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lip-service, to the important narratives of yesteryear. 
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military unity that was necessary for liberation. In 
other words, on the level of narration we have here a 
piece of secular, modern historiography as it is gen-
erally practiced in our time.

However, on the visual level Shawky’s videos 
plunge viewers into the atmosphere of the medieval 
chronicles. The principle characters of the story are 
represented by marionettes rather than by living ac-
tors and the “real” landscapes of the Middle East are 
substituted by highly artificial medieval miniatures. 
Medieval chronicles, including the chronicles of the 
Crusades, do not clearly differentiate between his-
tory and myth, acts of men and acts of God, natural 
and supernatural powers, men and animals, living 
and dead. Their true topic is the miraculous: the 
promise of the miracle, waiting for the miracle, expe-
riencing the miracle, remembering the miracle. The 
same can be said about the theater of marionettes, 
which had an important place in medieval culture. 
The mere fact that inanimate figures could move 
and act as if they were men or animals or ghosts or 
gods was  experienced by the public as a miracle—as 

Wael Shawky’s “Cabaret Crusades” video trilogy—
THE HORROR SHOW FILE (2010), THE PATH TO 
CAIRO (2012), and THE SECRETS OF KARBALA 
(2014)—tells the story of the first Crusade. Started by 
a call issued by Pope Urban II in 1095 to conquer the 
Holy Land, it led to the establishment of the king-
dom of Jerusalem by the Crusaders and ended with 
their defeat by the armies of Saladin nearly a hun-
dred years later. Shawky’s narrative is adapted from 
historian Amin Maalouf’s book The Crusades Through 
Arab Eyes (1984), which is written from a perfectly 
modern, secular perspective: History is narrated as 
made by men who are driven by interests and pas-
sions. The videos tell the story of the violent expan-
sion of the Crusaders into Muslim lands, of terror 
against the population, of treason and intrigues that 
dominated Muslim politics in these years and made 
resistance against the Crusaders almost impossible. 
Only very slowly did the Muslims find political and 
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a  momentous suspension of the opposition between 
life and death.

Today, puppet theater is associated mostly with 
children’s spectacles or films. The use of puppets 
suggests the purely fictional character of a story and 
the dominance of entertainment value over content. 
Shawky alludes to this conventional use of puppets 
when he titles his trilogy “Cabaret Crusades”—caba-
ret being associated in our cultural imagination with 
light entertainment. However, in the Middle Ages, 
the puppet theater—even if it was mostly directed 
toward an unsophisticated audience—dealt with seri-
ous matters; often it demonstrated man confronting 
supernatural powers and challenging fate. Not acci-
dentally, Don Juan and Faust were originally figures 
of the puppet theater. With the emergence of the 
Enlightenment, the situation changed. The use of 
marionettes was scorned because it demonstrated the 
dependence of human beings on the supernatural. 
Liberation meant shaking off the strings that turned 
men into puppets manipulated by external powers.  

The phrase “no strings attached” still aptly sum-
marizes our understanding of freedom. Shawky has 
reattached the strings to the characters in his videos. 
This return of the strings is made even more spectac-
ular by the fact that the marionettes are no longer 
seen in the familiar context of the puppet theater. 
Shawky’s strings seem to hang from nowhere—and 
thus the characters seem to be moved by the invisible 
hand of fate. The return of the strings means the re-
turn of the miraculous, unexpected, and fated. The 
contrast between secular, prosaic, rationally built 
narrative, and the visual world in which myth and the 
miraculous dominate creates inner tension and a dy-
namic that keep viewers enthralled throughout the 
entire cycle. 

A week before I began to write this text, I saw the 
complete Ring des Nibelungen in Bayreuth, staged by 
Frank Castorf. I was struck by the similarity between 
Wagner’s and Shawky’s projects. Wagner also tried to 
tell myth by means of secular art—in his case, opera. 
Both Der Ring des Nibelungen and “Cabaret Crusades” 
are Gesamtkunstwerks. They show the world in its 
totality thrown off balance by an unlawful, criminal 
act fueled by human hubris. In the case of Wagner, 
it is the theft of the Rheingold. In the case of Shawky, 

WAEL SHAWKY, “Myth and Legends,” installation view, 

Serpentine Gallery London, 2013 – 2014 / Installationsansicht.

(PHOTO: HUGO GLENDINNING)
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If Castorf radically modernizes Wagner’s cycle to 
demonstrate its universality and relevance for our 
own time, Shawky practices aesthetic archaization by 
substituting actors with puppets. But, of course, both 
of these works belong to our contemporaneity. In the 
case of Shawky’s videos, this connection is obvious 
enough—one needs only to watch the news from the 
Middle East. But there is, of course, a deeper con-
nection of the work to the contemporary condition. 
In recent decades, we have been confronted with a 
chain of revolutions and counter-revolutions all over 
the world, including Egypt. These events show that 
the course of things can be violently interrupted 
at certain points in time, but this interruption can-
not be stabilized. Revolutions are followed by resto-
ration, intrusions by resistance. No historical force 
is forceful enough to put the course of things under 
its control.

In a somewhat paradoxical way, this insight leads 
to a new evaluation of the role of personality in his-
tory. Instead of classes and nations, which were un-
derstood as collective historical subjects that could 
dominate the world, individuals now reappear on the 
historical scene. Some of these individuals, Nibelung 
or Crusader, try to take fate into their hands, to de-
fine the course of history, to take the place of the 
invisible puppeteer. Like Don Juan and Faust, these 
hubristic actors move inexorably toward catastrophe 
and defeat. Other individuals know their limits and 
become successful within them. This view of history 
is neither progressive nor reactionary, neither crit-
ical nor affirmative. It accepts the status quo—but 
it accepts it as a flow that inevitably changes every-
thing. In Shawky’s videos, history is shown at once as 
a narrative describing the actions of real men with 
real interests and passions and as a stage on which 
these men hang from strings operated by fate. It is, 
actually, a very contemporary view of history that in 
recent times has manifested its miraculous and fate-
ful dimension.

it is the intrusion of the Crusaders into the Middle 
East. Both criminal acts have the power to make time 
out of joint, to change the normal course of things, 
producing a state of chaos and causing extreme vio-
lence, treason, and suffering. And in both cases, the 
world comes back to its right course when this crimi-
nal act is corrected: The Rheingold is brought back to 
the Rhine; the Crusaders are driven from the Holy 
Land.

The concept of the right course of things is prob-
ably the oldest concept that mankind has created to 
explain the human condition. The Chinese called 
it Dao; the Romans called it fatum. The biblical re-
ligions, questioning this concept, substituted fatum 
with the will of God. But as time went by, the concept 
of fatum reemerged. Not accidentally, both Wagner 
and Shawky have chosen the Middle Ages as the set-
ting for their works. The Middle Ages reasserted faith 
in the right course of things—and also the belief that 
the attempt to act against the fatum will inevitably be 
punished. But why did Wagner return to the idea of 
the right course of things in the nineteenth century? 
And why does Shawky do it now?

Wagner wrote his Ring des Nibelungen at the time of 
the Industrial Revolution, which created a rupture, 
a break with the traditional way of life. Gold seemed 
to give unlimited power to those who owned it. At 
the end of the Ring, the gold disappears again into 
the waters of the Rhine. But that does not necessarily 
mean a return to the pre-capitalist past; it means sim-
ply that gold loses its magic, its promise of absolute 
power. It is interesting in this respect that Castorf 
stages the Ring as a revolutionary, Marxist, Commu-
nist epic. Here not capitalism but, rather, the revo-
lutionary Marxist movement is presented as a man-
ifestation of human hubris. The flow of the Rhine 
becomes the flow of capital. Onstage, the Rhine is 
substituted by the New York Stock Exchange—and 
it is the place to which the Daughters of the Rhine 
bring the gold that was variously stolen by Marxist 
revolutionaries, Russian oil tycoons, and revolution-
ary adventurers. The Ring is staged as a failure of an-
ti-capitalist revolution instead of a metaphor of the 
failure of the capitalist revolution. In both cases, the 
world comes back to its course, after its violent inter-
ruption comes to an end.

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, DRAWING, 2013, 

metallic paint, gouache, and pencil on paper, 11 3/4 x 8 1/4” /  

KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, ZEICHNUNG, 

Metallfarbe, Gouache und Farbstift auf Papier, 29,8 x 21 cm.
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WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, THE SECRET OF KARBALA, 2014, 

marionettes, production photos / KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, 

DAS GEHEIMNIS VON KERBALA, Marionetten, Produktionsphotos.

(PHOTOS: ARNIKA FÜRGUT, KUNSTSAMMLUNG NRW)
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The Egyptian artist Wael Shawky is best 
known for his series of films in which puppets 
act out the Crusades. He meets Apollo in Turin 
to discuss the ironies and absurdities of history

By Sameer Rahim 
Portrait by Luca Campri

1. Wael Shawky (b. 1971), 
photographed in Milan  

in November 2016
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The same childlike treatment of serious subject matter 
would become a running theme in Cabaret Crusades.

Shawky tells me that he chose marionettes for their 
endearing, naive quality, which makes them superior to 
actors. ‘You can see yourself, project yourself on a mari-
onette in a way that you can’t with a professional actor 
– even if it’s Al Pacino because you can never forget you’re 
watching someone acting.’ He echoes the German play-
wright Heinrich von Kleist, who in his 1810 essay, ‘On the 
Marionette Theatre’, has a puppeteer argue that ‘where 
grace is concerned, it is impossible for man to come any-
where near a puppet.’ (Shawky has recently illustrated the 
essay with his own drawings.)

For The Horror Show File (2010; Fig. 2), the first film in 
the Cabaret Crusades series, he repurposed 120 wooden 
marionettes that were rotting in the basement of the Lupi 
Collection in Turin. With the aid of the Pistoletto Founda-
tion, ‘we changed the costumes and fixed the mechanisms 
inside them’. Their peeling paint and chipped faces evoke 
the ravages of Justinian’s Plague in 541, which opens 
the Prologue. It might seem strange to begin 650 years 
before the Crusades were launched, but Shawky takes the 
long view. Perhaps 50 million people died in that plague,  
making the Byzantine Empire ripe for Arab conquest 
100 years later – a takeover that eventually prompted the 
Christian reconquest.

The next two films, The Path to Cairo (2012; Fig. 3) 
and The Secrets of Karbala (2015; Figs. 4 & 6), are more 
ambitious – the latter is feature-length. For them, Shawky 
designed his own marionettes, first using ceramics and 
then Murano glass (Fig. 7). Gradually, the figures become 
less naturalistic and more animal-like, resembling the 
African mask collection Shawky studied at the Met in 

New York. As the wars drag on, both Franks and Arabs 
become more brittle and translucent, drained of human-
ity. Standing next to a set of the foot-high marionettes, 
Shawky describes the challenge of creating them. The big-
gest question was, ‘How to find the right traditional craft 
to connect with the story?’ He supervised the glasswork 
at the Adriano Berengo studio in Venice. That city plays 
a crucial part in the narrative, as The Secrets of Karbala 
ends in 1204 with the Venetian Doge sacking Constan-
tinople. So Venice is a source of beauty and cruelty – a 
typically ironic touch from an artist who enjoys playing 
with conventional assumptions.

Only once in the series does a marionette entirely 
reflect its character’s villainy: Shimr ibn thil-Jawshan 
has huge teeth, a skeletal head and pit-black eyes. Shimr 
is a notorious figure in Islamic history. He murdered the 
Prophet Mohammed’s grandson in 681 in Karbala (that is 
the secret of the title), precipitating the Sunni-Shia split. 
While the Crusades were being fought, says Shawky, ‘there 
was another parallel conflict between Sunni and Shia. Of 
course people don’t talk about it a lot but it exists.’ Before 
he retook Jerusalem, Saladin destroyed the Shia Fatimid 
Empire in Egypt – which he regarded, if anything, as a 
more significant foe than the Franks. ‘It was important to 
start the last film with Karbala and end with the attack by 
the Catholics on Orthodox Constantinople. To show that 
this was not a religious war at all: it was absolutely about 
power and economics, just like when the grandson of the 
Prophet Mohammed was killed, it was simply for power.’

Just as with Shakespeare’s histories, reading the 
sources helps you work out what the artist has chosen 
to focus on or has refashioned. At the siege of Antioch 
in 1097, the city’s leader expels his Christian subjects in 

S hortly after Jerusalem falls to the Crusaders in 1099, 
a Damascene judge called Abu Saad al-Harawi arrives 
at Baghdad’s great mosque and begins ostenta-

tiously eating bread. It is Ramadan and an angry crowd 
gathers: ‘How dare you eat in the mosque when other 
people fast?’ Having got their attention, al-Harawi climbs 
the pulpit to sing a lament: ‘We have mingled blood with 
flowing tears and there is no room left for pity…your 
brothers in Syria have no dwelling place save the saddles 
of camels and the bellies of vultures.’

Given current events in the Middle East, this scene 
from Egyptian video artist Wael Shawky’s Cabaret Crusades 
feels spookily resonant. When I meet Shawky in Turin, 
where he has two exhibitions running concurrently until 
February (alongside an exhibition of his drawings at Lis-
son Gallery in Milan; Figs. 9 & 10), he insists that when 
he conceived the sequence Syria was peaceful. ‘I mean, 
seriously, there was nothing at all,’ he says, in his boyish, 
earnest tone. By a grim twist of fate, though, the three 
films that make up Cabaret Crusades (2010–15) are set 
mainly between Damascus, Homs, and Aleppo – the three 
centres of power in the current Syrian conflict. ‘This is so 
weird,’ he tells me, shaking his head at the coincidence.

What makes it weirder is how Shawky tells the tale. 
Rather than real actors in medieval garb – in the style of 
Ridley Scott’s epic Kingdom of Heaven (2005), or the popu-
lar Arab television series Omar (2012) about an early caliph 
– Cabaret Crusades has intricately created marionettes 
playing all the major figures, from Pope Urban II to Saladin. 
His perspective is also unusual. Rather than using West-
ern chronicles, he uses Muslim sources as recounted by 
the novelist Amin Maalouf in his Crusades Through Arab 
Eyes (1983). All three videos and 26 of the marionettes are 

being shown in the atmospheric surroundings of the Museo 
d’Arte Contemporanea at the Castello di Rivoli just out-
side Turin – which, by another happy chance, overlooks 
a Crusader route used by local monks. Anyone catching 
five or ten minutes in the gallery is bound to be intrigued 
by Cabaret Crusades; but to appreciate the depth of the 
work requires multiple viewings. Luckily, Shawky is an 
artist to whom it’s easy to become addicted.

Wael Shawky (the ‘k’ is silent) was born in Alexandria 
in 1971. He spent his childhood in Mecca and his work still 
bears the imprint of Islamic aesthetics. After graduating 
from art school in Alexandria in 1994, he went to Phila-
delphia to study for an MFA. He won an Ernst Schering 
Foundation Art Award in 2011, and is recognised as one 
of the most original video artists around. His early work 
shows a fondness for surreal juxtaposition. In The Cave 
(2005), Shawky filmed himself walking through a German 
supermarket reciting the Qur’an by heart. These days 
speaking Arabic in public can get you funny looks. But the 
passages he chose are respected by Eastern and Western 
traditions – the Islamic ‘Companions of the Cave’ are the 
Christian ‘Seven Sleepers of Ephesus’, found in the Golden 
Legend. There were also oblique parallels with Egypt under 
Hosni Mubarak’s dictatorship. In the story, the men and 
their dog escape a tyrant by hiding in a cave, where God 
grants them slumber until a better ruler appears.

Shawky touched more explicitly on politics in 2007 
with Telematch Sadat, in which children re-enact the 1981 
assassination of President Anwar Sadat. He drew inspi-
ration from a German television programme popular in 
the Arab world called Telematch, in which rival towns 
compete in a series of physical challenges, all in fancy 
dress and to a zany soundtrack – a bit like It’s a Knockout.  

2. Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File (film still), 2010, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, approx. 32 mins

4. Cabaret Crusades: The Secrets of Karbala (film still), 2015, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, approx. 120 mins

3. Cabaret Crusades: The Path to Cairo (film still), 2012, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, 58 mins

‘Wael Shawky is a 
master of unexpected 

connections’
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case they betray him. But the guilty man is one of his 
own, a disgruntled armorer who laughs manically as he 
opens his window to the Franks. (At this point the film, 
usually straight-faced, goes a bit Team America.) Look 
closely, though, and you notice the window is designed as 
an upside-down cross – a hint that the Crusaders are not 
exactly following in the footsteps of the Prince of Peace. 
As both Frankish and Arab chroniclers attest, the starving 
Franks succumbed to roasting and eating dead Muslims. 
The scene in which a marionette corpse is turned on a 
spit is gruesomely funny.

Initially Shawky thought he should make Cabaret 
Crusades in English to suit an international market. 
‘Then I discovered this is absolutely wrong and since 
it’s based on the Arab historians, it has to be extremely 
classical Arabic, completely.’ The choice to make all the 
characters – sultan or pope – speak Arabic blurs the 
lines between the two sides, and draws a clear one to the 
present day. When Pope Urban II delivers his belligerent 
1095 sermon calling for a crusade, he lambasts a ‘filthy 
race’ occupying Christian ground. He reminds you of 
George W. Bush calling for a ‘crusade’ for freedom after 
9/11, but also Osama bin Laden, who in similar classical 
Arabic would condemn ‘filthy’ Westerners occupying 
the Muslim holy lands.

Perhaps the most ravishingly complex moment in the 
whole sequence features one of its few female personalities. 
Princess Alice, the daughter of Baldwin II of Jerusalem, 
is portrayed as a long-lashed camel marionette. (This is 
a compliment: the word for beauty in Arabic, jameel, is 

related to the word for camel, jamal.) She is a second-
generation Crusader gone native. ‘The people of Antioch,’ 
Shawky says, ‘were Muslims who loved Alice very much 
because she was sympathising with them more than the 
Crusaders.’ She threatened an alliance with Aleppo until 
her father quelled her resistance. She begged forgive-
ness. ‘I found the best way to express this was to give her 
some verses from the Song of Roland,’ Shawky tells me. 
Up in her tower, Alice sings a seductive passage from the 
medieval French epic about Charlemagne’s victory over 
the Muslims: ‘Not a Muslim did there remain, / But con-
fessed was Christian or else was slain.’ Shawky explains 
that ‘It’s a fantastic song. It shows that the more you are 
cutting off heads, the closer you are to God. It’s like a 
Christian version of jihad!’ Like his marionettes, Shawky 
can be unnervingly straight-faced.

Each film has a distinctive visual language. The muddy 
colours of The Horror Show File reflect the medieval Europe 
where the story begins. The Path to Cairo borrows from 
brightly-coloured Islamic miniatures, especially those of 
the 16th-century Bosnian cartographer Matrakçı Nasuh. 
‘In Aleppo we used his map as a basis, but made it more 
like a pop-up book.’ The pink towers in The Secrets of 
Karbala, recreated full-scale in the Castello di Rivoli, 
were inspired both by Matrakçı and by Giotto’s frescoes 
in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua. Shawky is foreshadow-
ing the Italian victory in the third film’s final scene – and 
the coming Renaissance.

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, director of the Castello di 
Rivoli and the curator of the show, tells me that Shawky 

believes, ‘We are all like marionettes, manipulated by 
forces we cannot see.’ He allows the strings to be obviously 
visible in the films: every step and speech is controlled 
by a higher power – God perhaps, or the historian, or 
the artist. But the gravity-defying marionettes have a 
life of their own; their movements are never fully under 
the puppet-masters’ control. They are free and unfree at 
the same time: in other words, disconcertingly human.  

At the Fondazione Merz in central Turin, Shawky 
has complementary sets of films. Al Araba Al Madfuna 
(2012–16; Fig. 5) is a mysterious work that brings together 
ancient Egyptian lore, folk-tales, and popular Arab cinema. 
In the three videos, children dressed as adults – boys with 
moustaches and turbans, girls dressed as stern matrons – 
sit together in their village telling each other fantastical 
stories. For example, the people who lose the ability to 
speak and invent a new sign language through clapping; or 
a shaggy dog story about which animal is luckiest for the 
village to adopt. The children mime the words with adult 
voices dubbed over in Shawky’s favoured classical Arabic.

The third video, premiered in Turin, was filmed near 
a village called Al Araba Al Madfuna, at the temple to Seti 
I (c. 1290 BC). ‘I had to get a lot of permissions and bribes 
to do this,’ Shawky says, but he says it was worth it. The 
Osireion, situated behind the temple, is a strange place. 
‘It’s full of myth, just like the history of the Crusades, but 
even more complex. Because we don’t really know what it 
was for.’ The Book of the Dead on the walls implies it was 
a tomb of some kind; a waterway connects underground 
chambers and some speculate it was where the Pharaoh 
was bathed before mummification. Even the source of 
the water is unknown. ‘Some say that it’s coming from 
the river, the Nile, and many people say it’s got nothing 
to do with the Nile. I like the uncertainty: it’s where you 
make art.’

We watch the children ride into the Osireion by boat, 
examine the hieroglyphs, make gestures, form the shape 
of a scene. But at the same time, they recite a story which 
is not about ancient Egypt at all – instead it’s taken from 
the Egyptian writer Mohamed Mustagab’s 1983 collection 
of parables. (Once more note Shawky’s taste for weird jux-
tapositions.) Mustagab’s story tells how for a long time 
the village used sunflowers to decorate their agricultural 
fields. One day, a farmer discovers the flower has edible 
seeds which can be sold to the neighbours. The village 
becomes wealthy, leaves behind its old-fashioned ways 
and starts to import all its food.

I put it to Shawky that the modern equivalent of sun-
flower seeds is oil, whose discovery has enriched the Arab 
world and caused no end of trouble. (This is prefigured 
in The Horror Show File, when the Arabs are shown fill-
ing barrels up with thick black oil, which they use both 

‘You can project yourself 
on a marionette in a way 
that you can’t with a 
professional actor ’7. Marionette from Cabaret Crusades: The Secrets of Karbala, 2014, 

Wael Shawky, Murano glass, fabric, metal, 58.4 × 20.3 × 12.7cm

5. Al Araba Al Madfuna I (film stills), 2011, Wael Shawky, 
HD video, b/w, sound, approx. 21 mins

6. Cabaret Crusades: The Secrets of Karbala (film still), 2015, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, approx. 120 mins
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in their medicine and to make Greek fire.) He allows the 
interpretation, but I suspect he feels it is a bit obvious. 
‘It also tells you how a country, for example, decided to 
close all its factories and just import Chinese and Turk-
ish goods.’ Another parallel with modern Egypt. In fact, 
the film could be set in any period, its temporal strange-
ness intensified by his decision to invert the colouration 
so that the green water of the Osireion turns purple, and 
the stars are dark dots in a bright night sky.

The metaphor of multiple time frames is carried into 
how the Fondazione Merz present the videos. Abdellah 
Karroum, director of the Arab Museum of Modern Art 
(Mathaf) in Doha and the show’s curator, explains that 
the first Al Araba Al Madfuna film is the furthest away 
from the viewer, down dark steps and in a tomb-like 
basement. ‘You excavate the oldest film first,’ Karroum 
tells me, ‘before going up to see the more recent ones.’

You are also encouraged to sit on artificial sand dunes, 
though when I am there no one is willing to spoil their 
designer Italian gear and instead they perch on the edges 
(Fig. 8). Looming over us is a bulbous yellow tower punc-
tuated with holes. It is a replica of the towers used as a 
backdrop for the second film. Shawky tells me he found 
them in a village between Alexandria and Cairo, many 
damaged with their honeycomb insides exposed. They 
could conceivably have dated from ancient Egypt or Cru-
sader times but, Shawky discovered, they were built in 
the 1930s for catching pigeons. ‘But now they don’t use 
them so it became like a ruined city…really it was surreal 
to see this place.’ A place with a prosaic purpose – a ‘fac-
tory of meat’, in the artist’s words – has since taken on 
romantic and sinister connotations. The pigeons mated 
in the honeycomb holes – a literal love nest – while they 
waited to be slaughtered. I am reminded of the towers in 
Cabaret Crusades. The Antioch tower where Alice sings 
so charmingly of killing the enemy; the Tower of David 
in Jerusalem, from which its Arab defender peers at the 
Frankish army; the moated citadel of Aleppo, where civil-
ians flock for protection. Immerse yourself long enough 
in Shawky’s work and everything seems to flow together 
in a stream of history and images.

Shawky is a master of unexpected connections. He 
once spent eight months in Istanbul reading Sufi poets; 
he was trying to learn ‘how to kill your will and become 
a receiver, which means leaving yourself to God’. Strug-
gling to put this into practice in distracting Istanbul, he 
booked a flight to the Kurdish borderlands. But he just 
missed the flight. On a whim, he took the next plane to 
wherever it was headed. He ended up in the Anatolian 
city of Konya at 2am. He asked a local man where he was. 
‘This city is the shrine of Rumi,’ the great Sufi poet. ‘Okay,’ 
said Shawky, ‘I understand why I’m here.’ The best thing 
about his Turkey trip was the serendipitous experience 
in his final week. ‘Art can be a way of learning,’ he says, 
‘let us say discovering.’ o

Sameer Rahim is arts and books editor of Prospect.

‘Wael Shawky’ is at the Castello di Rivoli, Turin, 
until 5 February (www.castellodirivoli.org); 
‘Wael Shawky: Al Araba Al Madfuna’ is at the 
Fondazione Merz, Turin, until 5 February (www.
fondazionemerz.org).

10. Cabaret Crusades III: The Secrets of Karbala (Drawing), 
2014, Wael Shawky, graphite, ink and oil on paper, 140 × 100cm

8. Installation view, ‘Wael Shawky: Al Araba 
Al Madfuna’ at the Fondazione Merz, Turin

9. Al Araba Al Madfuna, Drawings, 2015, Wael Shawky, 
graphite, pigments, ink, and oil on paper, 29.7 × 42cm
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military unity that was necessary for liberation. In 
other words, on the level of narration we have here a 
piece of secular, modern historiography as it is gen-
erally practiced in our time.

However, on the visual level Shawky’s videos 
plunge viewers into the atmosphere of the medieval 
chronicles. The principle characters of the story are 
represented by marionettes rather than by living ac-
tors and the “real” landscapes of the Middle East are 
substituted by highly artificial medieval miniatures. 
Medieval chronicles, including the chronicles of the 
Crusades, do not clearly differentiate between his-
tory and myth, acts of men and acts of God, natural 
and supernatural powers, men and animals, living 
and dead. Their true topic is the miraculous: the 
promise of the miracle, waiting for the miracle, expe-
riencing the miracle, remembering the miracle. The 
same can be said about the theater of marionettes, 
which had an important place in medieval culture. 
The mere fact that inanimate figures could move 
and act as if they were men or animals or ghosts or 
gods was  experienced by the public as a miracle—as 

Wael Shawky’s “Cabaret Crusades” video trilogy—
THE HORROR SHOW FILE (2010), THE PATH TO 
CAIRO (2012), and THE SECRETS OF KARBALA 
(2014)—tells the story of the first Crusade. Started by 
a call issued by Pope Urban II in 1095 to conquer the 
Holy Land, it led to the establishment of the king-
dom of Jerusalem by the Crusaders and ended with 
their defeat by the armies of Saladin nearly a hun-
dred years later. Shawky’s narrative is adapted from 
historian Amin Maalouf’s book The Crusades Through 
Arab Eyes (1984), which is written from a perfectly 
modern, secular perspective: History is narrated as 
made by men who are driven by interests and pas-
sions. The videos tell the story of the violent expan-
sion of the Crusaders into Muslim lands, of terror 
against the population, of treason and intrigues that 
dominated Muslim politics in these years and made 
resistance against the Crusaders almost impossible. 
Only very slowly did the Muslims find political and 

B O R I S  G R O Y S

THE 
      RETURN   
  OF THE     
             STRINGS

B O R I S  G R O Y S  is Professor at New York University and Senior  

Research Fellow at the Academy of Design, Karlsruhe, Germany.

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, THE HORROR SHOW FILE, 2010, 

HD video, color, sound, 31 min 49 sec / KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, 

DIE HORRORSHOW-AKTE, HD-Video, Farbe, Ton.
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a  momentous suspension of the opposition between 
life and death.

Today, puppet theater is associated mostly with 
children’s spectacles or films. The use of puppets 
suggests the purely fictional character of a story and 
the dominance of entertainment value over content. 
Shawky alludes to this conventional use of puppets 
when he titles his trilogy “Cabaret Crusades”—caba-
ret being associated in our cultural imagination with 
light entertainment. However, in the Middle Ages, 
the puppet theater—even if it was mostly directed 
toward an unsophisticated audience—dealt with seri-
ous matters; often it demonstrated man confronting 
supernatural powers and challenging fate. Not acci-
dentally, Don Juan and Faust were originally figures 
of the puppet theater. With the emergence of the 
Enlightenment, the situation changed. The use of 
marionettes was scorned because it demonstrated the 
dependence of human beings on the supernatural. 
Liberation meant shaking off the strings that turned 
men into puppets manipulated by external powers.  

The phrase “no strings attached” still aptly sum-
marizes our understanding of freedom. Shawky has 
reattached the strings to the characters in his videos. 
This return of the strings is made even more spectac-
ular by the fact that the marionettes are no longer 
seen in the familiar context of the puppet theater. 
Shawky’s strings seem to hang from nowhere—and 
thus the characters seem to be moved by the invisible 
hand of fate. The return of the strings means the re-
turn of the miraculous, unexpected, and fated. The 
contrast between secular, prosaic, rationally built 
narrative, and the visual world in which myth and the 
miraculous dominate creates inner tension and a dy-
namic that keep viewers enthralled throughout the 
entire cycle. 

A week before I began to write this text, I saw the 
complete Ring des Nibelungen in Bayreuth, staged by 
Frank Castorf. I was struck by the similarity between 
Wagner’s and Shawky’s projects. Wagner also tried to 
tell myth by means of secular art—in his case, opera. 
Both Der Ring des Nibelungen and “Cabaret Crusades” 
are Gesamtkunstwerks. They show the world in its 
totality thrown off balance by an unlawful, criminal 
act fueled by human hubris. In the case of Wagner, 
it is the theft of the Rheingold. In the case of Shawky, 

WAEL SHAWKY, “Myth and Legends,” installation view, 

Serpentine Gallery London, 2013 – 2014 / Installationsansicht.

(PHOTO: HUGO GLENDINNING)
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If Castorf radically modernizes Wagner’s cycle to 
demonstrate its universality and relevance for our 
own time, Shawky practices aesthetic archaization by 
substituting actors with puppets. But, of course, both 
of these works belong to our contemporaneity. In the 
case of Shawky’s videos, this connection is obvious 
enough—one needs only to watch the news from the 
Middle East. But there is, of course, a deeper con-
nection of the work to the contemporary condition. 
In recent decades, we have been confronted with a 
chain of revolutions and counter-revolutions all over 
the world, including Egypt. These events show that 
the course of things can be violently interrupted 
at certain points in time, but this interruption can-
not be stabilized. Revolutions are followed by resto-
ration, intrusions by resistance. No historical force 
is forceful enough to put the course of things under 
its control.

In a somewhat paradoxical way, this insight leads 
to a new evaluation of the role of personality in his-
tory. Instead of classes and nations, which were un-
derstood as collective historical subjects that could 
dominate the world, individuals now reappear on the 
historical scene. Some of these individuals, Nibelung 
or Crusader, try to take fate into their hands, to de-
fine the course of history, to take the place of the 
invisible puppeteer. Like Don Juan and Faust, these 
hubristic actors move inexorably toward catastrophe 
and defeat. Other individuals know their limits and 
become successful within them. This view of history 
is neither progressive nor reactionary, neither crit-
ical nor affirmative. It accepts the status quo—but 
it accepts it as a flow that inevitably changes every-
thing. In Shawky’s videos, history is shown at once as 
a narrative describing the actions of real men with 
real interests and passions and as a stage on which 
these men hang from strings operated by fate. It is, 
actually, a very contemporary view of history that in 
recent times has manifested its miraculous and fate-
ful dimension.

it is the intrusion of the Crusaders into the Middle 
East. Both criminal acts have the power to make time 
out of joint, to change the normal course of things, 
producing a state of chaos and causing extreme vio-
lence, treason, and suffering. And in both cases, the 
world comes back to its right course when this crimi-
nal act is corrected: The Rheingold is brought back to 
the Rhine; the Crusaders are driven from the Holy 
Land.

The concept of the right course of things is prob-
ably the oldest concept that mankind has created to 
explain the human condition. The Chinese called 
it Dao; the Romans called it fatum. The biblical re-
ligions, questioning this concept, substituted fatum 
with the will of God. But as time went by, the concept 
of fatum reemerged. Not accidentally, both Wagner 
and Shawky have chosen the Middle Ages as the set-
ting for their works. The Middle Ages reasserted faith 
in the right course of things—and also the belief that 
the attempt to act against the fatum will inevitably be 
punished. But why did Wagner return to the idea of 
the right course of things in the nineteenth century? 
And why does Shawky do it now?

Wagner wrote his Ring des Nibelungen at the time of 
the Industrial Revolution, which created a rupture, 
a break with the traditional way of life. Gold seemed 
to give unlimited power to those who owned it. At 
the end of the Ring, the gold disappears again into 
the waters of the Rhine. But that does not necessarily 
mean a return to the pre-capitalist past; it means sim-
ply that gold loses its magic, its promise of absolute 
power. It is interesting in this respect that Castorf 
stages the Ring as a revolutionary, Marxist, Commu-
nist epic. Here not capitalism but, rather, the revo-
lutionary Marxist movement is presented as a man-
ifestation of human hubris. The flow of the Rhine 
becomes the flow of capital. Onstage, the Rhine is 
substituted by the New York Stock Exchange—and 
it is the place to which the Daughters of the Rhine 
bring the gold that was variously stolen by Marxist 
revolutionaries, Russian oil tycoons, and revolution-
ary adventurers. The Ring is staged as a failure of an-
ti-capitalist revolution instead of a metaphor of the 
failure of the capitalist revolution. In both cases, the 
world comes back to its course, after its violent inter-
ruption comes to an end.

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, DRAWING, 2013, 

metallic paint, gouache, and pencil on paper, 11 3/4 x 8 1/4” /  

KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, ZEICHNUNG, 

Metallfarbe, Gouache und Farbstift auf Papier, 29,8 x 21 cm.



129128

W a e l  S h a w k y W a e l  S h a w k y

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, THE SECRET OF KARBALA, 2014, 

marionettes, production photos / KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, 

DAS GEHEIMNIS VON KERBALA, Marionetten, Produktionsphotos.

(PHOTOS: ARNIKA FÜRGUT, KUNSTSAMMLUNG NRW)









 



 




