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Members of Dance Centre Kenya (DCK) speak with the caricature ‘sugar plum fairy’ before the start of a production of the ‘Nutcracker’, a ballet primarily performed during the Christmas period as their fourth annual show, along with the Nairobi
Philharmonic Orchestra playing the score by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky at the National theater in Nairobi. DCK, founded by a few passionate families in early 2015, teach over 600 students at 3 studios in Nairobi, and provides lessons based on the Royal
Academy of Dance Syllabus. Selected students in various schools and slums receive scholarships to promote developing their talents. — AFP

American actor Sean Penn was in Istanbul yester-
day to film a documentary about the murder of
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the kingdom’s

consulate, Turkish media reported. Khashoggi, a US resi-
dent since 2017, was killed during his visit to the con-
sulate to obtain marriage-related paperwork on October 2.
In one image shared by state news agency Anadolu, two-
time Oscar winner Penn was seen outside the mission

where the Washington Post contributor was strangled
before he was cut up into pieces by a 15-man Saudi team
especially sent to Istanbul for the task.

The remains of the 59-year-old have not yet been
found despite searches of the consulate and other places.
The agency said Penn was also seen outside the consul-
general’s nearby residence. Pro-government daily Sabah
said the actor wanted to meet Khashoggi’s Turkish

fiancee, Hatice Cengiz, during his visit. Since Khashoggi
was critical of Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, there has been speculation the de facto leader of
the kingdom ordered the hit.

Despite denials by Riyadh, Saudi Arabia’s reputation
has been tarnished, with US senators pointing the finger
at the crown prince after a CIA briefing Tuesday. Penn
has previously attracted controversy as a result of his

foray into politics and current affairs, and especially after
he and Mexican-American actress Kate del Castillo
interviewed Mexican drug lord Joaquin “El Chapo”
Guzman while he was on the run. Penn, 58, won two
Oscar awards for best actor for his roles in Mystic River
and in Milk. — AFP

Sean Penn in Istanbul to film Khashoggi documentary

In a crowded dark room, Syria’s last shadow puppeteer
crouches on stage, holding two intricate figures against
a brightly lit silk screen and voicing their animated

chatter. Hiding inside his booth and moving the silhouettes
around on sticks, Shadi Al-Hallaq gave a proud perform-
ance on Monday night after his disappearing art finally
received international recognition. Syrians last week
received news that their war-battered country’s shadow
theatre has secured a coveted place on the UN’s list of
world treasures. “When they rang to congratulate me, it
was like a day dream,” said the puppeteer, a slim 43-year-
old wearing a dark grey suit and warm beige scarf.

His two star characters-the naive but charming Karakoz
and clever friend Eiwaz-would finally receive the limelight
they deserved, he said. “There’s no one in Syria who mas-
ters the art except me,” said Hallaq, who learned it from
his late father, a famed storyteller who performed in one of
the capital’s oldest coffee shops. “There are no regular
shows anymore, though I have given performances in a
few places over the past years,” said the puppeteer, who
previously worked as a taxi driver. The advent of digital
entertainment as well as mass displacement due to conflict
have contributed to the gradual decline of the art in Syria,
the United Nations says.

Only a few such performers existed in the country
before the war broke out in 2011, and a leading shadow
puppeteer has since gone missing. Traditionally, shadow
plays were held in coffee shops.  A bright light would
project the silhouettes of the puppets onto a silk screen,
usually accompanied by dialogue and music. Often
including humorous social commentary, they would star
Karakoz and Eiwaz, as well as female characters and
talking animals.

Hallaq’s characters are crafted from cow leather, their
clothes cut out with decorative patterns and painted with

watercolors “so the light can shine through”. Karakoz is
short and dons a large red hat, while Eiwaz sports an ele-
gant moustache. As they move around before an arched
alleyway, their witty banter entertains all generations. “My
audience are old and young-from three years old to old
men in coffee shops,” Hallaq said.

The art form is said to be centuries old, long before the
war that has killed 360,000 people and displaced millions
from their homes. Some say Karakoz and Eiwaz are typical

Syrians from Damascus, while others say they are in fact
originally Turkish. Since the United Nations cultural
agency UNESCO classified his art as “in need of urgent
safeguarding”, Hallaq said things are looking up for his art
and its two stars. “I thought I would have to bury them”
away, he said. But now “a bright future awaits them in
Syria. I will tour with them all over the country.” — AFP

UN listing gives lifeline to 
Syria’s last shadow puppeteer

Syrian children watch a performance by the country’s last shadow puppeteer Shadi Al-Hallaq in Damascus.

Syrian last shadow puppeteer Shadi Al-Hallaq holds his
puppets Karakoz (left) and Eiwaz (right) before a presen-
tation in Damascus. — AFP photos

Syrian last shadow puppeteer Shadi Al-Hallaq is seen
moving his puppets Karakoz (right) and Eiwaz (left) from
inside his booth.

Syrian last shadow puppeteer Shadi Al-Hallaq (unseen)
moves his puppets Karakoz (left) and Eiwaz (right) from
inside his booth.


