother who brought him up in al-Bayrum was also

devoid of any affection. However, her coolness. harsh Ireatment and reserved attitude toward

l

3

4

5

W.N. KirpiCenko, Yüsuf Idris, p. 28.

Ibid., p. 26.

N.R. Faraj, Yüsuf Idrïs wa-J-Masrai} aJ-Mj~rÏ aJ-lfadith, Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 197"-,
p.93.

7



him was compensated to a certain degree by her gift for telling stones. Once again the boy

could fill his imaginative and creative mind with nUlllerous, wonderful stories and l'airy-tales

stored in her memory. According to Idris, this was the experience that fired his interest in

fiction. The imagination of Yüsuf, still a child. was stimulated also by observing the

festivities and the l'airs accompanying the anniversaries of the local saints.

Idris remembers very well his great grandmother. She was the only woman in the

family who used to give him the love, warmth and affection he really needed. The author

recalls theirrelationship as follows:

My grandmother was very firm with her (my great grandmother) and me but
we both were fooling her. 1 used to steal milk, coffee and sugar for her (for
medical reasons she was forbidden to drink coffee) and 1 used to borrow
sorne chewing tobacco for her l'rom my grandfather... My great grandmother
always rewarded me for all this with the most beautiful and fabulous reward.
She used to narrate to me stories about our family history, her wedding and
about old customs that we inherited l'rom our predecessors. The family of my
mother is l'rom the Arabian Peninsula.6

Vpon the completion of elementary school in al-Bayrum, Yüsuf travelled with his

family and he had to move l'rom one secondary school to another starting l'rom Dumya! and

moving on l'rom there to Zaqaziq, Man~üra and Tan!a.

ln Dumya!, Yüsuf then twelve years old, stayed again with an elderly person, narnely,

his uncle 'Abd al-Salam who was approximately sixty years old and forced to a sedentary

existence by rheumatism. The relationship between Yüsuf and his uncle seemed to be a

friendly one and, to his delight, 'Abd al-Salam also proved to be an inexhaustible source of

beautiful tales l'rom The Thousand and One Nights and popular legends. The association

with 'Abd al-Salam becarne a very important factor in the process of crystallizing Yüsuf's

personality and left a long-lasting impression on the future author:

Not only had this budding talent for story-telling received fresh
encouragement, but the period in Dumya! with the man who had surmounted

6 Y. Idris, Islam bila pifiïf, p. 130. v. 12-23.
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formidable physical handicaps also convinccd him of the infinite resources of
the human mind.7

During the years preceding his uniwrsity sludies Idris was rcading with enthusiasm

whatever was within reach.8 His reading list from that period indudcs works of European

literature from those containing high artistic valucs 10 advelllure novets and crime stories. As

for his knowledge of Arabie literature, il was quitc limited to the obligatory rcading lis\. As

Idris recalls, Arabie literature did not attTact hilll \Vith the exception of Tawfiq al-I;Iakim's

'Awdat aI-Rü/;!,9 and the novellas of Tahir Lashin and Ya~ya I;Iaqqi, which were able to

harmoniously combine European fom1 and style with Egyptian native tradition and popular

humour.

ln the year 1945 Idris completed his secondary school with excellent results and his

marks placed him in the twenty-third position among ail the high school graduates of Egypt

in that year. Furthermore, he was exempted from tuition fees when he chose to enroll in the

medical faculty at Cairo University .lll Then began a new and turbulent phase of Idris's life.

ln the history of Egypt, the 1940s. especially the latter half of the decade, were marked

by a growing protest against the presence of the British in the country. Since 1922 the

country was formally an independent state, but large numbers of British troops were still

present everywhere. With growing disappointment and embarrassment resulting from King

P.M. Kurpershoek, The Short Stories of YüsufIdris, Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1981, p. 22.

The reading list of Idris is discussed extensively by: W.N. Kirpié'enko, Yüsuf Idris, pp.
29-31,39-40; GhaH Shukrî, "Yüsuf Idris", ~-{iwiïr, November-December 1965, pp. 43­
44, and P.M. Kurpershoek, The Short Stories of Yüsuf Idris, pp. 44-46. In his articles
Idris frequently presents his refiections on both Arabie and Western Iiteratures,
classicai and modem. For example, his fascination with the novel Bidaya wa Nihiiya by
Najib Ma~fü~ (''Jabarti''aI-Sitôniit, p. 76), the poetry of Sala~ 'Abd a1-Sabür ("Jabartï"
aI-Sittïnii~ p. 100), the ideas of Dostoyevsky (Ahammiyyat an Natathaqqaf..yii Niis,
p.82) and the art of Sartre ("Jabarô" aI-Sittiniit, pp. 63-67); he recalls his artistic
polemics with Yüsuf ai-Sib1i'i ("Jabarti" aI-Sitônat, p. 76) and records his
disappointment with the novel DoctorZhivago ("Jabarô"aI-Sitôniit, p. 116).

9 T. ai-I;Iakim, 'Awdat aI-Rü/;!, Cairo, 1933.

\0 N.R. Faraj, Yüsuf Idris wa-I-Masra/;! al-Mi~ri al-Hadith, p. 94.
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Fariiq's policy and private Iife and frnll1lhe nid panics which were discredited, the agitation

of new movements such as the Muslill1 Bl'lllhers and the growing left-wing groups, appealed

strongly to the nationalist-minded Y'lllllg intellectuals and students who marched in

demonstrations, dashed with the police and engagcd in conspiracy. Theil' agitation aimed at

achieving Egypt 's l'cal independenl'e 'lI'd ovcnhrowing the old political system.

From the beginning of his university studies. Idris joined this nationalist progressive

movement. He actively participated in Ihe plnlling. clandestine operations and militant actions

against the British and rose quickly ln hecoll1e one of the principal agitalOrs in the medical

faclllty on whom the secret police kept a conslant eye. In January 1946 Idris became a

memberofThe Stlldents' and Workers' COll1ll1inee.

ln February 1946 the students and the workers took part in demonsrrations against the

Rritish, the King and the Govemment clashing with police forces on 'Abbas Bridge ("')w

Giza Bridge). This event left a lasting impression on the author. He says:

Since the problem that happpened 10 us... on the 'Abbas Bridge, 1 becam,;:
dosely anached to the nationalist movement. 1 suffered personally from
whatever happened to Egypt ail thesc times. 1 was imprisoned, fired, il! and
assaulted. 1am still suffering. 11

ln 1951 he was elected the secrctal')' of the faclllty's stlldenillnion and admilted 10 a

secret organizatioll called The Excculive Coml11inee for Arrned Struggle (al-Lajna al­

Tanfidhiyya li-l-Kifii/;l al-MusalIa(JI. Howcvcr. ldris's aClivities in Ihis Committee were

rather limited and did not extend bcyond assisting in the organization of training camps for

guerrilla fighters in 1951 in the Can.11 Zone and collecting money for weapons and

equipment. 12 In spite of the fact thal hc was not directly involved in violent action, his

political activity at the university led Idris twice 10 jail, namely, in 1949 when he was

f•
Il

12

Y. Idris, Islam bila Pifiif, p. Ill. v..'-~.

Idris recalls his experiences in ".Jabartf",Ii-Sittinat, pp. 90-91 .
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detained for two months and agaill ill Iq~è \\hl'Il alkr Black Saturdayll he spellt threl'

months behind bars.

Idris's interest in journalism grl'\\ durillg hi, ulliwrsity years, \\'hen in 1l)50 he hegan

to print and distribute a politil'al periodiL'al .\f;(i;II/;H ;11-1:11111' lEwryman's Magazinel.

Unfonunately, the flrst issue was immediall'ly confiscated and the hraw editor arrested, !l'd

before a disciplinary council and suspcnlkd l'rom Ihe uiliversity for one year. Liter on, Idns

began his contributions 10 the magazinc ;l1-K;fril>, a Icallet of the Egyplian l'l'ace Partisans

edited by Yüsuf l:Iilmi in 1951 and perhaps also 10 ;l1-M;ll:ïyfn. AI the same lime he also

anempted 10 pursue his literary intcrc'Is alld passions, whil'h resulted in the publication on

April 4, 1950 in the magazine Riiz al- )'0"111: of Ihe author's IÏrst story entit!l'd: L;I'nm hlb;1!

(A Mountain's Curse).14 Soon the critil's hegall to reœive Idris's staries with growing

interest and enthusiasm and regardcd them as "lestÎmony to a rising talent".15 Eventually,

even before his tirst collection of shon storie, was published, the author was wnsidered hy

Egyptian lilerary cri tics as "the fou Illkr of thc Ile\\' school of short stories in Egypt".lh

The Rt,volution of 1952 was a l"J"ucial l'Will ill the history of modern Egypt as it hcgan

a new era in the sphere of polities. ecollomies and cullure. 17 For Idris personally, the year of

13 Black Saturday: The burning and the looting of European buildings in central Cairo on
26 January 1952, widely cited as a precursor of the revolution of 23 July. No one has
ever proved who staned Black Salllrday. Sorne suspected the society of Muslim
Brothers, others Young Egypt, or l'ven the agents of Fiirüq. A. Goldschmidt stalcs in
his book: "Black Saturday was the collective expression of many Egyptians' hostility
to Western wealth, power and cultural ir.t1uencc. It also expressed the bankruptcy of
the old regime" (see: A. Goldschmidt. Modern Egyp/. Boulder, Colorado: Westview
Press, 1988, p. 8).

14 W.N. Kirpiëenko states, based on her interview with Y. Idris in May 1967, that his
tirst story La'na/ Jabal was published in Riiz al- Yiisu((4 April 1950) and later in al­
l;Iiliil(March 1977); W.N. Kirpicenko. Yüsufldris, pp. 33-34.

15 1. Bielawski, K. Skarzynska-Bochenska. J. Jasinska, Nowa i wspolczl'sna fi/l'ratum
arabska 19 i 20 w, Warsaw: Pan'two",e Wydawnictwo Naukowc, 1978, p. 442.

16 Ibid., p. 443.

17 The events of the 1952 Revolution had a great impact on Idris and intluenced his
political. social and cultural idea', 111 hi, writings he frequently relurns 10 Ihe days of
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1952 was a landmark in more lhall "Ill' r~sp~~l. Lpon passing the final examinations in

Deccmbcr 1951-January 1952. h~ ptlNI~d his medical training as an intcrn in thc Qa~r

al-'Ayni Hospital. Howcver, his il1llr~'1 III litaatur~did not stop. With time, Idris stancd to

apply himself morc scriously ta th~ al1 IIf writing. namely. ta journalism. fiction and latcr on

to dra~a. In Septembcr 1952, thc authllr .inin~d th~ staff of the left-wing magazine al-Tal,1rïr,

then in 1953 he was appointed 10 th~ illllu~l1Iial alld widely-read daily magazine Jl-Mi$rï. In

the same year, a few months later h~ "as in charg~ of the Iiterary section in the weekly Rüz

al- YÜsuf. IX This post enabled Idris 10 puhlish and popularize stories of many young and yet

unknown authcrs.

From 1950 onwards Idris m:tively panidpated in the Peace Defenders Movement and

in 1953 he was the head of the Egyptiall delegation to the Peace Congress in Vienna.

Upon his return to Cairo. Idris had ln resign from his work in Qa~r al-'Ayni Hospital.

During the subsequent years he was appoil1lcd tn various medical posts, such as medical

adviscr to Ihe municipal departmcl1l ill charge of issuing licences to those who wished to

open a new business, a medical offÎl'er in the Governorate of Cairo, and a medical officer in

the Ministry of Public Works. Then. Idris worked also as a sanitary inspector in various

districts of Greater Cairo, that is. ill the old Islamic part of Cairo, in Heliopolis, a nonhern

suburb, and in l:Iulwan, an industrial area south of the dty. In 1957 he decided to leave

medicinc. However, it was not un casy dedsion and luter on, i.e., ln 1%0 and 1964, Idris

even unemptedto come buck to regular medical pruetice by opening a privare clinic in Giza. 19

ln 1964, in his interview with the newspuper ;/I-Kawiikib the uuthor said:

(,

tX

19

July 1952 and points outtheir signitïcunce. See Y. Idris, Ahammiyyat aa Natathaqqaf,
pp. 11, 72-73 and 80: "Jabarri'·;J/-Sirtimïr. pp. 127-132, Khulüwal-Biïl, pp. 190-196.

ln his book Khulüw al-BfU (PP. 6X-(9) Idris says: "In Rüz al- Yüsufi presented a
complete generation of shon story writers. (Later) in al-Kiïtib 1presented the generation
thut came after and in al-Ahr:ïm 1introduced new writers, both men and women".

The author rccalls these cxperienees in his book Faqr al-Filer wa Filer aJ-Faqr,
pp. 130-132.
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Despile the factthat1 haw lle,'lded 1" ahand"nllledi<:ine and 1haw f"lInd illY
work as a heallh inspector ""Ill l' Ietl'lY lIseless. now Illndersland how Illllch 1
have lost. 1 l'cel as if 1 ha"e heen Il ithdrall n frolll lhe real world, When lhe
writer takes himself awav fl'llill tlle sOllrce nOllrishinl! his crealivilv. he
becomes a person disconnécl"d l'rom the so<:iel)' in whil'Il he lives, Thé pain
and billerness of this feelinc " ," creat lhat 1haw de<:ided to collle hack ln
medicine,20 ••

However. Idris's return to Illedi,'in,' l'llllid n"t last long, His grnwing invoivelllelll in

journalism and literalure made it dilïïl'ltll II' l'l'Illhine 111l'Se with a Illedical p,,,ctice, ln 1lJ67

Idris had to abandon medicine COll1pletl'ly,

As for the author's interest and inv"lvell1CIll in pnlitics, il did not l'case in Ihe year

1952, it rather intensified during lhe p"sl-revnllllinnary period, ln his nUlllerous anides nn

politics, culture and daily events nccllrrin<! in Cairo. Idns always pnints out lhe prohlcllls and

allempls to clarify them for lhe people prnp"sing snlutions,

The coup d 'état of 1952 was plll1ly p"ssihlc duc ln suppnn l'rom lhe cnllllllunisi

movement, However, saon al'ter the Rl'\'nllllinn. the relalionships hetween the Revolutionary

Command CounciI (RCCl and the cnlllll1l1nists hegan tu deteriorate, ln Augllst 1952 riots

broke out at the textile works of Kafr al-Daw,ïr. hui the governl11ent cracked down on the

demonsrration immediately and severely pllnished sollle of the participants, The junla's harsh

manner of dealing with the social lIllI'csl. lhe unfair trial 'lnd excessively heavy sentences

caused considerable embarrassment ln the Egyplian Icftisls who previously supponed th...

revolutionary leaders assuming thal Ihey represcnted a progressive nalionalist movement.

Nevenheless, the members of J:!adilü 1al-~Iaraka al-DinlUljra!iyya li-I-Ta~rir al-Wa!anij and

among them Idris, were rather relul'lIInt tn come out openly againsl the new regime and

allempted to minimize their differenL"" wilh the RCC. However. in 1953 and 1954, as the

Revolutionary Govemment cracked "nwn <lIl ilS r...al and presllmed opponellls and hundreds

of people, among them communisls, wcre arrested. this posilion pmved untenable, The

20 W.N. Kirpicenko mentions th ... interview with y, Idris conducted by 'Abd al·Nür,
"Yüsuf Idris Hi Ya'rif Nafsahu", iI/-Kilwiikib (21 January 1964),



( weak<:ning authority of President ;'I;eguib. 'Abd al-Na~ir's quick rise to power, and his

decision to remove the opposition camp slaning with the leftists, brougbl more arrests of the

communists. On May 31, 252 communisls were .IITested, but Idris was not among them. His

lUrn came in August 1954 and he was kept in prison until September 1955. These thineen

months in jailthe author spent mostly on political discussions with communists21 about the

role and aim of literature in class struggle. Idris did not want his writing to be subordinated

to the aclUal political events. According to him. "the mission of literature is wider than

thal".22

Vpon his release, Idris severed his links with l;Iaditü and Maktab al-Kutlab. When the

differences between the author and the communists became deeper, and concerned not only

the purpose of literature but also politics, Idris decided to resign from the organization. As

the growing popularity of 'Abd al·Na~ir and the tremendous support the leader began to

receive from the whole Arab world and his nationalist and socialist propaganda came closer

to Idris's own views, the author gradual1y reconciled himself to the regime and eventual1y

became one of its ardent defenders. At the same time he probably felt that his adherence to an

opposition group entailed the risk of further detentions and might jeopardize his literary

career.

A similar concem for his future as an author meant that for a long time Idris refrained

from marriage, fearing that the role of husband wouid be incompatible with the restless

characler of the literary andjoumalistic work and that it might eventual1y hamper the creative

process. Therefore, in 1957 Idris warned his fiancée that he would not hesitate to repudiate

her if married life became an obstacle to his literary and journalistic career. She consented

(

21

22

Idris recal1s his arguments with communists while commenting on the autobiography
of Mikis Theodorakis. He says that his misunderstandings with the communists
remind him of the experiences and problems of Theodorakis (Y. Idris, Ahammiyyat an
Natathaqqaf.. yiï Niïs. pp. 105-106).

Kirpicenko's interview with Y. Idris (May 1(67) cited in her book YüsufIdns, p. 58.
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and their union stood the test of years very weil.:; Fromlheir marriage three children were

bom, two boys and a girl. 24

During the post-revolutionary years Idris' s literaI')' c:lreer bcgan 10 develop and

f10urish quite quickly. His first eolkclion of shon slories, pamely. "\rkha~ Layii/i (Cheapest

Nights), was published in 1954 and it was an immediale suceess. In subsequent years the

aUlhor made his début as a novelist and playwrighl. In 1956 he published a shon novel

Qi~~at lfubb (Love Story) and in May 1957 two one-act plays, that is, M:Jlik :1I-Qu!n (ll,e

COllOn Y.ing) and Jumhüriyyat Far:l~iit (Far!)al's Republicl. These two phlYs were soon

followed in 1958 by a three-act play inspired Ily the Suez War. Le., a/-La~?:1 a/-~iarija (The

CriticaIMoment).

In 1957 upon his resignarion from the post of health inspector. he bcc:ulle the cultural

adviser to the Secretary General of the Islamie Congress, an international organization wilh

headquaners in Cairo, an organization aiming to maintain and develop social and cultural

links among the Muslim peoples ail over the world. Idris's work with the Islamic Congress

er.abled him to come closer to the issues concerning the international poliey of Egypt. He

became fascinated by the role of the neutral countries in the peace process.

At the same time Idris began to t'Ontribute stories to the daily newspaper al-Jumhüriyyu

and became acquainted with its editor. Anwar Sadat. Soon, the influential Sadat arranged a

secure post for Idris in the Ministry of National Guidance, and later in Novembcr 1957 in his

new capac:ty as the Secretary-General of the National Union. Egypt's single politieal

organization, he staged Idris's comeback to polities by appointing him as his aide-de-camp.

23 N.R. Faraj, Yüsuf Idrïs wa-I-Masra~ al-Mi~1'l :1I-lfadïth, p. 95.

24 In his writings (collections of articles) Idris mentions his family's problcms. For
example, he portrays his son 's eye operation (Y. Idris, Fuqr a/-fikr wa Fikr al-Fllqr, p.
71). Also it seems that he encourages his family to share, with him, their views about
the political, social and cultural problems of Egypt. The author recounts sorne
discussions with his son and daughter IY. Idris, /n{ibii'iït MustllfizZlI, pp. 70-71, 'Azf
Munfarid, p. 11.
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Howevcr, [dris's lemporary influence on SITdat's decisions proved 10 be

unsuccessful. 25 Al the lime of lhe creation of the Nalional Union, 'Abd al-NIT~ir had

stipulated lhat persons who had been actively cngaged in politics under the ancien régime

were to be barred l'rom membership in this ne ..... organization. [n spite of tbis instruction,

SITdITl decided, on tbe basis of [dris's recommendations to allow the participation of former

Muslim Brothers, Communists and Wafdists in lhe Union. This plan was presented to the

public in an interview, "[dris-SITdat" published in the newspaper aI-Ahraïn. The plan was

absolutely unaccepl.hle to 'Abd al-NJ~ir and the whole affair resulted in [dris's

simultaneous dismissal from the Ministry of National Guidanr~, the Ministry of Health and

l'rom aI-AhrfIm, to which he had been appointed only the day before.

Although this event put Idris in temporary difficulties with the regime, nevertheless, it

did not alienate him completely l'rom il. He continued his joumalistic and literary work rather

undisturbed because the authorities had come to view him as an inoffensive individualisl.

[n 1959 Idris wrote a number of columns for the newspaper aI-Sha'b and in 1960 he

began to publish in aI-Jumhiiriyya his famous Yawmiyyiït (Diaries). These Diaries, which

for almost one decade, from 1960 until 1969. appeared weekly, with only a few

interruptions, on the paper's back page. reflected the author's views on a wide range of

topics from issues of everyday Egyptian life to the l'Ole of the superpowers.

[n the 1960s Idris continued to publish volumes of short stories and took an active part

in the remarkable revival of the Egyptian theatre. 2h In his fiction and drama, new themes and

symbolic notations superseded the relatively simple and straightforward realism of the

1950s. The three plays from thal period. namely. al-Fiïriïfir(The Farfürs, 1964), aI-Mahzala

al-ArçJiyya (The Terrestrial Comedy. 1966) and aI-Mukha.ttapil (The Striped Ones, 1969)

came to be a significant connibUlion of the aUlhor to the Egyptian theatre's search for its

Idris discusses his relations with SITdat in Faqr aI-Fikr wa Fikr aI-Faqr, pp. 207-263.

His connibution will be discussed in the following chapters.
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roots. identity and a new face. Both Idris s ficlion and plays fromlhe 19/1()s deal primarily

with the ;"lcr crisis of ·nan in an ab'lIrd \\l'rld. whcrc Ihc plain tnHh has disappeared and

where desperale people feel alienaled and ha\I' Insl faith in bein!! able tO tïnd somethin!! Ihal

might calm their anguish and existcmi:i1 fl'ar,.

For Idris the 1960s Wele markcd by extensive travelling. In 1961 he covered for al­

Jumhüriyy:1 the Aigerian war of indepcndcncc. 27 On his way back he spcm IWO wceks in

Spain the re..sult of which was the publicalinn nf a book, RUiiI "'CI 77liriin (Men and Bulls),

i.e.• his protest against everything which causes dan!!er 10 human Iife. In Ihe subsequenl

years he visited many countries of Weslern and Eastern Europe. In MardI 1966 Idris went tn

the United States to give a series of lel'llircs on modern Egyptian drama. Wben. in 1965 tbe

author was on a visit to Poland.èS il becamc known in Cairo that tbe Lebanese cultural

magazine ijiwar(Dialogue) intended to award bim a literary prize. However. upon hix return

to Cairo. Idris leamed that there \1':" a presx c:lmpaign aimed at dissuading him from

accepting the award. The crilics mailllained that Ihe journal was linanccd hy suspect.

prol1ably CIA funds. and that the award wnuld aim at weaning away Idrix from the

progressive camp. The campaign was stron!! and eventually the aUlhor had no choiet: but tn

follow the critics' advice. However, in 1966 the author was panly compensated for the Inss

of ijiwiir's prize when Presiacm 'Abd al-N'ï~ir awarded him the Order of the Republic of

the Third Class. In 1967 Idris wax appointed supelvisor of the drama sectinn of the Ministry

.n.

27

28

Y. Idris. "Jabartï"al-Sietiniït. pp. 170·20.:!

In 1965 Idris travelled in EaslCrn Europe; he spent Ihree weeks in ~ u,and and became
acquainted with ilS cultural heritage. modem achievements and deveiopments. The
author met with many Polish intellectuals. wrilers, joumalisls, playwrights, theatre
critics and producers. As he poinl\:d out in the artide "AI-Balad alladhi Yal)kumuhu al·
Briifisirat" ("Jabarti" al-Sietiniït, pp. 157-167J, in spite of the communist regime there,
the vitality of cultural life, and the high leve1 of artistic productions in Poland al that
time was astonishing. The author was very impressed by the Polish theatre especially
by the plays of the famous author Mrozek. From his interview with the editor-in·chief
of the theatrical magazine, Dialogue, he learnt about the international activities of the
Polish thealTe and also thatthe first wnrk:i of Beckett (rejected by French editors) were
published in Poland in Dialogue.
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of Culture. Anolher honour eame III Ihe '"llhllr in 19ti9 when al-Ahram, Egypt's !cading

newspaper, paid a more substanliallrihlll L' III Ihe Ljualil)' of his creativity by announcing that

Idris had joined its gallery of cclehrilics sllch as Tawt1q al-l:Iakim, Najib Mal)fü~, l;Iusayn

l'awzi, Luwis 'Awaçl and Bint ash-Shali·. i.'lIer on. in July 1970 he was elected director of

the Egyptian Association of Dr:lIll:1 \\irilers and in June 1971 Secretary of the Egyptian

Syndicale of Journalisls.

Il should be pointed OUI lhal the Il)hlls and l'nOs were times of tremendous successes

for Idris in journalism and Iiteralllre. Ilowel'el'. the sensitive and delicate personality of the

author could not always manage the pressure. The heavy work load, the frequent conflicts

with censorship, attacks l'rom cri tics and the 1aek of true friends caused severe artistic, mental

and physical crises for Idris. 1'0 these persolla1trihulations should be added the shock caused

by the failure of the Egyptian anny in the Sis-Day War against Israel, i.e., the "defeat of

19ti7" and growing dissatisfaction wilh 'Abd al·Na~ir's revolution, which, in Idris's

opinion, had failed to achieve its objeclive."" ln his numerous articles in al-Jumhüriyya, Idris

attempted ta discuss the causes of the defe:ll. According to him, the lack of unity among the

Egyptian people was the main cause. \;everthcless, he also strongly pointed out the need to

resolve lhe problem of individual frl'edom and he expressed his dissatisfaction with the

central govenuncnt.

Al'ter 1967 lhe author again was no\ in the govel11ment's favour. ln 1969 his play al­

MukhaiPltin was banned and hller in the same )'ear Idris was again dismissed (for one

month) l'rom al-Ahram on account of one of his earlier short stories, namely, al-Khud'a (The

Deception) which he published in this pape!'. Subsequently in 1973, Idris was expelled from

the Arab Socialist Union, the Synciic':lll' of .Ioul11alists and yel again from al-Ahram for

signing two petitions, one drafted by journalists and the other by a number of authors, who

~9 W.N. Kirpièënko discusses at length the period of Idris's psychological crisis and his
reaction to 1967: W.N. Kirpiéenko. Yüsuf Idris, pp. 171j·I78. For the author's
asessment of the "defeat of 1967" see for example: Y. Idris, K.lU/üwal·Bal, pp. 16·17.
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urged Sadatto take decisive steps l'''' "l'lb the liher.ilion of Egypt's occupied telTitoriL's. In

spite of ail these misfortunes, he reg,linl'd thc gmclllmcllI' S favl)ur aflcr the <ktober War of

1973.30

In the 1970s. apan l'rom hi, chr"ni,' dcprcssion, Idns began to suffer from hean

problems. The author went to Moseo\\ 1'''1' Ircalmelll (1')70) and later, that is, in 1971, 1975

and 1976to London where in January 197h hl' uIHlcr\Vt:'! a successful hean oper,llion.·lI

In recent years, namely, the l'llC 1')70" l 'ISOs and 1990s. journalism and travelling

became the foremost preoccupation "f Ihe author. In 1lJ69 Idris published a collection of

short stories a/-Naddaha (The Sircn 1. "l'ICI' thi, l'ollection he published four volumes or

shon stories, that is, Bayt min Lullin 1.\ Iiolise of Fksh. 1972). An;1 SIl/f:ïn QiÏnun :1/- Wlljlïd

(1 am the Sul1an of the Law of Existl'lll'e. 1(75), Uc/tli/M (Kill her, 19H2), ;1/-CAth c:ll:ï ;1/-

Na~ar (The BIarne is on Vision. 19H71. one nove!. namcly, Nlyü Yürk HO (19HO), IWO plays.

i.e., al-lins al-Thii/ith (The Thini Scx. 1971) and a/-S;lhhlw;ïn <The Clown, 19H20) and

several collections of articles dealing \\ ith a \Vide scope of issues, fromliterary criti<:ism and

politics to the everyday Slruggles or an EgYPli:Ul man. Commenting on the l'casons which

induced him to relinquish literature for thc present. Idris remarked in 1976that it would he a

waste of effort 10 write short stories ,,, long as the Egyptian people continue ta su l'fer l'rom

"spiritual malnutrition and cultural anemia"12 Therefore, in recent years IdriS considered the

newspaper 10 be the most adequate place to discuss as yetunsolved human matters in general

and Egyptian everyday probkms in l'articulaI'.

--_ _._- .- ----

30 According to Idris the war of Octoher 1973 occupics a special place in Egyptian
history. The author discusses its significancc in his books Fi/qr a/-Fikr wa Fikr a/-Fac/r,
1'.61 and Ahammiyyat an NalilC/);/qq;JI:. y5 Nils, !J.97.

31 The author recalls his heart operation in F;Jqr a/-Fikr wa Fikr al-Faqr, p. 74.

32 "An~af Rijal!", al-Qabas (\ <) May l'J71\1 cited by r.M. Kurpershock, The Short Storic.~
of Yusuf Idris. p. 42.
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Yüsuf Idris died in August 1991. Shonly before his death he rec:eived a specialliterary

award from the Government's Council of Culture in Egypt. 33

Creative Influences and Artistic Personality

The personality of a modern Arab writer is shaped by a complex process: besides

factors such as family annosphere, esthetic experiences from his youth and his environment,

a decisive role is played by the influence of literary trends and movements in the East and

West, Western writers (old and contemporary), and the native literary tradition in ilS two

manitestations, namely, in the c1assical Arabic language and in dialecl. Ali these elements

constilute the base, the starting point which an Arab writer creatively elaborates in his mind

to shape his literary visions. Sometime~ the author draws from this basic source in a chaotic

and accidentai way. However, in the case of Idris this is a conscious inspiration enriched by

his close attachmentto his first professional occupation, namely,medicine, and determined by

his strong involvement in the reallife of his country.

As for the atmosphere of Idris's family home, few elements had such a definitive

influence on his future artistic personality. Being away from his loving father and the lack of

warmth of his mother and grandmother led to the growth of feelings of loneliness, guilt,

uncenainty and inability to form close relationships wilh people. Although the family ofIdris

did not provide him with a happy and joyful atmosphere, he received from his relatives

another gift, i.e., the gift of story-telling and writing. His father, grandmother, great

grandmother and unc1e 'Abd al-Salam stimulated the boy's interest in fiction and introduced

him to the colourful world of creative imagination and fantasy, a world which led him far

away from everyday problems and fulfilled his dreams.

33 AI-Usbii' al-'Arabi (22 July 1991 J.
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Idris's gift for story-telling and "riling Inanifc'sied ilself at an early age..'4 As a child he

was a dreamer, who, when walking Il) ,,·ho,,1. amused himself hy inventing stories and allhe

age of ten he took a fancy to writing lines l)f \'crse. Subsequently, during his secondaI')'

schocl years, another passion took O\l'!' Idns' s pcrsonality. Ihat is. a fascinaI ion with drama

and the thearre. 35 The existenee of a thcatrc group al school was one of ilS main assets.

Fascinated by the lJerfonnanees of Ihe group. Idns l'rom his very first year in schoo!, applied

for a roll'. His anempt to get il was n"l succcssfui hecause he was found to he too short.

Therefore, the future playwright had 10 ,'OIllCIll himself with the auxiliary task of bcing a

prop person. Finally, al'ter six mOllllh. his dream came true and he was given the pan of

Usama in a play in verse called al-Mllrii'a ill-MIlC/,l/mca (Veiled Chivalry). Unfonunalely, Ihe

very Iirst rehearsal proved his inabilily as an a,·IOI'. sn with a sense of relief as weil as pain he

accepted eviction from the group. Nevc'nhelcss. Ihis unsuccessful "adventurc in the world of

the thearre" did not discourage him and did nol diminish his fascination and obsession with

il. On the contrary, he socn joined a group ,,1' his friends who were perfonning plays befme

an audience ofpupils in the mosque.

Al'ter this quite successful experience with the theatre Idris was given a second ehanec

in the schocl company. However, for Ihe serond time il became clear that his fascination with

and enthusiasm for drama were nol equalled hy his acting ski Ils. 50, al'ter a few rehearsals

the producer amicably advised him 10 l"ok for solace in anOlher hobby. The second rejection

l'rom the theatre schocl group was a scvere hl"w tn Idris's dreams of a career as an actor. He

wrole, later on, that the grief he fclt "n that day was worse lhan anything he was 10

experience in the years to come.3h Nevertheless. it should be pointed oUllhat this episode

....~-.

34

35

36

N.R. Faraj, Yiisuf Idris wa-I-MiI.'I'iI!1 al-Mi~l'i al-Hadith, p. 93.

Idris describes his fascination with Ihe world of the theatre 111 "Layla wara' al­
Kawalis", aJ-Jumhiiriyya (5 Decemher 19(0) p. 10.

Ibid., p. 10.
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gave Idris a long-lasting interest in the world of the theatre and foreshadowed his emergence

as a playwrighl.

Another factor which left quite an impression on Idris and contributed 10 the

stimulation of hi;, mind and creative imagination during his school years in Bayrum and

Dumya! was his interest in and passion for observing the festivities and fairs accompanying

the anniversarles of the local saints. On those days the boy used 10 sneak out of the house in

order to watch folk dances and he tried to retain in his memory a great deal of the stories and

lines of verse which were recited in explanation of the dances.37 Il is possible that in those

popular festivities and fairs we can find a source of inspiration which, later on, urged the

young author to follow the Brechtian cali to create a nationaltheatre based on native folk

tradition.

Although Idris on many occasions claimed to be independent of foreign influences, his

statement should not he taken too literally.38 Even the brief analysis of his fiction and drama

shows inspiration from Western literature and its modem trends and experiments. However,

il should he pointed outlhat Idris is fully aware of the differences between the two cultures,

i.e., Eastern and Western, and in his writing one can notice creative inspiration, a search for

his roots by exploring native literary tradition, "Egyptianizing" the short story and allempting

to create a new and original Egyptian drama.

There is no doubt that in this effort to introduce 10 Egyptian literature these new and

original forms such as the short story and the modem play, Idrïs's acquaintance with major

works from Western literature. from the classical and popular Arabic heritage, and from new

movements in modem Arabie literalllre was of great benefit.

{
37

38

Idris descrihes his fascination with the fabulous world of Egyptian folklore in his book
'Azf Munfarid. p. 61.

Nabil Faraj. "Yüsufldris", aJ-Mi!;alla. January 1971, pp. 102-103.



'. Idris began his acquaintance with the lIorld of literature·N in his grandfather's Imuse

where the library eontained about four hundred \Vestem po<:ketbooks .md selüls. among

them the adventures of Sherlock Holllles and Tarzan and Arabie books such as f:/'Idith 'jsü

Ibn Hishâm and the The Thousand and Ollt' Nighrs, 1'0 these int1uenœs should he added the

stories narrated or read to him by his grandmother. great gmndlllolher and unde 'Abd al-

Sal1im. Subsequently. during his secondary and university years. Idris continued his joumey

into the world of literature by reading the shon stories published in the Egypti'lI1 magazines,

The spirit of change in Arabic literature following Ihe int1uenœ of Westem trends urged Idris

to expand his reading list and he set out on .\ grand tour of world litemture.41J He fallliliarized

himself with the short stories of Chekhov. Gorky. Hemingway and Guy de Maupassant. He

read works of Dostoyevsky, Sholokhov. Tolstoy. Edgar Allan Poe. Tennessee Williams,

Graham Greene, Arthur Miller. Melville. Strindberg. Cervantes and Thomas Mann. He also

paid attention to French writers such as Same:" Camus .md his favourile aUlhor Saint-

Exupéry. In the field of drama Idris studied the plays of Shakespeare. Shaw. Ibsen. Ionesco.

Beckett, Dürrenmatt,42 Molière. Racine and some of the Greek tragedies. In his journey

through world literature Idris did not limit himself 10 Europe and America but also indudcd

Asiatic writers such as Tagore and some Chincse. Korcan. and Japancse authors. He cven

acquired sorne knowledge of Afriean literature. Idris also liked scientific books.43 According

to tl".: author this kind ofliterature inspired him and helped himto relax.

~.
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Ghlili Shukri, "Yüsuf Idris", f:/iw'Ir. November·December 1965. p. 43,

Ibid., pp. 43-44.

Idris met Sartre in Vienna in the 1960s <the exaet date is not mentioned), He describes
his encounter with the famous existentialist in his book "Jabarti"aJ·SiWniIt, pp. 63-67.

The author met Dürenmatttwice. i.e, in Switzerland and in Egypt. He reealls his artistÎC
discussions and polemics with the Swiss playwright and assesses the reception of
Dürenmatt's works in Cairo in his book 'Azfal·Munfarid, pp. 15·50,

Idris was always fascinated by science and scientific discoveries. In his work
Ahammiyyat an Natathaqqaf.. y,I N,Is. p, 92. he displays his interest in one of the latest
studies in nuclear physics.
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There are discussions about the influence of Russian writers on the creativity of Idris,

namely his fascination with works of Chekhov and subsequently those of Dostoyevsky. The

author was even called the Chekhov of Egypt. As Kurpershoek points out, probably most of

lhese speculations are based on Idris's statemenl from 1965:

With Chekhov in particular 1went through quite an experience... When 1tried
to WrÎtc al'ter reading his work 1felt that his vision imposed itself on me, but
so subtly that 1 was the only one to notice this. Since originality is based on
original visions, 1 had to struggle in order to free myself From the oppressive
sway his vision and thoughts heId over my work. il was a fierce and bitter
fight which cost me a whole year (1955).44

When we take a look atthe biographies and works of both writers we can find certain

parallels between their careers and writings. First. bOlh authors worked as medical

practitioners before entering a literary career. Secondly, in their literary work they attained

quite an achievement in the field of short stories and drama. Thirdly, both writers are highly

esteemed for discussing ordinary everyday subjects presenting simple people and for

beautiful and subtly evocative language.

The recent comparative study on Chekhov's and Idris's short stories45 points out a

similarity of outlooks, perception of the wor1d and creative attitude of both authors. Chekhov

never had difficulties in finding an easy plot for his stories and he used to say that he couId

even WrÎte a story about a simple ashtray. Similarly, Idris takes inspiration for his stories

from everyday events; he portrays ordinary people and in one of his stories makes a thing,

namely, the telephone, the main object of narration. The study also brings our attention to

sorne other common features of the writing of both authors. Chekhov and Idris in many of

their stories about the village, criticize the prevalenœ of the old, unnecessary customs, depict

the clash of tradition with modemity. bring a lot of humor and present psychological studies

r
44

45

Ghali Shukrï, "YüsufIdris", Ifiwiir, November-December 1965, p. 44.

1. Kaczmarczyk, Odbicie tworczosci Czechowa drugiej polowy lat 80-tych xix w. w
nowelistyce Yüsufa ldrisa z przcJomu Jat 50-tych i 60-tych, Krakow: Universytet
Jagiellonski, 1990.
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of women. Both authors have mast~r~d thl' an "f cr~atin~ an altnosph~r~ for thcir stori~s.

skillfully combining laughter with sadn~ss. :\Inlls~m~nt with rmgcdy. in that "on~ does not

know if he should laugh or cry··.~~ Th~y ar~ in constant search for new means of expression

and their simple and meaningflll lan~lIag~ 15 slll:cessflllly modified to the needs of

contemporary literature.

As Idris pointed out in an interview in IlJ71. rhe introduction of shon stories into

Arabic literature was like "a creation of something l'rom nothing".~7 Although he was

influenced to a cenain degree by Chckhov and orher foreign writers. it should he pointed out

that this was a conscious inspiration. and Westclll culturc played only the role of a catalyst in

this creative process

Arab and Western crities say that in his readings in modern Ambic and world literature

Idris displays an intellectual curiosiry. Howcver. it would be rather dilTieult to apply this kind

of statement to his interest in classical Arabie literature. Idris developed a thorough dislike

for classical Arabic literature as it was taught him at school and later his aversion toward the

Arab and Islamic heritage did not decline. According to the author. the turJth lies too heavily

on the shoulders of the Arab world:

Our cultural heritage is crammed with nonsense... Nothing but futile,
pointless arguments and questions wilhout any bearing on (the rcality of)
human life. We even pervened the Islamic religion, turning it into Byzantine
disputes on side-issues till il lost all meaning. while its torch, the (Arabie)
language, degenerated into rigid. petrified rules of grammar... That is not what
1 cali a cultural heritage, it is just a foolish conception of this heritage.4H

46 W.N. Kirpi~enko, Yüsuf Idris, p. 45.

47 Kurpershoek's interview with Idris (June 1978); the author said: "1 Egyptianized the
short story.. .it was an effon lo create something from nothing", cited by Kurpershoek,
The Short Stories of Yüsuf Idris. p .43: also see Nabil Faraj: "Yüsuf Idris", aJ-MajalJa,
January 1971, p. 103.

48 S. Fara~at, "al-Turath", aJ-Qabas, (16 February 1977), cited by P.M. Kurpershoek,
The Short Stories of Yüsuf Idris, p. 4(,.
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,
\ And as he said in his interview in 1971. the ruriith very often becomes an obstacle to

real progressand modemization:

(With the turiith) 1 felt as if 1 was looking at a very old museum. It is
separated from my modem feelings by a psychological distance which is
difficult to bridge.49

ln spite of his dissatisfaction with classical Arabic literature, Idris did acquire the

necessary knowledge of it and certain motifs from il have an impact on his writing. The

author is always responsive 10 new events in the L'ulturallife of Egypt and the Arab World;

he observes with great interest the appearance of new Iiterary works and the debuts of new

writers. Il should also be pointed out that in his nUl11erous Iiterary discussions, critiques and

reflections, Idris never forgets to declare his own Arabism, i.e., his being not only an

Egyptian bUl primarily an Arab writer. Funhermore, he emphasizes the need for a constant

search for the unique Arab culture as weil as its cultivation and preservation.

Our discussion shows clearly that various influences played a significant role in the

process of crystallizing the writer's artistÎC personality. A more complete sketch uf Idris as

an author can be obtained by presenting his views concerning the aims and role of modern

IiteralUre, the social function and duties of the writer, his thoughts about how he himselffeels

aboutliterature, artistic inspirations, visions and their realizations, and what he thinks about

the relation between art and scientific discoveries.

For Idris, writing is a dynamic and innovative process, a revolution and a sudden

confrontation with a subject which "catches" hilllunexpectedly: "1 do not choose the subject,

it 'chooses' me".50 As a writer Idris is quite different frolllthose who isolate themselves in

their ivory towers or sit and watch the people in the coffee-houses. He believes that the

writer's mission is to move and travel to meet the people and to be and feel with them: "1

(
49

50
Nabil Faraj: "Yüsufldris", aI-Majalla, Janual')' 1971, p. 102.

Ibid., p. 103.
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'. jump about and run around. 1 explode. 1 think. 1 suffer l'rom depressions. 1 make meny. 1

move and travelto meetthe people, 1am a living ''<'in in Ihe nody of sol'iety".~l

According to the author the aim of literaturl' is not 10 record and descrinc but to allain

results. that is. 10 transmit the truth. impress the l'eaders and encourage them to think about

presented problems and undertake actions toward nel'Cssary changes in their society. For

Idris the art of writing is like a powerfuI. dangerous weapon:

Art then and writing are not a game but a fcarful weapon. 1may say that lhey
are more effective than the nuclear weapon nceause they do not destroy man
but build and they build him strong. marvellous. "loaded" with rightful force.
goodness and beauty. 52

ln 1971. in his article for aJ-Ahrifm the author said: "The important question is: Did

these millions of letters, words and pages sueeeed in changing the mentality of the people?, ..

That is, to my mind, the only valid eriterion for judging the ~ignifieanee of one's writing".53

Furthermore in one of his recent collection of articles. i.e.• AhammiYYilt an Natathaqqaf.. yif

Nas, the writer has said:

If one of the over one thousand Arabie poems that were published during the
past twenty years had real effectiveness, the problem of the Middle East eould
have been solved long ago and ail our politieal, social and intelleetual issues
could have been solved as well.~4

Idris shares with many other writers the view that the effectiveness of literary work

does not depend on its length and the beauty of stylistic figures and tricks but lies in the

power of its message:

The writers have discovered that beauty in writing is not measured by ilS
size... The fabulous in the ereated beings is not (measured) by the size of theil'
muscles but by their intelligence. The fabulous in writing is not (measured)

51

52

53

Y. Idris, "I1ii-I-liqii' Najïbïn", aJ-Jumhüriyya (4 December 1967), p. 12, cited by
Kurpershoek, Yüsuf Idris, p. 42.

Y. Idris, Ahammiyyat an Natathaqqaf.. yii Niis. p. 37.

Y. Idris, "Hal Ladaykum Jawiib?". aJ-Jurnhariyya 06 September 1963).
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( by the number of words or pages but ma)' be contained in one phrase or a
verse of poctry.55

ln his concept of a writer, Idris is againstthc model of a skilled craftsman, who would

spend hours revising his manuscript. What really matters to him is whether a writer has a

vision or not. The real artist, the artist of the century to come, is the meditative visionary

(~iil;!ib ru 'yii) , the discoverer of truths which are revealed to him in the shape of visions. This

true artist is, according to Idris, "like a candIe in the darkness, illuminating what hitherto had

been hidden from the common man".Oh ln that sense this true writer might be called "the

prophet of our time". He is like the eye of the society in which he lives. If this eye sees

through true light, il will present the re:,l picture of life and reflectthe feelings of the society.

Idris strongly believes that this kind of artistic truthfulness is a "gift" which cannot be

mastered, it is only guaranteed by a genuine talent. and that the sincerity of the author docs

not depend on his will or morals; il is either there or not.

Furthermore, the literature created by this tnle writer is not and should not be an artistic

medium. His creativity should give expression 10 his humanitarian mission and to issues

such as the human being and his relation to the society, love, life and truth, and he should

also wam society of dangers ahead, transmit dreams into understandable theories, become a

source of willpower and revolutionary vigour. This form of literature has as its aims to

search for the secret of art which, according to Idris, is like the search for the secret of life

and has not been discovered l'et: "Art is like a kind of biological existence of a human being.

Ils role has not yet been discovered and 1think it willnot be discovered until ail the secrets of

life are known".57 As the author says, there is a close relation between scientific discoveries

.(

54

55

56

57

Y. Idris, Ahammiyyat an Natathaqqaf.. yifNifs. p. ~7.

Ibid., p. 104.

Idris discusses the importance of artistic vision in his book 'Azf Munfarid, p. 7. The
author says: "The importance in ail subjects is the vision (al-ru'yii) and it docs not
matter whether the artistic fomltakes the shape of the short story, novel or drarna".

Ibid. p. 8.



and artistic works: "Each anistic work "hi,'h dOl', 1101 aêl'ord with sL'i.:nl'': will ùisapp.:ar ami

each scientific discovery which do.:, Ilot ,\c'l'ord "ilh thl' f.:.:lings of hllman h<:ings and

conscious vision will cease to exist"."

The question why Idris finally ga".: up his m.:diêal car.:.:r anù ù.:vot.:ù himsdf

completely [0 literature and journalism puzzks the critiês .•1IlÙ th.:y offer v.triolls reasons for

it,59 such as the author's political and ,,,cial ê"ll\'ictions which indllced him to write, or his

desire 10 create a lTuly Egyptian literatur.:, alld th.: fact thal h.: wliid not s.:.: int.:resting

prospects for himself as a medical dOêlOl'. Aêl'Ordillg to Idris, the impuls.: to write was nlth.:r

spontaneous. For a period of time the :nilhor allempled to combine his work as a wriler and

joumalist with medical practice. How.:ver. with his growing engagement in the world of

literature this "divided life" became difficllll and a decision had tO he made. Il was Doctor

Najï, a poet, joumalist, and medical doctor himsdf who probably helped Idris to take this

imponant step in his career. Idris never regrelled lhis decision. In his book Filqr al-Fikr wa

Fikr al-Faqr the author says:

Truly 1 am a lucky man. It is enough luck for me that my road to litcrature
was through medicine and, thallk God. not the reverse.6\)

Idris never wanted to declare his i1llegiance 10 a partÏclllar literary currenl.~1 However,

at one stage of his literary career he fell an intellectual aflinily wilh the panisans of litcrary

engagement (a/-adab a/-multazim) and the school of socialist realism (al-wiiqi'iyya al­

ishtiriikiyya.) ln the 1960s the author realized that socialist realism could not cope with the

complexity and the dimensions of the problems facing the post-revolutionary society of

Egypt and therefore he disassociated himself l'rom il.

58 Nabïl Faraj: "Yüsufldris", al-MajaIJa, January 1971, p. 105.

59 GhaH Shukri, "Yüsuf Idris",ljiwiir, November-December 1965, p. 43.

60 Y. Idris, Faqr a/-Fikr wa Fikr al-Faqr, p. 134.

61 Nabïl Faraj, "Yüsufldris", al-MajaIJa, January 1971, pp. 102-103.
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ln his writings and personal stal~lll~nts lh~ author presented himself as a very dynamie,

creative, sensitive yet restless peNlnalilY. He liked to learn, to look for new evetlts, to

experiment and search, and he alway, h;ld th~ courage [Q be critical of his own sayings and

ideas. In an imerview in 1971 the author sait!:

Although 1 am forty-two 1 cannOl say that 1 am wise in life. 1 still do not
know, 1 am searehing... Up until now 1do not know what really is a short
story (qi,~,~a qasïra). Maybe. the reason 1am writing it is that 1always want to
try to find out what really is a shon story.6"

Idris was in constant search of the secret of true art. In the past he was looking forward

to the future issues of eomemporary society and in recent years he was looking ahead oying

to revive previous experiences. He did nOl have any definite system of ideas or literary

program and in his search for true art. very often he lUrned [Q his subconscious mind and

illusionary visions. He felt that his best staries were wrillen in a state of eestasy. As the

author said,63 his literary rnethod was wry simple: if he had a vision in a dramatie fonn, this

led 10 a theatrieal fonn, namely, a play: and if his vision appeared as a narration, he wrote a

short story or novel. One thing remained always of the highest impC'rtanee, and that is,

whatever fom1 he created the content thereof had to resemble reallife and be alluned to the

pulse of society.

Fiction

Idris's fiction demonstrates two differem approaches and his works may be divided

itlto IWO different groups.64 The first one, that is the .\tories and novels wrillen in the 1950s,

belong to the realistic approach. These works are easy [Q read and analyze, they present a

r

62

63

Ibid., pp. 102-103.

Ibid., p. 105.

These two approaches are discussed by C.F. Barresi, "Le scrillere egiziane Yüsuf
Idris", Oriente Moderne 57 (1977). pp. 287-294.
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simple depiction of life "as it is" in the lower Slrata of rural society and poor districts of

Cairo. In the early 1960s his approach to fiction underwent a graduai but radical change. The

piclUre of life has become more diflicult ta grasp and understand: the setting and chamcters

appear to be more indistinct and univcrsal. an atlllosphere of existentÎ<11 pessilllislll prevails

and the symbolic representation of moral and political thellles supersedes the fonneroulwanl

description and brisk action. This second group of stories and novels. and especially works

written during the late 1960s and the early !970s. presents us with a surrealistÎC sketch of

Egyptian life; Idris ponrays the events frommany different perspectives and it appears as if

he adds a fourth dimension to the scenes. Furthennore. the new Illeans of expression. such

as the stream of consciousness. sYlllbols. surrealistic visions and extensive use of

monologues makes il easier for the author to exp!ain things which are sometillles beyond the

grasp of our common understanding.

The liTst, Le., the realistic phase of Idris's ficlional creativity. began with the collection

of short stories entitled Arkha$ Layiil;u' (The Cheapest Nights. 1954). This collection

contains twenty-one short stories which are mostly representative of short scenes. lively

observations, and uncomplicated l'vents. These slOries rellect the author's experiences l'rom

hi, childhood and YOUlh and portray life in Egyptian villages and small towns. The collection

Arkha$ Layii/ï shows Idris's concern with pomaying the poorer classes of Egyptian society

as accurately as possible. The author presents these poor people as he linds them and allows

facts and their implications to speak for themselves. There is no moral at the end; it is just a

crying, plain truth. Many of the stories l'rom this collection are very short and even Ihis

limited space enables Idris to create a vivid. moving picture.

65 Yüsuf Idris, Arkha$ Laya/ï, Cairo: Dar Rüz al- YÜsuf. 1954; the title story is translated
by Nür Sherïf in the collection: M. Manzalaoui. cd.• Arabie Writing Today: the Short
Seory, Caire: Dar al-Ma'anf, 1968, p. 227; another translation is by Wadida Wassef in
Y. Idris, The Cheapest Nights. and Other Staries. London: Heinemann; Washington
D.C.: Three Continents, 1978.
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One of these pictures is presented in lhe slory "Na?ra"b6 ("A Stare"). A narrator

describes a little girl anxiously carrying a tray full of food on her head. The tray is about to

slip and she asks him to adjust it on her head. He watches her when she crosses the street.

She stops and he imagines that the tray is about to rail off once again. So, the narrator rushes

to help ber and he almost knocks himself down. As it turns out, she has stopped because she

wants to watch sorne otber children playing bail. She then continues until she disappears

l'rom his view "swallowed up by the busy street".";

The collectio;· Arkha~ Lay:TIi is full of portraits of pOOl' Egyptians like this little girl.

Sorne of them are pictured at their work places in lloe provinces, others confront features of

modern life during their visits to Cairo. still others live in the siums of the big city itself.

Idris's second collection of slorics appeared under the title Jumhüriyyat Fara1;Jiif'8

(Farn1;Jat's Republic, 1956) and contains three shon stories and the novel Qi~$at f:lul,b (Love

Story). The stories from the second collection are longer, they give a broader picture of

Egyptian society and their structure is a li ttle more complkated.

The tille story, "jumhüriyyat Faral)ât" consists of two separate plots. The first one

presents us with the chaotic goings-on in one of the Cairene police stations. The place is full

of clients. policemen and convicts. This crowd is controlled by Sergeant Faral)ût on duty.

Into this scene the author introduces another plot: here cornes the narrator, who appears to he

l'rom a higher level of society than most of the station's clients and convicts. but he too has

been arrested on sorne charge or other. lt is by mistake that Faral)lit engages himself in

.
J
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The story translated by Trevor Le Gassick in: R. Allen, ed., ln the Eye of the Beho/der:
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conversation with the narrator and rewals to him his ",Ireamy scenario" of an ideal society he

created himselfin his imagination.

This "dreamy picture" becomes the sel'Ond plnt of the slory. The society, describcd by

Fara~at. consists of happy. well·dressed people who arc all employed and live in brick

houses provided with electricity and \Vater. 1n ~his society everylhing appears 10 bc in order.

People walk and work in an ordered way and they <iress in the same unifonns, that is, khaki

clothes and white hats. This fascinating narration is intemlpted by some clients. Faral.l:ït

insults and curses them but continues with his story. The allthor shows us that within Ihe

gruff and callous exterior of the man who is indiffcrent and unjust. there resides the heart of

a dreamer who ,,'ants te "repair" the \Vorlel. However. his vision is unrealistic anel crealed

only by his imagination. When al the end of the story Fara~at discovers that the man wilh

whom he has been sharing his dreams is under arrest too, his whole mood changes and his

hopes for a better future vanish.

In the novel Qi$$at l;lubb IdrIs describes the fight of the Egyptians against the British

occupation. The author strongly believes in the righi cause and the eventual triumph of

justice. This optimism is brought further by the love story between two patriols and war

companions. that is. between l;Iamza and Fawziyya.

In comparison with Arkha$ Laya/ï, the collection Jumhüriyyat Filra/.1iït presents us with

a wider scope of themes and a richer picture of Egyptian society. its attitudes. and problems.

IdrIs introduces here sorne philosophiea! reflections and sociological remarks. The author

also changes the style, i.e., introduces a more developed dialogue and gives a greater

importance to monologues. Lyrics and symbols become quite visible.

The subsequent collection. that is, al.Bafal69 (The Hem. 1957), is fully devoted te

patriotic and political themes. The view of the lasl ship carrying English solcHers who leave

Egypt makes the author extremely happy. However. at the s'Ime time. he feels hatred toward

69 Y. Idris, al-Bafal, Cairo: Dar al Fikr. 1957.
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them: "1 would not like our enemy to leave this way but 1would rather sec bullets showing

them the way out. Our enemies arc leaving, let c1efeat accompany them everywhere they

go".?O

Idris receives with greatjoy the news of the nutionalization of the Suez Canal (the story

"Sa~~" r"Right"J), he is proud of Egyptians tïghting for their fatherland (the stories "al­

Ba!al" and "al-Jur~" r"The Wound"J). The psychological truth of the characters constilUtes

the main feature of ail these stories. According to Idris, the psychology of a man is

determined by social conditions. The stories within the collection al-Ba.tal point out clearly

the author's ability to portray humun character, even the deepest layers of his complicated

psychology.

The next collection of short stories, numely A Laysa Karthiilikl'l (/sn 't That So?,

1957), which reappeared in 1970 named after the novella "Qli' al-Madïna"n ("The City

Dregs"), has a broad discussion of Egyptian social and moral problems. Our attention here is

focused on the novella "Qli' al-Madïna", which critics consiGer one of Idris's most

successfullonger works of fiction.

"Qli' al-Madïna" is the story of Judge 'Abd Alllih who loses his watch, suspects his

maid and mistress Shuhrat of having stolen it and makes a journey to "the bottom of the city"

to catch Shuhrat red-handed with the watch and accuses her face to face. The plot itself is

ironic: the judge, who sits in court every day and passes judgment on ail kinds of people

from rich and poor districts of Cairo, r~rely leaves the green riverside quarter of the city

r
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where he lives to see the "reality" of L'ollllllilled LTime~. However. when a l'rime i~ commilled

against him he i~ preoccupied by the idea of confrnllling the criminal in her own hou~e in Ihe

poorest area of the city. The judgc tt'gelhcr with hi~ friend ~et out for the poore~t pan~ of the

city. The description of theil' journey is considered. by Roger Allen.7' to bc one of Idri~'s

finest literary creations. While de~crihing the quaner~ of Cairo. the aUlhor makes use not

only of his intimate knowledge of the places and Ihdr inh.. bitants. hut also his ahilily to use a

succession of images to create tremendous tension.

The joumey begins in the airy. Illodcln. and rich quaner where the judge lives. When

they pass through poorer district~ the atmosphere becollles more and more stitling,

physically and psychologically. a~ the car is hemmed in by more and more people and

eventuaily abandoned in favour of walking. The streel~ become narrower and narrower and

the people who live there are poorer and poorer. Shops and houses OIT" ::.naller and dinier

and the pu"gence appears to be stronger. As they reach the City Dregs. the place where

Shuhrat lives. the houses and people lean against each olher for support, children play in

heaps of garbage. women sil chalting on thre~holds. and !lies are everywhere, particularly in

the children 's eyes. At last cornes the confrolllation, at lirst Shuhrat plays innocent but under

pressure her resistance crumbles and the judge easily recovers his watch. The end of the

novella is very pessimistic. Idris shows that with the existing social injustice. indifference,

moral deprivation and hypocrisy. Shuhrat, a woman from "Qu' al-Madina" and thousands

like her have absolutely no chance of a beller and juSt future:

They (the judge and ShuhratJ had no further contacl. though he did spot her
one day. He saw Shuhrat in Queen Street as he WolS driving. so he slowed
down. She WOlS standing Olt the bus stop. but it was obvious that she was not
waiting for the bus. She had her lips stained with real lipstick, she WOlS
wearing a grey shirt in which she used to come to him. Most important WolS
that, abave the shin, she WolS wearing ... a new blouse.74
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R. Allen, ed., ln the Eye of the Beho/der. p. xviii.

Ibid., p. 77.
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1, During the period between 1954 and 1958 Idris published his fifth collection of shon

stories, Le., l;liidithat Sharafl5 (An Affair of Honour. 1956). These years fall within the first

decade of the 1952 Revolution. and the experienccs of the Czech arms deal. the withdrawal

of European and Israeli forces after the invasion of 1956. and the anempts at the unification

with Syria. At the same time. the government began 10 exercise tight control on the media in

Egypt. and lilf:rary works were subjected to very strict censorship. As a result of this

process, the collection l;liidithat Sharafwas published for the first time in Lebanon. In these

stories Idris continues his discussion of moral issues and he ponrays the desperate situation

of young poor girls who eventually become easy targets of middle c1ass unscrupulous men.

ln the 1950s. besides the realistic short story collections, Idris also published two

novels, namely, al-l;lariim76 (The Tuboo, 1958) and al-BayçJii077 (The White Woman. 1959).

Al-l;lariim is the story of 'Aziza. an agrarian worker who killed her own child.

conceived in sin, and the criminal investigation connected \':ith il. In this novel the author

db;;usses the problem of sin and its meaning according to Islamic tradition. What does it

really mean, to commit a sin? How can we justify blind anachmem to the traditional concept

of /;laram (forbidden) and /;lalal (permined)? ThC3p. are the issues Idris focuses on in his novel

and anempts to encourage the reader to take steps against the traditional ways which may no

longer be appropri~.te. The ev'"nts presented in al-l;lariïm show c1early that rigid

subordination to traditional moral norms and values very often forces people to lie, to do bad

deeds, to commit acts of brutality and even murder. Furthermore, this çommonly accepted

f
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morality hecomes contradictory to the tme feelings and it tums people toward "hidden sins".

ln aI-lfariim. Idris points out c1early that lhese traditional ethical nomlS and values are

sometimes contradictory to human ethics. which should respect the dignity of human beings.

The novel aI-Bayçfii' is an unhappy love story about a leftist. Yal)ya. and his

companion. a married Greek woman Santi. The character presented by Idris. namely.Yal)ya.

shares sorne common features and experiences with the author. They are both born in a

village. have studied and practised medicine and have an interest in Iiterature. FunhemlOre.

their attitudes towards the achievements of Europe are similar and they both wantto preserve

their Arab identity. Yal)ya says:

1never wanted to become a European. 1dreamt of possessing their wonderful
inventiveness and sense of order. but possessing them myself as an Arab. for
1was not prepared to have one single hair of my head changed. Sometimes.
when taking part in demonstrations against the British occupation. 1noticed to
my surprise that 1shouted our slogan "Down with England!" catching myself
on a thought that my anger and hatred lowards them were as big as my
admiration of what they did and built in lsma'mya, Alexandria. and Port
Said.78

AI-BayçfiP is an interesting realistic and pSYLhological novel and may he considered as

an important document of the late 1950s.79 Yal)ya's views and conduct resemble those of the

Egyptian intelligentsia from the period of the transition from the 1950s to the 1960s.

The 1960s. especially the first half of the dccade. were ycars of spiritual crisis for the

Egyptian intelligentsia. GhaH Shukri explains the reasons for it as follows:

The intelligent Iiberals fought with colonialism and feudalism. The July
Revolution gave them national sovereignty, they should have been happy.
However. at the saille time. this Revolution destroyed their Iiberal dreams and
therefore they suffered.

The intelligent social-democrats fought with colonialism. feudalism. and the
higher classes of the bourgeoisie. The July Revolution gave them a

78 Y. Idris. aI-Bayt;fii'. Beirut: Dar al-Tali'a. pp. 1Il 1-182.

79 The nove1 aI-Bayçfii' is discussed extensively by W.N. Kirpi~enko, Yüsuf Idris.
pp. 92-103.
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deve1oped, national economy but did nol pay attention to their democratic
views.

The intelligent Marxists fought colonialism and oppression of all kinds. Their
dreams not only did not come true with the reality of the Revolution but in
many cases they were in contradiction with it.HO

As a result of cAbd al-Nâ~ir's autocratiL" policy and especially the severity of

censorship, the position of the Egyptian intelligentsia became more complicated and their

freedom toexpress theirviews almost vanished. AI-Tahir Ai)mad Makki says:

The problems and anxieties began to sound anew, even stronger because they
were hidden. The old writers kept silent because they were hypocrites or
became apologetic, seduced by a luxurious life and false honours. The young
did nottalk because they lacked the necessary knowledge or experience. Only
when the defeat of 1967, with all its shame and grief, showed clearly the
hypocrisy of our politicallife, did the wall of fear break down.BI

This ideological crisis of the Egyptian intelligentsia had a great impact on the content

and form of literature. Censorship forced the writers to veil their ideas in allegory or

symbols. Therefore, literary images became uIlclear and complicated and their inner, hidden

meaning difficult to grasp and explain. Gradually, the realistic pictures of Egyptian society

were superseded by complicated metaphors and unclear symbols. Sometimes allegory was

used as a mask under which the writer could express his critical attitude toward the existing

political, social, and culrural order. The hidden but strong call for freedom and democracy

became a very important issue. As a reaction to the literary engagement (a/-adab a/-multazim)

and to the school of socialist realism (al-wiiqiCiyya al-ishtiriikiyya) many writers took

inspiration from the philosophy of existentialism and preoccupied themselves with the

concept of man in cOntemporary society. Soon. the existentialist call for complete freedorn of

an individual becarne a widespread concern in Egyptian literature.
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Ghàli Shukri, Thaqiifarunii bayna "nacm wa /if', Beirut 1972, cited by W.N.
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82

• The fiction of Idris from this period dearly illustnlles ail thcse changes. The new

fictional world created by the author in the 1960s rcmains under the strong inl1uence of the

philosophy of existentialism and the works of Dostoyevsky.s~ Idris addresses himself to the

general human matters of individual freedom in socicty. free choice. the problem of crime

and punishment. the relationship of executioner and victim. and the issue of killing a man.

Furthennore, he has changed and developed his means of exprcssion by introducing

surrealistic visions, allegory and symbols to hidc his thoughts in temlS which could he

understood by the readers and yet survive the attention of the censor.

The Slories l'rom the collection Akhir al-DunYiÎ (The End of the World. 1961 )83 arc

good examples of allthese literary transfoffilations. In one of these stories, namely, "Alif '11­

A~rar"84 ("The Omitted Leuer"), we come to one ofIdris's most effective expressions of the

conditions of modem man. In this story the author auempts to discuss the problem: 1s

modem man being dominated by mech,~nical tools which are supposed to hclp him, and does

he have any freedom of choice or can he exert any initiative?

A~mad Riishiin, the hero of "Alif al-A~râr". an ideal and punctual civil servant,

resolves to seule the issue for himself when he refuses to insert into a typed document a letter

which he has deliberately left out. He wants to assert his individuality: "'Excuse me, Sir,'

A~mad replied, 'but 1 won't type il again... because 1am a human heing, Sayyid 'Abd al­

Lapf, not a typewriter"'.85 However, 'Abd al-La!if is quick to inform A~mad that he has r,o

individuality. The boss makes no concessions to A~mad's personal feelings as he clearly

Idris taiks about his fascination with the works of Dostoyevsky in his book: Y. Idris,
Ahammiyyatan Natathaqqaf..yifNifs, p. 82.

83 Y. Idris, Akhir al-Dunya, Cairo: Mu'assasat Rüz al-Yüsuf, 1961. For a discussion of

this collection see:Mu~ammad 'Abdallah al-Shafaqi, "Akhir al-Dunyii", al-Adab, May

1961, pp. 38-42.

84 This story is translated into English by R. Allen, In the Eye of the Beholder,
pp. 89-109.

85 Ibid., p. 93.
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points out this fact to him: "Go away and get on with your work. Learn your proper place.

You are just a typist here, which means you type. you do as you are told. You know the

typewriter, you arejustlike the typewriter. understand?!"86 A~mad has become obsessed by

the notion of the dignity of mankind and he continues his defiance. His case reaches as far as

the Direclor·General who surprisingly tries a more gentle approach 10 the whole affair and

eKplains to A~mad that everyone, including the Director-General, has to obey orders. A~mad

insists on his decision and at this point he is fired. However, at the end of the story the

typewriter key for the letter which he deliberately left oul is found to be not working.

A~mad's post is saved but his crusade for individual rights completely lost: '''My boy,' the

boss commented with a cough, 'machines are not fired when they refuse to type, they are

repaired. Consign il to the workshop and have it put right. '''87

The issues of a contemporary man are discussed further in Idtis' s novels al-Ghan1J88

(The Stranger, 1961) and al-'Ay[)ll9 (The Shame, 1962) and in the collection oflengthy short

stories, namely, al·'Askarial-Aswacf!° (The Black Soldier, 1962).

The novel al-Gharib shows an evident influence of Dostoyevsky. The main problem of

his work is the same as that of Raskolnikov, that is, what does it mean to kill a man? The

hero of the novel, a fourteen-year-old boy has a strange desire. He wants to kill someone to
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• prove to himself that he is a real man. He hides hilllself with a gun ready to kill the tirst

person who will stand in his way. However. when the criticallllolllent comes. a mysterious

voice from the innermost of his being says: "Do not do it!" The allthor resolves the problem

in accordance with the existentialist theory that the subject relllains the ultimate source of

good and evil as long as he has freedom of choice.

The subsequent novel al-'Ayb presents us with the problem of an individual in a

corrupt society. A young. innocent girl. a fresh gmduate from university. enters the world of

corrupt public officers. At the beginning she tries to ignore the situation and smys aloof.

However, soon her emotional resistance crumbles and she takes a bribe. This "change"

cornes as a result of a strong, primitive instinct which urges a human being to aspire to things

which will secure for him "warmth and light" and protect against "cold and darkness". and as

Idris shows in his novel. this instinct proves to be stronger than sound moral values.

In the long story "al-'Askari al-Aswad" Id~is has another of Dostoyevsky's themes.

that is, the problem of the relation between the executioner and the victim. The presentation

of sad images of brutality and cruelty and the discussion of the psychology of both the

executioner and the victim. lead Idris to conclude that force and violence are double-edged

weapons, their effect willlUm against the executioner and he will be punished by his own

conscience.

The last three collections of short stories. Le., Lughat al-Ay Ay91 (The Language of

Screams, 1965), al-Naddiiha92 (The Clarion, 1969). and Bayt min Lal,Jm93 (A House of

Flesh, 1971) continue Idris's ref1ections on the situation of contemporary man and his

9t Y. Idris, Lughat al-Ay Ay, Cairo: Mu'assasat Rüz al-Yüsuf, 1965.

92 Y. Idris, al-Naddiiha, Caire: Dar al-J::Iilal, 1969. The title story is translated into
English: Y. Idris, Rings of Bumished Brass. trans. C. Cobham, London: Heinemann,
Washington, D.C.: Three Continents Press, 1984 pp. 116-141, and into French: Y.
Idris, La Sirène et autres nouvelles. trad. Luc Barbulescoet et Philippe Cardinal, Paris:
Sindbad, 1986.

93 Y. Idris, Bayt min Lal,Jm, Cairo: 'Âlam al-Kutub. 1971.
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problems, fears, fmstrations, and obsessions. These stories are the finest examples of the

author's second approach to the shon story; they are a combination of themes based on both

the real and the unreal.

In Lughat aI-Ay Ay Idris successfully presents the inner world of the human heing. Il

seems to us thatthe characters have losttheir external features and it appears as if they are the

embodiments of various emotional stages of the author. The narrator subtly analyzes these

emotions and it looks as if ail the feelings and impressions with their different tones pour

themselves into a stream of grief, nostalgia, and despair.

In the stories from this collection Idris shows that (1) man has the awareness that when

love is gone nothing can he repaired ("Hiidhihi al-Marra", " fhis Time"), (2) he constantly

fears the hostility of the surrounding world ("La'ba", "Play"), (3) he can he hetrayed even by

the closestrelative ('Li'anna al-Qiyama la Taqümu", "Because Resurrection will not Come"),

(4) he is capable of oppression and cruelty ("al-AwurJiî",94 "The Aona"), (5) he suffers from

spiritual tragedies ("Lughat al-Ay Ay") and (6) he is unable to anain happiness and,

therefore, should give up his fight for it ("Sa~ib Mi~r", "The Ruler of Egypt"). In allthese

stories Idris undellakes the task of going deeply into human psychology and anempts to

grasp the hidden, unconscious impulses which have their roolS in the biological basis of

sense perception. Man suffers from a penetrating pain, he suffers physically and, what is

even worse, psychologically. It seems that this scream of a suffering man, that is his pain,

constitutes for Idris the most authentic and sincere voice of the human soul. If a man suffers

in silence the suppressed scream can cause him even greater pain.

The anistic value of the collection LughataI-Ay Ay was highly estimated by the critics.

Here is what Ma~müd Amin al-'Alïm said about it:95

This is a new and one of a kind collection of shon stories in contemporary
Arabic Iiterature. Compared with the previous stories of Yüsuf Idris, this

{ 94

95
This story is translated by R. Allen, In the Eye of the BehoIder, pp. 111-118.
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collection should be viewed on a different level of an and originality. In this
collection the author has almost completely given up his previous descriptive
approach in presenting faets. events and people. The reader is taken
immediately into the middle of the action and becomes pan of il. The author
describes nothing and he enchants you as if you are in the middle of the
turmoil of life. He completely subordinates you to his will by notlelling your
eyes see. your mind think and your feelings reaet spontaneously.

This combination of themes based on both the real and the surreal which C'1Il he

observed in the stories from Lughat al-A.v Ay is carried into the next collection. namely. III-

Naddâha (The Clarion, 1969). In his many previous staries Idris looks at the world through

the prism of the psychological life of his characters. However. it seems as if in the stories

l'rom aJ-Naddâha the psychologicallevel of presentation is no longer sufficient for the litemry

aims of the author. Idris goes deeper and deeper into the human soul and uncovers in it

biological and instinctive motives of human acts. Aceording to the author at this point. a

sexual impulse which cannot be controlled by the mind becomes a driving force for human

beings.

These remarks may be ilIustrated by one of the stories l'rom the collection. namely.

"al-'Amaliyya al-Kubra''96 ("The Big Operation") in which the complicared structure of

human psychology is reduced to the basic instinct of sex. 'Abd al-Ra'üf, a young doctor and

a nurse spend the night taking care of a dying woman whose condition has worsened as a

resu1t of a mistake during the operation. Seeing the patient in agony causes in 'Abd al-Ra'üf

a tremendous fear of death. He tries to escape from this and looks for a remedy in the arms

of the nurse. The act of physical interaction between the doctor and the nurse in front of a

dying woman may symbolize the eternal struggle between life and death and the eventual

triumph of life. The story ends as follows:

It seems as if everything has become one and the end is mixed with the
beginning. the first beginning with the last end and the moment when life
goes out of death with the one when it cornes into death. At that moment it

96 This story is discussed by W.N. Kirpicenko, Yüsuf Idris, pp. 186-188.
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looks as if the good woman wanted only one thing: to gather all her forces
and register allthat she has seen that couId stay in her eyes forever. 97

The role of sex and the relation between man and woman are dis.:ussed further in

Idrïs's collection of short stories, i.e., Bayt min Labm. A few stories l'rom the collection

depicl the frustrations, temptations and even loneliness involved in the relationship between a

man and his wife and indeed between a man and a woman outside marriage. The title story,

"Bayt min La~m"98 constitutes a good illustration of these remarks.

The author presents us here with the problem of the family without a father, and more

precisely, with the emotions and tensions inside a house full of women, a widowed mother

and her three daughters. The fact that the mother does not want to remarry before her

daughters have senled down,together with the lack of a man in the house, means that no man

wouId ever have the pretextto go there, except for the blinJ reader of the Qur'an. Anything

is better than nothing, and the mother, under pressure of her daughters, marries him. The

mother puts on her wedding ring at night as the couple go to bed and make love while the

daughters lie awake in the same room following every sigh and groan. As they grow up,

reach maturity and no man comes to ask for their hands they plead with their mother to help

them. She lets them put on the ring which eventually becomes a pa'ssport for the relief of the

girls' sexual frustrations and the blind man does not know what is going on or he pretends

notto. The author ends the story as follows:

They (the mother and the daughters) alone have the blessing of certainty,
since they are able to make distinctions. Ali he could offer was doubt,
something which could only become a certainty through the blessing of sight.
As long as he was deprived of that blessing, the certainty was missing too.
He was blind, al'ter ail, and you cannot reproach the blind. Or can you?99
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S. Sasson, ed., Dünya Yüsuf Idris min Khi/a/ Aqasisih, Tel Aviv: Dar a1-Nashr aI­
eArabi, p. 193, v 1-4.

This slory is translated into English by Mona Mikhail in: R. AlIen, ed., In the Bye of
the Beholder, pp. 191-198.

Ibid., pp. 197-198.
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The sexual theme is not the only one discllssed by Idlis in the collection. Bayt min

La1Jm contains also other stories of different sllbject matter. for example. "Sürat al­

Baqara"IOO (''The Chapter of the Cow"). an all111sing. rustic tale, full of lively colloquial

dialogue and touches on local descriptions of Egyptian villages: and "al-Ri1)la"IOI ("The

Journey") an allegory on the necessity of abandoning the cult of 'Abd al-Na~ir.

Idris's fictional works published in the 19HOs differ considerably from those written

earlier. It seems that the photographie descriptiveness from the 1950s and the explosion of

emotions, frustrations and fears from the 1960s and !970s are replaced by a new feature

namely, the refinement of themes and means of expression. In other words, Idris's fiction of

the 1980s synthesizes and develops the besl m1istic features of his previous stories and

novels. In his recent work Idris is still preoccupied with the presentation of an image of the

Egyptian (Arab) mal'. However, it is no longer only an image or a picture. We would prefer

to cali it an artistic study, created with both vision and perspective. Emotions are tempered

with wis<iom, humor, irony and fantasy.

The shorter stories from the collection 'Atb 'aliI al-Nazar102 (The Biarne is on Vision,

1987) and the longer ones from the collection UqtulhiII03 (Kill her, 1982) introduce us to the

world of bath Egyptian village and city. Our attention focuses on two original stories which

clearly illustrate the new features of Idris' s fiction from the 1980s.

The story "Abü al-Rijal" 104 (The Father of Men) presents us with (possibly) the first

attempt in Arabie literature to probe deeply into the mind and soul of a latent homosexual.

Idris draws here a psychological study of a man in his fifties who is forcing himself to

lOI
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100 Ibid., pp. 141-147.

This story is translated into English by R. Allen. "The Joumey" (al-Ri1)la), Journal of
ArabieLiterature, vol. III (1972) pp. 127-131.

Y. Idris, 'Atb 'a/iIa/-Na?M, Cairo: Markaz al-Ahram li-I-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr, 1987.

Y. Idris. Uqtulha, Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r, 1982.

Y. Idris, "Abü al-Rijal", Atb 'ala al-Na?ar, pp.7-19. This story is translated into
English by Saad Elhadem, A Leader ofMen, Fredericton, N.B.: York Press, 1988.
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confront and come to tenns with the odd feelings and bizarre emotions that have been

IOnnenting him lately. In this process the man uncovers his latent homosexuality and then he

proceeds 10 adjust himself to this frightening reality. Despite the fact that this new,

uncovered reality is shameful the man accepts. so late in his life, his true self as the only

thing that has any validity for him.

The story "Abü al-Rijal" reveals the real force and mastery of Idrïs's pen. Despite the

factthatthe aUlhor is dealing here with a subject malter that is regarded by the great majority

of Islamic Egypt (Arab World) as repugnant and distasteful, he is capable of creating a well-

balanced picture, never uses vulgar expressions or depicts an obscene situation. Idris 's

selection of scenes and choice of words is done with the utmost care and precision.

The story "Atb cala al-Na~ar"IOS brings us to Idris $ wor!d of fantasy and irony. This

story appears to be an allegorical satire on the Egyptian realities and especially on the

Egyptian world of the press.

!;Iasan, the acknowledged owner of the village donkey kept for breeding purposes has

a problem with his animal. The donkey cannot see well and the reproductive source of rood,

steady income seems threatened. !;Iasan decides 10 buy glasses for his donkey and this

solution seems to work quite weil. Soon, the donkey in glasses becomes an attraction for the

tourists and a special exposition home is built for him. !;Iasan is happy, his income

multiplies. It also happens that the donkey has a special talent, he has learned to read and he

can read newspapers. However, !;Iasan cannot use the donkey' s literacy to make extra

money. The donkey not only reads newspapers but also (and here is the prnblem) expresses

his emotions and takes a firm stand regarding the issues discussed by the Egyptian press.

W'hen he likes something he licks tha! panicular piece of paper with joy but when he

disapproves he chews that piece of paper and noisily spits it out with disgusl. At this point

105 Y. Idris, "Atb cala al-Na~ar", Acb 'a/aa/-Na?ar, pp.71-99.
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J:lasan decides to abandon the funh~r ~dUl'alion of his donk~y. f~aring Ihal it may cause

unnecessary problems and cmbarrassm~nt.

Idrïs's novel Niyü Yürk ROlo" puhlish~d in IlJXO also desel"es consideration. \n this

work the allthor deals with the issue of the encounter b~twecn East and West ll17• Although

this theme has xcn alreudy discussed hy some olher novclists sw:h as Tawfiq al-I~akim,

Ya~ya J:laqqi, Suhayl Idrïs and Tayyih SaliI). Idris presents us with a different approach in

his nove\. Niyü Yürk sa is a story nI' a rclationship bctwcen a young Egyptian man who

has come to the United States and an Am~ril'an cali-girl who is fascinated by the I1mn 's

different personality and seeks more knowledgc about Ihis n'II ive country and its culture.

Idrïs's encounter between East and West is no longer the traditional fascination by the West

or the East (as presented by sorne other writers). The author points out c1early the need for

better understanding of the differences and similarities between these two cultures.

In spite of the fact that in his las: years Idris concentrmed on joumalism, he still

remained one of the most creative short slory writers in the Arab world. Although some of

his staries may be more interesting than others, according to Roger Allen, one thing we l'an

be sure of is thm: "They will show a continuing concem for man and his existence on Eanh.

they will arouse bath admiration and opposition for their experiments in theme and style.

Such i~ the essençe of Idris". 108

The presentatior. of Idris's bil1graphy. the exposition of various influences which

shaped his anistic personality and his allitude towards the role and ai ms of modem Arabie

literature, together with the brief review of his fictional works constitute a starting point for

the discussion of his drama. Ali this willmake it casier to present, anal) :e and understan:l 'Ill

the thematic and anistic developments which have occurred in his plays over the years.

..r-.
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Y. Idrïs, Niyü Yiirk sa. Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r, 1980.

For an inter(;sting discussion on this issue, sec: Issa J. Boullata, "Encounter between
East and W~.st: a Theme in Contemporary Arab Novels", Critical Perspectives on
Modern Arabic Literature (cd. by Issa 1. Boullata), Washington, D.C.: Three
Continents Press, 1980, pp. 47·60.

R. Allen, ed., In the Eye of the Behe,lder. p. xxxix.
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Furthennore, it will also help to show that Idris's drama is like a mirror which reflects the

social changes in post-revolutionary Egypt.
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Chapter II

Early Experiments with Drama

When Idris began his career as a playwright. Egyptian drama and theatre had already

established traditions and entered their own phase of creative development. t ln the history of

Egyptian literature, the years betwee:l 1918-1952 constitute a formative period of basic

dramatic literature. In the 1940s, realism. being cnriched by the intluence of the European

and Egyptian dramatic traditions took on a detïnite shape and gained a dominant position in

Egyptian drama. The realistic drama of the pre-revolutionary period is a mirror-image of the

Egyptian world of reality, toward which playwrights have a didactic or momlizing attitude.

Undoubtedly, it has certain affinities with the type of play which was weil known in Europe

under the name pièce à thèse.

Al'ter 'Abd al-Na~ir's Revolution, that is, between 1952 and 1962, Egyptian realism

continued to be the dominant trend, and realistic dmma developed in close relation with the

other genre of post-revolutionary literature, namely, fiction and. in particular, the short story.

The influence of joumalistic and reponing style. as weil as the ideo10gy of the 1952

Revolution are also evident. This trend crystallized and gave way to the well-suited name, the

Egyptian post-revolutionary realism. The plays illustrative of thatliterary current focus on the

political, social, and moral problems of contemporary Egyptian and Arab society. According

to the author of a very recent monographic study on trends in modem Arab drama,2 these

plays, with respectto their typicalthematic motifs. may be divided into four groups. The first

....'

2

For a discussion on the history of modern Egyptian drama and the main works of its
best representatives see: 1. 'Abd al-Mun'im, Drama and Society in Contemporary
Egypt, Caire: Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabi, 1967, M.M. Badawi, Modem Arabie Drama in
Egypt, Cambridge: University Press, 1989, J. Bielawski, K. Skarzynska, J. Jasinska,
WspoIczesna literatura arabska I9i20w. Warsaw: Panstwowe Wydawnictwo
Naukowe, 1978. N.R. Faraj, Yüsuf Idris and Modem Egyptian Drama, Cairo: Dar al­
Ma'iirîf, 1976. For modem criticism see: al-Masrab (Cairo) vol. 1-74, 1964-1970.

E. Machut-Mendecka, Glowne kierunki rozwoju dramaturgii arabskiej (The Main
Development Currents in Arabic Drama). Warsaw: Polish Academy of Science
(forthcoming).
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group deals with the issues of nature and society: these plays are descriptions of people's

feelings, emotions and desires, as weil as critical remarks concerning the sphere of ethics and

morals. The second presents the various issues of moral tradition and social emancipation;

here. the playwrights discuss in detail issues, such as c1ass division, family relations and the

status of women. The third group focuscs on the problem of c1ass struggle; these plays touch

upon other imponant aspe~tsof Egyptian sociallife including the clash between tradition and

modernity. the oppression and exploitation of the poorest classes by the aristocracy and

landowners and the growing influence of a new emerging c1ass of progressive intelligentsia

and bureaucrats. The last group consists of works in which the authors deal with the issue of

foreign expansion and struggle for independence.

Egyptian post-revolutionary realism as it is manifested in the plays of authors, such as

Tawfiq al-l:Iakim, Nu'man 'Ashür, Lu!fi al-Khülï, Fat~i Rac;lwan, Rashad Rushdï, Sa'd al­

Din Wahba, Alfred Faraj and Yüsuf Idris may be described as a synthesis of a few basic

elements: the tradition of pre-revolutionary realism, European models with the panicular

influence of Russian writers. such as Gorki and Chekhov, the creative methods of the

Egyptian shon story and joumalism. as weil as the spirit and ideology of 'Abd al-Na~ir's

Revolution. The plays, mostly written in colloquial, present the reader with a panoramic

picture of Egyptian society. In the early 1950s, the playwrights were still basically

preoccupied with the depiction of society, and their creative methods were similar to those of

joumalists or authors of fiction. Only in the late 1950s can one notice sorne changes and

creative developments conceming both thematic aspects and the artistic approach. Gradually,

the social panorama of the city, which had dominated Egyptian drama thus far, begins to

change, 1eaving more space for new elements, such as images of the village, psychological

ponraits of characters, the creation of new types of heroes and the appearance of new means

of expression.
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ln this process of changes and new developments. Idris's three plays. that is. Malik al-

Qutn (The Cotton King. 1957). Jumhiiriyyac Far;Jl.liÏc (Fara~at's Republie, 1957) and al·

La/J?'I al-lfarija (The Critical Moment. 195Rl. haw played very imponant roles.

Mali1c al-Qutn: the new image of the Egyptian peasant

Malik al-Qutn (The Cotton King. 1957).3 the tirst of Idris's plays was wrill\ln shonly

after the publication of his anthology of short slOries Arkha~ Layâli. The only eritieal

assessment of that work which is available so far. is rather scanty. There are a few shon

discussions of the play by Arab literary eritics. sueh as 'Ali al-Ra'i4 and Faruq 'Aix! al­

Wahhab;5 however, there has yetto be a single anicle on it published by a Western scho1ar.

This is rather surprising because Idris's first allempt in drama was a work of literary art of

the same high quality as that of his first short stories, whieh were highly esteemed by the

critics and brought the author immediate fame and popularity. Malik al-Qu!n with its

interesting conflict, good dramatic construction. skillfully·eonducted action, well-shaped

characters and lively language reveals the tremendous dramatic potential of the author. One

cou1d even say that Idris's originality as a playwright, began no!, as has been assumed by

many crities, with al-FiïrJfir but with his very first play Malik al-Qu!n, which definitely

deserves much more attention than it has reeeived up until now. The literary value of Malik

al-Qutn and the incredib1e dramatic potential of Idris has already been recognized by 'Ali al­

Ra'ï. Here is what he says in the introduction to the play:

"

3

4

5

Y. Idris, Malik al-Qutn; JumhiiriyyacFaral,!âc, Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r, 1981.

'Ali al-Rii'i, Foreword to Malik al-Qufn; Jumhiiriyyat Faral,!ât, by Y. Idris Caira:
Maktabat Mi~r, 1981, pp. 5-14.

Faruq 'Aix! al-Wahhab, "Yusuf Idris wa Masra~ al-Fikr", al-Masral,!, July 1966, pp.
164-75.
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Idris 's ability to write a play is far greater than he himself can imagine, With
his first anempt in drama, he has been able to construct the play which is
richer and much more beautiful than the slory it contains,6

What are the main themes and artistic features of this short one-act play?

Malik al-Qum is not only a. rcalistic piclUre of an Egyptian village, a "slice of life"

which reveals the author's strong criticism of social injustice and inhumane exploitation and

oppression of poor peasants by their landlords, A new post-revolutionary W'lY of thinking,

as well as a fresh, innovative presentation of the peasant surface in the play. il has been said

that the century of the peasant in Egyptian drama begins with Malik al-Qum.? In light of our

analysis of that play, this statement seems to be adequate.

The plot of the play is quite simple: it revolves around an argument between al-Simball,

a landowner (of sorne twenty feddans) and a cotton grower in his fifties, known as the

"Conon King" and Qaml)awI, a poor peasant, share-cropper who each year grows cotton.

Malik al-Qum is ilIustrative of the unity of time. place and action, and consislS of a few

scenes in which the main problem, along with other themes, is exposed. The action takes

place in the courtyard of al-Simball's house, one OClOber day, before sunset.

In his play Malik al-Qum, Idris describes a specifie social problem of the Egyptian

village, namcly, class relations between poor peasants and their landlords. This relation is

presented on various levels, i.e., between adults. YOUlhs and children. The main idea,

developed by the author, is the inhumane exploitation and oppression of the peasants by their

landlords and the cali for change, that is, the call for social justice and equality.

Idris presents in Malik al-Qu,n a usual siiuation taken from the Egyptian world of

reality; each year, for six months, a poor farmer, Qaml)awI, grows cotton for his landowner

al-Simball, and as usual, the work is done very well, the cotton is the best quality but the

( 6

?

'AH a1-Ra'I, Forewordto Malik al-Qu.en; Jumlliiriyyat Fara/;liit, p. 13.

Ibid., p. 14.



reward for all this effon is negligible. As usual. Qami)üwi is in despair. swears that he will

not touch this soil again. whiie al-Simbü!i rejoices in his success at cheating once again.

However. this year something different is huppening; Qami)üwi's attitutde has

changed. The peasant no longer remains the passive victim of previous years: on the contrary

he is unwilling to give in. and his antagonistic stand indicates that he is absolutely determined

to fight for his rights. When al-Simbü!i. in his long and deliberately confusing explanation.

opens his books and c1aims Qami)üwi's final balance to be five pounds and fony piasters.

common sense and simple logic urge the peasant 10 make a clever and brave remark:

Qami)awï: Listen. my Afandi! 1have only one word. Your
book-keeping does not enter my brain.H

Qami)awi protests and he does not want to accept the payment:

Qami)awi: 1do nol need the money! Allah is rich! Let the
amount be zakiiton behalf of my children.9

His sound judgement does not let him agree with this unfair situation. and he

absolutely insists on the correct amount of mone)'. Qami)üwi has enough courage to even

involve his relative al-I;Iajj Shawaçlfi in the problem: he asks him to verify al-Simbii!i's book­

keeping and act as a judge. When he sees that al-J:Iüjj is also unfair and would rather sec

Qami)awï give in, Qami)awi decides to fight for himself. The poor farmer does not want al­

I;Iajj's mercy, and therefore, he rejects his "friendly" solution of one extra pound. What he

insists on is justice and fair payment for his hard work. because he knows and feels what he

tndy deserves.

In his portrait of Qami)awi, Idris shows that the poor, oppressed peasant is becoming

increasingly aware of the situation, that his mind is open to news from the oUlside world and

that he is capable of synthesizing and applying ail this new knowledge and insight in solving

his problem. When the new evidence of al-Simbü!i's cheating cornes to light, namely, the

8

9

Ibid., p. 31, v. 1-2.

Ibid., p. 3D, v. 11-12.
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incorrect weight of the cotton and the deflated priee of collon per kantar, he takes the

initiative and. together with his son cAwaçl, draws up a bill of his own and boldly presents it

in front of everybody:

Qaml)awï(screaming): 1want twenty-two pounds and my rightto half
the ownership of the collon. 1want (money)
right away 10 the last millieme. 1O

The evidence of al-Simba!ï's cheating is obvious, even al-çŒjj Shawaçlfi criticizes him

for the expensive lease and incorrect weight of the COllon,

al-l;Iajj: Oh, people! Lying in the name ofGod is
forbidden! His (CAwaçl's) weight, al-Simba!i, is
correct! Il

The allitutde and determination of Qaml)awi to fight for his rights are firm, decisive and

strong. He is no longer afraid of criticizing his opponent:

Qaml)awi: How is it correct? Totally impossible! This is
nonsense. So, the book-keeping that has made
me and my children work six months for five
pounds is correct?! How can it be correct? This
is totally wrong! 12

He now can raise his voice or even scream:

Qaml)awi: What kind of oppression is this,oh people! There
is no more justice in this world! 1have been
working with my wife and children for six
months and allthis for five pounds! Oh,
peopleL ..There is no more justice. oh, humans!l3

Will it ail help Qarnl)awi to regain his fair money? Is it enough to obtainjustice?

Not this year. Qaml)awi realizes that he cannot win yet and surrenders. So. eventually

the whole problem takes its usual tum, and the poor peasant will not even see his five

(
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Ibid., p. 61, v. 19-20.

Ibid., p. 47. v. 22-23.

Ibid., p. 45, v. 9-13.

Ibid., p. 31, v. 3-6.
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pounds and fony piasters because this amount will remain in al-Silllbâp's books to be added

to the balance of the next year. Then. as in other years, he screallls and swears not to louch

the soil anymore, and his oppressive landlord believes Ihat he can forever exploitthis naive

peasanl. Although this year Qaml)âwi has again losl his Illoney, he has gained something

else, that iS.his self-confidence, the strength of faith, patiem:e and belief in his son 's words

thatthis unjust exploitation and oppresstion is aboullo change:

Mul)ammad (from the inside of the Icollonl bag):
il is ail right, father. Soon a day will come when
everybody will be satisfied. 14

Qaml)awi knows and feels that this collon belongs to hilll and will in the future. This is

why he has insisted on his book-keeping, on his right to the ownership of half of it, and lmer

on, this explains why he has saved it from the fire. The surprising end of Ihe play, Le., when

Qaml)awï extinguishes the fire, reveals the playwright's large dose of optimism. As the

author presents it in Malik aJ-Qutn Qallll)awï's speedy efforts in saving the COllon puzzles al­

I;Iajj Shawaçlfi: Why has he saved the collon? After .111, he has gained nothing by doing thal.

Il would be better to let it bum. For a poor peasantlike Qaml)awi, who is deeply attached to

the soil and who knows the real value of hard work and respects il, the explanation is natural,

logical and very simple:

Qaml)awï (screaming very loudly): How would 1let it (burn), al-I;Iajj?! How will 1
let il burn oh people?! If this were you who
planted it, you would not say thal. This is my
sweal. It's my misery, it is pan of me. How
would Ilet it burn?p5

Idris has made his hero save the cOllon because this action enabled the poor peasant to

prove his rightto the ownership of the COllon and manifest his insistence on that righl.

14 Ibid., 63, v. 1-2.

15 Y. Idris, Malik al-Qutn: Jurnhüriyyat Fara/,liit. p. 67, v. 1-4.
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The image of the peasant created by Idris in the play Malik aJ-Qu.tndiffers considerably

from that of pre-reveolutionary drama: it is a truc depiction. sketched with anentiveness,

presented seriously and with respect. The peasant looks poor and his clothes are dirty;

however, what is hidden deeply inside his heart is pure and clean. He is sensitive, just,

honest and strongly believes in the good will of human beings. He is deeply attached to the

earth, works hard and respects his work. He is also religious, and his deep faith in God

makes it easier for him to patiently bear ail the burdens of his poor existence.

nie way Idris's hero is presented reveals certain affinities with socialist realism.

Qaml)awï's fully human personality, his out look. behaviour and attitude towards his work

remind us of the positive type of hero from the literature of socialist realism. Idris's hero

fights with determination and when finally he fails. wc really feel sorry for him and strongly

believe in his future victory.

The author's discussion of the relation between the peasant and the landlord is enriched

by the interactions between the representatives of the younger generation, namely, the

younger and older children of Qaml)awi and aJ-Simba!ï. Ten-year old 'AwaQ and nine-year

old Sa'd are often together; they play various games, and as children, they also fight.

However, when we watch them playing. we car. see clearly that they are growing up in a

world with deep social differences. that they belong to two different social groups. Sa'd, like

his father, always wants to dominate. be the first and most important, and treats his poor

friend badly. The attitude of 'AwaQ reflects the growing awareness and changes in the

mentality of his father. He demands to be treated equally and is unwil!ing to obey his rich

friend's orders. Furthermore, he wouId also like 10 be sometimes the first and the most

important, and he feels that he can fight for his rights in their games:

'AwaQ: 1will not play unless 1am the head (of the train) ...

Sa'd: If you will not accept this. 1will...
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'Awa(,i: :\n.1 lIill not play unkss 1am the head. 16

The future belongs to the youn[:er [:eneration. the generation of hoys like 'Awa~j who.

thanks to the education received l'rom their fathers. will one da)' be able to fulfilltheir dreams

and live in a world of social justice and equalily.

As Idris consistently points out in his play. the time of sodal change and social justke

in the Egyptian village is approaching. His depiction of the young generation cames a lot of

hope and optimism. The author even encourages his young heroes to take more decisive

steps towards real change. Mu~ammad. the older son of Qalll~üwi .is in love with Su'üd. Il

seems they are both ready for the proeess of reeondliation between classes; they are no

longer preoccupied with the Illaterial aspects of life. instead they !istel! :mentively to their

feelings and apply pure common sense in their conduct:

Su'ad: 1need the one who marries me to be as tall, as
s:rong and as IÏrlll as a pillar in the salon.

Mu~ammad: And me'! Am 1not good'!

Su'ad: Arc you as tall as this pillar'!

Mu~ammad: 1am this tall oreven taller.

Su'ad: Then 1accept you.J?

The mother of Mu~ammadabsolute!y rejects the possibility of her son marrying Su'ad

because of the consequences. A girl l'rom a rich family needs a husband of the same social

StalUS, and obviously no one will pennit her to consider a poor candidate like Mu~ammad.

However, for the confident young man. this is an assumption of the past. He does not pay

attention to the social differences betwecn people, ail that really matlers to him, is the human

personality. Mu~ammad explains this as follows:

16

17

Ibid., p. 39, v. 9, \3·14.

Ibid., 1'.33, v. 4-9.
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Mu~ammad (to his mother): Vou know nothing. No malter whatthe lady
does, she needs a man. That is il. 1am a peasant
but a man. She is a lady; so, what? Isn't she a
girllike other girls?! 18

ln contrastto the optimism and approbation shown in the image of the poor peasant, in

his depiction of the class of landowners, Idris reveals irony, antipathy and strong criticism.

Even, the direct characterization of al-Simba!ï and his wife Nafïra expresses the author's

rather reluclant altitude toward them:

al-Simbatï...red face, ... Nafïra, his wife, fat and ugIy.19

Funhermore, their conduct, their way of thinking and presenting their ideas yield a

more complete set of characterisitcs of their class. which points out their greed, gruffness,

dishonesty, insatiable hunger for materia! goods and willingne6s to oppress and exploit the

poor and helpless. Nafïra is obssessed with possessing more and mvre things for herself and

her children. When al-J:Iajj Shawaçlfi proposes to mise the payment of Qam~awï,she cannot

stand the possibility of one extra pound slipping out of her hands:

Nafïra (from inside the house): You wantto !live him six pounds and half! Oh,
Prophet! It is impossible!20

The minute her husband receives one hundred pounds from the merchant, she urges

Kamalto bring her a hur.dred-pound note right away to see it with her own eyes:

Kamal (shy): 1would like to have a word with you.

al-Simbap (takeshimaside): What is the malter?

Kamal: My mother (asked me) to tell you that she wants
to set: a hundred-pound note.21

(
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Ibid.• p. 34, v. 22-25.

Ibid.• p. 18. v. 3-4.

Ibid., p. 49, v. 10-11.

Ibid., p. 59, v. 3-4.
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As we can see in :he play. al-Simba11 is no better. Ali the numbers in his aecoullls

books are false; he wants to cheat his pOOl' ienants as mueh as he cano Funhermore, al-

Simbap neither understands nor appreeiates the value of hard, honest work as he is always

preoccupied with becoming wealthy. When the lire breaks out. the only thing he remembers

is his land and that he mightlose il. The facto that the cotton is tlv; result of Qaml)awi's six

months of work does not even elller his mimi:

al-Simba!ï: Oh, Lord! The cotton is gone! The land is
tinished! Il is gone!22

Apart from presenting a new im:lge of the Egyptian peasant, Malik al-Qu.en offers a

sarcastic depiction of the landowner class and exposes two personalities, namely, al-l:Iajj

Shawa<;lfi and the merchant Abü Isma'il, who are rather neutral to the social problem but

whose participation in il throws better light on the class system, and clarifies Idrïs's ideas.

AI-l:Iajj Shawa<;lfi represellls the same social Slatus as al-Simba!ï's but he is an owner

from the city. His attitude towards the problem presented in the play clearly indicates that his

way of thinking considerably differs from that of al-Simbii!ï's. Al-l:liijj Shawii<;lfi is weil

aware of the post-revolutionary changes, and he knows that the era of the landlord's

complete domination and peasants' submissiveness is inevitably coming to an end.

Therefore, while helping in the argument between Qaml)awi and al-Simbii!ï, he allempts to

ease the tension and appeals to family feelings to avoid unnecessary anger and hatred:

al-I:iiijj Shawa<;lfi: So look, Qaml)iiwi! It is a maller of family
relations. We are ail related. This year, it is like
this. Next year. if God will, it could be beller!23

AI-I:iiijj Shawii<;lfi knows that in this argument, the pOOl' peasant is right. He even

criticizes the landlord for the high rent and sides with Qaml)awi concerning the weight of the

cotton. However, we can detect some hypocrisy in his role as judge. On the one hand, he

22 Ibid.• p. 66, v. 9- 10.

23 Ibid.• p. 44, v. 23-25.
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would like ta remain friendly with people like Qam~awi because he thinks they are aboutt ')

win their b::ttle for social justice, freedom and equality, and they couId even be in power. On

the other hand, atthe moment, he ~as to be loyallo the members of his own social c1ass, and

therefore, he would rather side with lhe landlord. This class solidarity and perhaps ev;o the

threat from al-Simba!i urges him to "encourage" poor Qam~awi to surrender this year:

Qam~awi: How much are you saying, Afandi?

al-Simba!i(withdeliberateignorance): Six pounds and half.

al-l;Iajj (wispering to Qam~awî ): ... Take the money, that's betterthan
nothing.24

As for the merchant Abü Isma'il, we may suspect that Idlis deliberately refuses to have

him side with either the landlord or the peasant. However, during his conversation with

Qam~awi, he clarifies sorne important matters ta the peasant , such as the market price of the

cotton, the policy of buying and selling, and the bases of bank operations. Thus, the

merchant makes Qam~awî more aware of the outside world's problems, encourages him to

leam more and apply that to his own problems. As we see in the play, the result of this

"hidden education" is immediate, and Qam~awi makes a bill of his own for the cotton.

Although, under the circumstances, the poor peasant cannot succeed yet, he definitely has

leamed how to fight and possibly win in the near future.

The main aim of Malik al-Qutn is clear and can be easily grasped. The author has

repeated it many times as his voice speaks behind the various scenarios and dialogues. The

main aim is to present a new image of the Egyptian peasant, a peasant whose mentality has

been considerably changed, who is well aware of his right to social justice and equality, who

will insist on fair pay for his hard and honest work and who is capable of fighting and

eventually winning. The play Malik al-Qutn presents the author's decisive cali to put an end

to the peasant's exploi~ation and oppression. to encourage and sp~ed up the process of

24 Ibid, p. 63, v. 7-10.
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reconciliation between social classes in Egypt in paniclilar. to expose. promote and cliltivme

real human values and to free the world l'rom hostility and evil, in general.

Jumhüriyyat Fara./;Jiït: confronting the brutal reality and searching for a
wayout

With the play Jumhüriyyat FampiIl (Fara~at's Republic, 1957).25 idris's realism

develops into a full, complete and creative mode of expression. leaving behind the

narrowness of Malik al-QU,ln and introducing the reader to a broad spectrum of social

problems. This one-act play is a successful transformation of one of the author's earlier

stories which bears the same title. 2h ln spite of the fact that Jumhfiriyyat Fampiït is

considered by 'ariiq 'Abd al-Wahhab to be Idris's best play,27 this work. similar to Malik

al-Qutn, has beeï. rather neglected by bath Eastern and Western literary scholars.2K

The story Jumhüriyyat Farapift. which Idris has transformed into a play, draws our

attention \Vith its original presentation of the problems in two separate but somehow relmed

plots, interesting narration, skillfully developed and maintained dramatic tension, well­

constructed culminative point and surprising tum of the plot which results in the story's

unexpected end. This story is not built on narration only; the author frequentlJ' Ulilizes shon.

lively dialogues, and thus makes the reader feel as if he is in the middle of the action and

movement. Therefore. as 'Ali al-Ra'i pointed out in his introduction to the play,29 for a

2S

26

27

28

29

Y. Idris, Malik al-Qutn: Jumhfiriyyat Fara/.!ift, Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r, 1981.

Jumhüriyyat Fara1Jat (1954) is the last slOry Idris wrote before he was imprisoned for
political reasons and as such it marks the close of his literary career's first period.

raruq 'Abd al-Wahhab, "Yüsuf Idris wa Masra~ al-Fikr", al-Masra/.!. July 1966, p.
167.

Here we can mention two short studies by Arab scholars. namely, by Faruq 'Abd al·
Wahhab, "Yüsuf Idris wa Masra~ al-Fikr", and by 'Ali al-Ra'i, Foreword to the play;
there has yet to be a single article on the play published by a Western scholar.

'Ali al-Ra'i, Foreword to Malik al-Qutn: Jumhfiriyyat Fara/.!iIt, by Y. Idris, 1981, pp.
13-14.
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talented author such as Idris, the transfonnation of an already well-dramatized slOry into

theauical fonn should not present a difficult task. Later, however, the same criùc expresses

his disappointment with the result of the playwright's Iiter.lTy task; in 'Ali al-Râ'i's

comparison of the story to the play Jumhûriyyat Fara!liit there are no new significant thematic

developments or original artistic fealUres and solutions. Despite these unenthusiastic

remarks, the play has achieved a great deal of success: it is frequently perfonned on Cairo

stages and enjoys the applause of both the audience and the local media.

The play is set in the office of Sergeant Fara~ât, around 9 p.m., in a Cairene police

station. The atmostphere is rather gloomy; the office with its diny walls and shabby

fumiture, is crowded with policemen. detainees and clients.

Sergeant Fara~ât while perfomling his duties has engaged himself in conversation with

a young man named Mu~ammad. He is a politieal detainee. However, Fara~ât mistakenly

takes him for an afandiwho has come ta the station to file a complaint.

As action develops, the old sergeant's dislike for his job becomes evident. For him the

police station is not a serious place; it is more of a circus or a mad-house, and the complaints

he has to listen to, are ail lies, fraud .!Od deœption. After thiny years of work in such a place,

Fara~ât knows ail the uSllal people's troubles and complaints and a simple, carefullook at

those people is sufficient for him to identify thei~ "roblems with no need for interrogation or

questioning. Therefore, while perfonning his duties, the old sergeant lacks patience, displays

ignorance, indifference and even anger. He shouts. screams and uses bad words. According

lO Fara/.1ât, his book of records contains nothing blltlies and fabrications; he is the real victim

in ail of this because he is the one who has to make an official repon from ail these

fabrications ofdishonest and crazy people.

Fara~at's dissatisfaction is not limited lO his work; he is al50 disappoimed with the

Egyptian cinema and especia11y film scenarios. AL'cording to the old sergeant, a film should

salisfy the mind. As for the stories with belly dancing and cheap romance, which the cinema

presents most often, they are useless. To Mu~ammad's surprise, Fara~ât has written a film



scenario of his own. and while qu~stioning a young wom'lI1. h~ begins namlling it 10 his

attentive interloclltor.

White narrating the story. Faml)ITt b~com~s a dirti:r~nt p~rson. He is polite und patient;

he smites; his voice is soft and gentle. How~vcr. he cannot st;IY that way because his story is

intenupted by his "disturbing clients", That night on duty. he releases a few detainees.

defends an aging woman against a young man. lislens ta illogical stories of Khadija

Mul)ammad who was beaten in the cin~ma. calls an ambulance for a wounded tram controller

looks into the case of a few beggars and poor children. He dnes not pay attention to his

work. Inslead he is preoccupied with his film scenario about an ideal republic.

This scenario. reminiscent of an old l'airy-talc or us!üra, involves a rich Indian who.

white visiting Egypt, loses an expensive diamant! ring and the poor unemployed Egyptian

who finds it and relUrns it 10 the owner refuses any rcward. However. upon his retum home,

the riC'h Indian finds a way to reward the honest bUI poor man. The Indian buys one hundred

louery tickets and one of them wins the first prize. a million pounds. tax-free. Then, he buys

a tremendous cargo ship which he loads with the best [ndian silk, ivory, cashmere ",nd fine

furniture. He sends the freighter with its crew and goods to Alexandria. The bill of sale is

prepJid and mailed to the poor Egyptian; ail he has to do is to receive Ihe goods. The poor

man sells the cargo and brJYS a second freighter. The two ships tmvel abroad and relum

Ioaded with exports and im",·.ms, making a large profil. Within a year, the poor Egyptian

becomes prosperous; his business eKpands quickly. Slep by slep. he buys ail the freighters in

AIexandria untiI there are no longer any British or ltalian ships; ail r~ise the green flag of

Egypt. Then with the income from the ships. step by step, he re-organizes his country. He

rebui1ds industry, modernizes the agriculture. improves the social conditions of the workers

and f,,:mr:rs, builds them new houses, dresses them in c1ean uniforms and sends them to

school. People are happy and work weil. Production doubles. The man has so much money

that he becomes sick of it; it is cheaper than sand. One tires of money afler amassing so
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much of il. One day. the man makes an announccmem on the radio: he declares that he would

distrihute ail.

Whilc utlering the last words or his fahle. the sergeam stumbles omo another problem

which worries him, and suddenly he asb the nearhy policeman why he has spent the emire

day standing there instead of doing snmething useful. The policeman feels rather

uncomfonahle in answering him. He has spent his entire day in the office because he is

Mu~ammad's guard. :;J.fa~iit is confused: it must he difficult for a proud policeman like him

to admit that despite his extensive policc experience. he was unable to identify a detainee.

Mu~ammad, still preoccupied with the story and eager to kno,," its end. asks Faral.liit to

continue. However, the old sergeant has Cl1mpletely lost his fascination with the scenario.

;.nd his dreams of a paradise hi' ve vanished. H.: retums to his desk and makes an abrupt

remark about the story being merely words ;lIld unwonhy of much attention.

His face has changed, as have his manners. Then, he looks at the old beggar, standing

in front of him and with his usu;1i ullpleasant tone, anger and foui language. he begins

4uestioning.

The play Jumhüriyyat Fara(liir. presents a fairly close transformation of the story with

very few detailed changes. The only innovation made by the author is the introduction of the

problem of the two men, namely the tram l:onrroller and the worker who have come to the

s.;:tion severely wounded afler having a tïr~t ovcr a nickel.

Similar to Malik aJ-Qu{n, the play Jumhüriyyat Fara(liit also presents us with a picture

from the EgyplÎan world of reality. However. this time the author docs not lirrit himself to

th~ depiclÎoll of a simple contlict of "small society", ;IS in the case of Malik al-Qufn. In

Jumhüriyyar Faro(Jii~ Idris l!ndenakes a more difticult task, that is. to examine the various

problems of the members of poor, urban society. l:omposed Of different social groups. full of

divisions and contradictions and exposed to a lot of negative influences. While discussing the

problems of this "larger world" of Egyptian realities, the author gocs even funher, that is.



beyond the frame of this realism into the world of the modem us!üra. l'airy-tale or utopia, in

an attempt to find solutions there to the problems witnessed in Fara~ât's office.

Idris. in his play, presents a clash between brutal. disturbing realities and Ihe kind,

smooth, utopian world. A first glance at the depiction of these two worlùs may suggest that

this utopian scenario, about a well-organized. happy republic may constitute for Fara~ât and

others like him, tired of their difficult and unpleasant sUIToundings, a son of antidole to ail

the problems they are unable to l'ope with, a remedy for alltheir SOlT(\'YS, pains, griefs and

disappointments, an escape from life's everyday burdens and a method to retain

psychological equilibrium. However. when wc look more closely into the play, we may find

sorne other reasons for weaving these two only apparently-contradictory plots into a single

play.

What are the reasons for this thematic and artistic experiment of Idris? To understand

Idris 's idea and find an answer to our question. we must first look closely at the content of

the play, that is, to analyze briefly those two separate plots.

The first plot, which consists of the evcnts laking place in a Cairene police station,

exposes the reader to a naturalistic portrait of both the people and life in a poor quarter of

Cairo. The office of old Sergeant Fara~ât, who is on duty that night, becomes a dark and

oppressive theatre of the human tragedy of these poor Egyptians. In his depiclion of the

station, Idris emphasizes the ugliness of the setting, the atmosphere of fear and teITor, the

lack of hurnanity and the indifference shown by the sergeant's actions and words. Whoever

is held here as a detainee or cornes with a complaint or problem should not expect to be

treated fairly or seriously. Everything depends on the mood and fantasy of Fara~ât, who

conducts his affairs with anger, impatience, indiffcrence, rough manners and foui language.

His actions are unexpected, and his decisions are surprising and often not related 10 the

problem. After his thirty years of experience working with the police, he daims to know ail

the usuai crimes and to under~.'~nd the people 's problems and complaints. As Fara[liil has



·
explained to Mul)ammad, his first glance at a person can give him enough infonnation as to

lhe nature of the crime, abuse orcomplaml:

Mul)ammad: This woman is here from the morning. What
dnes she want'?

Faral)ât: 1am not Faral)ITt if she will not say that
somebody has beatea hcr or has st )Ien her
jewelry.3°

However, he is not performing as he is supposed to; he is not willing to offer his

clients real help or protection. On the contrary, he instills fear in them, deliberately muddles

facts and confuses them, making the rea! victims feel as though they were the cause of their

problems. As for human pain and tragedy. [0 the indifferent and ignorant sergeant Faral)ât,

they seem to have no meaning al aIl.

On that particular night on duty, Faral)âl has a few mauers to take care of. His manner

of dealing with people and their problems, reveals the aUli;o( s ~trong criticism of the

Egyptian police administration, justice and medical organizations in particular and the

governmental infrastructure in general.

The first case is that of the detainees, kept at the station for many days without reason

or by mistake. The police bureacracy does not take into account the simple fact that these

people are human beings, with families, jobs, business to take care of, and that, in the first

place, they have every right to know why they are being held, for how long, and what is

happening with their petitions or letlers. They ask. they complain and finally they scream:

Voice: Stop using bad words! We have been shutling
up since yesterday. Does anybody talk?

Voice: Take us away. then!

30 Y. Idris, Malik al-QUlJI; Jumhüriyyat Fara1}iit. p. 80, v. 1-2.
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Voice(relieved); It cannot he worse than it is. h has heen already
ten days: evcryday shut up and shut up.31

However, nubody wallis to listen and thcir cali for help and understanding remains

unanswered; on the contraI)'. jt may arouse harsh wnrds l'rom the ofticer:

Fara~ât: Blindess in your eyes and in the eye of whoever
brought you...

Fara~at(embarrassed): Hey you! Be ljuiet! ... or else. \ swear by the soil
of the my father's grave. \ will m,lke your night
darker than the botlom of the cooking pOl.32

Surprisingly, Fara~at's night on dllty is a lucky one for these angry people. Their

papers have arrived in time. and Fara~ât. angry yct relieved. sends them home. However. his

happiness will he short-lived; there will be more problems to deal with during the coming

night.

As F~at has expected. the m:xt matter ,'omes soon and it is a complaint from an

aging woman who accuses her neighbour. Shawqi. of following her. Fara~üt has agreed to

intervene and the man is brought to the station for ljuestioning. From the outset of the

questioning, it is clear thatthe young man is a victim of the woman 's plOl; he does not even

knowher:

The young man: \ do not understand what you are saying, auntie!

The widow: Do you like this. sergeant, that in front of you he
is making fun of me'?

The young man: Tmly, [ do not know her,33

Shawqï is innocent but .it doesn 't matter; under the circumstances, he is unable 10

defend himself and could eventually hecome a victim of the woman 's desires:

31

32

33

Ibid., p. 74, v. 6, 8, 17,21-22.

Ibid., p. 74, v. 7,19-20.

Ibid., p. 90, v. 18-19,22.
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The widow: You come to me to my place at live o'clock
tomorrow to make peace. If not you will go to
prison.

The young man: Oh. auntie, what do you want?

The widow: My name is J:Iikma (Wisdom). When they
spoiled me they called me J:!uküma
(Government). 1live in the house just in front of
yours and my eyes do nOlleave you ail day. If
you do nol come (she points to Faral)ât) ...34

The woman is free to do anything ,;he wants because due to a fantasy or a reason

unknown to us, Faral)ât has decided to side with her:

Faral)at: Listen! 1do no! want to see you disturbing this
woman again.

The young man: Yes, uncle.

Faral)ât: If she com;,; to complain about you another time,
l'Illeach you a lessl.n.35

Subsequently, the sergeant has 10 deal with the problem of the two wounded men,

namely, the tram controller and the worker broughtto the station by the driver. The matter:s

obvious; the severely wounded and bl :ng tram controller must be rreated immetliately; his

life is in danger. How aoes Faral)ât deal with that? The way Idris pres~nls this demonstrates

the real power of his pen and reveals large doses of sarcastic humor and irony. Faral)ât is not

in a hurry; ins~ead he talœs his time 10 lalk and make sarcastic jokes. Then, he calls an

ambulance but he d,,~~ not bother too much 10 explain that the bleeding man really needs

immediate help:

Driver: Afandi, they are severely wounded. Please cali
an ambulance for them. The tram controller is in
very bad shape.

(
34

35

Ibid., p. 91, v. 16-17, 19-23.

Ibid., p. 92, v. 2-3,4-5.
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Faral)at: Ambulance. no ambulance. everything will be
done step by step. (He picks up the telephone)
·Allo. ·allo. wake up. Fatl)i. brave boy. and
answer! Answer. our brother. Your mouth is full
of what'? Potato'? 50 leave some for me and give
me the ambulance. Fathi! We need acar here.
Yeso right away...Som~one is dyiagY'

The ambulance is finally called. meaning that Faral)ITt's problcm is over. The wounded

men and driver are told to wait outside. They wait and wait: there is no trace of an

ambulance. The tram controller is still bleeding and he gets impatient. He approaches Faral)ITt

begging and pleading for help, and when this does not convince the policeman to act more

effectively, he screams demanding a more humane treatment:

Tram controller: We are dying. 1have lostlots of blood. There is
no justice, no humanity!

Faral)at: What do you want me to do? Am Ithe father or
the mother of the ambulance'? What do you want
me todo?

Tram controller: Find n way! Act humanely!37

What does Faral)at do? Is he willing [0 speed things up'? NOl al ail. He screams back:

Faral)iit: Talk according 10 your standard. Humanity! This
you say in a coffee shop...

Tram controller: This is very bad: Ihis is chaos; Ihis is dealh and
destruclion.3X

Then with the same funny mnnner he calls again. 50, lhey wail again and still lhe

ambulance doesn 't anive. They approach Faral)ITI again asking 10 inlervene. What does he do

this lime? He gets angrier:

36

37

38

Ibid., p. 79, v. 3-6, 10-15.

Ibid., p. 94, v. 20-26, p. 95, v. 1-2.

Ibid., p. 105, v. 3, 8·9.



Fara~at: Where (is the ambulance)? What do you mean?
Is it in my poeket or in the drawer? We have
already asked for il.39

When finally, after the th;rd intervention, the ambulance arrives, and the medical staff

cannot find the men who need il. Fara~at says with a disturbing calm and complete

indifference:

Fara~at: So. (hey were bored and they wenl.40

He doesn 't care about the wOUl.ded; he is busy with his repons:

Fara~at: Thank God that we have not wrilten a repon
aboutthem, because if we had done that we
would have to bring them from wherever they
are (now).41

[n the meantime, a shy young woman walks into Fara~at's office. She has been

altacked and bealen up in the cinema by the family of her former husband. The woman seems

to be uneducated and very naive. Therefore. c1ever Fara~at right away takes advantage of the

situation. He does net want to listen ta her explanation of the problem; instead, he asks the

questions and fceuses on details unrelated to the malter. Actually, even the act of

interrogating her makes F~at uncomfonable and mad because, at the same lime, he has

engaged himself in an interesting conversation with Mu~ammad and is narrating his scenario

about a utopian world. However, the old sergeant is weil aware that, while on duty, he has to

somehow solve the case of this young woman and write something in his book. So, in order

to get rid of Khadija Mu~ammad, he hands her a referral slip for a medical examination, and

then, free for the moment, proceeds wilh his stary.

Why is Far~at so nasty and why does he treat his poer clients with sarcasm, make fun

of lheir shyness, lack of education and naiveté, by screaming and using bad language? Why

{
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aoes he insti1l fear in them and create an armosphere of lerror'? Why is he so indifferentto the

human pain and tragedy of these poor people ",hile. ",hen the matter concerns the missing

dog of an "imponant" owner, he is ready 10 act quickly. properly 'lnd efficiently'! Is he the

only one to blame for this kind of behaviour'!

The presentation of Faral)ât's nighr, wilh .\11 of its brutal features uncovered. allows

Idris to criticize strongly the corruption of Egyprian government offices. When we look

closely at Idris's sketch of the character of Faral)al. we hesitme to blame him alone for his

unmanneriy, rude behaviour, gruffness and indifference. Il is the system which has led the

people to grow up that way; it is the system rhal has made Faral)at and others like him 10

work hard without even the slightest chance for advancement and a better life. Il is the

system that has given the poor people nothing but sorrow, pain, binerness and has made their

dreams vanish. Ali !hose years of dealing with lies. corruption and "diny" affairs, have made

Faral)ât suspicious, rese.ved, distrustful, unfriendly 10 people, cal1ous, imperv:ous to pitY

and deaf to any human ca1l for help and protection. He is not happy ....,i:h his lif~ but he

simply does not realize that it could be differem. Therefore, it is nOl a coiJ:ddence that

Faral)ât hates his work and the whole order in the station. Since he cannot change anything.

he is forced to play a pan in this sarcastic and painfui comedy:

Faral)ât: 1swear hard labour is bener than work here.
Being in prison for one year is better than sitting
for one hour here.

Mul)ammad: What is happening, lots of work?

Faral)ât: This is work? This is a circus, a madhouse.
People become crazy and everything is expected
of me alone.42

While tired of his surroundings, th,:: old sergeant is desperately looking for relief l'rom

his stress, for a way out, an escape from his disturbing reality, and he linds it in his dreamy

42 Ibid., p. 79, v. 18-24.
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scenario told to an attentive listener such as Mui)ammad. The indifference of the officerto the

problems of the real people of his own society is portrayed by Idris in sharp contrast with the

spirit of love and compassion in his vision. lt seems the author is presenting us with two

different faces or even masks of Farai)at: the first. he wears in the office to play his pan in

the "circus of life"; and the second, he wears when he gets carried away with his own

fantasy and with his imagination, and tempora~ily leaves this madhouse to enjoy the life of a

ulopian dream.

There is no doubt, that the essence of the play lies in this idea! scenario and that the

literary aim of Idris is hidden therein. It may puzzle us why the author inserts this motif of

utopian literature, Le., a kind and gentle story of an ideal republic, into his realistic tranche de

vie.

Since Plato, the description of thp. Ideal Commonwealth has been one of the standard

byways of literature. Among classic utopias, Plato's RepubJic is by far the most important,

for it deals with every aspect of common life including its ultimate ends in religious and

philosophie insight. The RepubJic had a great impact both on Western and Eastern concepts

of the o'ilanization of society and set the pattern for utopia. Plato's work was followed

through the centuries by many great utopian visions by such famous authors as al-Farabi,

More, Campanella, Bacon, Mercier, Cabet, Bellamy, Wells, Shaw andothers.

The characteristic feature of utopian literature is its didactic aim. The aUlhor usually

presents a plan of a well-organized society, a just political regime. ideal social order or

perfectly-functioning institutions. In general. utopian literature is rooted in ideals which are in

deep contradiction with the social and political reality, known to the author and his readers

from direct experience. The appearance of utopia is usually associated with periods of social

and political crisis. Therefore. if we take into account ail the known facts about utopian

litemture, its features and aims. it should no! be surprising that during the post-ft;volutionary

social crisis in Egypt. Idris presents his version of an ideal society in Jumhiiriyyat FaraJ;liït,

turning his play into a pièce à thèse.
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When we look closely at these two different worlds presemed by Idris. the one diny•

brutal and hopeless and the other ideal and happy. and when we focus more on the

playwright's depiction of the ideal one. we may arrive at some re'lsons for the existence of

these extremes in the play other than to simply rdieve the tired mind through an "escape

fa!ltasy". Idris is an author who, despite his constant thematie and artistic experimems, never

left the framework of reality, and for whom the country's problems are of great concem.

Why Y'hen we read this utopian l'airy-tale do we become fascinated by it. and. likc

Mul,1ammad. want "to catch every word of it'''? We are fascinated, because this beautiful.

gentle us!üra tells us about our reality and teaches us how to improve ourseIves and our

society. Obviously, in the first place, the 'Hahor h:'.; in mind the Egyptian reader. However,

the maners he discusses can apply to a~IY other reader in the world.

The utopian scemuio of Faral,1üt presents us with two beautiful characters: the poor

Egyptian and the rich Indian. Their story is a story about human honesty, an honesty which

knows neither social differences nor politieal borders, an honesty which can build anything

and which can neither be sold nor bought with any kind of money:

Faral,1at(narrating): If somebody offers to buy your honesty, for
how much will you sell it? 1will not sel1 il. even
for Qarun 's money, he (the Indian) said. 50,
why do you want me to sell my honesty for a
piece of gold'? It is impossible.43

For Idris, as revealed through Faral,1at's story, being rich implies being hone;t, being

rich in soul and spirit. Money cornes and goes. and therefore should never become our

priority; our real wealth lies in our souls which will forever be with us. Such an

understanding could be, according to the playwright, the key to building a happy and healthy

society. It should not happen only in a dreamy scenario where the rich and the poor become

good friends:

43 Ibid., p. 89, v. 10-13.



Fara~iit{narrating): The period (the Indian) stayed in Egypt. the
Egyptian did notleave him. Everyday they used
ta meet each other in front of the hotd to go
sightseeing.44

This kÎl.d of friendship shuu!J becomc a real fact of Iife.

Honesty can buiId everything. and everything should be built on il. As described by

Idris in the Stary. it wa" 'he poor Egyptian' s destiny ta become rich but his honesty remained

in its place and "the money did not go ta his head". Instead he worked hard to multiply it and

the profit he invested in the well-being of his country. First. in a relatively short period of

lime. he was able to buy ail foreign ships which were operating there; ail the ships were

united under the Egyptian green flag. Subsequently. the man tumed his attention to industry;

he soon became the owner of ail the factories in Egypt, and lhen, he decided ta construct a

huge industrial centre where!ill the factories were built next to the workers' pleasant living

quarters. The workers were paid fairly: production doubled; the Iife of the industrial centre

was full of happiness and joy. Agriculture also needed change. So. he decided to take care of

that too, and with the help of imported machinery and highly qualified foreign engineers and

workers. a vast piece of desert was transformed into a paradise for farmers. The man took

care of ail their needs, dressed them in unifomls and even sent them to schools where they

couId learn not only how to read and write but also how to become aware of their rights and

duties. The man did not stop there. He fI~organized the police work making it pleasant and

easy, and built a radio station. However. one day. he had so much money that he became

lired of it. and he announced that he was giving it ail up.

Idris cuts the story at that point. so we do not know what follows. However, we are

~ot preoccupied with thal. The matter which captivaœs us is finding an answer to the

question: Why was th.... man eventually unhappy with al! his efforts?

44 lbid.• p. 92, v. 16-''''
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• If the architect of this ideal sodety himself was unhappy with the lwtcome of his

project, possibly, so were the people too. It seems that while building this new happy world.

the man, although fully commitled to the well-being of his society. forgot sorne important

things or made mistakes. When we read Faral!üt's story one more time. we may notiee that

his utopian fairy-tale has sorne dark corners. although apparently colourful. ln this seenario.

there are important missing factors and false solutions.

First, the man. while creating his happy sodety. forgot about people's partidpation in

that process; he establishes it for them but without consulting them. As Fara~at narrates. on

hehalf of the author, "the man built", "the man deeided". "the man did". etc.. hut there is no

single sentence saying: "the man asked the people", Secondly, he did not ulke into accoulll

the simple factthat l'very human heing is differel1l and has sorne individual needs: instead he

treated themall according to a pattern:

Fara~at(narrating): ... Khaki trousers to the knee, white hats. double­
soled shoes. The farmers walk in order, then
spread out to work till noon and come back in
order4~

Thirdly, his project for a happy sodety did not consider the necessity of the keeping

close links with the past, Le., with the historic,ll and cultural heritage of the society.

preserving and cultivating ilS system of values. ideals, spiritual developments and

achievements. Instead, he wanted to topple the old walls and solid foundations and replace

them with newer,light-weight versions.

There may he, here, a criticism of the deposed Egyptian monarchy and perhaps

indirectly of the 1952 Revolution. for although in the fonn of a Iiterary metaphor simple

enough to decipher, Idris's utopian story l'an he seen to hide !;ome critical remarks about the

performance of the Revolutionary Government. It was the fate of 'Abd al-Na~ir to become

the head of the govemment as it was the luck of this poor Egyptian to become rich. They

45 Ibid., p. 103, v. 2-5.
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bath were honest; they had a lot of charisma. and wanted to make people happy. However,

bath wanted to fulfill their projects too fast and made mistakes.

As for the well-being of society. it is not possible to make "revolutionary" changes

right away or to construct everything anew. The easiest part is to seize the opportunity,

namely, to take advantage of the right moment 10 overthrow the old govemment and go

ahead with material development. Then cornes the hardest and most difficulttask, that is. to

maintain the link with the tradition. carry on with the ideological development, awaken old

ideals and give lhem a new meaning and force so that they may stay in the heans of the

people, helping them to achieve their new ai ms and goals. Each society has its unique

traditions and system of nonns and values: each society has also its times of crisis and very

often. a man will appear to rescue it l'rom trouble and pursue its treatment. Idrïs's

Jumhiiriyyat Fara1)iit gives sorne directions as to how the leader should carry on with his task

and, most importantly, points out the mistakes and wrong steps to avoid.

According to the playwright, it is essentialto awaken society and expose the people to

ilS old ideals anew. Subsequently, to work step by step towards improvement and progress,

always keeping in mind that material achievements must be accompanied by intellectuai and

spiritual development, that the system of old ideals and values should be cultivated and

preserved in the spirit of modemity, and that the individuality of the human being and his

uniqueness should never be forgollen.

In his play. Idrïs presents us with the contrast and tremendous tension between the two

worlds, that is, between the real world with its disturbing brutality and the Ulopian one,

which is beautiful, harmless and happy. Is it possible to "escape" l'rom the tirst one by

dreaming about the second? According to Idris. the utopian dream cannot give us an asylum,

it might inspire action. The real solution may be achieved by picking up the ideals which

have been lost and by working hard towards bringing society c10ser and c10ser to the ideal

mode!.
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al-La.(J1a al-I;larija: a psychologieal study of human fear

The thematie analysis of Idris's two pre\'ious plays. namcly. M:l1ik <ll-Qu,n and

JumhürÎ.n,lt Fara/;!iit points out cle;trly th;\t they lit weil into the framework of Egyptian

realism. In bath plays, the author discusses human nature. the clash between tmdition and

modemity, emancipation and the struggle of the poor classes for survival; in bath plays, he

gives us a naturalistic, panoramie picture of society and presents a slice of life l'rom the

Egyptian world ofreality. In JumhüriYY<ltF<lr<l/;!it. the playwright goes a little bit funherthan

Malik al-Qu{n, he also includes other features: elements of symbolism, allegory and utopi:1I1

literature. Both plays are relatively short. concise and simply structured.

With a/-La/;!~ al-lfarija (The Critical Moment. 1958).46 Idtis's realism enters a new

stage of development, for this play contains new distinguished features. Despite the fact that

Idris also presents a realistic and sometimes even photographic depiction of Egyptian society

and the nature of social and politieal changes. the author's aim stretches funhel than that; his

attention is focused on the problems this society is facing. Therefore, the playwright r·oes not

describe the events of the 1956 war, nor does he sketch images of patriotic ph;~aganda or

l'ven war heroes. as sorne critics wouId like to sec; instead he concentrates on the social

consequences of the war in general and on their effcct on the life of an Egyptian middle-class

family in particular. When we look at the content of al-La/lf:a al-1;Iarija, we hesitate to

categorize it as a photographie tranche de vic. preferring 10 label it an attempt at a

psycho:ogical study. a depiction of society l'rom within. The play is written in a new spirit ;47

it exposes a close relationship between reality and people's attitudes towards it. ponrays

46 Y. Idris. aJ-La/;!~a/-lfarija, Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r. 1981.

47 E. Machut-Mendecka in her study on modern Egyptian drama categorizes the play as
neo-realistic; see E. Machut-Mendecka. Wspolczesny dramat egipski lat /870-/975
(Egyptian Contemporary Drama), Warsaw: Polish Academy of Science, 1984.

77



human weaknesses, faults and wrong-doings and presents them as the negalive outcome of

the Egyptian socio-political system.

Obviously, this new content requires a new dramatic structure and form. Therefore, in

al-Lal}?:a al-1:farija, the playwright has abandoned the short one-act play form and repla~ed it

with a full-length, three-act, dramatic structure. This larger form gives him enough lime and

space to present and develop new issues and ideas, and allows him 10 slowly sketch the

heroes. The elttensive use of discursive dialogues and monologues creates more complete

portniÏts of the heroes by highlighting the evolution oftheir outlooks and ideas, and depicting

the decisive changes in their personalities as a result of the events of the 1956 war.

The critical assessment of al-Lal}?:aal-1:farija is much richerthan that ofIdris 's previous

Iwo plays, and il includes studies in Arabie by Farüq 'Abd al-Wahhab,48 Mal)müd Amin al­

'Alim,49 Isma'il 'Abd al-Mun'im50 and Luwis 'Awaçl.51 and a short study in English by M.

M. Badawî.52 The publication of al-Lal}?:dal-1:farija provoked a lot of controversy and critical

remarks. Luwis 'Awaçl, for eltample, praises the author for undertaking the patriotic theme

depicting the nature of human fear. but at the same time, he criticizes Idris for unskiIIfully

constructing an unconvincing portrait of a hero, namely.the chamcter of Sa'd.53 Faruq 'Abd

al-Wahhab criticizes the author for being too "narrative" and tuming the play into a narrative

structure,54 while Mal)müd Amin al-'Alim points out the lack of patriotism and heroism in

(
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Faruq 'Abd al-Wahhab, "Yüsuf Idris wa Masral) al-Fikr", al-Masral}, July 1966. pp.
164-185.

MaI)müd Amin al-'Alim, "al-Lal)?:a al-l:Iarija". al-Adab, September-October 1958,
p.103.

Isma'il 'Abd a1-Mun'im, Drama and Society in Contemporary Egypt, Caira: Dar a1­
Kitâbal-'Arabi, 1967, pp. 179·187.

Luwis 'Awaçl, "Yüsuf Idris wu Fann al-Drama", al-Katib, April 1961, pp. 85-96.

M. M. Badawi, Modem Arabic Drama in Egypt, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989. pp. 153-164.

Luwis 'Awaçl, "Yüsuf Idris wa Fann al-Drama", p. 92.

Faruq 'Abd al-Wahhab. "YüsufIdrïs wa Masral) al-Fikr", p. 168.
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• it.55 However, some of the scholars and crities agrcc thalthcre are new '\I1d original features

in the play, such as a rather successful attempt at c'l'caling a psychologieal portrJÎl of a hem

and presenting Egyptian society from within.

The play aJ-LaQ:r:a aJ-l;larija depiets the reac'lions of an 'lVerage middle-das,;, Egyptian

family 10 the Suez War of 1956. These reactions cnahle Idris to comment on the l'nXlal

problems of Egyptian society, as weil as on human matters in general. This play is far from

being a patriotic, propagandistic stereotype: it presents an unusual silllation in a simple

family, one of thousands.

The head of the family, I;Hïjj Na~~âr, is a man of poor background, who by bis hard

work and strong resistance to misery and hunger. bas managed ta build a sm0111 carpentry

business. He lives with his wife and li\ e children in bis own home in Port Said. According

to J:la:ii Na~~ar's decision, his older son, Mas'ad, slays with him in the carpentry business.

Mas'ad is married and lives with his wife, Firdaws. in the family home. As for the younger

son, Sa'd, thanks to tl:;: help and sacrifices of lhe whole family, he is an undergraduate

slUdying engineering and hopefully, one day, will he ahle to fullill ail the hopes and dreams

ofhis father and become a respected engineer.

Everything seems to be going along smotithly and happily in this family. However, the

many discussions between the family members reveal sorne minor problems and

misunderstandings. Firdaws, Mas'ad's wife, is critieal of the famiiy. l'bey ail have to

sacrifice for Sa'd's future. Firdaws's rhoughts are çaught up in her own hard life, and she

does not want to accept that because of Sa'd's future, her husband has to refr.lin from his

own ambitions and thus, their children, who will l'l'main the children of a çarpenter, will be

deprived of their own chances for a better future. Therefore, she demands change and wams

Mas'ad that if he does not provide her with everylhing she needs, she is ready to leave him

and return to her parents.

55 Ma~müdAr.1ïnaJ..CAlim, "al-La~?aal-J:Iarija", p. j03.
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We quickly discover, with the development of the action, that these frequent squabbles

which characterize ail families, are nol the only problems in the home of I;lajj !'~a~~ar. There

is somelhing much deep,r and much more dangerolls. The relatively quietlife of the family is

disturbed by the threat of the war, which cornes as a result of the nationalization of the Suez

Canal. We also discover that Sa'd, the hope of lhc family, is engaged in patriotic activities.

He has secretly joined the National GlIard and, fascinaterl by the revolutionary ideas and

slogans, wants to fight the British and free his country from their domination. The family

discovers his secret activity and reacts to it quilc strongly. The mother of Sa'd, Haniyya,

unhappy at the possibility of losing her son shollid war break out, desperately attempts to

dissuade him from doing his clandestine activities. The father, who initially does not consider

the possibility of war, does not see much danger in lhis activity. For him military activities

are only games which young men like to play. However, when the war breaks out his

attitude toward "the game" changes drastically, and at this point, he resolves to stop his son

from lhis dangerous activity. The father is unable to understand why, despite self-sacrifice

and the care that he has lavished on his son to secure him a bright future as an engineer, Sa'd

should want to risk his OWll life in the ddence of a country which had offered his father no

help whalsoever when he was poor. I;lajj Na~~ar does not feelthat Egypt belongs to him, and

his loyalty stretches no funher than his immediate family. Sa'd attempts to make his father

understand that everything in Egypt has changed and his primary duty is toward his larger

family, that is, his country Egypt:

Na~~ar: For whom do you want to fight?

Sa'd: For ourselves. For you, for my brother, Mas'ad
and my n.mh,;e, for our neighbours, our relatives
and our friends, for the people of our town, for
ail Egyptians...56

56 Y. Idris, aJ-Lal,l?'laJ-lfarija", p. 7'2. v. 15-18.
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Mallers come to a head when the hattk of Port Said hegins. and Sa'd is e:llIed "l' to

join the National Gllard. Mas'ad advises Sa'd to Ieave the hOllse ljllietly at night in order to

avoid unnecessary disturbance. However. it does not happen that way. :."J the whole family

is awake. Protests. screaming and erying have heglln. Sa'd is afr:!;d to go bllt he wanlS to

prove to everybody that he is strong and able to face the danger. However. hi~ shouts:

"Leave me, 1 want to go and fight!"S7 are only elllpty phrases. ln reality. Sa'd is afraid and

with a feeling of relief. he pushes away his eritiealllloment and literally without resisting he

allows his father to lock him in the rOOIll. Now. "safe" and dcprived of the possibility of

makin,; a choice, our "hero" scream,; t'rom behind the loeked door:

Sa'd: 1want to t1ght but! e:::1l1ot go! Let me Out!5K

Howevt:l. his father takes no notice of his sereallling. his wish to he IcI out, or his

shouted abuse.

ln the meantime, Ihe news has reached thr; f:lIllily that many young people from the

neighbourhood have gone to fight. Even unprepared Mas'ad has dccided 10 go and later

relUms wounded. Sa'd. the leader of the National Guard. is a hostagc in the iocked lOom; he

only r.creams. Soon. the ,",vents of the war approach the area whcre the family lives. and the

neighbour's house is destroyed by the British soldiers. In their scarch : . e National Guard

memhers. they aise come to the i;llijj Na~~ar's house. lronically enough the father. engaged

in praying in gratitude for the safety of his sons. is shot by the British soldier George for

failing to respond to his orders. Tite soldier. however. is upset by the sight and the crying of

the little girl. ~awsan. who reminds him of his own daughter.

Meanwhile, Sa'd whose critical moment has arrived one more time, finds himself again

failing the test: frightened of heing found by the British soldiers, he takes off his uniform and

57 Ibid.• 1'.95. v. 6.

58 Ibid.• p. 96, v. 17.
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hides under the bed. Sa'd does not have enough courage to blow the door's lock open and

help his father.

After the soldier's departure, Sa'd is let out of the room by his little sister Sawsan, who

pushes the door open as the faulty lock had not really properly latched. He cornes to finri his

father dying. They have their last conversation. Now S"'d frankly admits his cowardice; he

daims he must have known ail along about the 100:k or, in any case, he could have blown the

lock open with his gun. ·~ventually. the father grows disappointed with his son '5

"performance". However, he does not want to blame Sa'd, and he himself assumes the

responsibility for his son 's fear, for being too protective of his son and bringing him up that

way. I;mjj Na~~âr feels sorry that he could not live his life in a different way and he explains

this to his son:

Na~~ar: Do not worry, Sa'd. 1am fini shed and it is ail
right for me. But do you know that 1would like
to have my days back again? 1wouId like to live
another life, different from the life 1lived before.
To live without fear. To live without enduring
any insult, and bring you up again without being
afraid for you. 1swear that he who accepts an
servile life deserves fairly not to stay alive at
all.59

Il seems that the father's death pushes Sa'd to the other extreme. He is no longer

unable to overcome his fear:

Sa'd: Was it necessary, dear father, to die, 50 1would
be able to overcome my fear?60

When Ge"rge, the British soldier, disturbed by killing an ;'lOocent man, retums to the

house of I;Hi.Ü Na~~iir to look fol' the liule girl Sawsan, who in his confused statl:: of mind, he

now believes to be his own daughter, Sa'd kills him. Then he goes off to join the National

Guard.

r 59

60

Ibid., p. 122, v. 23-26, p. 123, v. 1-2.

Ibid., p. 135, v. 3-4.
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As mentioned earlier, in his play ,/}·L,//.!:;w ,l!·/:lmija. Idris attempts to present us with a

new, realistic psychological depiction of Egyptian society. i.e .. to ponray this society l'rom

within, to plunge into its problems .md seek their causes. The author focuses on people 's

various attitudes towards their world of reality whil'h the wind of revolutionary progress has

changed tremendously. The main issue repeatedly ,lresented by Idris is the generation gap,

that is, the conflict which manifests itself in the sharp differences in oUllook and

contradictory ideas between the generation of I~a.ij Na~~ür and his son Sa'd, the connict

which carries a political significance. According to the ,mthor. this connict involves much

more than the usual misunderstanding between the two generations; it coneems totally

different ways ofthinking and eventually eontradictory ideologies.

At the beginning of the play. l;Iüjj Na~~ür's l'am;!)' appears to be a happy one; apan

l'rom minor squabbles and confltets. the family is rather united, and their bonds seem strong.

However, this apparently quiet and peaeefullife is disturbed by the threat of war. In the play,

the political amdeties of 1956 enable Idris ta expose people's various attitudes towards these

anxieties and point out to what extentthese different outlooks. ideas and views are the direct

outcome of the social and political circumstanees. whieh the Egyptian people have had to

contend with.

I;lajj Na~~âr, the head of the family, is still judging the present by the pasl. This man,

who had to face a life of deprivation under an inhumane regime, who, thanks to his sacrifice

and determination to resist hunger and misery, built a relatively stable and happy future for

his family, is now incapable of understanding thm the country has belonged to anyone exeept

those few who enjoyed allthe profits and privileges. Therefore, he believes that "those to

whom Egypt belongs" should defend il. For l;Iüjj Na~~[r, the meaning of patrie docs not

stretch furtner than his own family. His past experienee remains forever wilh him. and

although he understands, he docs not want ta admit that. with the Revolution of 1952,

Egyptian reality has changed.l;lajj Na~~âr wants ta proteet his "small happy world" and save

it by ail means. The attitude ofhis wife, Haniyya, is similar. When she learns about her son's
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l military service, she considers that lO oc a seriolls lhreal to the stability of her ramily life and

she asks her son to abandon it immediately:

Haniyya: Let whoever is defending defcnd, my son, and
let liS stay as wc are.61

As for the young generation, namely, Sa'd and Mas'ad, their outlooks and views differ

considerably from those of their parents.

Sa'd, the hope of the family, brought up by a caring father, having enjoyed a good

education and living under a new egalilarian system has realized that the country belongs to

him and that it is his duty 10 defend il. His head is full of revolutionary ideas and he would

i1ke to pass them on to his parents. In discussion with his mother, he attempts to pull her out

of her world of intellectual rlarkness:

Sa'd: Vou are slaves! (This is) the behaviour of slaves
and the philosophy of slaves. Vou will even
worship the Lord with fear. All your living has
one pivot, that is cowardice. Don't look at me
like this! 1am notcrazyL..
When will you leave this etemai fear? When will
you move and be human beings? Vou live
wrongly and you want us to live like you.62

Sa'd wants llis father to unJerstand that now is the time to leave the "smail, happy

world", that the love of patrie means much more than the love of family and that the time for

people to prove themselves, Le., to take the test of the critical moment, is approaching. He

says to his father:

Sa'd: Perhaps 1am really going to defend the country.
But to tell you the truth, 1have another reason. 1
wish to know how 1am going to behave at the
critical moment.63

61 Ibid., p. 14, v. 1.
~ 62 Ibid., p. 40, v. 8- 14..1
~

63 Ibid., p. 43, v. 4-6.



Does Sa'd believe in what he is saying'? Is Ihis new revollltionary ideology a pan of

him? LlIwis 'Awac;l, in his stlldy of a/-Lli;:pJ a/-I:f;u1,;./' ,ails Sa'd a ",owardly talker",M Is he

tru1y one? As Idris presents him in the play. Sa'li is lInsure of himself, and althollgh his

idcas are clearly and fmnly fomllliated. his mimi sccms to he ,onfllsed. What prevents Sa'd

l'rom really committing himself and adhering to his newly-arti'lIlated ideology? Sa'd has a

problem, and it is fear, an inherited. negative fa,tol' whi,h weighs heavily in his mind. a l'car

he tries to overcome. When he disclIsses the problem of l'car with Sumi~, it seems he really

understands its nature anù that he is able to ,ope slll:l:essflllly with it:

Sa'd: Aren't you eYCI' af~:lid?

Sami~: Me? Il is impossible, Afmid of what? He will
have a rifle. and 1will have one. willl he afmid,
why?

Sa'd (smiling): Thal he will hit you and shoot YOll.

Sami~; l will hit him bcfore he hits me.

Sa'd: But he might hit you firs!.

Samil:t: It is 1, for sure. who will strike firs!.

Sa'd: How can you be sure about that?

Sami~: Because he is going to be afmid first, and
whoever is afraid first, his,bullet will come las!.
Do you think 1am a coward because l am a !ittle
bit afraid?

Sa'd (with anger); Coward? What kind of an empty word is that?
These !ittle fears, these are coumge itself and as
somebody told me, these !ittle fears make the
bravery of the brave...They are a nourishment
agains! cowardice,65

64 Luwïs 'Awac;l, "Yüsuf Idris wa Fann al-Drumu", p. 90.

t5 Y. Idris, al-La1,l~a a/-ijarija, p. 51, v. 1·17, p. 52, v. 8-12,
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Sa'd wants to withdraw from these inherited views and to abandon his fear, but he

proves to be too weak to confront the danger. When the war breaks out and Sa'd is called up

to join the National Guard, he fails to prove himself, he does not go successfully through his

first critical moment. Before confronting his father or the members of the National Guard, he

is unable to confront himself, that is to make the decision to go and join the fighters. Sa'd is

overcome by îear, and inst~ad of leaving the house secretly, as his older brother Mas'ad has

advised him, he walks inlo the living room talking to himself:

Sa'd: Do you know what is your problem, Sa'd? You
are not afraid. The story (of your fears) means
only one thing: you are afraid that your fears will
overcome you at the moment of serious action.
Exactly! You fear your fear! Really, 1feellike
this. 1feel as if the sky is covered wilh clouds of
fear and it is going to rain...Oh, 1should resist ail
this. Where has this feeling come from? But, it is
a~: .ght. A mouse does not fear a mouse, and a
lion does not fear a lion. 1will not be afrnid. This
is foolish weakness that 1should get rid of. Long
live Egypt, boy!66

Sa'd does not pass his first test of "fire and water". I;lajj Na~~ar seules his son's

problem, though only temporarily, by locking him up in the room. The critical moment is

deferred and Sa'd, who knows that the door is not properly locked, yet is overcome by his

fear, contents himself with empty shouts and protests, and mere ~uempts at self-deception.

However, the second critical moment is approaching and is even more important lhan the

first. The house is stormed by British soldiers searching for members of the National Guard.

Sa'd with his gun is supposedly locked up in the room, which even the smallest push would

open. However, he is still paralyzed by his fear. Instead of coming out to help his falher, he

takes off his uniform and hides under the bed. His father is shot by the British soldier.

Sa' ";an, Sa'd's liule sister, opens the door with a smail push and lets her brother out.

66 Ibid., p. 55, v. 6-13.



However, it is too late, his fat~er is dying. Sa'd r~alizes thal again he has not been able 10

face his critical moment and fr..nkly admits his ~owardice to his father.

However, I;lajj Na~~ar knows. that Sa'd is nol solely to blame for his l'car. The

oppressive socio-political system des~rves most of the blame, for il was that system which

forced people to live in conslant l'car, which did nol ailow them to be free and act as they feel.

This fear became an inherent part of them and lheir lives. That is what happened to I;Hîjj

Na~~ar; he lived ail his life with fear. struggling to secure a better future for his family and

his constant fear completely overw~.elmed him. While raising his son, Sa'd, he was over­

protective, fearing obstacles to his future. J:lajj Na~~ar never realized Ihat this protectiveness

prevented Sa'd from developing rea! maturity; instead, he unknowingly instilled fear in his

son as weil as feelings of uncenainty and the inability 10 choose between right and wrong.

Even now J:lajj Na~~ar does not want S.\'d blaming himself for his cowardice, and préfers 10

take upon himself the responsibility for his son' s mbtakes:

Sa'd: It is 1who kiiled you, father.

Na~~ar: He who kiiled me is an Englishman.

Sa'd: 1was able to open the door.

Na~~ar: If you did, you wouId have gotten yourself killed
as weil as me.

Sa'd: l've bought my life with fear...

Na~~ar: Never mind...Why not? He who brought you up
felt deadly afraid for you, that is why you 've
grown up afraid for yourself. Damn the father
who brought you up. Damn my own father, too.

Sa'd: You always consider yourself responsible for
everything. even my own fear. 67

67 Ibid., p. 122, v. 10-20.
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The father feels responsible for Sa',rs t'car b~l'aus~ h~ knows that h~ himself has nol

been able to face the criticalmom~nt. nor has h~ fulfill~d his dUIY as a fath~r in hdping his

son to strengthen his character. 10 l'orr~l'tly shap~ his id~as aboul Ih~ surrounding world. and

10 prepare him 10 face danger. J:!âjj Na~~âr's f~ar forl'~d him 10 lol'k Sa'd in his TOOm. and

then later. when wounded Mas'ad l'am~ hom~. hl' lol'k~d him in anoth~r room too. thinking

that both his ~ons wouId thus be best prot~cl~d:

Na~~ar (kissing his own hand): Thank God. allthis folly and my two sons are in
my hand. This is Sa'd (holding the key of Sa'd's
room) and lhis is Mas'ad (holding the key of
Mas'ad's room). Your men are under your
ceiling. Na~~âr. and the k~ys are here.
Thousands of Ihanks to the Lord.bR

Was J:!ajj Na~~ar really content with his life. was he really salisfied with the way he

brought up his children? Was he aware of his f~ars'?

As we see in his monologue. he was nol. The war events really upset J:!ajj Na~~âr but

when his YOl'ngest son, Mul)ammad. broughl Ih~ news about Ihe end of the war, his mood

remained the same:

Na~~ar (to himself): [s il true. what they are saying or not? If it is the
truth, why am [sad? .. Since the moming 1am
mad. why'? Are you mad at yourself. mad at Sa'd
or atthe English. atthe war or at your life? It
couId be that what you did was wrong, Na~~ar!
Wrong? How? The job of the father is to protect
his children. Why am 1mad, then? 1did more
than tha!.

I;Iajj Na~~ar was confused and un happy but also overcome by his fears which never

left him. Shonly, before he died, he plainly admitted this to his son Sa'd. Il was too late for

I;Iajj Na~~ar to change anything in his life but probab[y. he hoped his son would do tha!. The

father was not mistaken; his son Sa'd finally und~rstood Ihe nature of his fear, he was no

68 Ibid., p. 100, v. 12-16.
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longer a coward and was able to overcome the fear which had been paralyzing him for such a

longtime.

As mentioned previously, for Luwis cAw:!,!. the character of Sa'd, in al-La/.J~ al­

lfarija, has neither a "convincing" nor a "moving" personality.69 The critic cannot believe in

the sudden change from a "coward talker" who "recites" slogans from his verbally-acquirt'd

revolutionary ideals into a "hero", who after revenging his father's death joins the fight

against the British. According to Luwis 'Awaçl, his dissatisfaction with the char~cter of Sa'd

is due to the author's inability to shape his personality properly and endow it with the

fealures of a truly human, heroic character. 71l

We would rather hesitate to share 'Awaçl's views in accusing such a ralented

playwright as Idris of a lack of literary ski Ils. We prefer to assume that the creation of Sa'd

as a confused, uncertain person overcome by fear and unable to chose the right path or even

as a young lost man is not a mistake but the author's aim. Society does not consist of brave,

confident "heroes" only. The majority of people need help and guidance in order to gain a

maturity of their consciousness. As is obvious in the case of Sa'd, ideology is not always

something given; it needs time, and ought ta be eamed through self-experience, self­

education and discussions with other people.

When Idris wrote al-La/.J?a al-lfarija, Egyptian society was in an ideological crisis and

in desperate need of a new mind and a re-birth of lost ideals and an ideology built on the

basis of real truth. In order to help society move on the right path towards modernity and

progress, Egyptian literature was in need of a withdrawal from the framework of falsely

idealistic socialist realism. il needed to replace il with a new realism which wouId present real

men and discuss the nature and causes of their problems and anxieties.

69

70

Ibid., p. 103, v.7-lS.

Luwis 'Awaçl, "Yüsuf Idris wa Fann al-DrUmU". p. 92.
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Egyptian literature was also in need of a new kind of hem or rather an anti·hem. a

complete opposite of socialist realislll's positive hero. a hem silllilar to Sa'd. whose ideology

wouId still be in the process of bdng bon:. who would disL'Over and admit his weaknesses

and consistently strive to overcome his fcars and uneenaillly. and who. wilh the help of his

own experience and self·education. would finally gain maturity. and beeome ôlble to

distinguish between right and wrong.

In his critical study Luwïs 'Awaçl also points out lhat "lhe eoward talker Sa'd" with ail

his negative characteristics and his "mtten personalilY". when he eollapses during the crilieal

moment, does not deserve our pit)'. as possibly another "truly human" hero would.7\ At thm

point, again. we beg to disagree with the cri tic. Idris does nOI want us to feel sorry for Sa'd;

he prefers to uncover his imperfect na!llre and present him exactly as he is. without any

mask, even risking an attack l'rom the cri tics who instead of a "cowardly" Sa'd, wouId prefer

to see "a victorious hero" of the battle of Port Said.72 ft is. thus, clear that Idris is able to

avoid unnecessary sentimentalism73 ôlnd easy llloralizing tendencies. The author risks that

because he is about to create something new. that is. a psychological depiction of Egyptian

realÎty, a depiction l'rom within, focusing on an Egyptian man, attcmpting to tell us more

about his inner srruggles, fears and problems. creating a piclure which might help the reader

look more consciously at his own surroundings.

While the character of Sa'd and the problem of his fear have met with so many

comments and critical remarks. the other represemmive of the young generation. namely, the

older son of l;Hijj Na~~ar. Mas'ad. happens 10 go rather unnoticed by the cri tics. His

personality is a complete opposite of that of his younger brother. Sa'd. Undoubtedly. Mas'ad

.".

71

72

73

Ibid., p. 92.

Ibid., p. 93.

In the early 1950s Idris was under the influence of the Chekovian literary visions.
However, he "struggled" tO free himself l'rom these influences and in his writings of
the late 1950s he attempted to avoid Chekovian literary fealures, especially
sentimentalism.
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is a positive character. He is a simple car;:>entcr. who docs not specul"te about revolulÏonary

ideas. whose mind is dear and uncomplicated. Mas'ad acts as he feels is necessary. and. as

is presented by Idris, he is always rcady to assist whenever help is needed. When his family

has to sacrifice for Sa'd's education and future as an engineer, he is ready to suffer for his

brother, when the c.:>untry needs to be defended; Mas'ad feels that this is his duty, too, and

without unnecessary philosophizing and preparations. he simply joins the fighters.

Idris is weil aware, thatthere arc also people like Mas'ad in society, who are simple,

honest, helpful and humanitarianly-minded. They have no need of a "fire and water" test in

order to prove themselves; with their intuition. common sense and sincere feelings, they are

able to guide themselves, and correctly and easily distinguish good From evil. Allthey need

is a cali, and the callthey are waiting for is a cali for hdp. They know very wellthat society

needs them, and they need society to faithfully fulfill cheir duties towards it. Mas'ad explains

this to his wife as follows:

Mas'ad: ...For whom am 1working? For my brother, so
he can finish his studies and for my sister, so she
can get married. What is wrong with thar?

Firdaws: ...Tomorrow your brother will become an
engineer and will have children who will be the
children of the chief engineer...Your children
will be the children of a carpenter and your wife
will be the servant.

Mas'ad: What you are saying is servant's talk! .. .Is it
necessary that cne should be captain to be good?
It is ail rightlike this, 1am happy. My brother is
happy that he will become an engineer and 1am
happy that 1am helping him to become an
engineer.74

When we look at Mas'ad's personality, who undoubtedly shares sorne affinities with

the socialist realist type of positive hero. we may ask ourselves a question: ln a play in which

74 Y. Idris, aJ-La/;1~aJ-lfarija. p. 30. v. 10-9.
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Idris portrays human fear. creates a new psychologil'al pictllre of society. introduces a new

type of hero or rather anti-hero. why does he present a character that wou Id rather belong 10

his previous realist framework? Is there any special need flx such a character in al-La!!?.., ill­

lfarija?

As we may notice from reading the author's previous works. bath netional and

dramatic, his attention always focuses on man and his situation in society. Human lilc

becomes more and more complicated. The negative outcomes of anunjust social and political

system always weighs heavily on people's minds. heing an obstacle to the healthy growth of

their personalities and to the properdevelopment of their charaeters. Therefore. it is imponant

for a man to know himself and understand the nature of his emotions and feelings. People

are in constant struggle to shape their ideas and formulate their system of values. Sorne of

them are rrying to attain their goals like Sa'd. i.e.. by philosophizing about the simple facts of

life, and putting these basic truths into slogans. which often may confuse them and awaken

their weaknesses and fears.

Human fear, as ponrayed by Idris in al-LiI!l?a al-lfarija. is a negative outcome of

oppressive social and political systems. and it cor.stitutes a very destructive factor in people's

lives. Therefore, according to the author. it is n')[ only necessary to know the nature of fear

but, what is even of greater imponance, to find a "weapon" against it or a remedy for il. In

light of the analysis of the play, one may notice. that according te Idris. it is not so difficultlO

find a "weapon" against human fear because ail people are fonunate to possess such an

internai "weapon", their honesty. When people arc honest and free to act according to their

feelings and intùition, they will never fear and their effons will never tum against the well­

being of society.

There is a growing need for contemporary man to listen more attentively to the voices

of his intuition, to pay more attention [0 his inner feelings and to be ready to offer help to

whoever needs il. By presenting the character of Mas'ad in his play al-LalJ?'l aJ-lfarija, Idris

attempts to remind his reader of these centuries-old truths.
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Fonn, style and language: from the simple scheme of the short story ta
a full-Iength three-act play

Arab and Western scholars consider Idris the real master of the qi~~a qa~ïra (short

story). As the author says, he himself did not yet discover the nature of this literary form and

kept on writing sport stories, hoping one day to grasp the essence of this form and be able to

define it.75

Idrïs's short story is wrillen wilh real mastery of narrative art.76 Usually it fceuses on

characters and situations, and is concerned with a single effec!. Wilhin this relatively limited

form there is frequently concentration on a single character involved in a single episoJe. The

author usually does not fully develop his charactcrs, and the background against which the

characters move is described briefly. Idrïs's short stories always carry a lot of expression

and are ilIustrative of great dramatic tension. The author frequently utilize~ the type of climax

called the "surprising ending", involving an ironie reversai ofexpectation.

Idrïs's form of the one-act play, as il is seen in Malik al-Qupl and JumhüriyyatFara/;1iït,

has great affinity with that of his shon stories from the 19505. One may even say that the

aUlhor's one-act plays are a dramatic transformation of his short stories. Furthermore, they

couId be considered Idris's exercises or a transitional saie an(~ conscious step to creating a

new original Arab dramatic form.

Both these plays, that is, Malik al-Qupl and Jum/;1üriyyat Fara/;1at are ilIustrative of

Egyptian realism and use the slice oflife technique. Malik al-QupI reflects life in an Egyptian

(

75
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Nabil Faraj, "Yûsuf Idris", al-Majalla, January 1971, p. 103.

An extensive discussion of Idrïs's short story form may be found in the following
books:
Kurpershoek, P. M. The Short Stories of Yüsuf Idris, Leiden: E. 1. Brill, 1981;
Somekh, S. Dunyiï Yüsuf Idris min khiliïl Aqiï~Ï$ih (selected short stories with
introduction) Tel Aviv: Dar a1-Nashr al-'Arabï, 1976;
idem. Lughat al-qi$$8 fi adab Yüsuf Idris. Acre: Tel Aviv University & Srugy Press,
1984.
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village; ils scenery.typical characters.loeal colour and unique atmosphere are ponmyed with

an almost photogmphic precision. The drillJl;J(i.~ l'l'rsonal' are very lively: their eonduet is

natural and reactions spontaneous. Theil' charaelcristics arc shaped weil both directly and

indirectly: that is. direcily by the slage directions and indirectly through dialogues. In

JumQüriyyat FaraQiît. in this tranche de l'il' l'mm one of the Cairene police stations. Idris

presents us with a disturbing picture of a plal'<.' designed 10 defend justice. Similar to M;llik

al-Qutn. here again the author depicts lhe swing \Vith nmuralislic precision: emphasi7.ing ils

ugliness and gloomy atmostphere; sketching directly and indirectly typical characters. i.e.•

representatives of various circles of urban pOOl' society. ponraying them with a sharp eye. a

large dose of biting irony and severe criticism.

The structure of both plays is dynamic. In composing them. Idris follows relatively

c10sely the c1assical model of play construction. which is very similar to that of the shon

story, i.e., the scheme which includes: exposition. development of action. climax. peripethy

and falling action. In both plays. the tension culminates in a sharply sketched climax. is

released by peripethy. and as a resuIt. we observe a surprising turn of action and eventually

the unexpected endings of these two plays.

Malik al-Qut and JumQüriyyat FaraQiît are illustrative of unity of time and ;lace. A.,

for the unity of action. only Malik al-Qu.ln is constructed according to the one unified line of

action and consists of one plot presented in a few scenes. The structure of JumQüriyyat

FaraQiît is more complic8ted; for il contains two separate plots. t,le main plot which tells us

about the events taking place at the police station and the subplot. the story narrated by

Fara!)âl. This combined structure enables the author ta double the scenic reality and obtain a

drarnatic effect similar to that of a play within a play construction. with the difference that il is

a dramatized story wilhin a play. In JumQüriyyat FaraQiît. the main plot contains a series of

connected accidents (various complaint} of police station clients) and it is centred on the

figure of Sergeant Fara~âl. The subplot. i.e.. the utopian story of Fara~at, which is an

a11egorical picture of the perfectly organized society. hides the significant message of the
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author, and become:: a very imponanl or even competitive pan of Ihe play and thus

contributes to the desrruction of Ihe unily of action.

The dialogues in both plays are wrinen in the Illodern.lively and terse Egyptian dialecl.

These dialogues arc composed of shon, concise. well-tllrned sentences, full of meaning and

expression which make the charJcters vibrant and the plays dynamic. The language and the

style of the dialogues are always weil adjusted to the siluations and the play Jum~üriyyat

Fara~iItillustrates that weil. The language changes smoothly with the change in the situation

and the atmoslphere:

(\) when Fara!)1it talks to the detainees his stalements are very antagonistic and the

language sharp. naturalistically vulgar and diny, for example,

Fara!)1it: Blindness in your eyes! We have said a million
times that 1am the sergeant on duty, gipsy. Am 1
not important in your eyes? Each of you, respect
yourself or else 1 will make your night darker
than the bonom of the cooking pOI.77

(2) when his interlocutor turns out ID be a naive, shy and uneducated person, Fara!)at

immediately lakes advantage of the situation and makes the person a victim of. :s unpleasant

sense of humour, for example •

Fara!)1it: Do you have another statement to make?

Girl: Another statement? What does that mean, sir?

Fara!)at: It means to say another thing.

Girl: Yes, sir. CAyyusha, she is the one who took my
earrings and her mother is...

Fara!)1it: Uf! Something else, girl, other than what you
have said before!

Girl: Did 1say anything?

{
77 Y. Idris, Malik al-QUfJI: Jumhüriyyat Fara~iIt. p. 90, v. 23-26.
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• (F;lra~at and /o.ll1~al1lmad laughing. Faral.lal
ljuickly "Tiles "own sOl1lething on a paper)

Fara~at: This is a klter. TOl1lorrow l1loming you go to the
local doelor ... (imitaling Ihe girl) 1did not say
anything yel. 7s

(3) when he talks to Mu~ammad whom he mistakenly took for .111 ,,1":IOIfi, he is taetful

and treats his interlocUlor as a panner in eonversatil'l1. for examplc,

Fara~at: 1know l've Ict you wail too long. One l1lore
minute. plcase. and 1will he free for you.

Mu~ammad: BUI you've nol let I.le wait .. 1am aetually ...

Fara~at: 1know l've made you wait because 1deal with
polite people like you this way,?9

(4) when he speaks with his superior, he is disciplined and obsequiously polile, for

example,

Far~at(talkingon the phone): Yes, sir. 1am the officeron duty. Who is
calling? Yes (he stands up). Yeso (Still standing),
yeso Yes, sir. Far:l~at. sir. Yeso She came, sir.
Yes. xo

and (5) when he is carried away by his imagination and begins to narrate to

Mu~ammad the dreamy scenario, his language changes completely. This soft and gentle Oow

ofwords reminds us of the language of a l'airy-tale. For example,

Fara~at: There was an Indian man who came to Egypt, a
very rich man ...One day when he was leaving
Ihe hOlel, a diamond ring fell l'rom his finger
...Who saw it? A poor man, who had no job, like
they say, employed by the "Sun Company".XI

78 Ibid., p. lOI, v. 5-16.

79 Ibid., p. 86, v. 4-11.

80 Ibid., p. 91, v. 3-7.

8t Ibid., p. 87, v. 10-12, p. 88. V. I7-20.
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ln bolh plays, lhe lively dialogues hecome an imponant source revealing indircctly lhe

characlers of Ihe dramatis personae. For e~ample. in the play Jumpiiriyyat Fampiit the strong

voicc of lhe Iram controller and his severe crilicism of Fara~at's work uncover imponant

fcalures of his charaCltf, such as hravery. openness. confidence and lhe abilily 10 stand up

for his righls:

Fam~al: ...Whal do YOll wanl me 10 do? Am 1lhe father
or lhe mother of lhe amhulance') Whal do you
want me 10 do','

Tram conlroller: Find a way! Adhumanely! ...This is very bad;
lhis is chaos: lhis is dealh and destruction.82

AnOlher example of these lively dialogues lies in Malik aJ-QU{1l. AI-Simba!ï's

muddling explanation about lhe numbcrs marked down in his book-keep;r'lg clearly indicales

his dishonesly:

AI-Simba!ï (inlenupling Qam~awîs):
No more words! How much will il bc, ail of it?
How much! Five and eighl is lhineen, and three
is Sil(leen (he changes to a whisper and points
OUI with his pencil an additional operation as if
he were adding it again). Look, sir. You owe
(me) 5660 piaslers, that is, fifty -six pounds aw'
sixtYpiaslers and (lhis) deducted from the actr .
amount (sixty-two pounds) willleave you witl,
540 piaslers. 83

As for the stage directions (didascalia), lhey conslitute a substantial ponion of the text

in both plays and their role is of grcal imponance. Generally, [hey serve to introduce the cast:

in Jumpüriyyat Farapiit,

A group of deleclives enters wearing Bedouin jaliibiyyas and skullcaps. Each
of them holds the hand of a child in his hands and lhal of an elderly person;84

(
82

83

84

Ibid.. p. 94, v. 23-26, p. 95 v. 1-2.9-1 n.
Ibid., p. 28, v. 23-26, p. 29. v. 1-3.

Ibid.. p. 103, v. 13-15.
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in Malik al-Qutn.

AI-Simba!i's son Sa'd. and Qam~awÎs son ':\wa\1 appear illliHlting a train.
Sa'd is the head and 'Awaçl is holding the tail.s,

The stage directions also describe the setting:

in Jum/;1üriyyatFara/;1iIt.

The action takes place in the ir.terior hall of one of the polke stations. On the
right. an arch leads to the outside door; in the front there is the oftice of the
officer on dmy, and on the left. the roOIll nf the superior. His door is c1osed.
and there is a sign on it;86

in Malik al-Qutn,

The cunain opens on 'Awa<;l and Sa'd Zaghml playing in a big cotton bag
near the door. Al-Simbap is sitting on another one in the middle. Near the
door (inside the house), the wife (of al-Simba!O is making ajaliIbiyylHor her
older son on an old sewing machine which makes ,tlot of disturbing noise.87

Furthermore, didascalia become a direct way for the author to present the characteristics of

the dramatis personae:

in Jum/;1üriyyatFara/;1iït,

A fat old women enters. Her appearance is harried. She looks like an anist;88

in Malik al-Qutn,

He (I:Iajj Shawa<;lfi) enters wearing an olà jubbah and a dirty caftan. He is in
his fifties, has neither moustache nor beard. In his hand he has a rosary of a
thousand beads. His back is bent: his voice is weak. He is approaching the
fight. 89

85

86

87

88

89

Ibid., p. 39, v. 3-4.

Ibid., p. 71, v. 1-4.

Ibid., p. 19, v.l3-IS.

Ibid., p. 76, v. 6-7.

Ibid., p. 36, v. 3-7.
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Finally, they constitute part of the action:

in Jum/;JiiriyyatFara/;Jiït,

The door of the superilJr opens as if he was leaving. Fara~at looks at the
woman, and begins immediately questioning her:91l

in Malik al-QI/In,

During thattime, Qam~awi is aboutto seltle his own bill with his son. (Then)
he approaches the group. His face shows a very dangerous plan.91

On analyzing Malik al-QUI" and Jum/;Jiiriyyat Fara/;JJt, we do not hesitate 10 condude

that both the content and the form of these plays are equally interesting and innovative, and

Inal the playwright demonstrates tremendous potential and unique ability to create original,

meaningful as weil as s!dllfully-worded, short one-act plays. With al-La/;J?'l al-Ifarija, we

come to Idris's first attr~mpt to "enlarge" and develop his simple dramatic structure, i.e., to

compose a full-Iength three-act socio-psychological play. As mentioned previously, the new

thematic aims of the aUlhorrequired that he abandon the shon one-act play form and create of

a new one, more elaborate and extended. With regard to the content of al-La/;J~aal-Ifarija, it

may be considered innovative and original: his portrait of Egyptian society carries new

features. However, it would be difficult to apply the same statement to the form of his play.

Looking closely at the play, we rarely notice new, distinguished elements. Despite the

innovative and c.riginal content, the form has yet 10 leave the realistic framework (still

holding tightly to ihe naturalistic and photographie descriptiveness which the author

develops).

We may say that al-La/;J?'l al-l;farijll is constructed and composed "correctly", "in

conformity with the rules" and withoUl visible mistakes. The play is illustrative of the unity

of time, place and action; the plot is designed in accordance with the classical model, the only

(
91

Ibid., p. 95, v. 11·12.

Ibid.. p. 61, v. 8-10.
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e;,:ception heing th:t the two culminative points (the two criticalllloments Sa'd is facingl nuy

he distinguished. The dialogues are wrinen in liwly Egyptia:l dialect. The stage directions

play imponant roles similar to those of the previously-discussed two plays. The chamcters

are shaped weil, both directly and indirectl)'. and the description of t~,,;ir personalities is

enriched due to the extensive use of monologues. Thcse monologues, the only innovative

formai element in the play, already" "sented in tht' preceding section contribute signitïcantly

not only to the more complete sketches Of the characters but also to the presentation of the

feelings and emotions of people in society and thus to ponraying them from within.

Although conslrUcted and cGmposed "correct1y" and "in conformity with the mies", 1/1-

La/;!?'l al-lfarija does not present us with an original dramatic form. The play seems to he too

narrative and too descriptive and it definitely hus lost thc dynumism und vividness of Malik

al-Qu.tn, and Jum';iiriyyat Fara/;!at. Whu! are the reasons for thut? Why would we he inclined

to share 'Abd al-Wahhab's point of view92 suying that the formul uchievements of Idrïs's

two previous one-act plays are somehow "lost" in his longerdramatic structure'?

First, the presented picture is too photographic; ldris's dialogues and stage directions

"grow longer''93 carrying more, sometimes too many details, th us depriving the pluy of real

movement and action, Second, the literary materiu1. i.e., the presented world which includes

the description of the characters, the situations and the events of the play, is not weil

organized.94 Without selectively presenting his ;mages, and by "bombarding" us with

endiess chitchat, not only does Idris prevent us from focusing fully on his psychological

~~udy of human fear but he also overwhelms us with un unnecessary level of detail. Finally,

raruq 'Abd al-Wahhab, "Yüsuf Idris wu Musra~ ai·Fikr", al-Masra/;!. July 1966, p.
164.

93 The stage directions often hecome too extensive, for example the description of the
setting is more than three pages long, see: Y. Idris, al-La/;!?'l al-lfarija, pp. 9-13.

94 Idris himself was not sure about the form of the play; he changed it several times; the
first title of the play was al-Bab (the Door).
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the movement, and the actual events in the play are limited: the action takes place mainly in

dialogues where we learn secondhand about the play' s major developments.

In spite of these formaI imperfections, the play al-Lalp:a al-lfarija with its

prognostication of further changes and developments in Egyptian drama, should be

considered. as Luwïs 'Awaçl poinled OUl,95 very impc.rtant for the history of post-

revolutionary realism. During the late 1950s, this play together with Malik al-Qu.tn and

Jumhüriyyat FaraQiit brought significant changes in the way Egyptian realism is developed,

overtuming its ideological stereotypes and ossified artisric models and becoming a

forerunner and initiator of"revolutionary changes". which wouId later occur in the 1960s.

Luwïs 'Awaçl. "YüsufIdrïs wa Fann al-Drama", al-Kiitib,ApriI1961, p. 95.
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Chapter III
Search for Identity

A remarkable revival of Egyptian drama and theatrc which began in the 1950s reached

its apogee during the 1960s. t There is no douht that many factors comributed to this

efflorescence. First, the optimistic spirit of the 1952 Revolution galvanized and prepared the

nation to embark on new ideological and cultural vcntures. Secondly, the young govcrnment

undenook many imponam measures tO establish institutions promoting culture both in the

cilies and villages. The new regime recognized at the outset the imponance of cultural

propaganda in mobilizing the forces of the nation and created a MinislTy for Culture and

National Guidance. In 1960, the Ministry established the General Foundation for Theatre

Ans and Music. Thirdly, the playwrights who <.:lInstituted this theatrical and dramatic revival

were nearly ail young open-minded people eager to learn more about their native culture.

They wished to explore their culture creatively and to experimem with the fOTm and language

of their plays.

During the five-year plan (1961-65), Egyptian culture, including drama and theatre,

enjoyed the patronage of the Government. The Egyptian Television Station,2 established in

1960, inspired activity in the theatre and helped create many public and private theatres and

theatre troupes. In order to promote the cause of experimental drama, the Pocket Theatre was

established in 1961. By 1966, there were ten theatre troupes and nine main theatres were

active in Cairo.3 These theatres put on several productions during the same season and the

repertoire included foreign authors both andent and modern such as Aeschylus and

•

2

3

For an interesting discussion on the post-revolutionary drama in Egypt see: R. Allen,
"Egyptian Drama afterthe Revolution", Edebiyyat, 4/1 1979, p. 129.

During the frrst year The Egyptian Television Station presented two hundred television
plays by both Arab and Western Authors .

M.M. Badawi, Modern Arabie Drama in Egypt, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988, p. 14I.
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Aristophanes, Brecht and Dürenmatt. Sorne of the Egyptian playwrights included in the

repertoire were Alfred Faraj, Anis Man~ür, Rashrrd Rushdi, Sa'd al-Din Wahba, Mal)müd

Diyab, 'Ali Salim, Nu'man 'Ashür, MikhiPïl Ruman, Yüsuf Idris and the poets 'Abd aI­

Sabur and Najib Surur.

This remarkable theatre activity was not limited to the cilies. Due to the initiative of the

Cairene cultural institution aI-Thaqiifa al-Jamiihiriyya (Mass Culture), theatre professionals,

especially producers, began to organize theatre troupes in ail Egypt. This regional theatre

with its often ilIiterate actors introduced the Egyptian professional theatre to the common

people and popular culture. Possibly this authentic regional theatre became an inspiration for

sorne Egyptian playwrights in their search for a truly Egyptian (Arab) drama and thearre.

Young writers and joumalists like Idris, turned 10 drama spontaneously hoping that

this literary genre wouId let them reach a wide audience. As the regime addressed the masses

in socialist and populist slogans, many young authors adopted colloquiallanguage in their

plays. Thatexperimenthelped both playwrights and audience achieve greatercommunication.

The post-revolutionary government began to bn political parties and discourage the free

exchange of opinion. The theatre then became an erzatz parliament, where the authors voiced

their politirai views and ideas, often obliquely because of the severe censorship.

The Egyptian playwrights of the 1960s were weil aware of exciting events taking place

in the theatre world in London, Paris and New York. They had read or seen the plays of

Ionesco and Beckett; they were acquainted with the experimental theatre of Brecht. They

were exposed also to Pirandello' s commedia de'" ane and the productions of other Western

playwrights. AI-Masra/;J,4 (The Theatre), a monthly review published in Cairo, became a

forum of discussion and polemics about theatre life in Egypt and important theatrical events

in the West.

4 AI-Masra/;J was published during the years 1964-1970.
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Egyptian playwrights were inspirl'd hoth hy Western theories on total theatre. epie

thearre. symbolism. expressionism and surrealism. and by internai politÎl'al considerations

such as the growing nation-wide feeling of Egyplian nationalism. They raised fundamcntal

questions about their drama and began a quest for a genuine Egyplian and Arab drama and

thearre.

The plays of the 1960s and espel'ially the tirst hall' of the decade arc "very Egyplian".

dominated by national themes and issues of politieal and social signifieancc. During the

second hall' of the decade these "Egyptian" pl'Oblems scem to \cave more space for

playwrights' reflections about generai human matlers.

The dramatic fonns of the 196()s arc characterized not only by a variety of means of

expression and artistic innovations but also by a persistent seareh for Egyptian (Arab) roots

and identity. Sorne authors tried to establish their works on the basis of traditional village

entertainments such as a/-siimir, others related their plays to medievalliterary forms sueh as

maqiima or took theil' inspiration l'rom khayŒl a/-;!ill (shadow theatre) and qarOlgiiz.

Idris 's plays written in the 196()s. namely. a/-F.Tnïfir (The Farfiirs. 1964J, a/-Mahzahj

a/-Arç/iyya (The Terrestial Comedy. 1966) and a/-Mukha!!a{in (The Striped Ones, 1967) and

his series of articles "Na!)wa Masra!) Mi~ri" (Towards an Egyptian Theatre) illustrale weil

the changes, inspirations and creative transformations which have occurred in Egyptian

drama during the most fertile phase of its development.

Al-Fifriifïr and al-Mahzala al-Arçliyya: the life of an Egyptian man, a
tragic farce

The writings of Idris are filled with original ideas, imaginative thoughts and new means

of expres~ion. His writings always provoked unresolved discussions. polcmics and atlacks

by the critics. However, none of the author's work attracted as much attention, nor produced

11i.l



as much critical rcvicw as his famous play aJ-I"<ïr:llïr.' There are shoner and longer studies of

the play in Arabic, English, French and Ru"i.lO. When we look at this apparently rich critical

asscssment of aJ-t-ariifirwe may more easily notice one slriking feature, namely, that most of

Ihe critics tend to see the play through the prism nI' Idris's introduction to aJ-Fiiriifirentitled

"Na!)wa Masra!) Mi~ri"~ (Towards an Egyptian Thealre). The ideas presented t'nere by the

playwright became an obstacle 10 the ohjective analysis of the play and directed the attention

of Ihe critics lowards only one issue. that is. tn detemline whether this masra!liyya (play) is

truly "Egyptian" or cornposed out of Ihe European Iheatrical forms and ideas.

On analyzing the critieal asseSS111enl of aJ·F;ïriitir. we notice Ihat with the exception of

Ihe recent stlldy by Hanita Brand,7 the analysis by W. Kirpicenk08 and the discussion by

Faniq 'Abd al-Wahhab,9 the erilics are preoccupied with its foml and with seeing things that

are nOI there. Not much attention was paid ta a genuine analysis of the play's content. Even

Faruq 'Abd al-Wahhab, who in his illlroduclory remarks points out the need to put aside

Idris's introduction "Towards the Egyptian Theatre" and ta analyze the play itself,lo

"forgels" his own words and eventllally preoccupies himself with the issue of the

"Egyptianness" of the play.

ln our opinion the critical asseSS111em of aJ·F;ïriifir needs to be supplernented. The play

requires re-thinking, a new analysis of ils interior meaning and an atlempt to explore Idris's

concepts and symbols anew.

5

~

7

8

9

(.. 10

Y. Idris, aJ-Fiiriifir, Cairo: Maktabat Gharib, 1977. The première of al-Fiiriifir took
place on al-Jumhüriyya Theatre (16 April. 1964). After three weeks the play was taken
off the stage.

Y. Idris, "Na!)wa Masra!) Mi~ri". aJ-Fiiriifir, Cairo: Maktabal Gharib, 1977, pp. 7-48.
The article was also pubiished in .J1-Kiilib, January. February, March 1964.

H. Bmnd, "AI-Fiiriifir by Yusuf Idris: the Medium is the Message", Journal of Arabie
Lileralure, XXI, pp. 57·71.

...
W. Kirpicenko, YÜsufIdris. Mosc'ow: Nauka. pp. 147-162.

Faruq 'Abd al-Wahhab, "Yüsuf Idris wa Masra!) al-Fikr", al-Masra?l, July 1966,
pp.170-173.

Ibid .. p. 171.
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When we look atthe content of a/-F;Ir;Tt1rwe tend to agree with Faruq 'Abd al-Wahhab

who says that the plot of the play is sil11;>ly-stnl<·tured and easy to read but most crilieS'

slUdies make it look as if it was very eomplkated. and try to find a number of impressivc

references and search for possible int1uences by '"arimls foreign playwrights and theatrical

traditions.11 In aI-Fiirafir, Idris presents us with a story about the relation between lhe master

and his servant, a story the basic Hnes of whieh we may find in some other literntures but at

the same time a true Egyptian story closely attached to the Egyptian world of reality. 10

Egypt's unresolved political. social and cultural problems. However. the anistÎC aim of the

author stretches further than that. Idris. not only presents the disturbing Egyptian reality but

with clear signs of optimism decisively l'ails for radkal ch.mge. that is, to put an end to lhe

human exploitation ofone another.

AI-Fiiriifir is composed of two acts. The first nct of the play opens with the Author.

dressed in a funny uniform: a starched white shin. an elegant jacket. brief shorts and shoes

without socks, addressing the audience and thus preparing them for the kind of drama they

are about to experience. He suggests eliminating the distance between the actors and

spectators. Furthermore. he emphasizes that whatever will happen on the stage is not the

truth but rather mere acting. The Author announces the entrance of Farfür, a skinny strange­

looking, individual, dressed in a clown suit. his face covered with white powder, his head

covered with a tarboosh. Farfür commands the Author to "produce" a Master for him 10

serve as weil as a Mistress, so he can get on with the show. Soon, the Master is found asleep

amongst the audience, so he is awakened and the play can begin.

As the action develops the Master demands a name for himself in the play but after a

few suggestions he is persuaded by Farfür to abandon this. However, he still demands an

occupation. Farfür proposes various professions. such as an intellectual, an anist, a doctor, a

broadcaster, a football player. a thief, etc: ail of of which the Master turns down after making

-.'
11 Ibid., p. 172.
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fun of most of them, finally aeeepting the llccupatilln of grave-digger. Farfür finds it difficult

to obey the orders of the Master and themallcre\.Cnreyuires the Author's intervention. The

prohlem is settled temporarily and the relationship between Farfür and the Master seems to

work weil. Subseyuently, they bolh get married. The :'v1asler marries two women, thal is, the

one found for him by Farfür amongst the audience and anolher one sent by the Author.

Farfür gels married to an ugly, thin. mannish-Iooking bride. Soon, both Master and Farfür

stan begetting children.

The grave-digging business is going slow. There arc no dead to bury. The wives need

money for their housekeeping. Farfür is lold by his Master to find a corpse to bury, i.e., to

kill someone and to his surprise, a man in the audience conveniently happens to be looking

for someone to end his Iife for him. AI Ihis point. the obedient Farfür absolutely refuses to

follow the order and appeals tO the Author. Finally, the impatient Master resolves the

problem, that is, he himself kills Ihe man. FarlTir, horrified at his Master's crime and his

growing lust for blood, runs away.

The events of the second act take place sometime later. The Master, angry and

miserable because of his servant's desenion, is wondering where he can find him. Suddenly

Farfür arrives from the bac:, of the auditorium pushing a handcan filled with surrealistic

models representing Europe and AmerÎl'a and bits of guns, aircrafts and gallows. Farfür

offers ta buy or sell: old iron, old glory, a hydrogen bomb, a philosophy, an author or an

audience. Farfür and the Master are delighted to see each other. They exchange the news

about theirchildren. il seems Ihat the Masler's c·hildren. amongst them Alexander, Napoleon,

Mussolini, and Hitler, have not only relieved Iheir father of his work but have also perfected

his profession burying quickly and easily millions of corpses. As for Farfür's descendants,

named after famous dark-skinned dlarac·ters and slaves of history, they have become the

victims of the Master' s "activities".

The Masler and Farfür decide 10 resume Iheir Iife together but on a completely different

basis. They agree to try out, with the help of various suggestions from the audience, different

Ill?
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relations belWeen themselves. They reverse their roles. become equal; they fonn various

regimes and even an empire of freedol11. However. nothing works. Once they have

established an egalitarian cooperative they are approached by the dead man from the firsl act,

who is looking for a place 10 be buried. However. their venture irrilates him, and he Ieaves

them without hiring their services. Finally. when ail the anempled solutions l'ail, the Masler

and Farfür quit their roles and resume them only when their wives force them to provide for

their families. Their search for a solution continues. They l'ven have decided to tum back to

the Author. However, they are told by the audience that he has disappeared. Surprisingly. he

is delivered to them in a bundle looking like a newbom baby, which they untie only to find

smaller and smaller bundles insid.:. until what remains is too smalllo be seen. The dramalic

tension increases and the search for a solution continues.

Finally, at the suggestion of a stage·hand who has to rush home (his wife is about to

have a baby that evening), they commit suicide as a way out of the problem, since dealh

obliterates ail distinctions and renders ail men l'quaI. However, l'ven this last, desperate move

does not help because to his horror Farfür discovers that instead of their becoming two equal

atoms with neither master nor servant, he has been turned into an electron, spinning forever

round the proton, his master. The play closes with Farfür's plea, as he addresses the

audience pathetically gasping for breath. weeping and spinning round and round:

Farfür: Good people, Farfürs. Save your brother! My
voice is going. Find a solution! A solution;
someone, a solution, otherwise [ stay like this.
There must be a solution; there must be a way
out. Your brOlher is finished. A solution, [ beg
you. Not for my sake but for your own. [ am just
acting (his voice fades). It's you who are going
round and round P2

12 Y. Idris, al-raraffr, p. 200, v.21,25, p. 201. v.l.
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What arc the major issues of (hi, ;" many critics agree - great masra!}iyya? How

can we "read" its inncr meaning'! Doc, the play have an underlying subjecl or element which

keeps ilS apparently irrational maners tllgether')

When we look anentively at Ihe content of a/-Fiiriifir and follow closely its dialogues,

wc notice ea:iily thal Idris touches here Iln a number of themes, makes, with a big dose of

sarcasm, dctailcd cornments on the esisting Egyptian situation as weil as discusses human

nature in generaL However, our analysis here will not focus on ail the details and minor

problems but it will aim to grasp Ibe major ideas of Ihe aUlhor and presentthem clearly.

As for the content of al-Fiiriifir, two major issues may be distinguished, namely, Idris's

criticism of the Egyptian polilical. sodal and cultural order in the 1960s and the problem of

human freedom. Apan From Ihese IWO subjects discussed by Idris, we may also notice

another impol1ant theme, Le., the issue of modern women and their role in society. 13

As for the form of al-Fiiriifir, we have 10 take into consideration two issues, Le., the

author's anempt to create an original EgYPlian theatre and the impact of Western dmma on

his al1islic vision. 14

As we mentioned previously al-Fiiriiflr is characteriLed by a greatlevel of detaiL A first

glance at the play indicates a kind of ch(los or \(lck of logical order of any sol1. However,

Idris endowed his play with (1 strong piVOI or (1 cCl1(1in m(lgic force which keeps these only

(lPP(lrently illogic(ll ideas together in "ne meaningfulunity. This magic is associated with the

person(llity of Farfür (lnd the re(ll e"ntem of the P!(lY is presented by his actions and

reactions. Farfür is the pivot of Ihis l1lasra!}iyya (lnd human freedom, the issue he himself

embodies, is the play's underlying subjecl.

14

The issue of the modern wom(ln will be discussed in the fi:st section of the founh
chapter, Le" "Al-lins al- Thiilirh: hoping for 'light' and a beller future",

The form of al-Fariifir will be discussed in the last section of this chapter, namely:
"Form, style and language: srriking ,1 balance between Egyptian sources and
Western influences".
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The crities easily categorize al-F;ïr.ïfir al11nngst the plays of the theatre of the ahsurd.

saying that Idris plunges into philosophieal spec'ulalions ahollt hum,ln matters. Did Idris here

really cease to be a realist (wiiqi'j)') Did he really abandon the Egyptian man whose everyday

struggles were always his great coneen]"

We would definitely agree with Ral11sis Yunan l'and point out that in .11-FiirJfir Idris

not only remains a realist but his critical glanee becomes sharper and his sarca,;Oll l'ven

stronger and more bitter. One may ask: How in lhis apparently absurdist and disorganized

dramaric structure did the author achieve a high level of social and political criticism'!

ln order to uncover the dark reality of the existing Egyptian situation during the 1960s.

criricize the political, social and cultural order of the country and present sorne kind of

solution and direction, Idris "discovered" for his play an unusual and fascinating personality.

He created the character of Farfür, a modern Egyptian jester. This funny looking individual, a

wag who smoothly combines chann with a sharp tongue; a clown, who through laughter,

seeks to create a new philosophy for l11ankind. enabled the author to speak plainly and

sarcastically about ail the Egyptian forbidden matters and hidden ills.

It is as difficult for a writer to criticize openly the government's policy as it is for a

servant to criticize his master. Such criticism requires an acrobatic mind and a talent to create

literary tricks. In a/-Fâriifir, Idris fully displays these skills. Il should be pointed outthat the

author's basic literary trick here, namely, the introduction of the fool-clown-type personality

is not new in the world of drama. Fools and clowns that may be considered the entertainers

and educators of the mlers and societies have been known since the Greek and Roman

empires. As for Idris's clown Farfür, we would not argue here as other critics have done,

whether Farfür is truly Egyptian or not. whether his roots l'an be traced to the West or the

East or whether he is a copy of Harlequin from the commedia de/l' arte. 16 For the moment

t5 Ramsïs Yünan, "al-Fïiriifir", a/-Kiitib, June 1964, pp.sO-54.

t6 For an interesting discussion about the similarities between Harlequin and Farfür sel':
Ra'fat aI-Duwayrï, "Arlïkïnü wa Farfür", al-Maja/la, March 1966, pp.! 15-137.
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we will set aside questions of fonn and content: What is really imponant for us here is the

purpose of Farfür's existence in [dris's lheatre and (he effecls of his actions and reactions in

aJ-Fiiriifir.

Criticism of the Egyptian world of reality is present in almost every dialogue of the

play in the fonn of allusions, digressions and humorous comments. Idris 's sharp and

sarcastic glance at the political, social and cultural order of Egypt can be seen best in Farfür's

and the Master's long dispute about the possible occupation for the Master. The dialogue

begins in a humorous way. [tlooks like a funny game which can make us laugh:

Master: [ must have ajob. Listen, Farfür, choose a very
respectable job for me, boy. Something modern.

Farfür: How about being a national capitalist?

Master: Don '( you have anything better?

Farfür: [do. Would you like to be an intellectual?

Master: What do your intellectuals do?

Farfür: They do nothing.

Master: How come?

Farfür: This question clearly ploves that you are not an
intellectual...

What about being a singer?

Master: What will [ do as a singer?

Farfür: Vou say "Ah" for thiny or fony years.

Master: Just that?
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Farfür: No. no. Melodious "Ahs" of ,ourse; somelimes
it's "Ah. Aha..... Sometimes "Ohohoo"
and occasionally "Eheehee".17

As the dialogue develops and Farfür. in a sill1ilar manner. hrings dis,redit 10 mOSl of

the jobs and professions discussed we begin 10 wonder: Why. in spite of the funny answers

and jokes, do we not want to laugh'? Inslead we hecome upsel. This dispute in its inlerior

meaning is not funny at aIl because it refers ta the exisling problems, and the piclure of the

Egyptian reality of the i :)60s as it is presemed here is frustrating and disturbing. TIle

government is corrupt, the intellectuais farced iuto silence, and people with power and

money live off the sweat of those who are weak and poor. The Masler demands a respeclable

job for himself. The author, speaking l'rom behind the mask of Farfür, says plainly that under

the circumstances presenlly existing in Egypl, he is unable 10 fulfill his requesl. According 10

him a decent occupation does nol exisl. The governmenl pasls are filled with lhe wrong

people. The justice system is corrupt:

Farfür: How about being a lawyer'?

Masler: Whal do lhey do'?

Farfür: r ou beg the caurt's justice to judge in your
favour.

Master: And if the court does nol'?

Farfür: We'Il have advance fees, anyway.

Master: No, 1prefer 10 be a proseculor.

Farfür: That man who hates everybody for no reason?
No. unde. A judge is beller. IR

The administration is full ofdishonesl employees:

17 Y. Idris, a/-rariffir, p. 77, v. 9-13, 20-22, p. 7X, v. 1-4.

18 Ibid., p. 78, v. 19-24, p. 79, v. 1·2.
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Farfür: O.K. Vou can work as an accountant. Vou save
people's lax money and take it yourself. 19

The posts which require high professional skills are oflen given to incompetent people,

who Jack necessary knowledge and qualifications:

Farfür: Weil, you can work as a physician.

Master: No, 1don't know anything about medicine.

Farfür: Do you think physicians do?20

As for lhe orûinary jobs, according 10 the author, it is also difficuit to find a suitable

one. The pay rate is low, the work conditions are bad and the work load too heavy:

Farfür: How about being a :rafflc policeman?

Masler: What does he do?

Farfür: He is a poor man like the rest of us who do not
have cars, yet ail day long he orders around
those who do have cars...

Master: How about a bus conductor? Please, a
conductor.

Farfür: Do you know how to swim?

Master Swim? Where?

Farfür: ln your sweat?

Master: ls that necessary?

r 19

20

Ibid.• p. 78, v, 10.

Ibid" p. 79, v. 6-8.
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Farfür: Very l11uch so. If you don't know how to swim
in your sweat you must leam how to swim in
other people's swe:ll. If you know neither. you'd
be :10 good.']

There are better-paid occupati.Jns. considere" easy and clean but rcquiring a loss of

one's self-esteem. Thf;refore, many people would not like to take them:

Farffir: How about this one. Work as a doorman at the
Hilton Hotel. With this outnt of yours they'll
accept you at once and will even give you a
clothing allowance.

Master: What do 1do"

Farfür: You'll be a European-style beggar: you stand
there in 'Ill your elegance and those going in and
out will give you tips... 22

Ironically enough also sometimes by ~ure luck. a person without an education and

professional skills may find ajob which will bring him a fortune, respect and popularity:

Farffir: l've found it! A fantastic job. Be a football
p'ayer!

Master: That reg,lires qualifications.

Farfür: No qualificati:>ns. You throw your books away
and play in the street for two or three years until
you 're a cub of sixteen or seventeen. In time they
discover you and you become a star... And all
the people in the stadium will shout "Sido!
Sido,"23

The dispute about possible occupations for the Master continues. The Master still

demands a respectable profession. However FarITir's job description brings only confusion

and disappointment. He gets impatient:

21 Ibid., p. 81, v. 1-4, p. 82, v. 1-3, p. 83, v. J -4.

22 Ibid., p. 81, v. 4-9.

23 Ibid., p. 79, v. 13-15, 17-21.
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Mastef: Don '[ you know of any job where one can
work')

Farfijr: There is one. Work as a [hief.

Master: O.K. 1am ready ta do that.24

While discussing this "profession", speaking from behind the mask of Farfür, Idris

uncovers the brutal fact of the Egyptian reality. The author points out that this "profession"

has become widespread; it even dominates [he Egyptian work force. These "skilled

professionals" are ready to fill ail the available jobs from minor positions up to the well-paid,

responsible posts in the govemment:

Farfür: Now, wouId you like to be a big thief, a medium
thiefor a regular-sized one?

Master: Does it require any thinking? A big one, of
course.

Farfür: Weil, then work in import and export trade.

Master: And the medium one?

Farfür: Stan a co-op.

Master: Anything but that. How about a regular one?

Farfür: That's a really poorone who sweats doing il,
climbs pipes to get into a house or picks a wallet
that tums out to be empty... Something like that.2S

Being a prosperous thief requires not only sorne skills but also work. For people like

the Master, who according to Farfür, would not like to make an effort, this occupation is not

suitable. He has in mind something better, almost effortless:

24

25

Ibid., p. 81, v. 10-13.

Ibid., p. 81, v. 11-19.
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Farfür: How about forgetting ail that and working for
the govertll11enl. You have ail the ljualificalÎons.

Master: How so'?

Farfür: Don't you wall! a place where you can sleep and
dream that you are dreal11ing'? You'll have, l'rom
one pay day ta the next, a whole 1110nth of
dreaming. 2h

In this statement by Farfür lies the essence of the author's political and social criticism.

As long as the poHcy of the govemmelll remains the same Idris d'.les not see the possibility

of any improvement. The changes have to begin herc in the goveml11ent offices starting with

those very important departments in the l11inislry ,lI1d ending with small administrative

bureaus. These posts can no longer be tilled with incompetelll people, with those who lack

commitment and determination to honestly work for the well-being of their country. Then,

these changes must be spread to ail seetors of the Egyptian work-force. The mentality of the

people must undergo a quick evolution, their "dreaming about dreaming", interrupted and

stopped forever, and their consciousness awakened and alerted to the reljuirements of the

time. Here the author sees the role of illlellectuais who instead of being forced into silence or

to the practice of various literary tricks ,1nd acrobatie fomls, should be encoumged and

employed by the govemment and promoted as umissionaries" earrying out, explaining and

completing ils now correct message.

In his writings Idris always dislllays a 101 of optimism and shows strong failh in

Egyptian man and his better future. Therefore, the ,Iuthor's udecision" in a/-Fiiriifirto ehoose

for the Master a rather sad occupation assoeiated with human life's end may puzzie us. Did

Idris really become a pessimist? Did the intelleetual erisis of the 1960s and his possible

foreseeing of the inevilable Udisaster" change the author's outlook that much? Certainly not.

In that artistic aecision we may see a light of hope. Idris made his herces (the Master and

26 Ibid., p. 82, v. 9-12.
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-~ Farfür) busy in grave-digging hecallse in lhat symbolic way he pointed out that thl'

"catastrophc" could bc avoided. thal thcre were still ehances to correct the chosen way, to

Icarn thc Icsson, tu bury ail the mistakes ami hllild the constructive program anew Oecause, as

Farfür said: "'nstead of living in order ln die. we should die in order to Iive".27

Whilc in thc dialogues of the lïrst act the author focuses on the presentation of his

critical attitude IOwards the existing Egyrtian reality. the discussions of the second act of al­

Fârâfirconcentrate on human matters in general and on the problem of man's freedom in

pmicular.

As memioned previously the rlay a/-FiTnTfir possesses a sort of magic force which is

associated with the personality of Farfür. This modem 1'001 or clown does not only make us

laugh, he also criticizes and teaches and most of ail makes us realize that in order to change

or improve our existence we havc to understan(j how we live and why. The logic, the

simplicity and the wisdom of his idea makes us wonder and bccome eager to catch and

remcmbcr every word of il. His revoit against the Farfür-Master situation fascinates us.

Although. we know that it is only a theatriL'al play-game. it awakens our consciousness and

makes us sce thc need to attain the true knowledge about our situation, to learn more and

more and dfilW certain conclusions. For us. Farfür is the agent of freedom:

FarflIr: Weil, l've decided not to act unless 1understand.
, must know why 1am Farflir and why you are
the Master.28

Speaking l'rom bchind the mask of Farfür Idris makes us realize that knowledge and

understanding should bc our t'irst Sler:

FarflIr: More important than living is knowing why we
live. And even more important than knowing
why is tu know where we are going.29

(

27

28

29

Ibid., p. 85, v. 16.

Ibid.. p. 135, v. 20-21.

Ibid .. p.185,v.17-l8.
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According to Farfür we accept ail the Durdcns and pains of our life t>ecause we are in

the middle of a certain routine, we do not know anything else, and we do not ev~n imagine

that something else exists:

Farfür: And everywhere it is Master and Farfiir. Who is
io t>e Master and who Farfür, and why should 1
t>e r'arfiir and you Master? Ever since life t>egan
it's t>een like that, thinking that that's the way it
is and that people cannot live otherwise. But in
ail honesty, is that a life? Is th(\[ a wayL.We
accept it for one reason only, because we don '1
see it. JO

Idris's character is courageous enough to say "No!" to his existing situation. He is no

longer willing to obey his Master because he simply wants to "understand", 10 know why he

is being used exploited and oppressed. FurthemlOre, he does not accept his "role" as it is

"writlen" by his "author". Farfür wants to be the one who would "program" himself and

decide about his own actions and movements:

Farfür: Oh, boy! Being written is so ugly it's almost
obscene. The most beautifulthing on Earth is a
feeling that you are your own author, that you
can do it any way you like. 31

We were ail bom as free human beings but as the author pointed out in al-Fiiranr we

created political and sxial systems which tumed against us, destroyed our freedom, made us

hate and exploit each other and hampered our creativity. Ail this became the cause of our

misfortunes today.

Idris made the heroes of al-Fiiriifir try differcnt relations among themselves and various

regimes but none of the proposed solutions proved to be successful. Why did the author

present us with this long search knowing that it would lead nowhere? According to Idris, the

30 Ibid., p. 187, v. 1-4,6-7.

31 Ibid., p. 138, v. 4-6.
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~ituation cannot be solved by the rcgimes we know. What kind of solution does he propose

then'!

Ali the cri tics are preoccupied with detemlining if the final action of the play, i.e.,

Farfür's desperate cali for a solution, indicates optimism or pessimism on the author's part.

Surprisingly, nobody anempts to lovi< deeply into the question: What provoked the cali in the

first place? Does Idris cali upon us to terminate the relation Farfür-Master? Is he truly against

the existence of Masters?

Although, Idris, in his play makes fun of the Master and criticizes him severely he does

see the necessity for his existence. Each societ)' needs its big and small masters. This is the

law of nature and according to the author, the law 10 which we must submit or else

"confusion and anarchy will prevail".

We are unable to fight the law of nature. Idris is weil aware of that and therefore he

allempts to make us realize that we have to solve our problems in accordance with this

nalUralorder. As presented in the play, both Farfür and the Master were convinced that death

would render them equal. However, even after their bodies were turned into dust Farfür to

his horror discovered that they did not achieve anything, the relation of Farfür and Master

prevailed. The thin Farfür became an e1ectron (1oaded negatively) and the bigger Master a

proton (loaded positively). Due to the law of nature (physics) the lighter mass began to

revolve around the nucleus (the proton is the main part of it).

As the physicists free the electron from its spinning movement and, by the ionization

process, make it a free agent, we have to discover our way to improve our existing situation.

It has to be pointed outthat, although free, an electron does have a master because eventuaIIy

its actions and reactions are stimulated by the law of physics. When we think about the

situation of the electron, an analogy cornes to our Illind automatically: Isn 'tthis a solution the

author possibly had in Illind?

According to Idris, every human being should be so free to fulfil his desire for

creativity, knowledge and understanding. However, since we are unabIe to change the Iaw of
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nature, every man as a member of sociely should submit [0 the guidance of a wise master

whom he will fully respect and trust. a l11astcr who will in relurn respect and trust each and

every man in his society and will be willing tO benetït l'rom rheir experienees and wisdom.

Idris continues his reflections on lhe Egyprian problems of the 1960s and on humanist

concems in general in his subsequent play. Le .. al-Mahzala ill-Arçfiyya (The Terrestial

Comedy, 1966).32 Aithough sorne erities see lhal as reminiseent of al-rarJtlrenriched by

new ideas and visions, we agree with rhose seholars who say that here the author is not as

original and creative as he had been in ill-FiI"ït7r. The play is long. boring and "heavy". Its

content is dense, with too many problems. ideas and detaïls. Il looks as if Idris has tumed al­

MahzaJa al-Arç/iyya into a "debating hall" at several points, depriving the play of life and

movement. Therefore, il is not surprising that in the eyes of lhe erilies this play stands in the

shadow of its predecessor. ln comparison [0 ill·rarJtlr, the eritical assessment of al-

Mahzala al-Arç/iyya is lukewarm and unenthusiaslie. We ean here take noIe of studies in

Arabie by Mu~ammad Barakat,33 Shafiq Majalli.34 Fiirüq 'Abd al-Wahhiib3S and Bahii'

Tiihi,36 and discussions in English by M.M. Badawi,37 Freneh by Ch. EI·Khouri38 and

Russian by W. Kirpiéenko.39

32 Y. Idris, al-Mahzala al-Arç/iyya , Cairo: Maklabat Mi~r, 1984.

33 Mu~ar"'mad Barakat, "Qabl Raf' al-SitUr al-Qawmï wa al-Mahzala al-Arç/iyya", ai-
Masra./!, January 1966, pp. 32-33.

34 Shafiq Majalli, "Al-Mahzalaal-Arç/iyya ", al-MasraQ, March 1966, pp. 26-28.

3S Faruq 'Abd al-Wahhab, "Masra~ al-Fikr", pp. 174-175.

36 Baha' Tiihir, "Mahzalat al·Nuqqiid ghayr al·An;lïyya", al-Kiitib, April 1966,
pp. 146-154.

37 M.M. Badawï, Modern Arabic Drama in Egypt, pp. 160-161.

38 Ch. EI-Khouri, "Yussef Idris", Le théâtre arabe de J'absurde. Paris: Éditions A.·G.
Nizet, 1978, pp. 93-107.

39 W. Kirpiéenko, YüsufIdrïs, pp. 163-173.
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Idris's fonner plays show thal his anislic \'ision and lilerary experiments are always

deeply rooted in the Egyplian world of rcalily. Thcrefore. before we assess al-Mahzala al­

Arçfiyya, we must ask why the aulhor decided on this boring dramatic structure? Why did he

overload his play with 50 many ideas and writc il in a mixture of styles? Why did his

message seem somehow lost or hard 10 grasp? A dose look m the content of the play may

bring sorne answers.

Al-Mahzala al-Arçiiyya belongs ta the thealre of the absurdo This realistic-fantastic

drama construction, in which the dream world is combined with reality, is based on one of

Idris '5 shon stories.40

The play takes place in a public dinic of disloned appearance, crowded with people. A

dactor deeply dislUrbed by his family problems while perfonning his dulies is surprised by a

very strange evenl. His nurse ~ifr infonns him thm there is a man called Mul)ammad 1 who

requests a medical cenificme saying thm his younger brother Mul)ammad III is mentally iII

and should be taken into asylum. The doctor perfonns a regular examination and notices that

Mul)ammad III is not exacdy mad. The patient complains about an "unknown complaint" of

this world and about hostility and evil among the people. This sensitive young man sees

clearly that he cannot confront ail this and prefers to withdraw from the world's problems by

entering an asylum. Mul)ammad 1 is detennined to get the papers. Therefore, he brings a

witness, the wife of Mul)ammad III. The testimony of Nünü, who says that her husband

wanted to kill her, seems to convince the Doctor. However, the whole affair is stopped by

Mul)ammad II, a policeman, a second brother who rushes to the clinic with a gun. He warns

the Dactor that Mul)ammad III is not really mad but that the oldest brother Mul)ammad 1is

plolting to put him away 50 he can seize his share of land inherited from their father, having

already swindled him (Mul)ammad Il) of his inheritance. The Dactor, who already had sorne

doubts about Mul)ammad Ul's insanity is ready to acceptthe story. However, Mul)ammad 1

40 The play is based on Idris's shon slory "Fawqa J:!udüd al-'Aql" (1961), from the
collection Lughat al-Ay Ay.
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is persuasive in his self-defence and in anribuling 7vIul)ammad Il's bchaviour to his recent

mental breakdown. The DoclOr. who is not happy to witness the domestic argument bctween

the three brothers. has to decide about Ihe patient's sanity. He is not sure how tO decide and

the only solution to this difficult problem which he can think of is to interrogate Nünü. the

wife of the patient. However. this woman has disappeared and the Doctor is told firrnly by

ail those present. including his nurse. that she has never bcen Ihere. At this point Ihe Doctor

himself begins to doubt his own sanity.

In the second. third and founh aels of the play a 101 of strange and surprising things

occur. The cEnic is "visited" several times by Nünü who wears several masks. and by olher

living and dead members of the family. Eaeh of Ihem attempts to help the Doctor in his yuest

for the truth and presents his own version of Ihe story of the Brothers. The Doctor. the one

who is supposed to decide who is lying and who is telling Ihe lruth. pretends to be the

audience and only listens and makes observations. The truth seems to be far away. Thc

Grandfather of the Brothers suggests forrning an arhitration coun to investigate the matter.

The court led by the nurse ~ifr. who was chosen to be a judge. proceeds wilh Jr-,gthy

and surprising interrogations and accusations. Finally. the Doctor. who does not forescc any

possibility of finding the truth, prefers to wilhdraw l'rom the whole affair. He is convinced

that if humans continue to live in the jungle of problems they have been inhabiting, the

brothers and sisters will go on fighting one another over inheritances and possessions.

Therefore, the Doctor decides to put himself in a slraitjacket. asks his nurse to tie it for him

and instructs the policeman to take him to the asylum.

In al-Mahzala al-Ar(Hyya the author "moves" according to two basic lines. The first is

an extensive examination of the Egyptian realities of the 1960s. The second one prcsents

generic human concems such as issues of justice. good and evil. Here the author focuses on

the problem of truth and the human need 10 search for it.

The play aJ-MahzaJa aJ-Arç/iyya presents us with a "grotcsquc", frightening and biner

symbolic picture of an Egyptian family and the slOry of its quarrels, disagrecmentl, and
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problems. The family of Mu!)ammad and its members represemall the imponant layers of

Egyptian society. The family is in deep crisis. ail the brothers are against each other. Who is

the one responsible for the family's present situation? In other words: Who is the one to

blame for the Egyptian (Arab) society's predicament during the 1960s?

According to Idris. it is as difficult to find anyone guilty in this family dispute, as it is

to blame any faction of Egyptian society for the existing chaos and disorder. The regime has

failed, 50 have the reforms. The "court" with the nurse Sifr. as the chief judge. prosecUlor

and attorney general. reveals the author's Slrong social and political criticism and points out

his angry. decisive stand. Idris speaks l'rom behind the mask of Sifr and condemns

landowners (Mu!)ammad Qiiriin and Mu!)ammad Tayyib) who leave the land to their sons

forcing them to fight for supremacy. He condemns the new bourgeois (Mu!)ammad 1) whose

greed for power and money has no limits: and he accuses the army (Mu!)ammad II) of being

undisciplined physically, morally and ideologically. He also criticizes intellectuals

(Mu!)ammad III) who are afraid to come forward 10 "correct" the message. Idris's criticism

does not end here. The author condemns working class (Sifr) as weil:

Qiiriin: It seems that this court knows (the matter).

Sifr: Knows what?

Qiiriin: The truth.

Sifr: What truth? The truth of what?

Qarün: Who is responsible.

Sifr: Responsible?! What for?

Qiiriin: Oh, Lord! For the situation we are in, right now!

Sifr: Responsible?! What for?
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QITrün: For lhis prohklll. for this miserv.4 \

Idris had already criticized Egyptian society severely in .1!-FJrJt1r. However. while

condemning ail the regimes,leaders ~md reforms. the author was unable to l'ind a solution to

the countty's problems and hidden ills. ln his "grotesque" .1!-M'lhz.J!a al-An}iyya, Idris not

only repeated his strong criticism again but at the same time he undenook the task of

explaining why such a solution could not be found. According to the author, Egyptian

society's predicament during the 1960s was that this society was missing the truth, the true

essence of the revolutionary message had becollle misshapen and lost. The people were

misled and national unity was destroyed.

When we take a closer look al this dense cOlllent of the play, it appears 10 us as a

chaotic surrealistic "mixture" of reality and falllasy. and nothing is concrete, logical or

simple. Then, it becomes clear 10 us why Idris's play is composed in Ihis way and why the

portrayed reality seems illogical and muddled. In this symbolic picture of Egypt's 1960s, we

find the author' s strongest political and social criticism. AJ-MahzaJa aJ-Arç/iyya is more Ihan

a portrait of an Egyptian family. It is a picture of Egyptian socicty in the deep crisis of thc

1960s: ruined economically, and rift Wilh ideological problems and contradictions. Il is a

society misled and betrayed by it leaders. inslilled Wilh fear, and completely unprepared to

face the inevitable "disaster" aboutto come. As the authordepicts in his play, the society is in

complete chaos, having lost its common language and national unity, causing each of it

members to tum against the other. This society needs a l,Jakim42 to make a right diagnosis

and put an end to the endless fights and disputcs. Does Idris see in aJ-MahzaJa aJ-Arç/iyya

41 Y. Idris, aJ-MahzaJa aJ-Arç/iyya ,p. 155, v. 7-15.

42 ln the play, Idris caUs his hero Doctor l:Iakïm. This word can be translated as follows:
wise, judicious, wise man, sage, philosopher, physican, doctor (H.Wehr, A Dietionary
of Modem Written Arabie, ed. by J.M. Cowan, Ilhaca, New York: Spoken Language
Services, 1976, p. 196.
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the possibility of restoring order to lhis "disturbed" society? Does he believe the tnlth can be

found?

The family of Mul)ammad is in a deep crisis and lhe DoclOr is supposed to resolve the

problem, Le.. to find out who amongst lhe Brothers is right. The truth has only one meaning;

there is no tricky double meaning. However, the Doclor is no! sure whom he is going to

believe, he needs someone to direct him and help hilll make the right choice:

Mul)ammad al-Tayyib: The truth will notleave this room. The tnlth is
here.

Doctor: How is it here? Please, explain this to me.

Mul)ammad al-Tayyib: Here, inside of us. We are the problem; we
created this problem. The truth is inside ofus,
inside of one of us...

Doctor: Our existence, what is it for? Why should the
truth be inside of US?43

The Doctor is confused and frighlened by the lack of understanding amongst the

Brothers. He is unable to grasp their illogical problems:

Doctor: The world has become t.razy! One Brother is
pitted againstlhe other.
Why has my brain become the prisoner of logic?
[s allthis happening "outside"... to frighten me?
What will [ lose if [go with them? Why do 1
tonure my bra. n myself?44

He is also afraid 10 decide and he wants [0 leave this responsibility to someone else. It

does not matter for him whether this person can Illake a decision or not:

Mul)ammad al-Tayyib: Do YOli agree that he be the judge? ..

r 43

44
Y. Idris, aJ-MahzaJa aJ-Arçfiyya • p. 117. v. 1-6.

Ibid., p. 148, v. 4-8.
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Doctor: Yeso 1agree vcry much. For the sake of the tmth
let Zero (Sifr) judge us.~5

The Doctor, like the audience. listens to ail the people who appear in the clinic to

present their version of the story but he does not wam 10 take sides or to acknowledge this

"farce". He desperately searches for NfmfJ who in his imagination becomes the symbol of

justice and tmth. However, it is difficult to reach her. She comes .md disappears. Nobody

knows her real face. The doctor believes that NfJnü is his only hope to find the truth and

therefore he insists on finding her. However, her arrivai does not help because Nünü,like the

others is far l'rom the truth:

Nünü: 1am the picture without a frame. 1am the picture
that anyone can PUI any frame on. A piclure is a
very simple thing. You imagine it is very difficult.
Vou see it and you touch il. Vou live ail your life
talking about ideas as Ihough they exist.46

The Doctor is lost and sees no other way 10 escape lhis "farce" than to put himself in a

strait-jacket and enter an asylum. Only this can give him "freedom":

Doctor: 1feel free, free! The future of my children is
safe.47

The message of the author is pessimistic. His hero's search for the truth did not bring

any positive results but ratller isolated him l'rom society. Does Idris really see the presenled

realities in such dark colours? Luwis 'Awaçi has called aJ-MahzaJa aJ-ArçJiyya a complete

"capitulation".48 Has the author tmly given up on Egyptian society?

We tend to disagree with the view p..esemed by Luwis 'Awaçi. There is a dose of

optimism in Idrïs's thinking. Although the DoclOr's withdrawal l'rom the "farce" may

symbolize his escape l'rom the "jungle of worldly problems" and his rejection of the

4S Ibid., p. 122, V. 17-18.

46 Ibid., p. 160, v. 22-23, p. 161, v. 1-4.

47 Ibid., p.l63, v.l9-20.

48 Luwïs 'Awaçl cited by W. Kirpicenko, Yusuf Idn~~, p. 173.

126



i
1. responsibility, one can see al the same time his desire for more knowledge about mankind

and his problems, i.e., the desire which might benefit him in the future. At the moment,

according to Idris, this iJakïm's temporary withdrawal is necessary. However, the author

believes thatthe society's "doctor" will return equipped with sufficient knowledge to find the

truth and put the correct frame on the picture.

AI-Mukhattatïn: a quest for a new type of hero-leader

In 1969, Idris published the play aJ-Mukhat!IJpn49 (The Striped Ones). With this new

work, the author, as usual, surprised both readers and critics. This play, considered by

Badawï as one of the most outspoken satires, written during 'Abd al-Na~ir'sera, caused a lot

of controversy and discussion, and due to its political content, it was never produced on

stage.50 ln reading and analysing the play and by examining the scanty criticaI assessment of

it, that is, the studies in Arabic by Mu~ammad Barakat,51 Sabri I;Iafi~5~ and Amïr

Iskandar,53 and the brief study in English by Badawï,54 we notice that the play was

neglected by the critics. As Sabrï I:Hifi~ actually pointed out, it was simply "rejected" without

an attentive look at its content.55 Why did the censors and sorne critics consider al-

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

Y. Idris, aJ-Mukhattiipn, Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r, 1984.

Idris's version is that 'Abd al-Na~ir sent Anwar al-Sadat to inspect two new
productions, the play al-Mukhat!ii.tïn and a film based on Mïriimiir. a novel by Ma~fiiz.

The presidentiaI emissary judged the play politically offensive, whereas he cleared the
cinema production. Interview with Y. Idris, May 1978, cited by P.M. Kurpershoek,
The Short Stories of Yüsufldris, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981, p. 32.

Mu~ammad Barakat, "Ha~ad al-Mawsim al-Masra~ï, aJ-Adiib, September 1969,
pp. 75-76.

Sabrï I;Iafi~. "Ra'y Akhar fi Masra~iyyat aJ-Mukhat!ii.tïn c;Iidd al-Nu~um aI-Shumüliyya
la c;Iidd al-Ishtirakiyya", al-MasraiJ. August 1969, pp. 92-96.

Amïr Iskandar, "Qira'a li-Masra~iyyataJ-Mukhattii.tïn, Zalam Akhar fi-I-Zahira", al­
MasraiJ. June 1969, pp. 55-58.

M.M. Badawï. Modern Arabie Drama in Egypt. pp.161-163.

Sabrï I;Iafi~, "Ra'y Akhar...." p. 93.
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MukhaltaPiJ to be the aUlhor's anti-socialist propaganda'? Was it really necessary to ban the

play from being staged?

We differ with those who rejected the play be<:ause they considered ilto be an allack on

lhe socialist system56 and on 'Abd al-Na~irhimsclf and we are inclined to share Mu~ammad

Baraldit' s point of view57 that, in a/-Mukha.t!a!ïn. Idris allempts to present an answer to his

plea in a/-rariifir. At the beginning, it seems lhat the solution is found, and Idris's apparently

uncomplicated plan of the "striped world" (i.e .. the ideal polilical and social system

categorized by the black and while divisions) might bring happiness to the people. However.

surprisingly. by the end of the plüy, the author revolts againsl his plan stating that he was

mistaken and misled. Should we really see Idris's rejection of lhe "striped world" as a

rejection of socialism? Was he really presenting lhis paniclilar system or had he perhaps a

much brvader issue in mind?

The play a/-Mukhaltapn was published after the "defeat of 1967" (1969), that is, during

the t~:ne when Arab intellectuals anempled ta assess the evem, find its causes and try to pull

society OUl of ils predicament. Therefore, when jlldging the play and the author's ideas we

must definitely remember this facl. As we might notice in ldris's previous works, namely,

fietionaI.journalistie and dramatie, the allthor is consistently preocclipied with the unresolved

conflict between man and society, i.e., between an individual and the soci~, polilical and

cultural establishment. In a/-Mukhattatïn, the allthor did not abandon this issue. On the

contrary. he undenook an effort 10 discliss il funher, ',hed more light on the maller hoping

that will help to "wake up" the people and alen their eonsciousness to clearly see the

problems and mistakes and eventually be born again.

By looking closely atthe play's content and studying "all its corners and private laws".

we would not hesitate to share Sabri J:Iâfi(s opinion 5H and consider a/-Mukhaltapn a rather

56 Mu!)ammad Barakat, "Qabl Raf' al-Sitar.. .': a/-Masra/.l, January 1966. p. 32.

57 Ibid., p. 33.

58 Sabri J:Iafi~, "Ra'y Akhar..... p. 94.
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general discussion and an attack on any regime. (hat is. on any kind of regime which did not

truly implement its noble aims. As presented in the play. the beautiful ideals of the "striped

people" were never realized and they lived on unworthy slogans only. [n reality al­

Mukha!!apn, after having taken over, "forgot" about the true implementation of their

ideology, and eventually the previous "rottenn and corrupted system began to re-enact itself

from behind the mask of new slogans. As Sabri tlafi~ emphasized in his slUdy, socialism

was not alone to claim its theory could bring happiness to the people and solve alltheir social

problems. There were also other regimes and leaders claiming the same. In al-Mukha.ttaPiJ,

[aris points out clearly that even the greatest idea has to be im~ lemented. Otherwise it will

f,lil as did the plan of black and white. and eventually people's situation will not improve.

According to the playwright, the only con'ect political system wouId be nne which

would let the people enjoy "ail the colours of lire", that is, a system which would never

hamper their dynamism and creativity and ensure the possibility offulfilling man 's individual

aims and goals. This is the essence of [dris's message and herein lies ils importance in the

development of post- [967 Egyp:ian drama. The government's decision to ban the play from

the stage was a mistaken one. The author was judged prematurely and, without any obvious

reason, deprived of the chance of presenting his stand in the nation-wide debate of the poSt­

1967 period.

When we look closely atthe play's content. we may notice thatthe notion of the ideal

political and social regime is not the only issue which captivated the author's mind. There is

also another important problem Idris focuses on. This is his concept of a herc-Ieader. A

critical assessment of the play indicates that this issue remained rather unnoticed by the

critics. Idris 's porrrayai of the herc-Ieader as it is drawn in a few lines in his previous plays,

that is, Jumhüriyyat Faral;liit, aJ-La/,1?a aJ-ljarija and aJ-Mahzala aJ-Arçliyya and sketched

clearly and more completely in al-Mukhauapn. cerrainly deserves more attention and critical

analysis.
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Many works of Egyptian playwright~ of lhl' 1920s. 1930s. \940s and 1950s present

images of "great" heroes, i.e.• brave. sn'ong and devoted leaders who sacritice for the weil·

being of their society and fight with dClennin:llion 10 free their people frorn ail kinds of

oppression, allcmpting to establish a just political and social order. This concept of a leader.

which grew out of the influence of various elements such as Arab popular and literary

traditions, glorious Islamic history and Western models, was to a great extent inspired by

famous patriotic figures such as 'Arabi Pasha. Mu~!am Kümil. Sa'd Zaghlfll. and later 'Abd

al-Na~ir.S9 These images of the leaders. as prescnted by the Egyptian playwrights of the pre-

revolutionary and early post-revolutionary drama. detïnitely hear the inl1uence of Egyptian

neo-classical drama with its model of the magniticenl hero, the embodiment of the concept of

one-person spiritual leader and effective TIller of Egypt such as in the plays of Shawqi,

Aba~a and Bakathïr.

In his search for a contemporary hero-leader. IdIis anempts to leave behind the

inherited concept of the great za'im and asks: Who is lhis leader? What are the qualities he

should possess? What are his values and what idcals does he aspire to? 1:; he a magnificent

hero or a simple man with noble ideas?

IdIis began to sketch a model of his hern-leader in Jumhüriyyat Farariït (1957), when

he inO'oduced a poor, simple Egyptian man who. by pure luck, go! a chance to devote his

efforts and money to the improvement and well-being of his society. The man was honest,

enthusiastic, and had a lot of charisma; however he did not succeed. His plan failed because,

as the author pointed out in the play, the man neilhcr consulted others on his project, nor

realized that the material achievements should be followed by spiritual development and that

the new rebuilt society had to maintain close links with its past experiences. In al-Lar~ al·

1;Iarija, IdIis presented another hero or rather anti-hero, Sa'd, the leader of the Fida'iyyin.

S9 For a discussion of the concept of a leader in Egyptian drama, see: E. Machut­
Mendecka, Wspolczesny dramat egipski (Egyptian Contemporary Drama), Warsaw:
Polish Scientific Publishers, 1984.
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who uncovered his internai fears and weaknesses and thus conveyed the leader's need for

self-criticisrn and self-education. Subsequently. in al-Mahzala al-ArçJiyya. the author intro­

duced the issue of the difficult choice and emphasized once again the need for a wise, just

and honest leader, who in his actions would al ways seek the truth and. like a rnedical doctor.

would be able ta make a correct diagnosis. cure the contemporary world from ail existing iIls

and free it from evil.

ln these three above-mentioned plays. Idris only touches upon the problem of the

leader and analyzes sorne of his characteristics. In al-Mukhat,tapn, he carries his discussion

of the issue funher and allempts to present a more complete. "evolutionary" pomait of the

contemporary herc-leader.

The three-act play aJ-Mukha.ttatîn is a political allegory, it is a "fantastic story" about the

secret society of the "Striped People" who. under the leadership of al-Akh (The Brother),

establish happiness in the world.

The first act of the play begins in a bleak Beckett-like wasteland where a group of

suspicious-looking individuals with strange. comical names, members of a secret

organization, are waiting for the arrivaI of their leader. The Brother. who is already one and a

half hours late, finally arrives and descends from the sky in a helicopter. From the beginning,

he presents himself as an authoritarian leader who expects blind obedience from his group.

Without any explanation for his late arrivai, he informs· them that that day is the most crucial

day in their lives, as they are planning to take over power and go public. Meanwhile, the

group is joined by the last of its members. that is. Almâz. a well-known actress who tums up

dressed in a tight-fitting garment with black and white stripes. Then, on the command of the

Brother, all the members of the society change inlO similarly striped clothes and head for the

nearby thearre.

The second act takes place in the theatre when the Striped People occupy the front stalls

and watch the play entitled "The Foundarion of the Great Happiness". During the

performance of this play within the play. in which many absurd incidents take place, the
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Striped People begin to execute their plan. The actress Almiiz goes on stage and auacks the

show accusing the Foundation of the Great Happiness of fraud and comlplÏon. Il is mostly

due to her intellectual and physical chamls that she and her colleagues manage. in a relatively

shon period of time. to take over the management of the Foundation. with the Bmther

ousting the Chairman of the Board of Dire~·tors. The Striped People change the name of the

foundation into the "Foundation of Real Happiness".

In the third act Idris presents us with a pictllre from one hundred months !:Her. This is

the anniversary of the establishment of the Foundation of Real Happiness. that is. the

anniversary of the rise to power of the Striped People. From the movie presented 10 us on the

big screen. we learn that the entire globe became governed by th.: Strip.:d People. Everything

and everyone is painted in black and whit.:: p.:ople. bus.:s. hous.:s. birds. l'ven children's

balloons, are ail striped black and white. The whole world seems happy and prp.tends to be

satisfied with the simple black and white order. The movie ends with a huge piclUre of Ihe

hero-leader. Then, Idris takes us to the meeting mom where we l'an witness a very stmnge

conversation between the Brother and Almiiz. This conversation reveals to us that the

architect of the only supposedly happy world is not happy himself. On the contnlry, during

the last year, he has been plagued by doubts about the truth of his white and black revolution

and by the fact that people's conversion has not made them any happier and has not solved

their problems. For the first lime he doubts his judgment and admits that he was mistaken

and misled. Now he sees clearly that the world is really full of colours and is convinced Ihat

people should be allowed to choose any colours th.:y want. The Brolher shares his views and

doubts with his colleagues. However. now that th.:y .:njoy power and privileges the Striped

People are not ready to obey their leader and follow his new ideas. They even accuse him of

reaction, betrayal and reneging on his past revolutionary principles. Having been tum.:d

down by his closest people, the Brother decides to go to the street to preach there about his

new-found philosophy. that is, the revolution against black and white. When the Brother,

dressed in red. goes to a café trying to find new believers. he is suspected of being a
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govemment secret agent and is finally beaten up and taken back by police to the Foundation

Headquarters, where he is forced by the Striped People to broadcast an official anniversary

message prepared for him on tape. He is physically prevented l'rom telling them what he now

truly believes. Atthis time the previous dictator has to obey the orders and becomes a victim

of his own past principles. a mere figurehead kept for the benefit of the corrupt, powerful

and privilege-hungry few whom he has himself appointed to positions of power.

Why has the idea of the black and white and its founder failed? Why has the Brother

discovered the need to revoit against the system he himself created? Can the play al­

Mukha!fJ1pn be regarded as the answer to Farflir' s cali for a solution 10 the problem of the

relation between man and the system? Finally. can we sketch IdIÏs's portrait of the hero­

leader? A close look atthe personality of the Brother and the content of the play may bring

sorne answers.

From the first act of the play the Brother (al·Akh) appears to us as a glorious za'Ïm, a

magnificent hero coming l'rom above as though l'rom the sky. His personality is dictatorial,

and he wants people to know him as such in each and every moment:

al-Akh: Who broughtthe idea that everyone does as he
wants... You did not know that our flfst idea was
to discontinue that everyone does as he wants.

Doctor cAmq: Tais is only for security... Only a mistake. This
will never be repeated.

al-Akh: This mistake should be corrected immediately!60

The members of the secret society are completely under his control. He expects

absolute obedience l'rom them, he successfully controls their actions, sayings, and thinking:

Farkat Ka'b: How many is one third?

al-Akh: One third is equalto one.

60 Y. Idris, al-Mukhaf!iipn, p. 14, v. 13. v. 19-13.
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Ali ofthem: One Ihird is equal to one.

Farkat Ka'b: How do you expel·t me to know it by myself?

al-Akh: Siult up."!

Furthermore, he is even capable of directing their physical movements:

al-Akh: (toallofthem): Come close!

(They have approached him. Then al-Akh pushes Akhü Kalül11 saying:)
Come close. do notjump on mc? .."Come closc"
means come l'rom far. so you will smnd at the
ne,lrcst distance. Underslood?!62

The members of the secret society work prcciscly as al-Akh had planncd. they have tO

trust him completely and obey him blindly. They are afraid of him and flatter him in

ridiculously exaggerated terms. The Striped People arc not allowed to question anything.

When one of them demands an explanation for why the leader was late. he ignores him and

even imposes undignified punishment.

al-Akh: Now you stand here... T~ke off your clothes and
do not put them on again. until the second pan.63

The Brother is the sole architect of the plan of the secret society, and he is the only one

who decides that their action begins:

al-Akh: Our meeting tonight is not the first. .. This is a
decisive one. [1 will bring us l'rom underground
to the outside world .. ,from the belief we hide in
our hearts 10 the stnltegy to expose it to all the
people who want to believe in it.64

61 Ibid.,p. 14, v. 4, v. 17-20, p. 18. v-7.

62 Ibid., p. 21, v. 18-21,23-25.

63 Ibid., p. 21, v. 8-10.

64 Ibid., p. 22, v. 21. 23-24, p. 23. v. 1-2.
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Al-Akh has been very lucky to have with him persons such as Almiiz, Doctor 'Arriq,

Farkat Ka'b, Akhü KaHim and others who are completely faithful and who accept, without

hesitarion, his ideology and repeat his words as their own:

Doctor 'Ârriq: Everyone acts as he wants and as the result of
this (we have) chaos, destruction, wars, quarrels,
stupidity and ignorance...

Akhü Kaliim: The world must be planned. Human beings must
plan everything, even themselves. Everything
should be clear, understood and sane. White is
white and black is black.65

These people are ready to go with his idea to the end:

Farkat Ka'b: 1will not relax tilll achieve everything il~ my
brain. Ali the world must be black and white.66

According to the Brother's vision, in a relatively short period of rime, the Striped

People carry out their plan. Due to the action presented by Idris 's revolution, the whole

world became similarly striped, i.e., black and white. Everything in the ideological and

material aspects of Iife was planned, organized, and categorized simply according to black

and white Iines. However, the revolution has remained in slogans only. In reality, as

discussed by $abri J:liifi?,67 the changes in the system were slight, mostly in name (the

Foundation of Happiness had changed its name from Great into Real), the previous structure

and employees, even high officiais were kept. Therefore, the old system began to act under

the mask of a new one and the people continued to take advantage of the system running

after power, money and privileges. The same thing happened with the members of the secret

society. While enjoying new careers and posts they forgot completely the ideas they had

preached, they forgot about happiness for Olher people:

r
65

66

67

Ibid., p. 23, v. 7-8, 10-13.

Ibid., p. 23, v. 18-20.

$abri J:liifi?, "Ra'y Akhar... ,'· p. 94.
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Doctor cAniq (bringing to the meeting a bonle of whisky):
Who wants whisky?

The Director: lt is good with a Cuban dgar.

Farkat Ka'b: And Finnish cheese.bs

They became so attached to their new privileges that they were unable to notice that the

new system did not make people any happier lhan berore and thus did not solve any of their

existing problems. For their own convenience. the Striped People forgot about everylhing

and they only repeated their slogans. Whal happened. th"n. to lheir leader?

As we can see From the third act during the year preceding the anniversary, the Smther

had changed considerably. The long dialogue with Almaz. his best employee and friend.

clearly exposes these changes. He was not happy with the system he himself had created; he

wanted to revoit against il:

al-Akh: 1am fed up... with ail these nights... 1have spent by
myself talking... Sometimes 1get up From my sleep
frightened. and 1feel that 1am a liar . 13ee one
thing, and 1say something else. 1am not like this. 1
preached black and white because 1believed in il.

Almaz: And now?

al-Akh: 1see that we have 10 revoit ag'1inst black and
white. 1believe that always we have to be
advanced. We need a new revolution.69

These new ideas of al-Akh were not approved by his colleagues, they absolutely

refused 10 revoit againsl black and white:

Doclor 'Aniq: ... We all have one idea. We have become friends
on one path. Now you are the one who has
betrayed us and who wants to leave this path.70

68 Y. Idris, aJ-Mukha!!iipn, p. 85, v. 14-17.

69 Ibid., p. 74, v. 20-21, p. 75, v. 4-7.10-12.

70 Ibid., p. 87, v. 2-4.
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Having been rejected by his own people. al-Akh went 10 preach his new revolution in

the street. He was also rejected there. even bealen up and laler brought by the police to the

Foundation Headqual1ers. Now, the previous leader and dictator had 10 listen to his tesson:

The President: Didn 't what happened to you make you think? ..
You went 10 the people to teIlthe truth and they
refused you. The whole world has rejected you
because the whole world is striped. There is not
even one hole in the middle for any colour.71

The Brother has become a victim of his own stralegy. Now his black and white system,

which left no place for human creativity, originality, free thinking, fantasy, sensitivity and

pure, honest feelings, has tumed against him. The people whom the Brother himself created

became Indifferent, even hostile to his new ideas. Our leader realized that the truly happy life

of the society he sought could not be calegorized simply according to the black and white

lines. The Brother left alone was unable to fight or to change anything and he became a

puppet in the hands of the people whom he himself had given power and privileges. They

forced him to read the anniversary message prepared on tape and while he was protesting

they prevented him physicaIly l'rom teIling the people the truth.

What is the main message of the play a/-Mukhat.t1l{in? What final touches can we give

to our "evolutionary" sketch of Idns's pOl1rayal of the contemporary hero-Ieader? The play

presents the leader as a sensitive, honest man who would understand that ail members of

contemporary society are different and aIl of them should be equaIly aIlowed to express their

ideas, to show their potential, originality and creativity and that it is necessary for a leader to

listen to, and respect, the voices of the people. Being a leader in today's society requires a

great deal of responsibility. Therefore, as Idris points out in a/-MukhaW1{in, the

contemporary leader should never forget that he is also a simple man who can doubt, and

make mistakes, who sometimes does not know how to act, decide or answer, and who

71 Ibid., p. 94, v. 10, 12-15.
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should a1ways consult with the people and constantly seek more knowledge about human

nature, the world and its problems. The Brother explains this as follows:

al-Akh: That was illY view but now ... 1have another one.
1need the truth ...1do not know...

Almaz: This is the first time 1have hearJ that from you.
We used al ways to have answcrs from you.

al-Akh: Except for this one. 1cannot know if people arc
happy or not.72

Contemporary societies are in a deep ideological crisis. There is a strong need to listen

attentively to the voice of Idrïs's Farmr ta find a real solution. We are "going round and

round", and we have to get out of this situation. Each society needs a good guide, that is, a

wise, honest, sensitive and experienced leader for whom the tTUth would remain the most

important issue.

While presenting his model of a contemporary hero-Ieader in a/-Mukhattapn the author

dea1t us a big dose of optimism and showed deep faith in the good will of man. Although his

leader did not succeed in truly carrying oUl his plan, he did succeed il another way. IdlÏs's

leader discovered the nature of his mistake and, through his self-education and re-thinking of

the plan, possibly found a more correct new direction. Being a great za'im, he had enough

courage to declal-e a new revolution, a revolution against his own principles. The power of

black and white slogans did not allow him to succced this time. However, his insistence on

the new ideology and commitment to il indicates that the future belongs 10 his new idea, the

idea of "f1ying colours", His road might be laden with various obstacles; he might

temporarily jeopardize his efforts but strength and confidence are with him.

Idrïs's sketch of the hero-leader remains incomplete. The sudden death of the author in

August 1991 ended his creative search. In his recent joumalistic writing, he often mentioned

72 Ibid" p. 73, v. 20,22, p. 70, v. 14,24.
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Ihe Arab world's expectation of a ne" leader and his deep belief in his appearance. Idris had

failh that the Egyptian (Arab) world "nuld again produce a great leader.

At present, ail wc can say is that the l:Oming days may reveal sorne hidden and

unpublished book or noIes and that we may yet be able to add Ihe finishing touches to Ihe

author's unfinished sketch.

Form, style and language: striking a balance between the Egyptian
sources and Western influences.

As mentioned previousiy ldris's cxpcriments with drama, and especially its fonn

during the 1960s, caused a lot of cOl1lroversy. His call to create a new, genuine Egyptian

fonn of drama and Ihearre was mlsllnderstood and rejected by most of the crilics. They even

accused the aUlhor of anistic dishonesly and allempted to praye that Idris 's plays carried few

Egyptian features and were ';omposed under the obvious influence of Goldoni, Pirandello,

Ionesco, Beckell and Brecht. Mu~ammad Mançlür received the plays with resentment.73 cAli

al-Ra'i went 10 the extreme74 ; for him drama never existed in Ancient Egypt and aIl world

theatre was fomled out of Western influences. Rashüd Rushdi demonstrated a better

lInderstanding75 of Idris's idea lhat Egyptian drama had its own ancient roots and also

offered a defence. According to Rushdi, Idris's experiments are like agame which could be

called "Egyptian drama". In reality. this "Egyptian drama", is nothing but a commedia delI'

ane or qardgoz in a new dimension. Therefore. he points out, most of the critics see in Idris's

works the dominance of Western int1uences. However, Rushdi emphasizes that Idris is a

twencieth century aUlhor. It is obviolls then that he could not agree to be left out of the literary

cllrrents of his era because he wou Id not agree to abandon his own tradition.

.(
".

73

74

75

N. Faraj, Yüsuf Idris wa-J-Masrab aJ-Mi~ri aJ-ijadith, Cairo: Dar al-Macarif, 1976,
p.106.

Ibid., p. 114.

Ibid.. p. 106.
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Therefore, Rushdi tends to consider Idris's experiments as an attempt to explore Egyptian

tradition creatively. Nadiya Faraj seems 10 share70 Rushdi's opir.ion and offers funher

clarification. She maintains that with regard to ldris's literary work. we always have to take

into account his anistic temper. Idris is a fast explorer and constantly searches for new

literary actions and reactions. He seeks new ways and means of expression and he writes

quickly and spontaneously. As for the cri tics. thcy do the same. Theil' opinions are usually

also "fast-produced" and touch upon Idris's works superficially without truly anempting to

grasp the "very" essence of the aUlhor's message.

We cenainly agree with Nadiya Faraj. We have already exmnined the content of al-

Farâfir, al-Mahzala al-Arçliyya and al-Mukha{!iilin. Now, we will look closely al the form of

these plays trying to show their main features. Is this an Egyptian unique ldrisiyya77 form or

is it composed only out ofWestern literary and artistic influences?

On reading and analysing al-Fiiriifir. al-Mahzala al-Arçliyya and al-Mukha{!iipn, a few

striking features immediately capture our attention. First, Idris creates a unique chamcter for

his drama, i.e., a clown-fool-type personality of Farfür and uses his mask to speak l'rom

behind it plainly and openly about important human concems. Second, in his plays the author

definitely crosses from realism to the vanguard form of the theurre of the absurd (masrap al­

liim'aqü1). Third, the dramatic forrn of Idris' s theatre l'rom the 1950s is replaced by the epic

forrn which is frankly didactic and uses the play's action to show the audience the "correct"

path. Founh, in the three works discussed, the author introduces a play within a play. Idris

uses this device to make the audience aware that the two orders of reality can coexist in lime

The Egyptian audience, in fact, always lives two realities: the one of the presenl and the one

that potentially could be theirs. Fil'th, one also notices in the plays the creative influence of

surrealism.

76 Ibid., pp. 93-163.

77 This word is used by Ramsis Yünan in his anicle "al-Fiirafir", al-Kiitib. June 1964.
p.53.
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Sorne erilies see in Farfür a personality who shares a lot of affinity with the eharaeters

from commedia de/l' ane, qaragoz, or kabuki. and Iherefore they are not convinced thatthis

is truly an Egyptian clown. Idris absolutely insists on Farfiir's "Egyptianness"78 saying that

this character is the true example of the Egyptian hero. According to the author, Farfür is the

product of Egyptian society, and the Egyptian people are eager to gather around him and

Iisten to his smart sayings. They feel that Farfür's voice is nDl only his own, it is also

everybody's voiee, it is the voice of Egyptian society. This is a voice which would embolden

people who are shy, a voice which would criticize anyone without hesitation regardless of

his social status.

While writing his plays, Idris knew weil Ihat Egypt's politieal situation during the

1960s would not allow him to present his ideas openly. The author needed then to create a

clown-type personality and hide his own voiee. Only a mask couId guarantee Idris's freedom

of artistic expression.

How did the author create his free-man and how did he employ him in his plays? The

author describes Farfür precisely in the stage directions:

Farfür enters making a lot of noise and commotion. He wears a very old and
peculiar suit which is a combination of the apparel of acrobats, circus clowns
and puppets. He is dark or darkish in colour and has white powder or flour
on his face (or a special mask). On his head he has an old fez or a pointed hat
thatlooks like a fez. Il is essentialthat the actor playing Farfür should have in
his own private life a talent for making fun of people or making them laugh,79

FarIur looks modest, his body is Iight and slim. However, his personality is full of

encrgy and unique power. He is likL 'ffrit. His mind is brilliant and his tongue is sharp.

Farfür always knows what to say. His dialogues with the Master, presented already in the

78

79

Y. Idris cited by Ra'fat al-Duwayri. "Arlïkinü wa Farfür", al-Majalla, March 1966,
p. 115.

Y. Idris, al-FiirJfir, p. 66, 'i. 2-8.
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first section of this chapter, c1early reveal his power. the hidden real potential of ,ln Egyptian

man. Farfûr's language i~ logical and simple. his satire biting and his irony bitter:

Author: My honour. F<lr!TJr!

FarlTlr: It's up tO you. An author's honour is like
today's matches, you strike th'~m ten times <Ind in
the end they don't light. It's l:P tO you. HO

Idris said that he wouId like F<lrfür to play a le<lding rok in his masr;l!JH 1. There he is.

Farfûr is a central personality, the pivot of al-FiÏrlltYr. he is Ihe one who controls the ùmn1<ltÎC

situation. Then, he cornes back in al-Mal1zulu ul-Ar(iiyyu to hide himself bchind the nmsk of

~ifr, the nurse. At the bcginning of the play, the pert'ormance of ~ifr does not impress us. He

appears to bc soft-headed, resourceless, incompetent and unable to understand even simple

matters:

Doctor: ...What is the name of the patient?

~ifr: Whm is th~ name of the patient'?

Mu~ammad 1: Mu~ammad Ill.

Doctor: What is the name ofhis fmher?...

~ifr: What is the name ofhis fmher?...

Doctor: Anyway, where do you live?

~ifr: Where do youlive?

Doctor (to ~ifr): We've said shut up!

~ifr: Yes, sir.H2

80 Ibid., p. 69, v. 14-16.

81 Ra'fat al-Duwayri, "Arlikinü wa Farfür," p. 126.

82 Y. Idris, al-MahzaJaaJ-Arç/iyya, p. 18, v. 2·7, p. 11-14.
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However, aIl this is only a mask or an illusion. Idris uncovers the rea! face of ~ifr

when he put Farfür behind his mask. ~ifr undergoes an anistic metamorphosis. He is bright,

intelligent and able ta grasp easily the essence of illogical and complicated problems:

Mu~ammad: ...1should do things one hundred percent
guaranteed or 1will keep on doing things you
cali wrang.

~ifr: Does anybody, my son, prefer ta do wrong just
because other people do that? Just because
nobody tried before to do right. Acording to
what law do things like ti:is happen?83

The echoes of Farfür sound again in Idris's subsequent play, i.e., aJ-Mukhatflf.tïn. Here

he speaks behind the mask of a mysterious Ta'miyya and comments through aphorisms on

the development ofdramatic events. Forexample:

Ta'miyya: The builder goes up, the digger goes down. Life
is on the palm of a devil. His name is Human
Being.84

He also enters the personality of the Brather ta change this "great" and over-confident

hero into a simple man who can admit tha! he has made a mistake:

Al-Akh: 1see that we have to revoit against black and
white. 1believe that we should always be
advanced. We need a new revolution. Each time 1
see the world becoming black and white 1feel
that 1am committing a crime... The \Vorld was in
my brain and 1was imagining tha~ my brain was
biggerthan the world.

Almaz: And now?

AI-Akh: 1know tha! the world is bigger.85

83

84

85

Thid., p. 142 v. 22-24, p. 143, v. 1-3.

Y.Idris, al-Mukha.tt§.tïn, p. 11, v. 16·17.

Ibid., p.75, v. 11-14,21-23, p. 76, v. 1.
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The Farfür presented by Idris in th~ plays l'mm the 196()" ~mbodies ail the best features

of the Egyptian man and symbolizes his desire for freedom and a better future. His soul is

purely Egyptian, so is the environment h~ talks about. At the lime of the creation of Farfür.

Idris was not isolated from the ir.Duence of European and world litcmlun:s, Thcrcfore. his

hero although possibly born in aj,siImir, grew up in a composite environment. That is why,

Farfür shares certain features with the characlers l'rom L"ommedia deIl , arre, qaragoz, kabuki,

and the theatre of Brecht. Farfür plays a double role in idris's drama. He is a fonl or clown

but at the same time he is a living spirit and the condousness of the Egyptian societ}. He

makes pcoflle laugh or he upsets them, he criticizes them aJld attempts 10 correct their

mistakes, but he first forces them to think, and think again, and he encourages them to find a

new philosophy of life.

There is no doubt that he is ,; unique representmive of Egyptian tradition and

modernity. He lets us know the ego per sei of the Egyptian (Arab) world. We are convinced

to say that Idris created Farfür as an embodiment of the best features of Egyptian man:

"Farfürbja, with laughter as its prayer"N6,

In the 1960s Idris thematically remained a realist closely attached to his country's

politica.l, social and cultural problems. However, one may easily notice that the form of his

plays does not fit into the realistic framework. Ali the three plays belong to the theatre of the

absurd (masraQ al-lamCaqül). Their formaI structure is totally different from that of Idrîs's

plays 0:: the 1950s. The unities of time, place and action are not preserved. The number of

charactc,'s ;s reduced. Things happen mostly in dialogues which are composed of concise

carefully-worded sentences. The author refuses to build the action to a climax, draw a

psychoiogicaI picture of his heroes or develop scenic action. Instead he displays his

plcùiiection for pure nonsense, black humour, parody, scandai or sensationalism.

86 Ramsis Yünan, "al-FarfiFir", p. 52,
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Compared to the plays of the 1950s. Idris' s plays of the 1960's let the stage directions

play a much greater role. Aside from its usual function to introduce the cast, describe the

setting and provide a direct outlet for the characters, didascalia become an integral pan of the

action. For example.

in a/-FiIriIfir:

Author (addressing the audience): ... Allow me to come closer to you. (He leaves
the rostrum and approaches the front of the
stage. The audience discovers that despite the
elegance of his upper half, he is wearing very
short pants showing his long, wiry legs and his
shoes with no socks. When everyone laughs:)

With ail appreciation for your noble feeling and
your boundless joy.. ,1 see no reason for your
laughter... (Loud music, indicating the entrance of
an actor, is heard. The Author points to where it
cornes from:) Wait there, Farfür...I haven 't quite
finished. (Addressing the audience again:)
Tonight, brothers and sisters, rd like to
introduce the biggest, the greatest...(Music again.
The aUlhor tums furiously towards the
entrance...He remains silent for a moment...As
soon as he tums around and tries to open his
mouth, music is heard again. He tums quickly
towards the door and says in despair:) Weil
then...no way. Find another author. 87

in a/-MukhaWi.tin:
(The sun rises in red, like a guest who came to
the sleeping world) Akhü Kalam (addressing the
audience:) Wake up!... Vou want to be bom
again!

87 Y. Idris, a/-rlll'iifir, p. 65, v. 2-24.
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lWhile he talks another ligure. Farkal Ka'b.
emprs the stage. He wears elegam clolhes. He
comes l'rom the left side as if he hasn't heard
anything... He smiles... His smile does not
express happiness but rather a big
surprise...While Akhü Kalam keeps on talking.
the light ch'lI1ges... Farkat Ka'b comes to Ihe
front. Akl1ü Kalam continues:) Wake up. you
people!NN

and in aJ-MahzaJa aJ-ArçJiyya:

(Mu~ammad III stans 10 panic and moves
nervously...The Doctor looks at him as ifhe
wouId like to make adecision:) ln general (Then
he looks at him again:) you have more chances
Llere. This is not a death sentence.N9

As illustrated by the above quotations the utterances of the chamcters' words are

interrupted by shorter and longer insertions of the didascalia. Thes~ insertions comain the

author's stage directions. picture the acoustic effects and even suggest the possible reactions

of the audience.

The changes which have occurred in the formai stmclllre of Idris's drJma in the 1960s

are not limited solely to the features discussed above. His basic concept of dmma has

changed. The dramatic form of the 1950s is replaced by an epic fonn. and there we may

detect the influence of Brecht. Idris is a committed twentieth-century writer. an engagé.

Therefore, he is not merely updating his drama but 'lllempting to change the social function

of his theatre. The author does not want to awaken our emolions. Instead, he induces us 10

develop criticai reasoning and formulate an analysis of the events taking place in his drama.

Idris wants his audience to see the action as already in the past in order to view it wilh the

calm detachment evoked by his breaking the scenic illusion. For example. in aJ-Fiirâfir. the

authorappeais directly to the audience:

88 Y. Idris, aJ-Mukharra.ûn, p. 5. v. 15, p. 6. v. I. 9-23.

89 Y. Idris, aJ-MahzaJaaJ-ArçJiyya. p. 38. v. 22-24. p. 39. v. 1-3.
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Author: Ladies and gentlemen, ... We are in a theatre and
a theatre is a big celebration... il is a big family
reunion... You will do sorne acting and the actors
will do sorne spectating. Why not?90

In aJ-Mukha!!ii.tïn, in order to break the scenic illusion Idris introduces a number of

aphorismsdelivered by an enigmatic personality. namely, TaCmiyya:

Ta'miyya: How lucky is the one who benefits and gives
benefit. How miserable is someone who loves
but is not loved.9 \

Idris's aim is to lead the readers and audience not 10 feel intensely but to judge

critically, to see the character's actiolls determined not by the fate of human nature but by

social circumstances. This form ofdrama aims not to drain the people emotionally; instead, it

is designed to simulate them intellectually, crystallize and strengthen their determination to

bring about reforms.

One of the most imponant features of Idris's plays from the 19605 is the didactic aim

of his drama. The author presents man as a tiny and insignificant element in the huge and

hostile apparatus of our civilization, an element manipulated by the actually uncontrolled

governing forces of this apparatus. Idris's drama, similar to a circus, demonstrates all the

"games" of our time. il refrains from psychology and gives exampIes of critical objectivism

and change. Idris's plays are "open", "provocative" and "unfinished" as if thp.y are only an

"introduction". The authorcalls upon his readers and audience to continue the "writing".

Idris wants the audience to participate in his plays. As he has explained in the article

"Nal)wa Masral) Mi~rï", he aims 10 offer them a part in the dramatic event. This is in

accordance with the author's notion of l}iiJataJ-tamasrul}92, that iS,an attemptto eliminate the

(
90

91

92

Y. Idris, a/-rarafir, p. 61, v. 6, 9-10, 12, 15-16.

Y. Idris, a/-Mukha1fii.tïn, p. 13, v. 9-11.

Y. Idris, "Nal)wa Masral) Mi~ri", aJ-Fiiriifir. pp. 7-10.
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distance between the stage and home and create a son of perfonmmce similar to that of a

happening.

The long-terrn influence of surrealism has been enonnous ail over the world. Apan

l'rom poetry, it has affected fiction, the cinema. the theatre. painting and sculpture. A great

many writers have continued to explore the terri tories of the conscious and semi-con:,dous

mind; delving into and exposing the "private chaos" and the "social disorder".

It is no surprise that the surrealislic spirit of revoit against the existing political and

social order suited weil the artistic temper of Idris. The surrealist desire to free reason and

explore the unconscious suited Idris's temperament. In his writhgs he always resisted the

negative outcomes of our ci vilization and attempted to create new ideas in ar. original

structure. Surrealism affected the artistic images created by Idris in his shon stories and had

great impact on his drama.

In the plays of the 1960s the presented world is not conceived in accordance with a

traditional way of seeing things. Idris depicts this world in mysterious and unusual

perspectives of feeling and thought. DramatÎC events are nothing but a "mysterious circus"

with their supposedly real and unreal ·'acrobats". This is a surrealist fancy-dress bal à

masquerade, containing symbols of gaod and evil hidden under the various masks of the

panicipating personalities. This is a dr<.fna of an unconventional and rebellious mysterium. It

is il revoit not only againstthe existing Egyptian (Arab) realities but also against ail rules and

norrns of human communication. This drama is an anistic manifestation of the author's

desire to liberate man and to "create by negalion". For example,

in al-rariiiir.

Farfür: 1don't have any role to play in that play. Farfür!
Again? Over my dead body... or somebody
else's body, anyway. Forget it, man! That was a
long time ago.'J3

93 Y.làrls. al-Fiïrlïfir, p. 132, v. 10-13.

14H



in al Mahzala al-Arç/iyya:

Mui)ammad II: 1do nOl know how 10 live in lhis world... 1am
nol a hero 10 change it and 1don'l accepllhal il
will change me.94

and in al-Mukha!{iipn:

AI-Akh: We have 10 revoll againsl black and white... We
need a new revolution.95

There is no doubt lhat Westem dmma had a visible influence on the form of al-Fiiriifir.

a/-Mahzala al-Arçiiyya and al-Mukha!1iï.tïn. Idris never refrained from being fascinated by

foreign literatures. On the contrary. he wanled Western ideas and artistic forms to be

explored creatively and to enrich Egyptian (Arab) drama and theatre. He also cailed upon

Egyptian writers not 10 forget their own roots and tradition and to discover them anew.

Idns's dmma. and especially his plays (If the 1960s. constitute fine examples of creative

artistic works inspired by various influences.

Ionesco called the playwright's creative process an "explomtory venture". However, at

lhe same lime. the playwright should never pretend that he discovered an "unknown land".

According to Ionesco, the vanguard dmma should nOl search for centuries-old and forgotten

theatricai ideas in their purest form bU! should aim to "discover anew" the things aiready

known:

We have to break stereotypes. We have 10 tear away trom narrow
traditionaiism, and discover anew the only true and living tradition.

The theatre of the absurd is nolhing but the commedia dell' me of nihilism.
Grand Guignol of the world of paradoxes.%

94

95

96

Y. Idris. al-MahzaJaaJ-Arçiiyya. p. 147. v. 13-14.

Y. Idris, aJ-Mukhattffpn. p. 75. v. 11-12.

E. Ionesco cited by M.Benhold. Weltgeschichte des Theaters. Stuttgart: Alfred Kroner
Verlag. 1968. p. 534.
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When we remember critics accusing IdrIs of heing under the dominant intluence of the

West, a question immediately arises: What is the point of measuring the degree of Western

influence in Idris?

Such an analysis may lead US to rather wrong conclusions. IdIis's plays wrillen during

the 196Os, in spite of their minor defects (especially in the case of ill-Mahzala al-Arçliyya) are

examp1es of an original Egyptian drama created by a unique and concerned Egyptian mind.

They are both a chronicle of the times and a synthesis of al1istic passions. intentions and

influences.
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Chapter IV
Between Fantasy and Reül.ity

During the 1970s a lot of socio-political changes took place in Egypt. These changes

manifested themselves primarily in the "health-giving revolution" (OclOber Wax of 1973) and

the policy of infitiil)l (open doors). These events confirrned that ail the values crystallized on

the basis of 'Abd al-Na~ir's revolution did not stand the test of time. The ideals of the 1952

revolution became out-of-date and unsuitable forthe actual needs ofEgyptian society.

The Arab world crisis brought about by the "disaster of 1967" and intensified by 'Abd

al-Na~ir'sdeath in 1970, caused the intelleclUals to experience an ideological emptiness. The

old values were rejected and the new ones not shaped yet. The unclarified policy of Anwax

Sadat was not promising truly optimistic changes. The Egyptian intelleclUals, then, for the

second time (after the political chaos of the 1950s) were missing a base, a reference point,

which could help them to assess actual events. This lack of a point of reference was actually

the source of the decline in the cultural life of that period. The intellectual crisis was also

intensified by the total disintegration and disorganization of the cultural institutions.

Ali these factors affecting Egyptian culture in general had a negative impact on the

development of drarna and theatre2• During the theatrical season 1971-1972 the theatres still

presented dramas by known authors, such as Tawfiq al-I;Iakïm, Nu'man 'Âshür, 'AH Salim,

Rashad Rushdï, ~a11i1:I 'Abd al-~abür. However, during the subsequent seasons the Egyptian

theatre had less and less to offer. The number of Arabic plays significantly decreased.

Instead, the repertoire was filled whh translations of world drama which were reminiscent of

r
2

S1id1it's policy of free emerprise, a reaction against the Arab socialism of 'Abd al­
N1i~ir. For a discusson see, for example : A. Goldschmidt, Modern Egypt, Boulder,
Colorado: Westview Press, 1988, pp. 146-149.

For a discussion on Egyptian drama and theatre in the 1970s see : Faruq 'Abd a1­
Q1idir, /zdihàr wa Saqiit al-Masral) al-Mi:~ri, Cairn: Dar al-Fikr a1-Mu'1i~ir, 1979 and
E. Machut-Mendecka, Wspolczesny dramat egipski lat 187D-/975(Egyptian Contem­
porary Drama 1870-1975), Wars<lw: Polish Scientific Publishers, 1984.
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translation-adaptations of the European plays of the 19S0s. Ti,e govemment's interest in

drarna seemed to be on the wane and with the public stage becoming silent, the commercial

theatre once more reasserted itself. The privatizatir.n promoted by the infitiil;J policy helped

private theatres to extend their influence:. i.e .. 10 use better stages. to employ known actors

and to ensure regular attending audience.

The repertoire of the commercial stage was based on one common panern. As for the

form, it was limited to comedy and musicals. The content was dominated by trivial social

criticism of commonly known ~.nnoyances of every day Egyptian life, such as the housing

crisis, various crimes and offences and economic dirty businesses. In the 1970s this

commercial theatre actually began to take over lhe Egyptian stage. Here we observe an

interaction between various elements, such as the European trudition,lhe native folk tradition,

commercial values and high artistic ambitions.

The lack of plays which couId meet the requirements of the national stage became an

obstacle to its development. A symptom of the decline in theatrical life can be seen in Ihe

1974 change of the title of the state-sponsored leading theatre monthly al-Masral;J, 10 al­

Sïnamiiwa-I-Masra1;J3 (Cinema and Stage), a cheaper, more glossy magazine with the theatre

section relegated to a handful of pages towards the end of each issue. Gone were the serious

articles on dramatists and theatre matters, gone were the lengthy reviews on theatre

productions. Instead, one finds gossip and brief commentaries on Iheatrical events.

There is no doubt that in the 1970s the Egyptian theatre was passing through a crisis.

Since many of the leading figures in the theatricalmovement belonged to the left, they could

:,ot view with equanimity the change of the official policy under Siidat. Some of them

emigrated to other Arab countries or elsewhere; others, like Shawqi 'Abd al-I;Iakim and LUlfi

a1-Khülï turned away l'rom theatre to other genres. After 1971 Rashad Rushdi abandoned

3 M.M. Badawï, Modem Arabic Drama in Egyp~ Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, p. 229.
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writing plays. With the death of ~ikh;i'il Rüman (1973) the Egyptian theatre lost another

creative playwright.

Although drama.like fiction and pn~tf)'. ~.xperienced decreasing writers' activity many

writers continued to write for the theatre. t\mongst them were: Tawfiq al-l;Iakim. Nu'man

'Àshur. Sa'd al-Din Wahba. 'Ali Salim. Alfred Faraj. Mal)mud Diyub. SalaI) 'Abd al-Sabur.

'Abd al-Ral)man al-Sharqawi and :"'ajih Surflr. Although their plays remain within the

sphere of post·revolutionary dramatic tradition. each writer focuses on a different aspect of it

and tends todevelop his own unique perspective. Despite the playwright's anistic effons. the

Egyptian drama of the 1970s and 1980s loses its dynamism. originality and bccomes only an

echo of th" creative drama of the 1lJ60s. However. Egyptian drama and theatre fight for

survival and struggle to maintain their past legacy.

Dur.ng the 1970s and 1980s Idris wrote only tWO plays. al-fins al·Thii/ith (The Third

Sex. 1970) and al-Bahlawiin (The Clown. 19821. Although their content to a great extent

remains within the sphere of fantas)'. these two plays should bc considered as imponant

"documents" l'rom these difficult perinds in Egyptian hislûry.

Al-lins al-Thiilith: Doping for "light" and a better future

ln his plays from the 1950s and 1960s. Idris touches upon a numbcr of imponant

political. social and cultural issues. He '11so discusses general human concems and attempts

to plunge into the psychology of man. Although his plays contain problems. hidden ideas

and reflections, they are still relatively easy to read and their symbols not too difficult to

decipher. What really aids an analysis nI' these plays is their close anachment to the Egyptian

world of reality. ln Idris's play. al·fin.' al·Thiilitrr (The Third Sex. 1970). the situation is

quite different. After reading and analyzing the play. il bccomes clear that here the author is

anempting tO withdraw from the re'llistic framework. Instead. he engages in science-fiction

Y. Idris. al·finsal-Thiilith. Cairn: ~Iaktabat Misr. n.d.
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& aiming to create an ambiguous symbolism. the interpretation of which requin~s a considerable

effort.

The action of al-fins aI-ThiiIichs lakes place in IWO different worlds. that is. in the real

one and in the imaginative wlJrld of science-fiL·tion. The play begins in Caira. in the

laboratory of Doctor Adam, a young lalented microbiologist who, assisted by Nara. works

on an experiment with DNA. He is trying to discover a life serum Ihat will act as an antidote

to the death serum he has already discovered. While busy with his experiment. Dcclor Adam

hears an irresistible female voie- which forces him tO go 10 'AlUba Square. He leaves the

laboratory accompanied by 'Ashmawi. his driver. and he follows the voice.

Doctor Adam spends sorne time on the 'Ataba Square but he finds nobody there he can

talk to. He hears the people and calls for help but unfortunately nobody can see or hear him.

Finally, this mysterious power which has overcome him completely "chains" Adam to a

bench. Then, he i~ approached by 'Ashmawi who invites him 10 the "car of Ihe future", a

1975 mod~1 (the play was wrillen in 1970). They go to a desert where'Ashmawi leaves him

hungry and thirsly for a few days. Subsequently. Adam tinds himself in a beautiful garden

full of women-trees who receive him dancing and singing. They say: "She wants you!" One

of these noees, the tamarix noee, atlempts ta seduce him. However. the Iree is "punishoo" for

her behaviour and turned into a dry piece of wood. Adam. overcome by his desire to find the

mysterious Her, continues his joumey.

The second act brings Adam ta the "protected city" (al-madina aI-ma1,lrosaJ, a ulopian

world where She supposedly lives. Adam meets strange. hybrid crealures there. From one of

them, Le., the result of cross-breeding a dog with a sheep. Adam leams about an elderly

scientist who lives in a secret castle and conducls various experiments involving different

animais, plants and materials of ail kinds. Adam fears that he may be the scientist's next

"guinea-pig". Subsequently, he meets another mysterious creature exuding the smell of

5 The plot of the play is based on Idris's short story "Hiya" which was published in aI­
MajalIa, August 1970. pp. 80-83.
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jasmine. Adam is surrounded by a utopian world. a happy world where willingness become;;

action and feeling becomes existence. where he L'an fly whenever he wishes. Without any

effort, then, Adam takes off and together with the Jasmine Bei~g flies over the utopian city.

They hear beautiful music. voices of joy and happiness. The inhabitants of the city sing

Adam's praises. He seems to be a very important person to them.

Finally, Adam reaches the mysterious castle and has a chance to talk with the elderly

scientisl. This man is the only human·being in the "protected city". He has no intention of

making any scientific experiments involving Adam. Instead. the old man revcals to him sorne

important information about this utopian world, the world of morally superior beings. For

centuries these beings, relared to Angels. have L'Oille down to Earth as prophets. geniuses.

artists and poets to save the descendants of Cain from evil. Now this great race of beings is

about to disappear. There is only one of them left, and it is this mysterious She. In order to

save this superior world She should marry. because of her great affection, a man who will

also be in love with Her. Together they wil! bring to life a new race of human-beings, Le. the

lhird kind (al·jins al-thiïlith). This "third kind" of human·being is the only hope of saving our

existing world from plunging into an abyss of wars and hatred. The old man also reveals to

Adam that, because of his deep involvement in human genetic research, he has been chosen

to becorne the father of the "third kind". Adam is predestinated for this important mission

because he belongs to the six~h generation of people, from which will be bom the crucial

seventh one, i.e., the generation of geniusô;s. Adam is terrified by this news:

Adam: Me? Who said that 1am the smartest and the
best?

Scientist: We are nO[ looking for tb~ Stllartest or the beSl.
We are looking for the oue who will "produce"
the smartest and the best childre,t.

Adam: Very strange? How willthis "intermarriage"
happen?
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Scientist: This must he done in the highes! stage of love...

Adam: The malter of love is not in our hands.

Scientist: 1do not know how this will happen hut wc have
10 succeed. This is Ihe last chanœ for humanity
and a chance for the third kind."

Suddenly, Adam sees a flash of an ominous yellow light. It is a sign that She has

disappeared. Her absence causes sadness and despair in the whole city. The elderly scientist

dies. 'Ashmawi drives Adam back to his laboratory.

The third act of the play describes Adam's difficull retum 10 his world of realily. Now

Doctor Adam seems 10 be a completely differel1t person. He has lost enthusiasm for his

research. Instead, he is preoccupied with She and how to tïnd Her. The laboratory is visited

by Hilda, a beautiful Swedish lady. For a momelll Adam thinks that Hilda is that mysterious

She he is looking for. However, it cannol be because Adam dces not feel that he loves her.

Hilda leaves. Adam is in despair thinking that he has missed a chance of marrying this

woman, in other words, he has missed his tast chance 10 save Ihe world.

However, in the fourth act, persuaded by his assistant Nara, Doclor Adam resumes his

scientific experiment with DNA. It seems that this time he is very close to a successful result.

Although he is almost sure that he really has discovered a life serum, the liquid injected into a

dead rabbit cannot bring the animal back 10 life Doctor Adam is shocked. This time he is not

capable of coping with his l'ailure. Nara, his assislant, who has been patient, supportive and

understanding up until this moment, gets extremely angry. Her feelings explode. She accuses

Ada.... ')f being selfish, weak, unable to love and make sacrifices for that love. Because she

has given up aIl hope of Adam ever discovering that she is that sole survivor, Nara decides

on a final blow. She injects herself with the dealh serum. Adam is in despair. Only now dces

he realize that Nara is that mysterious She he has been looking for, that she is the one whom

6 Y. Idris, al-Jins al-Thiilith, p. 64, v. 3-13.
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he loves and wants ta ma.rry. TheIl. in " suclclen epiphany he conceives of a new idea for

creating a life serum, i.e., by dissolving ;1 c1eath serum liquid. This new Iife serum proves ta

he successful. NITra is brougilt back tll lifc;' al they are bath united in love, announcing that

the time has corne ta breed a new race nI' men, that is, the "thire kind" (al-jins al-thiilith).

The play al-lins a/-Thiilith was perfnnlled in 1971 on the National Stage in Cairo and

met with a rather lukewarm receptilln. The crilical ;\.,sessment of that work is practically

limited ta one long discussion of the col1!ent hl' ~abri I:IITfi~,7 While the plays l'rom the

1960s, and especially al-FiiriiJ'ir, causecl a 101 of conlroversy and produced a rich crilical

review, il seems that in the case of al-lins a/- Thiilich the crilics were silent. Why did the

scholars, cxcept for ~abri I:IITfi~, neglcel the play'! Was al-lins al-Thiilith rejected or simply

difficult to assess?

When we look at the content nI' the play. wc may say that the relatively difficult

interprctation of Idris's hidden messages coulcl have caused the silence.

As ~abri I:IITfi~ pointed out, Idris likes encounters with new ideas and new fonns and

he always strikes his reader with something unexpected.8 The same happens in~/-lins al­

Thiilith, where the author moves away l'rom politics and invites us to his imaginative world

of pure fantasy. We witness the fantaslic adventures in the mysterious land of strange hybrid

creatures and together with Adam. we "Il)''' to the utopian city 10 "find our~elves" there.

Finally, we are pleased to leam that the unusuallove story presented in the play has a happy

ending.

Why did the playwright introduce science-fiction in al-lins al-Thiilith?

Science-fiction Iiterature which appeared during the transition l'rom the nineteenth to the

twentielh centuries was barn out of l'Î"ilization 's fascination with modem science and

technology promoted by modernism. Howc"er, this initial admiration did not lasl long. In the

(

7 $abri I;IITlït •"Masra~iyya al-lins al- Thii/ith (Irddat al-I;Iubb wa-l-Haya fi Mughâmara
ma' al-I;IITçlir wa-1- Mustaqbal):' a/-.4d;Ib, May 1971, pp. 15-16,92-96.

Ibid.. p. 15.
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second half of our century. and especially in the I<JOOs. when the technocrats were still

admiring newer and newer scientific discnvcries. the foresight of the humanists told them to

awaken pe')ple's consciousness and wam them againsllhese so·called "great achievements".

Science-fiction writers began then to express their frustrations. distrusts. anxieties and

concems about the possible unexpected ar.d uncontrolled results of this scientific and

technological race. The development of a super·,cïence COl1lrary to humanistic concems

faced a fundamental reassessment of human values. Many writers. Idris among them, raised

the question of man's place in this new technologieal situation. and his resistance to the

potential dangers he might face in the t"tliure.

Idris's escape into the world of science-fiction seems to he the result of various factors.

1967 was not only a setback for the Amb World but also Idris's personal "disaster" as weil.

The author suffered from chron!,: depressions and olher health problems. He also

experienced vicious allacks from the critics and his ideas were not heId in favour by the

govemment. At the same tinJl~ Idris 's inclination to medicine and interest in science never left

him. The new post-'Abd al-Nâ~ir era needed new ideas. new directions and new wamings

but required also a glimpse of hope and ùptimism. As an engagé writer, Idris knew that it

was his duty to deliver a new message.

Ali these reasons, although imponant, were definitely secondary to the main one, i.e.,

the author's constant preoccupation with man and his situation in society. Idris's hero, was

approaching the 19705, the era ofunresolved political. social and cultural issues. He was also

entering the era of new problems, i.e.. the possible negative outcome of the unchecked

growth of science and technology. Idris's hero. lhen, was in need of immunizalion against

loneliness and objectification, and of protection from lhe unknown and dangerous forces he

himself had liberated. The new mersage needed a new medium. Science-fiction, a kind of

modem fairy-tale, suited the artistic temper of the author and the requirements of the lime.
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ln his previous plays Idris used 10 assess Ihe past or present. In al-lins al-Thiilith the

author utilizes science-fiction as a vehicJe 10 carry his imagination forward and throw sorne

light on the future.

Why did the author send his hem on a famastic trip imo the utopian city to search for a

mysterious Her? What are the issues this imaginativejoumey reveals to us?

When we look at the equivocal symbolism of al-lins al-Thiilith two c1early defined

issues come immediately to mind: First. it is man's cominuous struggle to solve his great

concems, such as the pmblem of life nnd death. man and society. good and evil, and the

contradiction between reality and dreams. Second. is the issue of the still undervalued role of

woman in contemporary society.

ln 1966. in the play al-Mahzala al-Arçfiyya. Idris made his hem withdraw from society.

The author pointed out to the reader the need for more knowledge, the necessity of self­

education and re-thinking of the important human concerns. In 1967, in the play 31­

Mukha!f.apn. Idris's hem underwem the process of self-experience, self-education and self-

criticism. Howtver, according to the author, this self-struggle did not immunize his hero

against the existing order sufficiently: he was still unable to win.

ln 1970, Idris decided on a new experimem and sent his hem Ad~m on a fantastic

journey to a utopian world to make him realize the complexity ,,~ th~ real world and "find

himself', This time, from the beginning the author c1early indicaled his strong belief in his

hem's success:

Dog: Never do things enter this world and come out
the same way...
We make sure that you do not go out from it as
you have emered.9

Y.ldris, al-linsal-Thiilith, p. 41. v. 12, p. 42, v. 5-6.
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One may say: Idris's fonner hero Faral)âl ilumhüriyy:H F:ml~iit. 1957) "had already

been" in the utopian world and this imaginary trip had no effe<:t on him. How <:ould we

believe the author thatthis time the journey would end su<:<:essfully?

We have already pointed outthatthe utopia of .fumhüriyyat FarJ~atwas not a <:omp1cte

one. This world based only on faith and justice \l'as missing other imponam fundamental

elements such as feeling, attachment (0 life. and a link wilh the pas!. The utopia ponrayed by

Idris in 1970, in the play, al-Jins al- Thii/ith. was a different one. This was a "happy world"

created by morally perfect human-beings. a utopia based on a triangle of love, will and life.

This was the world of our dreams.

As it is presented by Idris in al·Jins al-Thiilith. our existing world is composed of two

worIds, i.e., the real world and the world of dreal11s. The destructive activity of man, his

desire for wealth and power, his indifference and hostile altitude towards the others fi Il the

real worid wilh evil and cause our imaginary world to diminish every day. Even though our

dreams have been materialized in the appearance of the messengers of the good, our

predicarnent still exists:

Scientisl: Creation after creation they used 10 send us many
of lhem. They were impersonating our kind. Ali
messeng~rs, poets, refonners. Ali an and music.
Al! ~:,c things without which our life would
become like a desert because of hatred. 1O

While doing his genetic research Adanl was constantly searching for more and more

knowledge. However, he was yet unable to feel and understand the true nature of il:

Adam: 1will notlie to you. 1am afraid. 1like science
because il is an adventure to discover the
.Jknown. Even if 1lose my life while

discovering the unknown, it is a million limes
better than losing it (life) day al'ter day while
living in the known. 11

10 Ibid., p. 59, v. 23-26, p. 60, v. 1.

11 Ibid., p. 23, v. 17-21.
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Seeing ulOpia, the world of lagie. justice and feelings. Adam realized that this dream­

world was eontradictory to the one of his existence. Full of evil. oppression. laws '\nd

barriers his existing reality was an "absurdist reality". founded on small hostile sequences of

laws and governed by the dangerous equilibrium between good and evil, oppression and

justice, war and peace. etc. The "normal world". then. was out of the picture and only existed

in adream.

[t seems that when the utopian world entrusted Adam with the fate of its future. [dris's

hero realized that he had changed and finally understood that reallife means much more than

science and re~c:arch:

Adam: 1really have changed. As you say 1have really
changed. 1have become a human who wants.
who needs. a being in wham each pulse is not
his awn. My need is by my will or against my
will. consciously or unconsciously. with energy
stronger than human energy.12

By putting the future of utopia into the hands of Adam. Idris once again revealed his

slrong belief in the good will of man and his tremendous hidden potential to change the

existing order. However, was that experience sufficiently instructive for Adam to overcome

all his weaknesses and fears?

Unfortunmely nol. Although Adam became preoccupied with the search for a

mysterious Her, he did not feel yet how and where he could look for Her. His eyes were not

fully open yel. [nstead of looking around himself (Nara) he turned to something <li~tant and

unknown (Hilda). In order to see completely. Adam needed an new experience, a shock or

may be somebody to confront him.

It was Nara. Adam's assistMt. who made him realize his failure, his inability to see

Poer both in the existing y,'Jrld and the fanlasy world. She confronted Adam in his bitter

reality:

12 Ibid., p. 73. v. 18·23.
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Nara: 1am annoyed hy you and others like you. hy all
Ihe people who wallllO live only. They do not
l'are how. What is important for them is only to
exist. to loll ahout. it does nOl matter for them. 10

be like womlS. nothing else. They come 10 Iife
hy the millions and spend their Iife jusl passing
Ihe lime. They live but they are not as Iiving­
beings. NOlhing ';hahges in them and they are
not changing anylhing. (f you are this "Iiving­
being". dealh is cleaner. nobler. and more nonest.
Il is a guide for; ·:1e.tre,· !ife. l '

Nam, a sensitive young woman. who appreciated the rt'al v::liles nf life found in herse If

enough force and courage to p~sh Adam's l'ail ure away:

Nara: This time 1will perfonn an experiment in front
of you to prove to }OU Ihal the real human being
cannot live Ihis kind of Iife. Either we live Iike
lrue human beings or we end our life by our own
hand and die. Life was never cre.tted for human
beings to live it like rats. 14

When Adam saw Nara die. he reached the dept!] of despair. Only Ihen. in this highly

emotional state, was he able to recognize his real moment of life. Only Ihen. b inluitively

knew that she (Nara) was Her. Suddenly Adam's "great energy". i.e. his greatlove and his

desire to create an equilibrium between reality and fantasy, was "freed" and joined with the

power of his mip.d capable of crealing a "miracle". Thanks to Adam's brilliant idea, the

death-will serum was discovered :t.nd Nara broughl back to Iife.

Adam's victory over himself was only possible due to Nara 's wise, considered but at

the same lime spontaneous actions and reactions. At the beginning of the play, while seeing

Adam overly concemed with his research. she tried to point out the necessity of seeing

"nonnal life" as weil. When after his imaginary journey Adam came back disturbed.

uncertain and considerably changed. she anempted 10 pull him back illlo reality and direct his

search for Her properly. Finally. when ait measures failed and he was still unable to see real

13 !,.:" " p. 103, v. 5-16.

14 Ibid., p. 103, v. 16-20.
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life, Nâra did no! hesitate 10 risk her own life to prcve to Adam that he was "blind." Her

lesson was a successful one:

Adam: How could you do that? Kili yourself to praye to
me that 1am small. Not me, no! anybody else in
lhis Iife is worth even one of your fingers. You
have commited suicide?! You do not know who
you are? You are Nâra, Nara! Do you know
who Nara is? You are dead Nâra! How?! You
are Nara, NITra!

Nara: You are the one who does not know who Nara
is!

Adam: How do 1not know! 1 know! Only now 1 know!
Allmy Iife 1did not know! 15

The presentation of Nara and [he importance placed on her personality reveals Idris's

deep concems about contemporary woman and the author's srrong belief in the significant

role she has yetto play in modem society. The authcr had already inrroduced this issue in aJ-

Fifràfir(l966).

According to Idris, the family is the foundation of society. The healthier and happier

the family, the more so is society as a whole. Therefore, before solving the crucial issues of

our times, we have to ensure firstthat our family. i.e.. this tiny, important cell of society, is

based on sound foundations such as love. good will and life appreciation. Only this can

immunize us against possible dangers in the future. It is not surprising then that when Farfür

and the Master left their work and engaged themselves in a philosophical search for a

universal solution for ail human problems. Idris made their wives absolutely oppose this

unrealistic behaviour:

Master: What is the matter? What's wrong?

Master' s Wife: What do you think you are? Angels living in
heaven? Ascetics? Mystics?

15 Ibid.• p. 104, v. 4- 14.
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Farfür: Why'? Whal has happened'.'

Master's Wife: Nothing! Excepl that you've left us ail messed
up ,lI1d confused and helpless and stayed away
l'rom it ail as if nothing's the mmter...A solution
for what'?...What could be puzzling you so that
you forgot about food and sustenance about
living and life'.'

Farfür: Why not, ifil's more impon'lI1t'?...

Farfür's Wife: Thal'S ail you're good at, blabbering. BUI
whalever you say, the kids are hungry. Whm do
you give them to eal'? Words'? 1am dizzy l'rom
the lack of money and you are fainting from the
lack of lunch. How are you going to cure that.
philosopher'?

Master's Wife: l've never seen anything like that in my life!
How can anybody leave his work. himself. and
his family and sit there doing nothing until he
finds a solution for his Master-Farfür problem?
Supposeitlakestoolong?

Farfür's Wife: Suppose the solution refuses 10 come. Suppose it
docs nOI come at ail. what do we do,?16

In his many journalistic writings Idris emphasized the role women have yetto play in

modern society.17 According to the author. women's importance to the healthy growth of

society is highly underestimated. It is true lhm currently, women have rights in many

counnies and actively participate in the development of political. social and cultural life.

However, this is not the issue the author has in mind. As portrayed in al-FiirJfir, al-Jins al­

Thiilith and his latest play al-Bahlawiin lH (The Clown 1982), woman in Idris's view is a

16 Y. Idris, aI-rarafir, Cairo: Maktabal Gharih, 1977, p. 185, v. 70-15. p. 187, v. 25-29,
p. 188, v. 1-4.

t7 In his book Faqr al-Filer wa Filer al-Faqr (p. 183) Idris calls woman "a f10wer of life".
For Idris's discussion on the issue of modem women see : Faqr al-Filer wa Filer aI­
Faqr, pp. 183-206 and Khulüw al-Bal, pp, 75-86.

18 The play will be discussed in the subsequent section of this chapter.
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"carrier" of basic human values. Due ta her natural predestination 10 motherhood she

"knows" intuitively what to do with the problems and obstacles of life, she can easily

distinguish good from evil. Because a woman brings human beings into life, she has a bener

understanding of life 's values than a man. She apprecîates the "beallly" of life, she constantly

cultivales and develops its foundations. She wants the world to be happy. Her inner nature

tells her to oppose the d~structive acrivilY of man. She has intuition, high moral ideals, and a

weil developed sense of justice. Therefore, she cannot be easily fascinated by the world's

external gloss. She will always look "inside'" and search for true values. She knows that a

human being should look for warnllh. kindness and safety around himself and he should

listen 10 his hean for the tighl instructions.

At the beginning of our discussion. we mentioned lhat with the play al-fins al-Thiilith

the aulhor seems to withdraw from lhe world of poli.!cs and tn enter that of pure fantasy.

However, in the case of Idris, a truly engagé ",nter, it would te difficult to believe that he

has really abandoned his realistic concems. When we look once again into the content of al­

lins al-Thiilith and try to see it in the context of the Egyptian political, social and cultural

expetiences the author has witnessed up until 1970, we ask: How can we link the play with

Egyptian realilies? Where has lhe author hidden his message for the Egyptians, Arab. and

their leaders?

With the death of 'Abd al-Na~ir (1970). an important chapter of Egyptian (Arab)

hisîùry was closed, and the abandu...TIent of a large-scale expetiment in building a socialist

society left people with uncenainty regarding values on which to build their future life.

'!\,.:ntieth century Egyptian history can be divided into three different phases. The first

period, 1922-1952, was characterized by foreign influences and an internai struggle for

pt.'wer. The second one, 1952-1970, was the rime of optimism and contradictions. In 1970,

Egypt entered the third chapter of ils modern history, Le., the time when many Egyptian

intellectuals expressed their concerns, anxiec:es and fear for the future of their country.

165



When we see the title page of the play and r,'ad: "a/·Jins ;11· Th;Ilich"and remember lhe

Egyptian historkal experiences menlion,'d ab,,,,,'. severa1questions arise: Ho\\' sl!.>uld w,'

translate this litle"? What did the aUlllllf r,'ally mean·.' Third kind, thinl ealegory, thin! ~ex,

third race or maybe third nation'>

Il is difficuit to answer, We C~\I1 only make some suggestions. Perhaps Idris is talking

about a "third kind" of government wilh a "thini son" of progr.tm, a program whieh could

help the Egyptian people rransfomllhemselves into the "third (happy) nation".lfhe had lived

longer he rnight have written something more to e.xplain lhe issue. We only hope lhat in the

near future some of Idris 's unpublished writings will throw more light on the malter and help

us find sorne answers,

al-Bahlawan: fantasy, irony and reality

The Egyptian prcdicament of the 1'!7lls in ail aspects oflife dashed Idris's hopes for a

clearer light and a beller future as cxpressed in the play ;11·Jins il/' Thiilicil. The severe

censorship and constant altacks on the aUlhor made "playing with his dramatic pen"

unpleasant, exhausting and potentially dangerous. Idris then found a retreat in journalism.

For more than a decade the author devoted his lime to writing articles on various subjects

l'rom the daily problems of Egyptian life 10 the latest discoveries in science and lechnology.

These articles, included later in several cnllections19, bccarne inleresting and important

documents of the period. Most of these writings touch upon various issues related 10

Egyptian and Arab society. These artides comprise a unique story of the post·cAbd al·Nii~ir

era, a dramatized chronicle of the epoch. They arc aIso an anempt to examine and clarify the

causes of today's social problems and 10 encourage the reader to find out: "Where did the

modem and peace·loving world go'!"

t9 For the titles ofthese collections see the lirst chapter of this sludy, footnote 1.
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The period of the 1970s was for Idris also a lime of literary ref1ections, reassessments

and a search for universal conclusions. The author had lost his optimism, he was "tired"

because of attacks, assaults and polemics. The poor Egyplian was still poor and oppressed,

the rich were gening richer, and foreign influences still dominated the govemmentto a great

extent; moreover, old tensions resurfaced more strongly H~d new contradictions quick1y

arose. Egyptian and Amb life "became like :\ theatre".2U Finally, in 1981 there was an

explosion; President Anwar Sadat was assassinated. The leadership was taken over by

l:Iüsni Mubarak. Egyptian history opened a new page.

Idris decided to come ba-:k to his theatre. It was lime to say something, to confront ail

the unresolved issues. Il was time for Idris's Fat1ür ta move again between "fantasy, irony

and reality" and to deliver a new message. In 1982, the author published his 1ast play al­

Bah/awaril1 (The Clown).

The plot of the play a/-Bah/awan appears to be quite simple. l:Iasan al-Muhaylami, the

main character, a famous writer and the editor-in·chief of the newspaper a/-Zaman, has his

known day face and another one at night. During the day he is a serious and respectable

writer and at night he works as a clown in the International Egyptian Circus.

A/-Bah/awan takes place in two apparently different worlds, Le., in the office of the

newspaper ?.nd in the circus. Idris presents us here with an ironic picture of the worId of the

press. Through the dialogues between l:Iasan al-Muhaylami, the editor·in·chief, 'AHi', the

director of redaction, aI-Gharbawi, the owner of the newspaper and Eva, the secretary, we

become familiar with ail the problems which affliet the society of writers, joumalists and the

people wilh power and money. This world of the press, as presented by Idris, is one in

which there is no place forqualities like truth, loyalty and honest feelings. Everything there is

2U Idris calls the present Amb predicament a "theatre" (Faqr a/·FiJcr wa Filer al-Faqr, p.
119).

21 Y. Idris, a/-Bah/awan, Cairo : Makmbat Mi~r. 1983.
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unstable and depends on people with power. Iheir connections and moods. Everylhing l'an

change with the winds.

The world of the circus looks towlly differenl. Il is presented Ihrough dialogues among

Za'rub, the clown, Mirfat, the juggler. Najaf. the trainer and announcer and Siimi, the

director. It seems to us that people l'rom Ihis world like the tnllh. respect honesty, human

feelings and rational order.

J:lasan al-Muhaylami, the editor-in-chief whose position ,lI1d authority seemed 10 he

firm and strong, is suspended because Ihe newspaper has a new owncr al-Gharbiiwi. Il was

M::halHïwi, the pervious owner of al-ZiJ11l1ln. who promoled I~asan l'rom a newspaper boy

through ail levels of a literary and journalistic carcel'. Obviously l;Iasan in relurn used to

praise MahalIawi in ail his articles llild atlempted 10 convince Egyptian public opinion thm

Mahallâwi wa~ the beSI.

Seeing that his career is in danger and Ihal he l'an be tired and replaced by 'AHi' al a:l)'

minute, J:lasan tries to rescue himself l'rom suspension. First, he wants 10 use the connections

of his wife and then he offers services 10 al-Gharbawi, his previous enemy. J:lasan al-

Muhaylami anempts to convince al-Gharbawi thal he does not helieve what he had writlen

against him and that he was only acting as Ihe Iransrnitler of lies dictated by Mahalliiwi :

J:lasan : They pUI me in Ihe dark... and this Mahalliiwi
misled me. 22

Now J:lasan is ready to destroy his previous friend and to reveal his crimes so that

"(Mahallâwi) would forget the day he was born". 23

The offer is accepted and J:lasan begins Ihe action. Everylhing is prepared and the next

morning the first part of Mahallâwi's Black Book appears in the newspaper. Public opinion

is alarmed by the crimes of MahaBawi. The worst aspect of the whole affair is in the

22 Ibid., p. 73, v. 7.

23 Ibid., p. 73, v. 23.
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relationship between MahalHiwi and Khumayni revealed in a phOlOgraph of him and the

lranian leader. The suspense is ovcr. Happy and proud of his sman move. I:Iasan describes

to 'Ala' how easy it was to play the game with al-Gharbawi :

I:Iasan : 1got him. In five minutes he was in my
pocket...24

However. his happiness does not lasl long. AI-Gharbawi has overheard I:Iasan's

conversation wilh 'Ala' and rcacts to it immediately :

Al-Gharbawi : I:Iasan Bek. why did you not wait? Who will get
whom?25

I:Iasan has gone too far and al·Gharbawi throws him out. Then he offers the post to

'Ala' but the (aller refuses it. 'Ala'. the director of the newspaper. happens to be known as a

straightforward man with a straightforward and stable ideology. His straightforwardness

does not let him serve al-Gharbawï. Therefore. the post of ediror-in-chief is still vacant. AI­

Gharbawï cannot find the right person to fill il:

Al·Gharbawi: One (I:Iasan) does not have an ideology, he is a
clown, and another one is too straight, has a dry
brain; he is a donkey...
There must be a "third kind".26

Il seems that the bad luck of I:Iasan is not yet over. He has been fued from the

newspaper. then fails in one of his circus numbers. Later his wife discovers he is a clown

and that he has a lover in the circus. At this point she wants to create a scandai. using the

photographers and the press. The final blow to l;Iasan's misfonunes is brought up in the

twentieth scene. Il has tumed out that al-Gharbawï. the owner of the newspaper who had

fired I:Iasan from the post there. recently became the owner of the circus. He knows the

"real" face ofza'rub. the clown and he also wants 10 fire him from the circus.

24 Ibid., p. 93. v. 15.

25 Ibid., p. 98. v. 4.

26 Ibid.• p. 100, v. 6.
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However, both the day and the night faces nf I~asan may be saved. AI-Gharbawi is

ready to "forget"everything on one condition. i.e.. that he gel Mirf.lt. the juggler who loves

Za'rub, the clown. When l:Iasan is ready for al-Gharbawi's conditions it tums out that the

whole conversation has been overheard by Mirfal. She is extremely angry :

Mirfat: You idiot, who wOllld sell me before you buy
me. YOll dog of a clown!27

l:Iasan is in despair. He has lost everything and everythin;; seems to he lInder the

control ofal-GharbawLl:lasan feels that this time he '.s a real f,lilure:

Za'rub : From now on, you are only Za'rub with lipstick
and powder... becallse 1ife becomes a circus. So
either YOll own the circus or you stay as a clown.
il is very difficult to own the circus, only one can
own il. .. Therefore, you have to work as a
clown... and if YOll have to walk on a tightrope...
one day YOll will fall down...2s

However, not everything looks so pessimistic. In the last scene of aJ-Bahlawiïn, Idris

gives us a heam of hope. Mirfat, lhe girl who really loves l:Iasan, comes to him wilh words

of consolation. She shows him that her feelings have not changed and that he can still count

on her 1.1Oral support. They both are happy becallse they know lhat lheir strong love will help

them fight the difficulties oflife. The play e:lds Wilh l;Iasan saying :

"Th~ world is a big circlls"!29

The analysis of the content of al-Bahlawiïn reve'lls to lhe reader the major political,

social and cultural issues touched lIpon by Idris. The ironic picture of the Egyptian press

mirrors the various problems of the country. and the aUlhor slrongly eri:icizes the political,

social and cultural situation in Egypt. The world of the press presented here - one which is

supposed to educate the people and shape lheir upinions and ideology - appears to he

27 Ibid., p. 125, v. 22.

28 Ibid., p. 126, v. 22.

29 Ibid., p. 128, v. 17.
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corrupt and devoid of ideals or ideology: the anicks and books of l:Iasan al-Muhaylami, the

respected writer and editor-in-chief of ;i/-zaman. carry no meaningful messages. His words

depend on the fantasies and commands of the powerful and the direction of the political or

cultural winds.

One day al-Muhaylamj would praise saille "ne and his actions, as he did with

MahalJawi, and yesterday's hero might become a crillli~'~I, wnnected with the world of spies

and terrorists. These, suggests Idris, are l ; people robbed of truth, confused and misled.

The world of the press in aI-Bahlawiin is govemed by people with no feelings:

l:Iasan : Even if he was my f,1ther 1wc>uid witness
against him. 30

What really counlS is : pc>wer. money and orders. Although these "honourable

representatives" of public opinion are proudly saying : "We serve Egypt, our mother",3! their

words are only empty phrases. The truc meanir.g of their slogans is to curry favour with the

strong and the powerful, and it does not matter whether these people are honest or not.

l:Iasan: Whoever Egypt appoints, we have to accept and
obey!

'AHi' : And if Egypt puts us under his feet ...

l:Iasan : Anyway, his l'cet have ta be on top of our
heads. 32

People like al-Muhaylami, who are ready ta serve the strong, walk on the "tightrope"

of a political career; they can enjoy their luxurious life, as long as they make no mistakes; one

mistake and they l'ail.

30

31

32

Ibid.• p. 72. v. 21.

Ibid.• p. 40, v. 20.

Ibid.. p. 40, v. 24.
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For the pOOl' and simple people like :'Iiajaf. \lirt'al and her family. the only game left is

to play the "POOl' Egyptian", Ihat is, to .:arry alllhe hurdens of Ihe existing social and political

order:
((he g.ulle "pOOl' Egyptian")

Za'rub: (painting OUI the box .:ontaining a pOOl' Egyptian)
Here's the sewage system. We balance it against
the cast of digging the metro and against the priee
of an apanment ...·1.1

In the play al-Bahlawiin Idris clearly points out that Ihese simple and ordinary people.

in spite of their difficult situation and ail the burdens of everyday life. still remain very

human. When the first pan of MahalHiwi's Blilck Book :Ippears in the newspaper Najaf. the

announcer in the circus. withollt hesitation visits l:hlsan and plainly criticizes him for his

unfair altitude towards MahalIawï:

Najaf: For live years 1am reading about the philosophy
of Mahallawi and his wisdom... that he is the
best in Egypt. .. Allthis because he was the
owner of i11,Zilnliln and now... !J4

Among the people of the press there are individuals who.like 'Ala'. the director of i11·

Zaman, are straightforward and do not like lies and corruption but Idris shows that they are

not slrong enough to fight to remedy the existing situation. At the moment. they see no

possibility of improvement but they do not want la witness the crimes. Therefore. they prefer

to resign and even to leave the country:

'Alii': 1will not accepl Ihis (post) because of my
disagreement with him (al·Gharbawi) ... 1will
leave Egypt. .. The Eanh is very wide.

l:Iasan : And yuu will work in Arab countries.

33 Ibid., p. 108, v. 7-8.

34 Ibid., p. 80, v. 11.
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'AJa': \1l1 n~~~ssarily. \1aybe London. Paris."J5

The reader may be puzzled ." III why Idris presents us here with two totally different

worlds. i.e .. the world of the pre" and th~ world of the circus and why one of his heroes

explains that : "The world of the circus js Ih~ c10sest 10 the world of the press and like no

othcr".J6 It is truc. as l;Iasan al-Muhaylami says. that the "press is a very serious place" and

"the circus is a place for clowns. juggkrs and acrnbats"Y However. when journalists play

with words as in al-Bahlawân :

l;Iasan al-Muhaylami: (10 his secretary about changes in the anicle)
It is easy. Instead of Russia we put Amedea.
instead of red - black. instead of communism .
l'api ta1ism. JS

When anicles have no meaning and "Ih~ trulh disappears. both (worlds) will look alike".39

In the play Za'rub. the clown. and the circus parrot ..epeat the following sentence

several limes "The world is a big Iheatre' !~u It is not only the fantasy of the author to say

this. For Idris we are living in a big "twel1lieth century theatre" and witnessing a lot of

"different perfonnances". On the world "scene," different nations. politicalleaders, military

groups, religious associations and cultural nrganizations play their "games". Sorne of these

"spectacles" are good and beneficial for mankind. and bring us happiness and hope for a

beuer future. However, on our big scene we l'an observe also bad "plays", full of evil and

brutality which bring us a lot of misery. When people care about the feelings of others, when

they are serious. honest, just, loyal and work hard to improve themselves and society, the

number of bad "plays" will diminish. However. when our life becomes a game of jugglers

r
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and acrobats, when we have to walk on a "Iiglmope" and people in power behave Iike

clowns, the world becomes. as J:lasan al-:\1uhaylami says. like"a big circus".41

The play al-Bahlawiïn seems to have a rather pessimislic oUllook on today's Egypt and

the world in general. How~\'er, a closer look Olt the COlllelll of Ihe play l'Onvinces us Ihat there

is a gennofoptimism in Idris's thinking.

Although, J:lasan al-MuhaylamÏ. Ihe edilor-in-dlief of ill·Zaman. striclly follows the

orders of his supervisors, he dislikes hi~ day face and treats it as a mask. For J:lasan

MuhayIami, the only place he can be himself is the circus. Each night he goes there to play

the role of a clown because he "has to be bahlllc·ed".41 bec,llIse he has to tind an anlÎdote for

the lies and crimes of his day life in Ihe newspapcr. The circus, the real world of J:lasan,

enables him to "breathe" the "fresh" air. act hke a truc human being and say whatever he

wants. Although his face is covered with powder. lipstick and mascam, this is Ihe true face

of the persan who feels, understands and cries. He is the clown of the Iwentieth-cenlury

"theatre-circus" and his tears are:

J:lasan : ... Ihe mosl expensive tears in Ihe world, the lears
which make people laugh and Ihe clown cry.43

Why, then does J:Iasan al-Muhaylami. the editor-in-chief, cry when he lakes the face of

Za'rub the clown? He cries because he knows that during Ihe day. instead of being honesl

and real, he has to be J:Iasan the "Clown" and only al night, when he may be a clown, he l'an

play Za'rub, the "Real". J:Iasan al-Muhaylami explains the reasons for his tears 10 Mirfat :

J:lasan : Life is very difficull. The blood of Iife is very
heavy... Oealh is much beller... People dream
abouttomorrow. When tomorrow cornes, it will
be even worse and the day afler will be worse
sti1l44

41 Ibid., p. 128, v. 18.

42 Ibid., p. 89, v. 25.

43 Ibid., p. 110, v. 13.

44 Ibid., p. 110, v. 16.
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The final dialogue belween Mjrfat and Za'rub reveals 10 us anolher sign of Idris's

oplimism and his strong faith in simple and honesl people. Their way of underslanding and

lheir human feelings make il easy to lakc off the mask of lhe clown:

l:Iasan : 1am a player. a clown.

Mirfal: And what if you are a clown?

l:Iasan : You will not love me.

Mirfat: Who told you this? Do you think thal 1loved
you because you were a famous writer? 1love
you because you are a clown and your being a
clown makes me crazy about you.

l:Iasan: That is good. Our effon did not go te waste.
This is a new understanding, a new way.45

Today's world becomes more and more complicaled, and our everyday problems more

and more difficult. People are in constant search ofmoney, material goods, careers and posts.

ln this race there is less and less space for being. for thinking about others and for simple

human feelings and reactions. People are wearing different masks to play in our twentieth­

century theatre-CÎrcus.

Idris, through his latest play al-Bahlawiin, altempts once again to remind his Eastern or

Western reader and audience that it is lime for change. AlI the people from those simple and

ordinlll)' to those with power and influence. should take off their masks and play themselves.

If people are good, know and understand themselves and each other better, aIl the tensions

and problems of our present Me couId be solved. According to Idris it is for us to take this

first step, that is, to improve ourselves and direct our life to a better future and complete

progress.

45 lbid.,p.127,v.18.
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Fonn, style and language: searching for a concise and expressive
dramatic structure

In the 1970~ and 1980s despite his preoeellp:ltion with jOllmalism. Idris eontinued his

artistic experiments both in ficti('n ;::ld drama. :\lthollgh in lhese two deeades the aUlhor

wrote only two plays, namely. al-lins il!- Thiilirh and al-Bahlawiin. his search for an

original Egyptian dramatic form brollght some interesting results.

First, Idris undenook successfully Ihe task of ereating the first science-liction play in

Egyptian literature. Second, the author hrollght Farflir back to his theatre. He developed and

enriched this character and let him play sarL':lslÎl' ail y a IOle ~tween reality and fantasy. Third.

in contrastto his plays of the 1960s. al-lins al-Th;ïlich and al-Bahlawiin were shoner and

simpler in structure and language. Finally. in al-Bilhlawiin. his last play, one notices thatlhe

author's formaI search resul:~ in a concise and very expressive dramatic structure.

The play al-lins al-Thiilith is an original eombination of science-fiction with sorne

elements of the romantic l'airy-tale. The elements of l'airy-tale fantasy are relatt:d neittier to the

stories l'rom Kit1ïb AlfLayla wa Layla (The Book of One Thousand and One Nights) nor to

Arabic tradition. They are rather a pure fantasy of the author. As for science fiction, Idris

seems to be inspired here by the newest achievemenls and ideas of genetic engineering. The

author refers to the achievements of real science but at the same time utilizes its gaps. This

"journey to the future" enables Idris to examine the complexity of human concerns.

Al-lins al-Thalith constitutes a well-constructed dramatic form. The play is notlimited

to the ttaditional unity of timé, place and aclion. The action takes place on two planes, that is,

in the apparently r"cl world of the microbiologist's laboratory and in the completely unreal

world of utopian fantasy. In the play we observe a very smoolh transition l'rom one world to

theother.
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The language of these two planes differs considerably. The apparently real pans are

dominated by discursive dialogue with short. concise sentences and phrases, for example:

Adam: Every thirty seconds take a reading.

Nara: The highest and the Iowest together, or only the
lowest?

Adam: What did 1say yesterday?

Nara: YOLI said the highest.

Nara: Thirteen-five.

Adam: Not bad.

Nara: Eightyeight-one.

Adam: Very strong.

Nara: Thirteen-ten.

Adam: Continue.46

As for the fantastic pans. they are built on more expressive and more developed

dialogue,forexample:

Tamarix Tree: Really, his foml is very bealitiflll!

MulberryTree: My desire is that he will scratch his long beard
on my branch.

AcaciaTree: 1don't like this type.

DateTree: But he seems ta be good.

TamarixTree: Listen, leave him to me anr! go l'rom here.

46 y, Idris. al-linsal-Thiflith. p. 5, v. 17-20, p. 6, v.!. p. 8, v. 1-6.
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Adam: Trees talk here'?!

Tamarix Tree: And they sing 100. and if YOlilike lhey dance
100.47

The play is composed of four acts. each divided into two or three shon scenes. Our

attention focuses on the "Prologue", ln this new clement of Idris's dramalic fonn. we detect

the inspiration ofGreek tragedy. Idris's "Prologuc" is similar to that of the Greek tradition.

First, it infonns us aboulthe place of the action:

The curtain opens on a room in Doctor Adam"; laboralOry, A new, modem
room, its equipment represents state of the art technology. .A larg.. '!:::iety of
apparatuses, most of them on a shining bcnch, Next there is a water basin
with a vacuum unit insicle il.4x

Second, the "Prologue" introdllces the main characters:

Adam, a young man in his thirties. handsome, serious. sharp smanness
shines in his eyes.
Nlira, the lab assistant, a girl of a boyish type, in her twenties, with short hair.
nice face, slim body, no make-up.
Both of them wear while gowns.4'1

Third, it presents Ille main conflict of the play:

Suddenly a strange female voice sounds. Vou cannot locate il. This is the
kind of voice that you feel as if il is a sort of revelation. Il makes you feellhat
whatever il asks is easy to fulftl even if it is asking you to kill yourself.

Voice: Huu!

Adam: Sh...sh... !

Nara (still saying): Seven-seven. seven-seven, seven-seven.

47 Ibid., p. 28, v. 12-19.

48 Ibid., p. S, v. 1-5.

49 Ibid., p. S, v. 11-16,
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Voice: (nearcr and dceper and stronger) Huu!

Adam stops doing whalcvcr he docs. He mises his head saying unconsciously.

Adam: Huu!

Nara continues her work with the nut11bcrs.

Voice: Huu! You have an appointment in al-CAtaba.50

The action of al-lins al-Thiililh is built on great dramatic tension which culminates in

the skillfully constructed climax and finishes with a happy ending.

The roI.: of lhe slage directions in lhe play is very important. Apart l'rom their usual

functions in al-lins al-Thiilith, stage direclions also play IWO other important roles. First. they

describe w~lIthe atmosphere and the climate of lhe dramatic situation, for example:

The scene if. a yellow, barren, dry desert. Il is a huge space of earth, rough
and hummocky. The time is noon exactly. the light is strong and the sun is in
the middle of the sky.51

Furthermore, the stage directions comain Idris' s innovative suggestions conceming the

staging of the play, for example:

It is possible to perform this scene as it is wriuen. It is also possible to
perform it in a pantomime, without discussion but with expressive music
only. Il is also possible to perform it as a ballet expressing precisely ail its
content.52

ln al-Bahlawan, Idris introdüces us to differem formai experiments. This pl . may be

regarded as a continuation of the author's artistic search l'rom al-FiiriUu, a1-Mahzala a1-

Arçfiyya, and al-Mukha!fapn. AI-Bahlawiin provides interesting structural material for

investigation and shows the influ(.nce bath of traditional Eastem theatre, such as the shadow
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Ibid., p. 8, v. 15-126, p. 9, v. 1.

Ibid., p. 24,v. 1-4.

Ibid., p. 88. v. 1-5.
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theatre. qaragoz and the village siimir and the theatre of Western lrends. such as the Italian

commedi,,' dell'arte. French symbolic lheatre and Brecht':;epk thealre.

With al-Bahlawiin Idris brings back to his theatre the persopality of Farfür which we

had discovered in the plays of the 1960s. This lime FarllIr enters the personality of Za'mb.

the Clown and J:Iasan al-Muhaylami. the editor in-dlief of a/-ZlIlwn.

When he speaks l'rom behind the mask of Za'rub he reminds us about the Fartùr we

already know. He is a clown who combines a sharp longue with chann. a down who

through laughter seeks to create a new philosophy of Iife and to refoIT.1 mankind:

Mirfat : 1swear by my father. 1am dreaming of you
every nighl. 1love yeu... You do not believe it?

za'rub: [ believe... Only he who never lies knows the
tmth.

Mirfat: Did you live ail yeur life lying? Why? Were you
an actor first?

za'rub : [ am a big Iiar. 1can dislinguish very weil the
one who lies by the first word he uners.53

He is also a clown who speaks sarcastically aboul ail the burdens of the biner Egyptian

realities of the 1980s:

Announcer: Now 1will examine you in the game called
"Poor Indian··...

Za'mb: This is old time lalk. In our days the "right"
game is "Poor Egyptian" .54

Announcer: How is Ihis'?!

Za'rub: Enter th is box!

53 Y. Idris, aJ-Bahlawan, p. 50, v. II. 13. 16-21.

54 The idea of the game possibly originated in one of Idris' s observations l'rom Egyptian
every day life (a story of a bus driver's protest against alllhe burdens of his life). See:
Y. Idris. Ahammiyyatan Natathaqqaf.. yii Niis. p. 108.
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The Announcer is afraid to enter. Za'rub tells him again:

Enter! 1will tdl you.

The Announcer enters the box and Za'rub describes contemporary Cairo's urban

problems as he explains the game of"Poor Egyptian":

Za'rub: Here is where we enter the entire sewage system
and the metro tunnel. On one side we see the
price of an apanment and on the other we meet
the train that breaks down in the summer l'rom
overheating and in the winter from cold. Al'ter
this the miracle will be that you get safely out of
the box.55

The clown Za'rub embodies ail the best features of the Egyptian man and symbolizes

his good will and deep desire for justice. freedom and a bener future.

We h"ve mentioned previously that the personality of Farfür introduced in al-Bahlawiin

is developed and enriched. In this play Idris has "assigned" for Farfür another more

dangerous role. The author lets him enter the personality of l:Iasan al-Muhaylami and brutally

uncover the "bad game" of the Egyptian "bad" man:

J:Iasan: Ali my life 1have been writing and following
orders, because 1believe Ihat on top of each
person who knows there is another one who
knows bener.

Gharbawi; Whose words <Ire these?

J:Iasan : Mine but the order was l'rom Mahallawi.

Gharbawi : Whose point of view was this?

J:Iasan : His.

Gharbawï : What W<lS yours, ihen?

55 Y. Idris, al-Bahl:lwiin, p. 107, v. 7.14-16, p. 108. v. j, 4-9,17.
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• l:Iasan : Your honour. this is disbelief and 1am only a
transmitter of il. The transmitter of disbelief is
not a disbe lievcr.'f>

ln al-Bahlawan Idris made the "good" Farfür wnfront the "bad" FarfÏlr. This literary

trick enabled the author 10 achieve his strongest political and social crilicism of the Egyptian

and Arab realities. That is possibly why in his book 'Azf Munfarid Idris did not hesitate 10

cali al-Bahlawan the best of his plays.'7

When we retum to our discussion of the form of Idris's plays of the 1950s. 1960s and

1970s, we see the graduai evolution of his dramatic structure from a simple transformation of

a shon slory through a phase of anistic experiments to the creation of a science-fiction play.

Where, then. do we place al-Bahlawiin in ail these formai searches? Whm kind of dmmatic

structure does Idris' s last play represent?

It seems that after the explosion of anislic experiments in the 1960s. Idris's dramatic

structure has retumed to its earlier simple form. However. we must realize thatthis form is a

mature and refined simplicity, and it differs considerably From that of Malik al-Qu.1n or

Jumhüriyyat FaraQiït ln al-Bahlawiin there is no space for unnecessary empty words. The

structure of the play is perspicuous. Al-Bahlawiin is divided into twenty-nine scenes. The

Iively and precise dialogues constitute the main form of expression of this dynamic play.

Idris also employs monologues in which he presents his reflections on complex human

matlers. An interesting monologue constitutes the whole ninth scene. Her~ is a fmgmenl of il:

Za'rub : (looking at the tightrope)
ln our (society) the chairs are tightropes. The
houses are tightropes as weil. (People) sleep on
them and wake up to find that they walk on them
(tightropes) a lot. tilllhey die ...

56 fui":., p. 71, v. 21-26, p. 72. v.I-5.

57 Y. Idris, 'AzfMunfarid, p. 75.
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'.j.. If you leave the tighrrope and walk on the ground
they will say you are coward. If your tighrrope
breaks by itself and you have no moncy they will
say it is your fault. Who has told you to walk on
the tighrrope?! How many crimes and murders
have been commined in the tighrrope's name?58

The stage directions, ahn';!lgh concise, introduce the cast in aI-Bahlawan, and also

provide : (l) a description of the sening:

A very large office rcom... in the back an elegant desk... behind it you can see
the upper body of al-Gharbawi... :\ dictaphone placed in the midst a lot of
colourfulteIephones... : 59

(2) constitute a source ofindirect characterization:

cAla' is opening the lener while l;Iasan is watchin,,: nim with wide open eyes,
almost coming out of their sockets. trying to read the content of the letter.60

and sometimes (3) describe part of the action:

The light is on al-Gharbawi... then slowly disappears... another light is
focussing on l;Iasan.61

The play is short; its form and language are simple. There are only a few characters and

simple set requirements. Ali these anributes make aI-Bahlawan easy to perform hy either

amateur or professional rroupes. The author places his emphasis on the play's powerful

message, which the audience may grasp without any problem.

{'
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Y. Idris. aI-Bahlawan, p. 58, v. 13-16, 19-23­

Ibid., p. 70. v. 1.

Ibid., p. 44, v. 2.

Ibid., p. 126, v. 19.
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Concluskn

ln this study we examined the plays of Yüsuf Idris. one of the bener Egyptian (Arab)

writers and intelleetuals of our generation. His creative and timeless drama. fiction lInd

joumalism have provoked a lot of discussion lInd controversy. The lIUlhor was praised by

sorne critics and rejeeted by others. Many limes. his literary honesty broughl him into

conflict with the Egyptian authorities. l'rom the Ministry of Culture ID the President of the

Republie. Although ail these attaeks and ussaults exhuusted Idris und uroused sorrow and

embittennent in him, he never abandoned his ideus und persistently continued to deliver ois

message.

Wilh the dealh of Idris in 199 I. Egypt and the Arab World lm,t a self-appointed

spokesman, lost a;; engagdwriter who "Iived, cried und suffered" with his nation, and fought

for a better future.

Our study presented in detai! the eight plays which Idris wrote over a quaner of a

century. The analysis of these plays in the light of the Egyptian (Arab) social, political and

cultural realities following the 1952 Revolurion enabled us to clarify his ideas and understand

why his Iiterary works created so mueh discussion. polemies and attaeks.

ln one of his articles Idris said:

"The theatre is the place to tell the truth"l.

We realize ttoat it was no! always easy for Idris to remain faithful to this statemenl.

However, the content of all his plays reveals to us clearly that despite unfavourable politieal

winds, despite the fact that sometimes he had to move with his pen as if he was a eireus

Y. Idris. Ahammiyyat an Natathaqqaf.,yii Niis, Cairo: Dar al-Mustaqbal al-cArabi,
1985, p. 42.
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player walking on a tightrope. he continued 10 build his imaginative sodal and political

"inter-Arab theatre,"2

His acrobatie mind, and excellellliiterat")' skills helped Idris to play his often dangernus

"Iiterary game" effectively and prevented him from"falling down",

When we recall ail Idris's plays. visualize the images of Egyptiau (Arah) society he

created, remember his artistic seareh and experimellls. the question arises: How l'lin we

briefly evaluate allthis? In other words: How l'an wc portray the relationship: "Idris. the

playwright, his drama, and his era".

Drama and theatre always fascinated Idris: they were his passion l'rom ehildlllxxl when

he used ta sneak out to observe religious and folk festivals, By writing plays he Iïnally

realized his dream to be an active memher of lhe Egyptian (Arab) theatre. Although. the short

story brought Idris widespread recognition and fame. we believe that in drama the aUlhor

found the best way to shape his vision and to portray critically the Egyptian (Arab) society of

his days. One may say that Idris's drama was like a lens focused on ail the burning issues of

the Egyptian (Arab) post-revolutionary realities.

Idris 's portrayal of Egyptian society of the 1950s began with Malik al-Qu!n, in which

he presented an optimistic and vigorous image of the Egyptian peasanl. This simple, realistic

slice oflife revealed the playwright's enthusiasm and his strong support of the Revolutionary

govemment in Egypl. In Maiik al-Qu.ln Idris presented us wilh a new. original image of the

Egyptian peasant whose mentality considerably changed, who was weil aware of his righlto

social justice and equality, who would insist on fair pay for his hard work. and who was

capable offighting and eventually winning in lhe future.

However, the author's optimism did not last long. In his subsequent play, namely,

Jumhüriyyal FaraQiit, Idris introduced us to the gloomy atmosphere of one of the Cairene

police stations and brutally uncovered the facl that the Revolutionary government did not

2 Y. Idris. Faqr al-Fikr wa Fikr al-Fakr, Cairo: Dar al-Mustaqbal al-cArabi, 1985, p.
21.
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implement its noble ideals. The poor wcrc still poor and treated badly, the rich wr.re gening

richer and cnjoyed their privileges. This d,trk. dislUrbing scenario of Fara!)at's night on duty

was contrasted with Idris's imaginative and kind utopian story about an ideal republic which

carried a glimpse of hope and a lesson l'rom which to draw a conclusion.

In his portraya! of Egyptian society of the 1950s, Idris did not limit himself to

description and criticism. As it is prescntcd in a/-La/Ha a/-fjarija, his Jim stretched funher

than that. In this play Idris undertook the task of portraying his society from within,

uncovering its weaknesses and hidden ills. An episode l'rom the Suez War of 1956,

invoIving one Egyptian middle-class family led the author to discover that the inherited l'ear

which still rested heavily on the Egyptian people 's mind had become a barrier, an obstacle on

their path towards trlJ~ refoml and a betler future.

ln the 1950s, Idris spoke in his plays relatively openly and plainly. In the 1960s, when

censorship became tight and severe. the author's pen game became difficult conflicting and

dangerous. However, even then Idris did not cease to be a realist, he still ponrayed and

criticized his society. He was not allowed to speak openly, but he never refrained from

trying. In order to convey his message. Idris invented the fool-clown persona of Farfür and

employed literary tricks for his plays.

Idris's game between fantasy, irony and reality in the 1960s began in al-rariïfirwhere

in an apparently funny manner the playwright used the master and his servant to strongly

criticize the existing social order. Then, he continued 10 draw his ironic and biller picture of

Egyptian society in the play al-Mahza/a a/-Arç/iyya. In this "grotesque" play Idris presented a

frightening symbolic picture of an Egyptian family and the story of its quarrels,

disagrecmems and problems. In other words Idris ponrayed for us the muddled realities of

Egypt's 1960s and posed a question: Who was the one to blame for the Egyptian (Arab)

society's predicament during the 1960s'?

'Abd al-Na~ir'sdeath in 1970 left Egypt and the Arab world atthe crossroads. The old

sayings and values were outdated, the ncw ones not yet shapen and crystallized. The
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Egyptian (Arab) destiny WOlS then open. undetint.'d and unclt.'ar. lt couId tum both ways. In

1971 Idris published his new play. il/-.Jins al-ThiÏlirh. wht.'re in an allt.'gorical and futurislÎc'

way he portrayed sorne of thest.' social and political Egyptian (Amb) anxieties and

frustrations. The play WOlS relatively optimistie and revealed the aUlhor's slmng hclief Ihat

this time his nation had a new chance to lake the right path. As Idris suggested in il/-lins iJl­

Thâ/ith. in order to be "born again". it was neeessary for the Egyptians (Arabs) to tïnally get

over the defeat of 1967. overcome eompletely ail their smaller and bigger eontliets and

differences. and look inlO themselves as if they were no longer enemies but rather friends or

brothers.

Unfortunately. the policy of the new Egyptian government proved to he a different cne

and aimed to establish close ties with other nations and to leave the Arabs in hostility or

isolation. Idris then. decided to abandon drama for more than a decade and occupied himself

withjournalism. The newspaper article. whieh under the political and social circumstances of

the 1980s. the author considered the best place to express himself. became another dangerous

arena for the author's pen games. Once again Idtis's literary honesty. open criticism and

<..ourageous statements brought him into several contlicts with other writers. scholars and

government authorities. In 1980 he WolS even publicly assaulted by President Anwar Siidat3•

Despite ail the obstacles and unfavorable winds. Idris's critical voice. although frequently

muffled. remained loud and uncompromising. always aiming 10 awaken people's conscience

and encourage them to embark on necessary actions.

However. il seems that ail the author' s efforts and his persistent calls for change.

reform and a new way of thinking went unheeded and changed nothing. In the 1980s. the

Egyptian (Arab) predicament remained the same. The poor were poor. the rich were gelling

richer. The old tension became stronger and new ones arose quickly. The Egyptian (Arab)

rea1ities of the 1980s were gelling more and more complicated. In order 10 face the

3 Idris recalls this experience in his book Faqr a/·Fikr...• p. 14.
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complexity of his problems, the Egyptian (AmbJ man needed to recover from his past a~d

regain his forces. He needed help. <:Iaritieation and a new guidance. Idris had never

abandoned thc Egyptian man, Therefnre. he returned ta his thearre, brought back his unique

character of Farfür and let him play in <II-Bahlawân a new, and this time, very dangerous

gamc between fantasy, irony and realilY and deliver his srrongest message. Speaking from

behind the mask of his new FarfTIr. namely, Za'rub, the Clown, Idris said plainly and

decisively that the masrai;Jiyya (play) emitlcd: "The Egyptian and Arab predicament of the

1980s" should be "banned" immediately and its aetors, that is, Egyptian and Arab people

"ordered" to take off thcir masks, asked to "play themselves" and encouragCli to "write" a

completely new, "true", scenario for the new play called: "The Egyptian and Arab society:

justice and freedom",

Through his drama Idris presemed himself not only as a committed playwright but also

as a sensitive and original playwright-anist. On several occasions he pointed out that his

stories or plays always resulted from his ru'yâ. that is, his imaginary vision. What kind of

images could we visualize while reading Idris's plays?

The playwright began his ponrayal of Egyptian society of the 1950s with photographic

precision, using a complete range of eolours. His picture was vigorous, his heroes lively and

real. Thcn, he presented us with a gloomy. dark image created with diny, shady and

disturbing colours (Jumhuriyyat Farai;Jât). This sad vision rruly reflected the society's

embitterment and los1 hope. However, on his dark scene, Idris 1eft a light spot, a glimpse of

hope, that is, his beautiful, fresh, bright and clean image of an ideal society. By the end of the

1950s the playwright's vision had ehanged, His picture became unclear, il was painled with

rather old, dark or shady colours and expressed the society's anxieties, frustrations and fears

(aJ-Lai;J?'l aJ-lfarija).

ln the 1960s, Idris's photographie vision adopted grotesque images, in other words

dramatic cartoons. First, the playwright created for us an artistic event in a form similar to

that of a happening (aJ-Fiirâfir). Subsequently, he drew a surrealistic grotesque image in al-

18R



Mahzala al-Arcjiyya. Then. he presel1lcd his "geomctric bbck .md white" vision of a happy

society in which everything was categorized al'l'ording to straighl"blal'k and whilc"lines (:11­

Mukha!f:J.ân).

In the 1970s. Idrïs's picture of Egyptian (Arah) society had l'hanged again. 111is time.

inspired by the new achievements of sl'Îenl'e and tel'hnology. Idris presented us with an

imaginary. science-fiction vision of the searl'h to re-diseover the tme human values.

The series of Idris's anistic images dosed in the I9ROs with an expressive symbolie

picture of Egyptian (Arab) society created in al-Bahlawiin. This lasl drmnatic result of Idns 's

imaginary vision synthesized ail the best artislie features of his previous plays. In al­

Bahlawiïn the playwright harmoniously eombined two different pietures. Le. the ironie

ponrait of the press office and an idealistie image of the l'Îreus.

As we mentioned previously Idris's drama mirrors the post-revolutionary Egyptian

(Amb) realities. His plays also refleel the arlistie search for an origianl Egyptian (Amb)

drama form. the search the playwright himself provoked. Funhermore. we may a1so say lhat

Idris's plays contain the Egyptian (Arah) story of his era.

In one of his articles Idris discussed the role of narration in human's life4• Aeeording

to the author, the art of narration is the first of ail arts, the artto whieh the ehild responds, the

art which stays with a human being ail his life.

When we write down the tilles of allldns's plays in a ehronologieal order, read Ihem

and try to think about their hidden meaning, itlooks as if l'rom behind these tilles the aUlhor

speaks to us:

"The l'ra of kings is gone (Malik al-Quln). We have won our future. Our future is the

Republic but we are not working for ilS cause as we should. w;: mak;: too many mistakes

(lumhüriyyat Fara/.Jiït). We have to look inside ourselves and find out what is wrong, we

4 Y. Idris. 'Azf Munfarid. Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1987. p. 9.
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have to overcome our fears and weaknesses becallse the critical moment may approach us

soon (a/-LalJ?il a/-Ifarija).

We have lost our hOpl;S. We are nO[ allowed 10 speak openly. So. we have to finè

another way. We put on our masks and speak from behind them (a/-Fiiriifir). Our Iife has

become Iike a theatTe. We now perfom1 an lIg1y. disturbing and bitter play caUed The

TelTestia/ Comedy (a/-Mahza/a al-Arçfiyya). The authorities want us to be contTol1ed and

limited in everything. They do not realize that we are individuals. They want to make our life

only "black and white" while we know that it should be full of "f1ying colours" (al­

Mukha!.t3pn).

Wc need a new and different regime. We are brothers and sisters. We have to be

together. This is our stTength. Maybe we can do il'?! (al-Jins al-Thiilith).

We have \ost our hopes again. Let uS pli! on our masks and play again. This lime we

are not in a theatre. It is a circus. an open arena (al-Bah/awiin). We survived 'Abd al-Niï~ir

and Sada!. How will we manage with MlIbiirak'? Let us work hard. so that "our efforts will

not be wasted"s. "

S Y. Idris. al-Bah/awiin. Maktabat Mi~r. 1983. p. 127. v. 18.
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