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Alive From Palestine, “Stories Under Occupation”, ARTICLE, The New
York Times, June 27, 2002

A clipping from the New York Times featuring an article on al-Kasaba Theater and
Cinemathque's production, 'Stories Under Occupation'.
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REVIEWS AND NEWS

THEATER REVIEW

A Plea for Recognizing Humanity Everywhere

By BRUCE WEBER

NEW HAVEM, June 16 — Newspa-
pers almost smother the seven per-
formers in “Alive From Palestine:
S1orles Under Occupatlon,” & plain-
tive, almost supplicating new wark
at the Long Wharl Theater here. The
show is a presentation of Al Kasaba
Theater, & Palestinian troupe from
Ramallah making its timely Ameri-
can debut through Saturday. And the
news i5 not just in the alr, but on the
stage. The set consists of mounds of
crumpled newspapers — newspaper
igloas, almost — and the actars, for
their monologues and  sketches,
emerge from beneath and behind
them. This Is a fragile and rickery
village, hardly protective, hardly
safe, hardly a haven for people who
Live there.

But the metaphor L5 mare complex
than that, The willagers are also
prone to snatching broadsheets from
the mounds, reading them and pass-
ing them along, In the final moments
of the show they level the mounds,
grabbing handfuls of newspapers
and tossing them in the alr, until the
stage Is awash In a sea of crumpled
papers. It's awfully effective stage
language, an eloquently wordless la-
ment that for most of the world — for
Amerlcans in particular — the Pal-
estinians are living and dying only in
the newspapers,

It's certainly true that the news-
flavored view of the Palestinians in
this country is largely unsymparthet-
iz, yielding a uniform Impressionof a
vengeful, intractably angry popula-
ton. That this portrait is unfalrly
reductive s Al Kasaba's reasonable
and morally forceful argument, And
the show's series of monologues and
sketches, deftly knitted together by
the director and designer Amir Nizar
Zubi, constitute a plea for recogni-
ton of the humanity behind this sim-
He facade; to that end, the show is
meant to illustrate the daily strain of
living under & constant threat of
qarm, the agonizingly preposterous
irerations aflected in quotidian ex-
stence by the perpetual presence of
an enemy,

The show is part of the Seventh
‘miernational Festival of Arts and
ldeas here, and predictably It has
souched off a squall; demonstrators
3t the show's opening on Tuesday
aeld up signs protesting the group's
ippearance and passed out fliers
aresenting "an alternate wview" of
‘he cenflict in the Middle East.

Pro-Israeli theatergoers will un-
Joubtedly feel an occasional finger in
he eye; Palestinians killed by Israe-
is are referred to &s martyrs, and at
ane point a Palestinian confronting
an Israeli pilot describes looking into
the face of evil. And though the show
15 ot blarantly political, it does refer
o Ariel Sharon's inflammatory visit
' Temple Mount in September 2000,
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Cast members of Al Kasaba Theater's “Alive From Palestine” at the Long Wharf Theater in New Haven
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ALIVE FROM PALESTINE
Stories Under Occupation

Director and designer, Amir Niar Zuahl:
lighting by Mu'mz Jubeh; general diresior,
George Torehim. Al Kasaba Theater. Pre.
servted by the Sevemth Imernational Festival
ol Arts and ldeas, Mew Haven. At the Long
Whart Theater, 221 Sargest Deive, New Ha-
b1

WITH: Georginag Asfour, Khalidfa %asour,

Imad Farajwn, Kame! EI Bashi, Husam Aba
Eisheh and Mahmoud Awad.

Nlustrating the
strain of living
under a constant
threat of harm.

But the company has chosen not 1o
make any reference to Yasir Arafat
or to suicide bombers; that seems
politically prudent, if not chicken
hearped,

5till, there is little in the show that
is likely to inflame anyone in any
mew way. Instesd, what we hear
Irom the stage is a terrible helpless-
ness and gadness and an anger that
is provoked by what feels like op-
pression, Whether you think they are
oppressed or not, the stories they tell
are those of legitimate experience;
this is what it feels like 1w be an

ordinary Palestinian now. And with
that in mind, *Alive from Palestine”
is valuable theater.

Given Its mews-lrom-the-front
quality, it is also polgnant and occa-
sionally quite rouching, It isa't, how-
ever, particularly surprising thea-
ter; the use of the newspapers is by
far the most intriguing element of
stagecraft implemented here, Other-
wise the stories told by the actors —
all of whom are professional and for
the mest part admirably understated
in their anguished roles — are full of
the lrony and pathos you would ex-
pect.

In one stery a young man whose
father was an impoverished tnsmith
end for whom tin is the symbal of
averything that holds him back un-
loads the family business only to
reallze that bomhs are demolishing
so many houses that qulekly erecred
tin homes will be in demand. In an-
other story a couple exchange war
detritug — 3 bullel, a gas canister —
a3 love tokens. In a third story a man
addresses the book bag of his son
who has been killed by a bomb; going
ihrough his son's belonglngs, he says
he will pass them along to the boy's
younger brather.

“I'm sorry, my son, forgive me,”
the man concledes. *]1 forgot you
were my only child.”

The show is performed in Arabic,
and the subtitle translatlon iz ocea-
slonally suspect, making one wonder
whether the several moments, like
this one, that slip into heavy-handed-

ness are being attenvated. In any
case, the show is at its most effective
when it is not being pondergus, but
clever and even humaorous, as in a
skit in which a suitcase is personified
and speaks lamentingly te iLs awner,

“Why can't I be like a normal
suirgase?™ asks the actor who s
wearing a case on hiz head with a
cutout for his face. (The progrem
does not distinguish the identities of
the performers) “Arriving at a
clean airport, being put en acartby a
perfumed lady.* This dream, which
includes a deligheful unpacking in a
luxury hotel, stands in opposition to
the suitcase's actusl existence,
which it describes as “evictlon, ex-
pulsian, sum, dust, soldiers polnting
Buns at me.""

By the end af this 70-minute show,
what hag become painfully evident is
the quallty of a life that Falestinians
have comé to accept as normal. It
will move even an audience hostile to
the Palestinian cause — or at least it
should — because it reminds us that
no one should have to live this way.

““Believe me, what you have seen,
It iz & Hule of much,™ said George
Ibrahim, Al Kesaba's general direc-
tor during a panel discussion after
the performance.

“We want people to listen to us
differently," he said. “The image of
Palestinians in the United States is of
terrorists. It is not like the newspa-
pers you are reading. Imagine your-
self being news, and you will under-
sland the rest ™



