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on the second floor, a blanket of
earth has been laid down, heaped in
places to form graves. Why not on the
ground floor where a person might be-
lieve there were bodies? Did the people
who made them know something
about this room? Or was it to empha-
sise the figurative nature of the image?

The most striking feature of the Red
House are the drawings and paintings
on the walls, a rich palimpsest of
words, slogans, faces and motifs that
tell a fascinating and often oblique
story. Recurring, scratched into the
blackened walls or smeared in red

paint, is the image of an eagle clasping
a snake in its talons. Is the eagle the
Kurdish people, perhaps the PUK, and
the snake Saddam? It’s hard to tell.

The actors arrive from Baghdad.
Although they’ve had a long journey
they are all in high spirits. It’s Ramadan,
but that doesn’t stop us drinking into
the night in our hotel. Before long we
are also making music, using drawers
pulled out of desks and an upturned tin
can to accompany an oud. The youngest
of our group, Ala, refrains as he is
observing Ramadan, something the rest
of the group gently teases him about.

October 21
Annoyingly there is nowhere to
audition the actors at the hotel, so we
go to the Red House. The guards are
less welcoming. “Where are your
papers?” they ask. I tell them I’m a
friend of the president’s wife, Hero
Talabani; after various investigations,
they let us in. We warm up in a carpark
surrounded by wrecked tanks.

Hayder, an up-and-coming Baghdadi
film-maker, translates and I get my first
taste of what it is to work with these
actors. The day is fascinating in many
ways. The acting style of the various
actors from Baghdad is subtly different
from ours, often more declamatory and
stylised, and I work at leading them
towards a more naturalistic approach. 
I think I found this in Ala’a, Dyaa and
Falah, the men I want to cast as the
Arabic Soldier, Devil and Narrator.

November 27
I meet Hayder, Falah, Ala’a and Dyaa at
Heathrow. Apart from Hayder, who has
been to New York, this is the first time
any of them has been west of Cairo.

We greet each other like old friends,
or brothers, each man saying baba
(“brother”) . Their enthusiasm and
hunger for creative engagement is
palpable. Rehearsals start tomorrow.
What happens then is unknowable. The
thought scares me, but in a good way.

January 9 2006
By the end of the three-week workshop
that began on November 28, we — me,
three English actors, three Iraqi actors
and musicians from Europe and Iraq —
had fumbled our way clumsily through
a dance that was new to everyone. I
had said that there would be more
questions than answers, that it would
be difficult and painful, but that didn’t
stop me being shocked by the reality of
it all, the snags, trips and grazing falls.

I think it was fear that kept the 
company going. And wonder, perhaps.
Can a line begin in Arabic and end in
English? Can the Devil coax in English
and resist in Arabic? What is the
significance of these choices? Out of 
the clumsy left-footed waltz a graceful,
truly exciting pattern began to emerge.

We’re now in rehearsals, and 
there’s been a complete change of 
gear. There is a foundation of respect.
Today was difficult; after our first 
run-through on Saturday we found
ourselves back at the beginning of 
the play, picking over the words and
fumbling with moments.

Now when people ask me why we
are doing it and what the point of it all
is, I am less able to answer than before.
It is just the uncommon and completely
inherent alchemy of a company of
artists in the rehearsal room. Except
that we are two different nations and
two different languages and our little
triumphs and our little breakthroughs
feel epic and profound •

The Soldier’s Tale opens at the Old Vic, London
SE1, on January 26. Box office: 0870 0606628.
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BLACKMAIL, PERJURY, 

SEXUAL HARASSMENT...

AND THAT’S JUST THE LAWYERS.
NEW DRAMA, BOSTON LEGAL. TONIGHT 10PM
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Brainwaves
I Am Not 
a Lookalike

Concept A collection of strangers

with eerily similar faces

Creator François Brunelle

For François Brunelle, life hasn’t been
the same since he discovered that he
looks like Mr Bean. His friends often
mentioned it but Brunelle, a French-
Canadian photographer living in
Montreal, had never come across the
character and thought little of it. His
image of himself was closer to James
Dean than to Rowan Atkinson. Then,
one night, he stumbled across his
lookalike while channel-surfing. 

“It looked like somebody else had
made a movie out of me," he says. “I
thought, ‘My God, that’s what I look
like? This funny face, and so awkward?’
I fantasised about meeting this
character and having my photograph
taken with him, but it seemed like 
such a remote idea."

Startled by the strength of his reac-
tion, Brunelle began instead to seek out
and photograph other lookalikes, a pro-
ject that, over the course of five years,
has become an obsession. His pictures
— simple, elegantly composed, usually
black-and-white portraits — capture
that peculiar frisson of deja vu that
comes from “recognising" a stranger. 

Few of the couples are identical; in
fact, some appear at first glance to have
little in common, until you catch the
perfect duplication of a nose, or the tilt
of an eyelid. Brunelle’s only criteria are
that his subjects should not be blood-
related and that it should be possible to
mistake one for the other. 

“After a little while, people always
say the photos remind them of some-
one that they look like themselves," 
he says. “Most people experience 
this lookalike thing at least once in
their lives."

Brunelle has collected around 140
pairs so far. When that figure reaches
200 he plans to publish them in a book,
to be called I Am Not a Lookalike. Since
beginning his project, he has cultivated
a beard. “I no longer look like Mr
Bean," he says, happily. 
Paul Arendt

Do you have a lookalike? Register for Brunelle’s
project at youlookalike.com

What I’d do if I had the money
Raymond Gubbay, impresario

I
think it’s terribly sad that a lot 
of kids go through their whole
education without experiencing

any live performances. As a youngster, 
I was lucky enough to live in Golders
Green, London, where the Hippo-
drome provided a weekly diet of plays,
musicals, ballet, opera and pantomime
throughout the year. It was perfectly
normal for me to go there, although I
was probably dragged a bit as well.
These venues don’t exist any more so
we have to make show-going some-
thing natural for youngsters to do.

I would like to make funds available
for all children to see something live 
at least once a term. I think £100 per
child per year would be fine, giving 
the money to the schools up front to
prevent cashflow problems. Then they
would file an annual return about
where they had been. That in itself
would be extremely interesting. The
musical and theatrical professions
would be keen to get the feedback,
which would help programming in 
the future.

I find the idea of having some kind

of quango administering the scheme
horrific — I think the Arts Council
should be abolished anyway, and I
wouldn’t want to create a Junior Arts
Council in its place. The schools would
simply know that in the course of a
year they could go to a certain number
of performances or have access to a
certain number of seats, which they
could then decide to use as they saw 
fit for their particular school.

It might be nice to build some new
buildings in one or two places that are
ill-served at the moment, but I think
we do have some pretty good venues
nowadays, and I don’t want to be
creating educational centres. We want
children to go to the same venues and
performances as the general public; 
if you put them into an educational
ghetto it’s giving it the wrong image. 
I want to help them to feel that this 
is a perfectly normal thing to do. It’s
something that’s always been dear 
to my heart.

Raymond Gubbay's production of La Bohème is at
the Royal Albert Hall, London SW7, from February
23 to March 11. Box office: 020-7838 3100.

Brave new thoughts

A German theatre company is staging a play in a Berlin brothel.
Joy Services is a docudrama based on interviews with prostitutes,
to raise awareness about life in the sex industry . . . Musicians
have been serenading the birds in Pittsburgh’s National Aviary.
The Syrinx Ensemble mimic birdsong, in the hope of jamming
with the creatures. “They are definitely responding; the birds are
more vocal," an aviary employee told the Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette . . . A coffee shop in Southampton has turned its
snack van into a mobile art gallery. The tiny vehicle, a tuk-
tuk imported from India, will showcase the work of 10 local
artists for a year while selling coffee, of course . . . 
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