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A man in a facemask is seen on stage during The Atlanta Opera’s production of “Pagliacci” in Atlanta, Georgia. — AFP photos
A man and woman sing a song separated by a plastic
barrier during The Atlanta Opera’s production of
“Pagliacci”.

People wearing facemasks attend The Atlanta Opera’s
production of “Pagliacci”.

People are seen in plastic boxes onstage. A man sings without a facemask on while enclosed in a plastic
box on stage.

A woman sings inside a plastic box on stage.

After the end of The Social mono-
logue workshop, The 7th work-
shop of “Theater Retreat”. Sarah

Atallah, the instructor of the workshop
and The Head of The Drama
Department in LAPA said: “We came
from Kuwait, Syria, Oman, Egypt and
Lebanon to meet on one screen. The
screen that became much larger than
our devices and even larger than our
small communities. The social mono-
logue workshop lasted for five days,
which was enough for us to look at our
surroundings with a theatrical eye”. 

Atallah said: “The correct question is
not “Who is our audience? What does it
want to hear?” Rather, who is our audi-
ence and what we want us to hear.
Cases of repression and taboos remain
silent in homes and streets, but they gain
a resounding voice on stage”.

She added: “The difference is big
between a performing actor and a com-
mitted actor, as he studies the back-
grounds of his audience and knows how
to take them on a journey of deep think-
ing. We did not talk to the heart and emo-
tions, we did not simulate feelings and
sentiments, but rather we communicated
with the mind of the audience and told
him what he was avoiding hearing.  The
participants ‘homes were transformed
into small theater spaces that included a
part of their community that they chose
based on a study in which it showed the
location and type of oppression, the envi-
ronment, its history, its anthropology, the
degree of freedom of expression and the

measure of social justice in it. We ended
up with a bunch of little shows, which
opened big windows, to think together. If
theater is not serving society, then it
should not be”. 

Abdul Aziz Al-Jumaili, one of the
trainees, said about the workshop: “We
are continuing this journey of knowledge
led by LAPA towards a bright theater
future. The social monologue workshop
was one of the most beautiful parts of this
journey. Ms. Sarah Atallah wrote for us,
as well as a tremendous knowledge of
every minute of the workshop. The work-
shop gave me a great opportunity to
present an issue that was very important
to me. I can say that this workshop
enlightened me about many social
aspects and many issues that I did not
know about before”.

As for Farah Al-Hajli, she said:
“Despite the many of our concerns and
issues, social theater has not received a

wide reputation like other types of theater,
especially in our Arab society. This is
because it focuses on the pain that we
avoid even recognizing, and that is its
strength! in this rich workshop, We dis-
covered the social Theater in practical
application with the wonderful Sarah
Atallah, who carried the lamp of aware-
ness and knowledge and took us to its
world, which is our reality.

Essam Al-Kazemi said: “Despite the
short duration of the workshop, the distin-
guished artist, Sarah Atallah, was able,
as usual, to enrich us with practical appli-
cations accompanied by theoretical dos-
es of knowledge drawn from the experi-
ences of world-class dramatists such as
Augusto Boal, the pioneer of the
oppressed theater and Brecht. This won-
derful workshop is important for every
theater artist who carries a human con-
cern. I hope that LAPA will reintroduce it
again and add more levels to produce
theatrical works presented to the public”.

Actress Abeer Yahya said: “The won-
derful trainer Sarah Atallah was able,
through the social monologue workshop,
to provoke us and motivate us to come
out with a social monologue on paper
and then on the virtual stage through the
zoom experience. The trainer was inter-
ested in all the details and delicacies
from writing the script, performance and
accessories to directing.”

On his part, Abdul-Malik Al-Shizawi
said: “My benefit from the workshop was
great despite its short duration, and this
is due to the distinction of Mrs. Sarah

Atallah, since its completion I have been
working on a broader experience in the
social theater because it is the window of
society to the oppression that he is expe-
riencing.”

Hessa Al-Abbad said: “The workshop
was a wonderful and interesting task, and
this was confirmed by the final projects
that were different and varied in raising
social issues. What made me look for-
ward to participating in work that belongs
to the social theater and to integrate dec-
oration and costumes in it according to
my professional specialization and what I
learned from the workshop.”

Hamid Al-Balushi said: “The work-
shop was an opportunity to learn about

the social theater in text, acting and
directing with the instructor Sarah
Atallah, who was able to communicate
the information in a series of ways that
benefited and pleased us.”

In conclusion, the participants thanked
the instructor Sarah Atallah, who intro-
duced them to the social theater, and
LAPA for the great efforts made during
the second theater retreat, wishing that
the world would recover from the Corona
crisis and that the next retreat would be
on the stage and under its lights.

The life-art imitation question is age-
old, but if 2020 has anything to say
the answer is clear: even the fic-

tional characters of our operas have
developed Covid-19. The Atlanta Opera
premiered an outdoor series this week,
set to run through mid-November, that
features live performances of “Pagliacci”
and “The Kaiser of Atlantis” under a cir-
cus tent on a baseball field, with scripts
retrofitted for our virus-plagued times. In
the southeastern US city’s version of
“Pagliacci,” an 1890s opera from
Ruggero Leoncavallo, the jealous clown
Canio contracts coronavirus. “A world
that is in the middle of a pandemic is a
part of the storytelling,” said Tomer
Zvulun, the Atlanta Opera’s director.

Performers sing and play instruments
in plexiglass enclosures or wear masks,
and the audience sits in four-person
socially distanced pods. The unique
move meets a disastrous moment for
the performing arts, whose halls have
been closed for months and likely won’t
open soon. Atlanta’s normal venue fits
some 2,700 people-a capacity the pan-
demic-friendly series can’t touch. But
Zvulun emphasized the strategy was
less about money-in April the company
slashed its $10 million budget by 34
percent and like everyone else, antici-
pates losses-and more about adapting
to a society in distress. “As artists we
are nimble enough, we are desperate
enough, we are committed enough to
find a way to do what we do best and
connect with a community.” “We all are

very grateful for those handheld devices
and TVs, but there is no replacement for
live performance.”

Less pristine, but relatable 
It’s most certainly not opera as usual:

besides the masks and plastic boxes,
the staging of “Pagliacci” sees new
technologies onstage like Facetime
deployed as well as centuries-old ones,
with puppets allowing for some of the
physical comedy. The tweaks might turn
some purists off, but for Michael Mayes,

who plays the titular Kaiser in the run of
the “Atlantis” opera, “what we’re doing
is incorporating something that’s a
major, probably permanent, part of our
culture into the art form itself.” “As much
as you may be sacrificing some of the
more pristine elements of the art form,
you are giving people something they
can relate to,” the South Carolina-based
artist told AFP.

The safety protocols are strict: per-
formers have undergone frequent Covid-
19 tests, and Mayes said he and his wife

rarely go anywhere besides rehearsals.
But it’s worth it, the 44-year-old said:
When the self-confinement period began,
the notion of singing opera at home was
too painful, as he watched his career
screech to a halt. “I’ve been in this busi-
ness for 20-plus years and only in the
past few have things really been viable-
I’ve been able to do what I wanted when I
wanted and without fear of going broke
every day,” he said. “When this thing hit,
that anxiety returned in full force.”

He and his wife turned to instrumental
bluegrass as a “balm,” and it wasn’t until
the Atlanta Opera came calling that he
rediscovered his pipes. “I missed it terri-
bly,” Mayes said. “Being able to be a
part of the ensemble that’s in the com-
munity and meeting the public where
they are... it’s been a real bright spot.”
And singing behind a mask? “The sound
is different, but it’s just as valid,” he said.
“We as opera singers, who depend on
the very nature of our instrument being
acoustic and being unamplified and
having to use our face as part of our
toolkit... if we can do that, I think it’s not
so much to ask for folks to wear a mask
when they go to the grocery store,”
Mayes continued. “I think it’s a good
example of how you can incorporate
masks and things into our culture, and
not always look at it as some sort of terri-
ble impingement on our freedoms-hey,
it’s just part of reality now.” — AFP

‘The Undoing’: More
murder and secrets
starring Kidman,
this time in NY

After the huge success of “Big
Little Lies,” actress Nicole
Kidman is back with a new

mini-series revolving around a mur-
der among privileged white
Americans-this time living in New
York. There is more than one simi-
larity between this new project, to
be streamed by HBO in the United
States, and “Big Little Lies,” which
in its first season alone garnered
four Golden Globes and eight
Emmy awards.  To start with, it takes
place in a microcosm built on
wealth and carefully established
social norms-a predictable world
deeply shaken by the arrival of an
outsider.  One by one, secrets are
revealed and masks fall, sweeping
aside comfortable certainties.

The series marks the return or
writer/producer David E. Kelley, and
once again stars Nicole Kidman, who
won a slew of awards for her portray-
al of a woman living with domestic
abuse in “Big Little Lies.” Whereas
“Big Little Lies” was built around an
ensemble cast, the new mini-series,
which debuts Sunday, centers on the
character of Grace Fraser, a well-off
therapist played by Kidman.

‘A Scandi-noir thriller’ 
Like “Big Little Lies,” “The

Undoing” unspools gradually over six
episodes.  “So much of the series is
on the psychological journey of this
woman,” Kidman, who co-produced
both series, told Australian broad-
caster Foxtel.  For British star Hugh
Grant, who plays Kidman’s husband,
the mini-series is “a Scandi-noir
thriller with a massive, and I hope
successful, whodunit element,” as he
told HBO. The Scandinavian touch
comes from Danish director Susanne
Bier (“Brothers” and “The Night
Manager”). She gives the series a
stark and disturbing esthetic. 

Grant, a veteran of highly suc-
cessful rom-coms, shines here in a
darker register, bristling with sharp
edges-the sort of career-changing
role he has embraced in recent years
(see “A Very English Scandal”).   But
while American critics have praised
the acting in “The Undoing,” they
have been less kind about the plot-
line, saying it is thin and less than
compelling. Kelley, creator of a slew
of hit series, from “Ally McBeal” to
“Goliath,” is already at work on a new
project.   —AFP

Excerpts from the Social Monologue workshop via the Zoom app.

Sarah Atallah, the instructor of the workshop
and head of the drama department in LAPA.

People are seen in plastic boxes onstage during The Atlanta Opera’s production of
“Pagliacci”.

Nicole Kidman


