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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

Noter and Comment

e SUALLY when you say ‘Pal-
estinian,” what Americans
think iz ‘war’ and ‘terror-

ism,” " Amer Khalil, one of six actors
recently in Mew York with the Pales-
tindan theatsical troups El-Hakawadi,
told us. ¥ But the Palestinian people are
like all the peagple in the world, They
have artsts, they have lovers, So the
first good thing is just that the audience
shows up and sees that there are Palss-
tinian actors and there is Palestinian
thearre.”

Joe Papp, who originally booked El-
Eekawsti for the Public Theatre, ab-
ruptly dropped the engzgement for fear
of controversy, but the group was even-
tually invited to perform at the Dance
Theatre Warkshop, in Chelsea, The
play the company put on there,
“The Story of Kufur S8hamma,™ re=
counes the forty-year search of 2 Pales-
tinian man for the family and neigh-
kors he lost in 1948, when hiz village
was destroyed by war. After seeing it,
we spoke with Mr, Khalil, a bearish,
besrded man, who plays the role of fool
to the unhappy hero, and also with
the director and co-author of the
play, Francols Abu Salem, and his
wife and fellow-zuthor, Jackie Lubeck.

-
D e

—~— —n -
——, i =la— Frmae T

;
§

We zsked if the company members
had been surprized when Me. Papp
cancelled.

“] must say, | was more surprised
when he invited us,” said Mr. Abu
Szlem, who is slight and intense. “Bu:
we weren't coming with a polideal
point of view. It wasn's meant ta be a
play with a message or 2 theme. Jackie
and 1 wrote it only because we hap-
pened o meet in life 3 man who was
unable to adjust to the present time, He
had lest his village, and we went
through the whele process with him of
going back and looking and remember-
ing what was there,”

Mr. Abu Salem wld us that he was
born in Bethlehem, of a French mother
and & Palestinian father; was trained as
an actor in Strasbourg; and in 1970
setiled on the West Bank. There he
began creating plays and eventually es-
tablished El-Hakswat, the only pro-
fessional Palestinian theatrical com-
pany. Mg, Lubeck—who acts in the
play and, 25 far 2z we could tell, speaks
fluent Arabie—is Brooklyn-born, of
Russian-Jewish ancestry. She told us
she dropped out of college in 1972,
set off travelling, and wound up in
Jeruzalem by chance.

“When we met, Jackie was Involved
in 2 women's theatre company,” Mr.
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Abu Salem recalled, It was a small
company, and Jackle was deing lights.
I can't understand how they chose her
to do thae, because she has difficulty
with even 2 Walkman or an Instamat-
ic, I kKind of saved her. Her speakers
weren't working, and I showed her
how to fix them. And she said™—DMr.
Abu Salem hesitared—"something nice
to me, so I invited 2ll the company for
dinner. Jackie stayed in my house, and
she never left, That was in 75,7

" You're gorgeons,’ " Ms. Lubeck
said, “The first two words Lspoke to
him were “You're gorgeous.” He was so
shy—he was thers with a maschstick
trying to fix my taps recorder. I took
one look st him and fell in love with
him. 8o I stayed.”

We were curious. Had she said
“You're gorgeous” in English or in
Acrabict

“Who spoke Arabici” Ms. Lubeck
said, “I spoke Brooklyn, I Jearned Ar-
abic from being exposed to it on the
street, the same way | learned Hebrew,
The first time [ acted with El-
Hakawati, 1 replaced someone who
lived in Jeriche, on the West Bank, It
was difficult for her to be out at night,
so I filled in. She had the role of 2 mute
woman. [t was quite convenient.”

Was it 2 special pleasure for her
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to have El-Hakawati performing in
her nadve country!

“You ber. How could my parents
possibly have guessed that Palestinian
theatre—so ridiculous to their sars—
would surprise them sof They thought
the play was beantiful. They related to
it and were moved by it. They came to
Atlantz when we performed there, and
my mother folded kaffiyehs and helped
us pack.”

We asked about the name El-
Hakawarti, which means The Btorp-
reilerg.

“Around the Mediterranean, story-
telling was for a long time the only
way people could share their histories,”
Mr. Abu Salem szaid. “Arabs have a
tendeney not to be very visual—we are
all hearing and thinking, Thers is no
tradition of theatre in Arab culture, In
1971, when I started creating plays,
there wasn't a single person on the
¥est Bank who thought he would one
day become an actor. I must tell you
that Nabil”—Nabil El-Hajjar, who
plays the obsessed hero—is a profes-
sar of mechanical engineering, We've
parmizded him to take a whole ypear off,
becanse we think he can become an ae-
tor. Bur Polistinians have no schoels
for chat, and we age 3o cut off from the
rest of the Arab world, It's very
difficult, Crur next project is to create =
little schoal in East Jerusalem for the
perfarming ares.”

We said that much of the humor in
the play reminded ug of American Jew-
izh humor.

Me. Abu Salem’s eyes Iit up, and he
leaned forward, “Well, where are
Jews fromi™ he said. “The umal col-
loguial expressian for Jews in Arshic is
b g —*consine,’ Obviously, there
are even more similarities now, besause
now the Palestinians have a dingpora,
too. I can’t imagine how much clozer
people can be ™

We asked who came o gee El-
Hakawatl in East Jerusalem,

*Lats of foreigners,' Mr. AbuSalem
said. “The Israelis themselves—the
average theatregoers—don’t really
come to East Jerusalem, It is still very
much bwo cides, There is no wall, a5 in
Easc Berlin, but chere is still a drascic
separation. And recently, with the rm-
téfada, people are afraid to come. Even
with very close [sraeli friends of mine,
when [ invite them to come [ have to
go and mest them on the West side and
deive them to East Jerusalem in the

car. The Israelis who have ssen the
play have besn very moved and have
not uttered & word of protest, They've
sald things liks “It's & very important
and painful play for us." We wish chere
were Israeli theatre companisz who
would have the same effect on uz, Izraeli
theatre iz much richer than surs, bue the
Israeli writers who have eried to touch
the contemporacy reality of reladons
berween Arabs and Jews haven't gone
deep enough. They either fesl sarrey for
ug or feel sorcy and guilty, They
haven's gone very far toward under-
standing the transformadon they have
been through as a colonizing country.™

He lit a cigarette, and went on, “Cur
next play iz about the Crusades—abont
strange and unexpected encounters of
Oriental Muslims and Chrisdans with
Europeans, We're trying to bring more
understanding not only between Israe-
lis and Palestinians but between the
Middle Ezar and the West. I*m rarei-
fied of the ides that we can go back to
so much intolerance. Well, ic has never
stopped, really. Bur what happened
with Rushdie lasr year, these lirtle
signa—they are signs of what is hidden
on both sides, how each perceives the
pther. T ean's stapd that sectarfaise,
that exelusivity. I don’ like the idea of
a state that Is solely Muslim or solely
Jewish., I*ve always thooght thae the
separation they’re talking ahout for the
future—the two states—is pragmatic
but in the long fun a not very produs-
tive or gensrous kind of soludon. I
think the Israelis have got to rediscover
that they belong to the Middle Exst—
where they've always belonged, you
know! We have got to be rogether
again, and live together,™

Novik and LaGuardia

ﬁ the race frr Ciry Hall heren beii-
ing up, along with the tempera-
ture, we decided that 2 talk wich
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somebody who had worleed for Fiorello

La(uardiz—argusbly the most in-
dependant and most incorruprible may-
ar our city has ever elested—might
give us some perspective on the current
crop of candidates, We sectled on Mor-
ris Novik, an eighty-six-year-old re=
tired radio executive, who was Mayor
La(Fuardia®s director of communica-
tions From 1938 w0 1945, and who con-
tinued to produce a weekly radio show
with him until LaCruardia’s death, in
1947, Me. Novik, who divides his time
betwreen Westhampron Beach and the
city, has spent his life in politics and in
public-service radio. He grew up on the
Lower East Side, helped to found the
American Labor Party in 1936, and
currently functiens as a kind of elder
statesman in what 15 loossly called
the reform movement. He was in town
not long ago to present the annual
LaGuardia award to & graduating se-
nior of the LaGuardia High School of
Music & Art and Performing Arts (2
school thar the late Mayor had & hand
in establishing ), and he agreed o talk
with us shout his former boss over
lunch zfter the ceremony.

“Erudents of povernmout pueiie La-
Guardia az a great reformer and a
brilliane politician,” MMr. Novik told
us, “But many ordinary citizens re-
member him as the man who loved to
conduct the Goldman Band in Central
Park and as the mayor who gave them
practical advice about everything from
world affzirs to the price of tomatoes in
hiz SBunday broadeass. He was one of
the firat politicians te understand and
use radio—nhe used the microphone to
teach, to entertain, and to unice the
various ethnic groups in the cigy. He
could ezli directly o many of them,
hecange he'd lived in Eorope and he
spoke six or seven languages—ltalian,
Hungarian, Croatizn, German, Yid-
dish. He waz 2 warm, short-tempered,
enormously energetic, emotional man,
wha would cry when somsthing affect-
ed him deeply, ut he was also a shrewd
polideian, who picked the best com-
miszioners he could find, regardless
of party, and didn’t hesitats o fire
anybody who didn’t measure up to
hiz high standards. Working for him
was exciting, exhausting, and lots of
fun, When I got home to Long Beach
in the evening, my phons would often
ring around dinnertime, and it would
e the Mayor. He might have an jdea
for a radio talk on some civic issue. He




