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Summary
Dāliyā Basyūnī belongs to the contemporary generation of Egyptian dramatists and directors. In her 
drama entitled Sūlītīr (Solitaire, 2011), awarded by the Arab Fund for Arts and Culture, she carefully 
peers into the Egyptian soul and, through the prism of the experience of three women, draws a picture 
of modern Egypt in which the past and the present are the most important points of reference. Ques-
tions of identity, place in the contemporary world, the importance of family, a tangled everyday life 
after the thirty years of Mubarak’s rule and the significance of the January 25 Revolution are just a few 
of the problems that Basyūnī takes on in her play. This paper, through analysis of this Egyptian writer’s 
drama, tries to answer the question of who the contemporary Egyptians are and what values are most 
important to them.
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Solitaire is a specific card game. In principle, we do not need a partner in it because we 
play it alone by facing ourselves and chance, or if you prefer, fate. Like any game, 
solitaire has its own rules that differ more or less depending on the particular version. 

Essentially, it is all about arranging all the cards we have in accordance with the set rule. 
If we succeed, we win, if not, we must come to terms with our failure. Solitaire, known from 
the end of the eighteenth century, is not only an innocent entertainment, a form of spending 
free time or escaping from boredom. This unique game is also treated as a kind of divination 
and a way of looking for answers “yes” or “no” to tormenting questions. Its outcome may be 
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a warning against or an incentive to take action, the consequences of which we are not certain. 
The essence of the game, it seems, is the patient and lone struggle with probability through 
the use of our memory and perceptiveness.1 Therefore, solitaire is a question mark, hope, and 
a challenge to an unpredictable fate.

It is not a coincidence nor an accident, I think, that the Egyptian director and writer Dāliyā 
Basyūnī titled her debut work, which was received very positively, but also rewritten and 
modified several times, Sūlītīr or Solitaire. The drama was created in special circumstances as 
the artist’s response to a specific situation, but also as a result of her experiences, both theatri-
cal and related to life. Basyūnī joined the theatre in the late 1980s, and directed her first play 
in 1993. She studied in Great Britain, was a Fulbright scholar and obtained a Ph.D. in theatre 
studies at the University of New York. She is also an academic lecturer, the author of many 
monographs and articles about the theatre, not only in Egypt. As a critic, she cooperates with 
several well-known Egyptian journals, such as “Aẖbār al-yawm” or “Al-Miṣrī al-yawm”. In one 
of her articles, she explains that her first playwriting attempt was a reaction to the disappointing 
level of Egyptian performances she had seen in preparing her critical texts on the Egyptian 
theatre for “Daily News Egypt”.2 The last straw that broke the camel’s back was the fourth 
edition of Mihrağān al-Masraḥ al-Qawmī (National Theatre Festival) that took place in Cairo 
in 2009. According to Basyūnī, among twenty-seven performances participating in the com-
petition and nine outside the competition, only one was made on the basis of a text written 
and directed by a woman. In addition, the artist hit out at the misogynistic character of most 
of the other performances.3 Although the idea of writing the play was realised by Basyūnī 
in stages, and its present shape was influenced by many factors, in its fundamental assump-
tions, the performance remained faithful to the original concept. It was based on the presen-
tation of women who are confronted with dilemmas regarding their identity, personality and 
place in the modern world.4 At first, Basyūnī only thought about one character. Later, she 
supplemented her text with two additional personages. Then, due to technical and organisa-
tional reasons, she separated only one part from the finished work, which started functioning 
as an independent monodram. Collaboration with the actresses who were to create the roles 
of the heroines in the performance turned out to be an important element of the crystallisation 
of the final form of the text. The events of the Egyptian Spring, the socio-political changes 
that took place in Egypt in 2011, were also equally important. Although, as I mentioned, 
Basyūnī was a debutante when it comes to playwriting, her project in 2010 won a grant from 

1 Solitaire, https://www.britannica.com/topic/solitaire-card-game [10.08.2017].
2 D. Basiouny, Revolutionary Egyptian Performance: The Work of Dalia Basiouny, [in:] J. Plastow, 

Y. Hutchison, C. Matzke (eds), African Theatre 14: Contemporary Women, Boydell & Brewer, 2015, 
pp. 6–16.

3 D. Basiouny, Insipidness and misogyny in lackluster theater fest, https://dailyfeed.dailynewsegypt.
com/2009/07/12/insipidness-and-misogyny-in-lackluster-theater-fest/ [21.08.2017].

4 D. Basiouny, Revolutionary Egyptian Performance…, op. cit., pp. 6–16.
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the Arab Fund for Arts and Culture. At the beginning of 2011, the artist’s work on the final 
version of the work and the search for a suitable cast within budget coincided with the dramatic 
changes in Egypt. Basyūnī suspended the Solitaire project for a short time and, in a way, made 
a documentary performance with her team entitled Ḥawādīṯ at-Taḥrīr (Tahrir Stories), a kind 
of dramatised collage of relations of eyewitnesses participating in protests against power that 
took place in the centre of the Egyptian capital. Eventually, the Solitaire premiere took place 
at the end of March 2011 in the independent Rawābīṭ theatre in Cairo.5 Right after, the artist 
began preparations to present her play at the festival Kula Mihak – Woman’s Monodrama 
Festival in Sulaymaniyah in Iraqi Kurdistan. From the drama, which consisted of monologues 
presented by three women, a mother and her two daughters, Basyūnī used only one part, the one 
she reserved for herself at the initial stage of work on the play. Already in the premiere staging 
of her debut drama, the artist decided to go on stage as an actress. This decision was dictated 
primarily by personal considerations. Basyūnī explains:

I also decided to perform the role of the older daughter (who lives in New York) my-
self, as I personally carry the visceral memory of the protests and marches she talks 
about. I also wanted to cure my invisibility through this performance. I have worked 
in the theatre for more than twenty years, and I was a news anchor on TV and radio. 
No-one who sees me would ever associate me with the word ‘shy’. But deep inside, 
part of me was always hiding and finding comfort in my backstage presence and 
anonymity. I wanted to heal that part through this performance.6

In a slightly rewritten and shortened version, Basyūnī presented Sūlītīr also in Morocco, 
Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, Australia, Canada and the United States. In 2014, the artist was shortlisted 
for the League of Professional Theatre Women – Gilder/Coigney International Theatre Award.

As I mentioned, the version of Solitaire from the premiere performance consists of three 
monologues that are somewhat independent of each other. In the introduction to the drama, 
the author writes: “The play is composed of three parts. Each of them is a monologue that can 
be presented separately depending on the vision of the director.”7

The characters of the play are the mother – Nagāt – and her daughters, the younger Nohà 
and older Monà. The daughters’ lines are separated by their mother’s monologues, who also 
opens and ends the work.

5 D. Basiouny, Performing and Rewriting “Solitaire” Between Languages and Cultures: A Practi-
tioner’s Testimonial, [in:] S. Aaltonen, A. Ibrahim (eds), Rewriting Narratives in Egyptian Theatre. 
Translation, Performance, Politics, Routledge, New York, 2016, pp. 107–122.

6 D. Basiouny, Revolutionary Egyptian Performance…, op. cit. pp. 6–16.
7 D. Basyūnī, Sūlītīr. Masraḥiyya fī ṯalāṯat mūnūlūğāt drāmiyya, manuscript, p. 2; All citations of the Ara-

bic version of the drama have been translated into English by the author of the article. Arabic names 
which appear in the play are transliterated into English according to their dialectal spelling.
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Anna Krajewska in her monograph writes that “the monologue in the theatre builds 
the framework of the way the world is perceived and talked about.”8 In extreme cases, 
the aforementioned framework may appear to be a certain trap bearing the risk of too-far-
reaching one-sidedness or subjectivism. They can become a cage that, in a sense, stifles 
the dynamics of character development, limits the evolution of its attitudes and world views. 
On the other hand, the clearly outlined limits of the psychological, existential and social 
horizons of the protagonist allow us to better perceive the problems being addressed and 
focus on the fundamental issues forming the heart of the artistic communication in one form. 
Frequently, the play’s insightful study of one hero brings us an extremely rich picture of not 
only the individual, but the whole community of which he is a part. It is not without reason 
that the Egyptian writer Ṣafā’ al-Baylī writes that the monodrama based on the monologue is 
“an art that immerses in the depths of the human soul and enters into discussions about many 
problems that the hero/audience experiences.”9

Solitaire by Dāliyā Basyūnī reveals to us three individual personalities, three life experien-
ces and finally three ways of expression. Although the work uses three monologues that express 
human life and temperament, it simultaneously combines them into a multi-dimensional, 
coherent and clear message. 

Nagāt is about sixty years old. We meet her when she is sitting alone in front of a computer 
screen and playing solitaire. She seems a bit surprised by the meeting with the audience, but 
as it usually happens in the Middle East, she immediately warmly welcomes the unexpected 
guests. Embarrassed, she apologises for her inappropriate dress and hairdo. She justifies this 
to the audience explain that she was very tired and had fallen asleep. She says: “I slept for a long 
time and it was not a completely carefree dream, and when I woke up, I saw that the world had 
changed.”10 Looking a little at the computer screen, a little bit at the audience, she talks about 
her life, which in its ordinariness is, after all, unique and unrepeatable. Maybe that’s why it is 
so reliable. She returns to her childhood, school times, marriage, struggles with everyday life 
in times when her husband worked abroad and she was raising the children herself. In the end, 
she remembers the most tragic moments when the people close to her deceased, something she 
could not accept and fell into depression. Neither medicines nor visits to the doctors helped. 
She discovered a little bit by herself and a little bit with the help of her friend that the key 
to happiness and acceptance of the world is hidden in herself. The truth is somewhat banal, 
but it has the unquestionable therapeutic power that Nagāt has experienced the hard way. She 
started getting to know herself with difficulty, but gradually and steadily. Coming to terms with 
the world, she has also accepted herself. She calmly accepts the passage of time, loneliness and 

8 A. Krajewska, Dramat współczesny. Teoria i interpretacja, Wydawnictwo Naukowe UAM, Poznań, 
2005, p. 213.

9 Ṣ. al-Baylī, H̲amsa wa-ṯalāṯūn ‘āman min al-mūnūdrāmā fī Miṣr, http://almasr7news.com/archives/1388, 
[15.06.2015].

10 D. Basyūnī, Sūlītīr. Masraḥiyya fī…, op. cit., p. 5.



Past and Present in Dāliyā Basyūnī’s Drama Sūlītīr (Solitaire)� 119

finds ways to deal with them. She looks critically at her past. She realises that life has leaked 
through her fingers a little, that she has slept through it constantly waiting for something and 
running into the future. Meanwhile, as she says: “happiness is the current moment, here and 
now”, without waiting for tomorrow, which will not come.”11 Her here and now is a return 
to work in a bank after a long-term break, a mobile phone through which she receives jokes 
from friends, a computer on which she can play solitaire and thanks to which she contacts 
her close ones through Skype. At the beginning of her monologue, Nagāt says that she is now 
living in the future, about which she used to watch films, and she plays cards that are not 
made of paper at all.12 In fact, these words in a metaphorical and symbolic way summarise her 
experience of modernity, which changes at a dizzying pace so that it is difficult to keep up. 
With this knowledge, Nagāt, after waking up from her lethargy, is no longer the same woman 
locked in her own world. She notices what is going on around her, and although she does not 
understand everything, and maybe she does not agree with everything, she does not reject and 
does not question the world, which after all is also her world.

The daughter of Nagāt, Nohà, is a young married woman who, as she says, experienced 
an identity crisis in a traffic jam on traffic lights under the al-Maryūṭiyya bridge.13 We meet 
her as she arranges freshly washed underwear. She complains that she has not slept for two 
nights and she does not know what is happening to her. For the first time, she feels the need 
to think about and sort her own matters. It all started with a seemingly insignificant event, but 
actually this event was only a moment that led to the eruption of emotional tensions, ques-
tions and doubts accumulated over the years. Nohà and her husband went to the circumcision 
ceremony of her nephew. The boy’s grandfather, a widely respected old man, could not hold 
back his tears when hearing his grandson crying, eliciting a profound impression on the guests. 
Nohà asks herself a question, what is all this for? Why do we hurt those we love so much? 
Why do we do something that we do not really agree to? Why do we mindlessly imitate 
the behaviours of others without thinking about ourselves? A conversation with her husband 
about this subject during the return from the ceremony only deepens her dilemmas. It turns 
out that a man who changes his car every year for a new one and appreciates technological 
progress when it comes to her cousin’s circumcision has only one answer for her: because 
her grandfather and father did it, so we will not change anything.14 Nohà realised that all her 
previous life has been this type of copying of someone and something. At first, her older sister 
was the example for her, then her friends from college, finally the mates at work. She says: “it 
seems to me that I have never thought of myself in an original way, in my own way.”15 Then 

11 Ibidem, p. 23.
12 Ibidem, p. 6.
13 Ibidem, p. 19.
14 Ibidem, p. 17.
15 Ibidem, p. 9.
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she adds: “As it happens with many people, my life was beside me and I did not feel the need 
to become something specific.”16 The reflection comes after years, and Nohà begins crafting 
a plan to fix herself. She still does not exactly know what to do. Anyway, the way she speaks 
out indicates that she is not completely convinced that what she says is correct or true. She is 
constantly repeating “it seems to me” as if she was taking her own thoughts, judgments and 
opinions into parentheses. Although she is afraid of her husband’s reaction and hesitates, she 
decides to go to Luxor alone. There, in a modest room with a view of the pharaonic temples 
and fields, she just wants to sit down and think. Luxor is a special place for her, where she 
spent her honeymoon. She recalls: “There, I felt the most relaxed. I could really breathe. I felt 
that I was myself without the need to do anything or prove something.”17

She hopes that in this unique space, where everything exists in complete harmony while 
maintaining its individual character, she will also find herself. Returning to the images from 
the south of Egypt, she adds: “It seems to me that if I had a short stay there, maybe I would 
also find out who I am and accept myself as I am.”18 Preparing to leave the house, full of fear 
and hope, she says: “I do not know what will happen, but I will certainly find it out”.19

The oldest daughter of Nagāt, Monà, is married, has a daughter and has been living with 
her family in the United States for over ten years. Before she began studying pharmaceutics 
in America, she had spent a short period of time in New York. She quickly came to like the US, 
because, as she says: “I felt there like in my crazy city of Cairo (...). The same buzz and crowds.”20

Although Monà is leading a quite successful life now, it has gone a bit different than 
she might have expected. She recalls: “A lot of things happened that nobody expected. I’ve 
changed just like the whole world around me.”21 She was supposed to become a pharmacist, 
but now she is an expert in unconventional medicine. The America of her imagination quickly 
disappeared, revealing the reality that Monà does not quite want to agree with. The attack 
of September 11, 2001, was a crucial moment during her stay in the United States. This event 
has very strongly influenced her worldview, but also her personality. Monà has experienced 
the hostility towards the Arabs and Muslims in the hard way. She saw how easy it is to fuel 
hatred, manipulate stereotypes and sow fear of immigrants. She decided to engage in demon-
strations and marches against American politics and interventions in the Middle East. She says: 
“My life has changed and my political consciousness also had to change. I needed a clearer 
position on the world and the country in which I live and to which I belong.”22

16 Ibidem.
17 Ibidem, p. 20.
18 Ibidem.
19 Ibidem, p. 21.
20 Ibidem, p. 30.
21 Ibidem, pp. 30–31.
22 Ibidem, p. 38.
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As a sign of solidarity with Muslims, she started wearing a hijab. She was fascinated by 
the fact that she is part of a large community that can express its opinion freely. She remem-
bered, in the meantime, how brutally the protesting students in Egypt were dealt with. However, 
American freedom of speech did not help much. The subsequent decisions of Washington 
about the war in Iraq, the bombing of Afghanistan, support or indifference to the intervention 
of Israel in Ramallah deprived her of illusions about the strength of civic voice. She paid a high 
price for her commitment. She suffered a miscarriage after the invasion of the anti-Saddam 
coalition in Iraq. Discouraged by politics, she focused on regaining her inner harmony and 
peace, cultivating love for the world and acceptance of others. She also wants to pass these 
values on to her daughter. She is constantly thinking about where she should raise Ranā, 
in the US or in Egypt. Neither is perfect and full dangers and threats for every child. The next 
landmark event in Monà’s life was the unpleasant experience at an American airport during 
her return from Egypt. Like many dark-skinned travellers, she has also been subjected to long, 
tiring and humiliating passport control. She realised then how little she means without having 
an American passport. At the urging of her husband and thinking about her daughter Monà 
decided to apply for citizenship, although she says: “I have a country and citizenship. Why 
another one? What will it give me? Will it protect me if they want to arrest me? Nothing will 
stop the lying governments here or in our place.”23

Despite internal resistance, she intends to go to the office to complete the necessary for-
malities and become full citizen of the USA, because as she states: “I want to feel peace.”24

It should be noted that in the shortened version of Sūlītīr, which, as I mentioned earlier, 
consists only of Monà’s monologue, the author introduced a few changes. While waiting for 
information about the granting of American citizenship, the heroine of the performance learns 
about the demonstrations taking place in Egypt at the beginning of 2011. Despite the dangers that 
may be awaiting her, she decides to go to Cairo to join the protesters. Directly from the airport 
she goes to the at-Taḥrīr square, where she meets her old friends. She faces the police along 
with thousands of others, occupying the centre of the Egyptian capital. After a few days, she 
fulfils the dream of millions of Egyptians and welcomes with euphoria the news of Mubarak’s 
resignation from his office. After returning to the United States, Monà knows that she will 
never give up her passport. She will proudly carry it hoping that her daughter will do the same.

A common element combining the three protagonists of the drama of Daliyā Basyūnī is 
the “change” that takes place in their lives. This change is accompanied by a smaller or larger 
rebellion. Nagāt does not want to live as she had used to anymore. She does not want to wait 
and run away from everyday life into an indefinite future. Nohà finally wants to stop copying 
others and get to know herself. Finally, Monà by refusing the American passport does not agree 
to practical conformism, the price of which would be the loss of her own ‘self’. In the first 

23 Ibidem, p. 46.
24 Ibidem, p. 47.
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version of the drama, Monà’s specific rebellion manifests itself in her opposition to the hateful 
world and seeking its counterweight in spiritual life, peace and love for others. In the 2011 
version, this issue, although still very clear, seems to be somewhat in the background. Eugenio 
Barba said in an interview “that rebellion is connected with efforts to achieve coherence be-
tween what a person thinks and does.”25 As for the heroines of Solitaire, each of them in their 
own way is immersed in a reality in which she feels the lack of coherence between herself 
and the world around her, or her own way of thinking and the action taken. Of course, the life 
situations in which the heroines of the drama are found, are different. Their experiences are 
naturally not identical, but through the similar dilemmas they face, they form a coherent col-
lage of personalities, characters and experiences.

The issue of identity is an issue particularly present in Basyūnī’s drama. The question 
“who am I?” appears at various stages of the lives of the heroines, and the answer to it be-
comes an absolute necessity almost conditioning further existence. Nohà says directly that she 
is experiencing an identity crisis. She clearly defines her problem and although she does not 
quite know how to deal with it, she tries to take steps to remedy it. It is a bit different for Monà 
and Nagāt. First of all, their mother had to open up to the world, accept the rules of life and 
discover the joy of experiencing her everyday life in the place where she is now. Years later, 
Nagāt finally woke up and consciously plays her solitaire. Monà has come a long way before 
she finally clearly defined herself. The United States admittedly gave her freedom and space 
to pursue her own ambitions, but  this country did not give her an identity. Monà has clearly 
deconstructed the American national discourse, in which her place, as a coloured woman, is 
somewhere on the margin. Not agreeing to the position of a suspect, or even someone, she 
decided to cultivate the Egyptian aspect in herself. At the same time, she is far from idealis-
ing her own fatherland. She speaks openly about the vices of her compatriots and disturbing 
phenomena, such as religious extremism or racism. However, she draws her national pride 
from Egypt and what its inhabitants have managed to achieve, by the political changes that 
started in 2011.

Hans-Thies Lehman writes that “drama is born of a conflict of attitudes (…) in which 
the dramatic personage is characterised by justified pathos, it means that, he tries to emphasise 
his convictions as right and fulfil them with full commitment.”26 If we understand pathos as 
the Greeks understood it in their tragedies, it would be a suffering that leads to anagnorisis – 
recognition. The protagonists of Daliyā Basyūnī put in a situation of conflict with the world 
or with themselves, clearly experience suffering in their life, mainly spiritual, mental, which 
in turn also leads to recognition. It consists, above all, in the redefinition of themselves, and 
becoming aware of their own place in the world and the community to which they belong. 
Each woman, of course, goes through a different test and faces specific problems, but the way 

25 E. Barba, Teatr jest kreacją środowiska, [in:] “Didaskalia”, 2016, no. 135, p. 20.
26 H.-T. Lehman, Teatr postdramatyczny, Księgarnia Akademicka, Kraków, 2009, p. 40.
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they go through is similar. This individuality and the uniqueness of the cases of the heroines, 
with all the diversity of their personalities, is perfectly reflected by the language they use. 
The mother’s monologue is written in contemporary literary language. Nagāt seems to form 
thoughts in an orderly and thoughtful way. One can feel the experience and peace in her words, 
which is generally achieved with age. The daughters speak in a dialect. Nohà, while represent-
ing the youngest generation, builds short, broken sentences. At the same time, she often uses 
mental shortcuts, as if she were writing text messages. Her language clearly reveals both the age 
of the heroine and the emotional state in which she finds herself. Monà, on the other hand, 
quickly reveals her personality to us through the reflective tone of her statements, revealing 
to us the wealth of her spiritual life. On the other hand, her monologue is also full of euphoric 
moments, which show how commited a person Monà can be.

Daliyā Basyūnī in her drama gave a lot of hints on the audio-visual side of the stage in-
terpretation of the play. The Egyptian writer completes the verbal message of the performance 
with pictures, audio and video recordings to be presented at specific moments of the develop-
ment of the action. Thus, Basyūnī fits in with the general tendency of mediatising the theatre 
by multiplying the means of communication with the viewer. The Egyptian writer uses what 
Wendall K. Harrington called the “visual dictionary” of the modern viewer in search of the lan-
guage most natural to him.27

Solitaire is a game in which everything always slightly depends on chance, luck, and a bit 
on ourselves, on the specific decisions we make here and now. If we leave everything to blind 
chance, we only become puppets in its hands. By taking up the challenge, we can tip the scales 
of victory to our side. Daliyā Basyūnī in her play shows how easy it is to become a puppet. 
How little it takes to assume the role of a passive viewer in the spectacle of one’s own life. 
At the same time, she reveals the scenes of the struggle for the restoration and preservation 
of individual subjectivity and internal harmony. Solitaire brings about three biographies, three 
different experiences, which complement each other in a coherent and clear message. It talks 
about problems with identity, civilisation and social transformations in Egypt and changes 
in the consciousness of its citizens represented, not by accident, only by women, which was 
explained by Basyūnī herself. It is worth noting that drama has a very universal character and 
does not close the directions of interpretation only to the environment, or the country to which 
characters presented in the play belong. Basyūnī, with the voice of her heroines, also expresses 
her political opinion in the broad sense of the word. The Egyptian writer reveals the discourse 
of power and the mechanisms of manipulation of public opinion. She exposes the oppres-
siveness of the system of power and the normative model of tradition towards the individual. 

Touching so many issues that appear in the drama in varying degrees, Basyūnī opens 
a discussion about contemporary Egypt and the world. In the ultimate version, the writer 
is constantly looking for new ways to get in touch with the viewers and tell them her story. 

27 W. K. Harrington cited in P. Auslander, Na żywo czy…?, [in:] “Didaskalia”, 2012, no. 107, p. 19.
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Solitaire of the Egyptian writer not only becomes alive with its each performance, but it seems 
that it is still being formed in the author’s creative vision. Therefore, the issue of its ultimate 
finale, just like any unfinished game, remains open.
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