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Egyptian star satirist Bassem Youssef
had his country in stitches during the
Arab Spring, but a decade later the

politicians may well think they have had the
last laugh. Youssef, 46, now lives in the
United States, unable to return home for
fear of arrest, while in Egypt the government
has a tighter grip than ever on political and
cultural l ife. “I’m enjoying my life in
America,” Youssef said in a video chat,
adding wryly that “maybe the one thing I
miss about Egypt is the mangos”.

Youssef, originally a heart surgeon, rose
to fame as a YouTuber and became a wildly
popular TV host, mercilessly poking fun at
presidents, generals and imams. Dubbed
the “Jon Stewart of Egypt”-and at times col-
laborating with the US comedian whom he
called his idol-Youssef pushed free speech
to the very limits.  One show guest-starring
Stewart showed goons in dark sunglasses
march the American satirist onto stage with
a black hood over his head, accused of
being “a foreign spy”, and ended with
Stewart’s overthrow of Youssef as the
show’s host.

“I get in trouble,” quipped Stewart, then
the host of Comedy Central’s “The Daily
Show”, “but nowhere near what happens to
you”. Youssef fled Egypt in 2014 after his
TV show was suspended over his mocking
of then presidential candidate field marshal
Abdel Fatah al-Sisi, now the head of state.
Today, he lives in California and has built a
new career as a standup comedian, author
and podcaster, but his reflections on Egypt

are bitter-sweet. “I don’t want to even say
that I’m an exile. I have passed that,” said
Youssef, who was unable to attend his
father’s funeral. “When you always tell your-
self you’re exiled, in your mind you’re think-
ing about when you’re going to go back. I
don’t think about that anymore.”

‘Peculiar times’ 
Youssef made his unlikely career change

from cardiologist to comedy star with
YouTube clips filmed from his laundry room.
They captured the popular mood in the
heady days of the Arab Spring when people
power ousted a string of autocrats across
North Africa and the Middle East. After pro-
testers toppled Egypt’s long-time president
Hosni Mubarak in February 2011, Youssef
went on to host the blockbuster late-night
show “El Bernameg” (The Program),
beloved beyond Egypt for its biting satire
and taboo-busting humour.

But his last major show was taken off the
air in 2014 after a sketch poked fun at Sisi,
whose government has since jailed thou-
sands of activists, artists, journalists,
lawyers, academics and polit icians.
Youssef reflected that “a huge part of the
success of El Bernameg was the circum-
stances that it came out of. And you cannot
replicate that because these circum-
stances are not there anymore. “In the end,
nothing will ever be as successful. No other
show will come with 40 million people
weekly. And we have to all, including me,
live with that.”

Youssef has since authored books
including “Revolution for Dummies” and
reached out to over 15 million followers
across his social media accounts. He has
appeared on Stephen Colbert’s “Late
Show” and performed as a stand-up come-
dian, often drawing parallels between ex-
US president Donald Trump and Arab world
strongmen. “When I’m in America, my show
is about me as an immigrant... living in
these peculiar times,” he said.

Youssef still thinks of home, and the tur-
moil that brought him to fame. “You can’t be
really done with your home country
because you’re still an Egyptian. It’s part of
you,” he said. Despite Egypt’s return to
autocratic rule, he said, the legacy of the
Arab Spring lives on and “the impact is still
there”. “It kind of broke a long-lasting, tradi-
tional way of thinking,” he said. “You can
see it and you can feel it with the younger
generations, with the way they feel about
politics, religion, everything.”—AFP

Egyptian star satirist Bassem Youssef poses for
a picture at the studios of the Saudi-owned tele-
vision station Asharq, in the Gulf emirate of
Dubai, where he has been filming his new show
“Ask Bassem”. — AFP 

Netflix’s “Lupin” is the latest in a string
of high-end French series to become
runaway international hits. Once rub-

bished for its lack of original drama, French
series have transplanted Nordic Noir as the
new streaming favorites, outshining top US
and British shows. Here are the key series
of the new French Wave:

‘Les Revenants’ 
The spooky series often called “The

Returned” won a best drama Emmy for its
first season in 2013. Its deeply original story
about recently dead people who reappear
apparently alive and well in an alpine village
both freaked and intrigued audiences with
its mix of horror and surreal suspense.

‘Engrenages’ 
The gritty police drama sometimes trans-

lated as “Spiral” has explored corruption,
migration and racism in its eight seasons so
far. It won a second best series Emmy for
producers Canal+ — the French HBO-in
2015.

‘The Bureau’ 
The five seasons of the stylish spy thriller

set in France’s foreign secret service star-
ring the country’s most famous Mathieus-
Kassovitz and Amalric-have been universal-
ly acclaimed. With plots uncannily echoing
real world events, it has been among the
most downloaded series in the US and
Canada and one of Canal+’s best perform-
ing series ever. Its success also helped
kick-start the hilarious spoof, “A Very Secret
Service”, featuring fantastically sexist and
chauvinist French spooks from the 1960s,
which has been snapped up by Amazon. 

‘Fais pas ci, fais pa ca’ 
The mockumentary-style sitcom about

two very different Paris families changed

the face of French public TV with its first
season in 2007.  Its title means “Don’t do
this, don’t do that” and is drawn from a clas-
sic 1960s song-the series’ title music-about
nagging parents by French singer Jacques
Dutronc. US network ABC quickly snapped
up the rights to an American version before
rivals CBS broadcast “Modern Family” in
2009. Fans were quick to point out similari-
ties between the two shows, but that has
not stopped the French show being sold all
over the world.

‘Call My Agent!’ 
Created by Fanny Herrero, who also

wrote “Fais pas ci, fais pa ca”, the series
about a Paris talent agency has been a
comedy sensation, featuring cameos from
top French and Hollywood stars sending
themselves up as the spoilt tantrum-throw-
ing brats we hope they might be. Picked up
by Netflix from France 2, it has also
launched its stars Camille Cottin, the hard-
nosed lesbian agent Andrea, and love-
crossed secretary Laure Calamy into the
big time.

‘Parlement’ 
The black comedy set in the European

Parliament was France’s lockdown hit, with
a parade of national stereotypes worthy of
an Asterix comic and some fantastic per-
formances. Shot in English, French and
German, and with a killer Brexit subplot, a
second season is already on the way. 

‘Lupin’ 
The Netflix series starring Omar Sy as a

modern take on France’s beloved gentle-
man thief, Arsene Lupin, has been an
instant hit. In its first few weeks it has out-
performed the much talked about
“Bridgerton” and “The Queen’s Gambit”
and is soon to hit 70 million views.

‘OVNI(s)’ 
The latest offering from the Canal+ hit

factory is a pitch-perfect comedy set
among the investigators of the very real
French agency that investigated UFOs in
the 1970s. Whether the real GEPAN had a
pet pink flamingo is of course a state
secret.— AFP 


