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It was 2004. Iraq was blazing away and 
Europeôs defence agencies were twitching 
around like mice in a cat hotel. I was in 
transit hell at Heathrow airport with the Su-
layman Al-Bassam Theatre Company. We 
were on tour, coming from Iran, and on our 
way to Singapore. We had, as usual, tried 
to stuff all our props, costumes and instru-
ments in the hold, and charm our way out 
of excess charges. It was not working this 
time. So the booty was duly shared out 
amongst the company. Monadil, an Iraqi 
actor, had been given a prop briefcase to 

carry on. He was 
not best pleased 
with this and man-
aged to offload the 
item into my pos-
session. We began 
to make our way 
through the mince-
meat scanners. 
Spirits were high.  

One of our loose tombek drums was picked 
up by a grinning security guard, and an im-
promptu happy clappy dance moment be-
gan. The guard abruptly stopped, went to 
the X-ray machine and produced the brief-
case, wanting to know whose it was. Sud-
denly there was much more security around 
us now. The case was opened. The guard 
reached in and pulled out a knife, just a 
plastic toy with a sprung blade. Harmless. 
He then produced a hand grenade, two in 
fact, but also plastic. By this time the circle 
around us included men with sub-machine 
guns. Then a jar of fake blood was taken out 
of the briefcase.  It all resembled a mock kit 
for taking over an aeroplane. They wanted a 
fall guy. We nudged forward Richard, our 
technical manager, who was taken off by 
two robocops. The toys were confiscated 
and we were allowed on our way. Heathrow 
wanted our man charged with something 
serious, but the real police just gave him a 
good old-fashioned telling off before he 
joined us on the plane to much applause 
and tiny bottles of gin. 
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Lewis Gibson, 1999 music graduate, creates music for a form  
of theatre which challenges preconceptions about the Arab and  
Islamic world.  This work often propels members of the Sulayman 
Al -Bassam Theatre Company into very tricky situations indeed, 
as Lewis describes.   

Above: The Sulayman Al-Bassam Theatre 
company take some time off to ski in Iran 

Left: Lewis Gibson in  
performance during a 
show in New York 
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 I began composing and playing the 
music for Sulaymanôs plays soon after 
graduating from Dartington in 1999. He is a 
playwright and director who has been stir-
ring up the arts movement in the Middle 
East and shaking the preconceptions of the 
Arab and Islamic world in the West for over 
ten years.  
 We have made three pieces together 
so far. They have toured throughout the 
Middle East, across Europe, Japan and, 
more recently, the USA.  We began re-
hearsing in school gyms and living rooms, 
moving on to the Barbican Centre and the 
RSC. The company was originally based in 
London, but is now in Kuwait, following Su-
laymanôs move there. The artists involved 
are a truly international bunch. We have 
performers from Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and 
the Gulf, creative team members from Aus-
tralia, the UK and Europe, so getting to-
gether for rehearsals can be a logistical 
nightmare.  
 The process of making the music for 
the shows has also developed. I began 
collaborating with another Dartington 
graduate, guitarist Alfredo Genovesi. He 
has since moved to Amsterdam and is cur-
rently building an empire in the contempo-
rary dance and improvisation scenes. All 
the music begins with improvisations, 
eventually settling, but never solidifying.  
I have used a mixture of conventional and 
self-made instruments including hospital 
drips sizzling water onto hot-plates, spin-
ning rotor arms playing brandy glasses and 
a selection of bowed and bashed bits of 
wood, glass and metal. I have more re-
cently been writing with traditional musi-
cians from Kuwait and these collaborations 
are ongoing. 
  
 
 
 

The company uses Shakespeare as the 
starting point for some of its work. There is 
a good reason for this. Showing political 
theatre in the Arab world is not without 
risks. We often have to deal with religious 
censorship, political tinkering (no visa, no 
tour) and play to audiences where the free-
dom of speech is a flexible right. By using 
Shakespeare as a frame for our thoughts, a 
Trojan horse for ideas, it is easier to avoid 
direct accusations of dissent. Sulayman 
rewrites these classics, bringing them into 
an Arab context, sometimes writing very 
close to the line. 
 I leave you with this. We were per-
forming Richard The Third ï An Arab Trag-
edy, in Damascus, Syria. President Assad 
made an unannounced visit to the show. 
The security was overwhelming, the cast 
rather nervous. In the piece, a rigged Inter-
net vote to crown Richard is being dis-
played. 99 percent of the population has, in 
theory, voted for him. This has rather strong 
resonances for Assad. We had no idea how 
the audience would react. Everyone behind 
the president screamed with irreverent 
laughter. The ones in front of him seemed 
rather subdued until he himself smiled wryly 
and did a little stately clap. After the show, I 
was in my dressing room with the actor 
Nigel Barrett. He was leaning out of the win-
dow, I was standing in my underpants, we 
were both smoking. A long black limousine 
slid into view. Two faces appeared from the 
back seats. It was President Assad and his 
wife. They stared, we stared, and then for 
some reason we all limply waved at each 
other. They glided on past. We made it 
safely out of the country.  
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Left:  Lewis Gibsonôs collection of  
percussion instruments arranged for 
a performance 

 
Lewis Gibson is a  
composer and sound  
artist. He lives on the South 
coast of England with his wife 
Portia and their two daughters,  
Beatrice and Ottilie.  
 
More about the Sulayman Al-
Bassam company can be found 
at: www.sabab.org  
 

http://www.sabab.org/
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And everyone is lovely here 
And everyone is caught in extreme frustration 
Or drowning in the entrails of academic masturbation 
Playing croquet with ideas upon the private lawn,  
Each hoop representing another worldly problem 
That a single breakthrough shot could solve 
As we shuffle our feet backwards and forwards 
Trying to evolve 
 
While social trends crash and burn  
Like waves upon the tiltyard tiers 
And some people stay too long, harpooned by fears 
While others chip away contented 
Gluing together, as fast as things become fragmented 
Quite a few are beautifully demented 
But thereôs a freedom in that too. 
 
Angry neighbours climb the hill with pins 
Between their teeth ï hoping to pop this bubble 
With their sharpened disbelief  
They scratch the surface in pursuit 
Of something darker underneath 
While students practice lame mischief  
And people fight with nails and grief 
Begging for some kind of answers 
A prediction or a prequel  
But really they are just afraid of losing magic 
Or not being treated as an equal 
 
They shout paradoxical abuse 
At the Castles, Knights and Queens 
Desperately trying to manifest un-strategic dreams 
While the pawns get increasingly forlorn  
While waiting for the anticipated dawn. 
To strike direction into this astronomical anomaly 
A place that sets your spirits free 
Inside a snow globe of unreality. 
 
I must admit it had the very best and worst of me 
Sometimes I believe, quite deliberately.  
 
And as I stand here under the stars  
Pouring sweet and sour memories  
Into old jam jars,  
I feel the shiver of that magic drum 
The one that told me years ago - to come 
Now tells me with some relief 
That my work at Dartington is done 
 
Untangling myself from this complex shifting vision 
A ghost, in transition ï off on another worldly mission. 
 
I tip my hat and remove my voice 
I leave with love 
I leave in choice. 
 
If you would like to see/hear more of Liv, visit:  
www.livtorc.com 
 
 

 
I had to come back 
I didnôt understand that fact 
Until my very last Friday night 
Walking down the drive 
Through the twinkling black 
Past all the first year students  
Coming up from town 
Past all the ghosts of another life 
Once like them  
I would have fought with placards  
Not to go 
Now I am just a shadow hiding in the trees 
Turning loyalties with the autumn leaves 
 
And as I stand under the stars 
In this silent corner of the world 
That has spent 80 years collecting,  
And rejecting lovers, 
Trying to bottle, package and deliver 
The very thing that now makes me shiver 
 
I am struck again, dumb by its beauty 
The curves of modernist mystique 
That by comparison  
Once made the outside world seem so bleak 
The medieval towers and ascending flowers 
Where robins trip on cobblestones 
And symphonies compete with insect drones. 
 
From five continents  
The clever people come, 
Doctorates trying to operate the opposable thumb  
Eager to escape the numb humdrum  
They saunter on excited tiptoes 
Through this actualised heaven of the higher self 
Rubbing shoulders with the guilt of wealth  
Searching vistas for the secrets to their mental health 
 
Artists, scientists, inspired thinkers 
Conference parties, heavy drinkers 
Quirky offbeat librarians and eco idealists 
Part time temps, full time surrealists 
All pass through the gates and stay a while  
Growing heady with the thrall  
Of this inspiration shopping mall 
 
They ping-pong ideas like tennis balls 
Bouncing around the great Great Hall  
Before dancing down twisted corridors 
I watch possibilities in the form of paper rockets 
Crash head first into cold stone walls 
Their broken wings sliding gracefully to the floor. 
 
Sometimes concepts do find form - escape  
Fast paced and hitching down the drive,  
To make their history in the big outside  
But most are unlikely to survive 
And yet the source of their inspiration 
Stays alive, does not nosedive. 

Dartington...  
 
...by Louise Bennett, 2000 Performance Writing graduate, professionally known as Liv Torc, stand up 
poet and comedian.  Louise finally left Dartington after 2 years as Press Officer with the Dartington Hall 
Trust.  She now works with Take Art in Somerset.    

http://www.livtorc.com
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 In late 2008, his musical journey lead him 

into an exciting musical collaboration of four indi-

viduals known together as Indus ï a group who 

are now making their mark on the UK's contem-

porary Indian & world music scene. Indus was 

formed out of a shared desire to create new ap-

proaches to music-making and to expand the 

boundaries of each member's genres & instru-

ments. Inspired by the rich musical tapestry of 

India & Pakistan, the group's original music skil-

fullynavigates uncharted & ever-changing musi-

cal terrain. Mohamed is joined on sitar by John 

Ball on santoor, Henrik Linnemann on flute and 

Shahbaz Hussain on tabla. With the support of 

the Arts Council England, the group are currently 

touring the UK on the back of their new album, 

Firefly. The audience response to their music 

has been great, with comments like, ñI felt 

amazed ï like a child!ò and ñAm not normally able to 

listen to 'sit down music,' but this was riveting!ò 

    Mohamed's diverse musical background and 

ensuing ability to communicate across musical 

genres enables him to take his sitar playing into 

exciting new arenas. His latest project, working 

with renowned Irish contemporary composer Ian 

Wilson, sees him collaborating on a piece for 

sitar and string quartet, entitled 'the sun fell 

softly.' This piece, which is to be performed by 

Mohamed and the Callino Quartet, premieres on 

the 8th of July at the Cairde Festival 2010 in 

Sligo, Ireland. Says Mohamed, ñWhen I first came 

to Dartington I was overwhelmed by the diverse musi-

cal influences that abounded, from contemporary 

Western Classical to Japanese, Gamelan, Indian, etc. 

I wanted to try everything which didn't seem possible 

at the time. There was a lot to take in and understand. 

I'm delighted that I am now able to incorporate as-

pects of the different musical traditions I experienced 

there into my work.ò  For more information, visit 

Mohamedôs website:  www.sitarandtabla.com. 

After qualifying as a music teacher in 

1993, Mohamed started his teaching career 

at the renowned BRIT School of Performing 

Arts and worked as a part-time lecturer at the 

Royal Academy of Music. In 2000, after many 

years of teaching, he decided to enrol on the 

jazz course at Leeds College of Music as an 

avenue to go back into music performance. 

Still believing his musical career would be as 

a pianist, it was an injury to his hand that 

forced him to rethink his plans. With the en-

couragement of his tutor, Sri Dharambir 

Singh, a new pathway opened up and he be-

gan learning the sitar. Sri Dharambir Singh is 

a senior disciple of the late Ustad Vilayat 

Khan ï the sitar maestro who developed the 

style of sitar playing in which Mohamed has 

learnt to play. This style focuses on gayaki ï 

a vocal style in which the sitar is made to 

emulate the human voice. Mohamed's train-

ing under Singh as well as other eminent si-

tarists from India, Pakistan & the UK led him 

into a new career as a professional sitarist. 

    Mohamed now composes and performs 

Indian Classical music as well as his own 

creative compositions which draw upon musi-

cal influences from around the world. He per-

forms throughout the UK & Europe and has 

collaborated with numerous artists, including 

the Black Dyke Brass Band, Grand Union 

Orchestra and members of London's Royal 

Philharmonic Orchestra. He has taken his 

music to the theatre, composing and perform-

ing as part of Rani Moorthy's acclaimed 

"Dancing Within Walls" and North Country 

Theatre's "The Man Who Would be King." 

Mohamed is currently a visiting lecturer in 

Indian Music & Ensemble Technique at the 

University of Huddersfield and teaches sitar 

at the University of Leeds. 

Mohamed Abbas Assani (pictured 
right), 1991 Dartington music gradu-
ate, is now widely acclaimed for his  
mastery and creative use of the sitar. 
Though he came to Dartington to 
study piano and western classical  
music, it was here that we was  
exposed to world music.  His introduc-
tion to the sitar, in a recital by Ustad 
Nishat Khan, proved to be an inspira-
tion, when an injury later forced him to 
rethink his musical career.    

http://www.sitarandtabla.com
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Saturday 21 November 
turned out wild and windy, 
and you had to hold on to 
your mortarboard.... 

...but the weather 
could not dampen the 
spirits of the families 
who gathered to cele-
brate the day. 

It was a day for  
capturing memories.... 

...and making those 
last delicate adjust-
ments. 

...sharing a joke 
with a friend... 

Congratulations, and our 
best wishes for the future 
to the Class of 2009.   


