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Wael Shawky’s Cabaret Crusades films mesmerize, astonish, and are exquisitely painful 
to watch. Symbolically, Shawky’s decision to use marionettes to stage Amin Maalouf’s 
The Crusades through Arab Eyes is inspired, for it eliminates any sense that the 
Crusaders—or, indeed, the Arab leaders who faced them—were heroic masters of their 
actions; they appear to submit haplessly to the whims of some greater power. 
Physically, the effect is more complex. It squeezes the heart to watch a marionette, 
controlled from above by wires, carry out a human action. The simplest gesture—
stepping forward, or turning one’s head to look at something—appears so difficult and 
tentative. Mentally I know that the responsibility for the movements of these hinged 
and wired replicas lies with the marionettists. They in turn are mediating between the 
demands of the story and the puppets’ physical capacities. But the marionette is 
exquisitely expressive as a human performer cannot be, for, in its vulnerability, its whole 
figure functions like a face. Humanity is everywhere present in these strange puppet 
worlds, including the sonorous voices that speak the characters’ words, in dignified 
classical Arabic. 
 The marionette play has a fully realized poetics, then, for text, medium, and 
performance complement and complete each other. It’s easy for the aesthetics to 
overwhelm the narrative, especially for viewers in our time when physical puppets are a 
rare medium. The marionettes’ materiality and mechanics become the heroes of the 
story, with the characters they represent layered on top of them. Watching these 
movies, I am constantly extremely tense, fearing and hoping for the puppet, mentally 
applauding the skill of the marionettists, and attending to the story. Mise-en-scène, 
cinematography, editing, and sound design amplify these tensions. 
 This materially very dense and bulky aesthetics turns out to be the ideal medium 
to tell stories of the Crusades through Arab eyes. The account Maalouf synthesizes from 
the writings of eleventh- and twelfth-century Arab chroniclers unfolds a sequence of 
shockingly brutal, politically complex events. Shawky’s means of storytelling transfixes 
the viewer and refuses to put her at ease. Let me describe a scene from each film, 
chosen almost at random, to give a sense of this. 
 
From Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File: Constantinopolis, year 541. The film 
begins with a dreadful scene of the plague that devastated this city. Inside a large 
courtyard, puppet corpses lie heaped, and the half-dead recline feebly against walls, 
while the living drag carts of bodies. Gray smoke rises, and the scene is drained of color. 
An organ melody drones, cymbals and vibraphone contributing a feeling of delicate 
panic. Among the bodies a dark-eyed, delicate-browed lady lies dying. She brings her 
wooden hand to her face. In the next shot, the wires that lift her hand tremble, and the 
hand comes into focus as though from the dying woman’s point of view. Over the piles 



of bodies we see her figure, slightly out of focus, reach out for help. But the only one 
who might see her, a man with furrowed brow who is turning confusedly this way and 
that, has his back to her. From the helpless gesture he makes we know that he would 
not be able to do anything. This man too recedes from focus, and the camera rises, with 
the wafting smoke, away from the scene of devastation. 
 
From Cabaret Crusades: The Path to Cairo: Aleppo, 1102. The conqueror Tancred 
demands that Radwan, the city’s ruler, have an enormous cross affixed to the minaret. 
Radwan, with a catlike mien and pallid ceramic skin scarred with black cracks, accedes 
with reluctance. He blinks resignedly, his heavy eyelids clinking. Ibn al-Khashab, qâdî of 
Aleppo, sings a mournful song, punctuated by heavy claps; in the square behind him, 
agitated movements. We see Ibn al-Khashab in extreme close-up. With a skinny neck, 
receding chin, scruffy beard, pocked skin, and mismatched mouthful of teeth, he’s no 
beauty, but his song is almost unbearably beautiful. Ibn al-Khashab was Shi‘a, and 
Shawky has the puppet sing in the heart-rending style of Shi‘a lamentation for the 
martyrdom of Hussein. “A right lost, a sanctuary violated. A piercing sword, flowing 
blood. How many a Muslim has been looted, and how many a Muslim woman her 
sanctity defiled. How many a mosque has been made a monastery, a crucifix erected on 
its mihrab.” As the judge sings, the camera moves in very close: his shaggy lashes flutter 
over huge, dark eyes that gleam as though wet with tears, and his chin trembles with 
the vibrato of his singing. Radwan retreats into a corner of his splendidly ornamented 
palace and paces, his cat head bobbing foolishly, his jaw in a deep frown, blinking 
unhappily. A slight shimmer obscures our view of Radwan, and as the camera shifts 
focus, we see it is the forest of delicate threads moving the marionettes in the square. 
Rear plane and front plane, ruler and people, and wrapping around them the gentle 
agony of Ibn al-Khashab’s song. The citizens come into focus as they stamp in despair 
and flail their little arms. Tancred, a helmeted camel, listens impassively and finally says, 
“Fine, fine, take the cross to the Cathedral of Saint Helen.” 
 
From Cabaret Crusades: The Secret of Karbala. Cairo, December 1162. Dirgham, the 
ruler of Upper Egypt, has taken advantage of a vacuum in power to proclaim himself 
vizier and made advances to the Franj. In a courtyard, white-robed dervishes made of 
clear and brown glass are whirling slowly, heads bowed, eyes unfocused, as Dirgham 
sings a mystical song of praise in a powerful, raspy voice. His glass head is lit from 
within, illuminating the deep blue eyes that hang in their sockets and making him 
appear saintly. Dirgham’s skin is an opaque peachy color but his features—including the 
miniature head on top of his head—are transparent. Emissaries of Nur al-Din glide in 
stealthily. A red soldier, his armor made of crochet, approaches Dirgham with a 
bouncing gait and stabs him, awkwardly—the soldier’s body must be rotated out and 
back twice to make this gesture—but the close-up on the blade and the sickening sound 
make it clear he has succeeded. Dirgham falls to his knees and to the ground. Cut to the 
watching emissaries. One of them is the young Youssef Salah al-Dîn, decades before his 
victory over the Franj. In profile, with his big white head and bulging eyes, he looks 
impressionable. When the blow is struck, he starts and his eyes open wide. In a 



moment, two glass dogs will feast on Dirgham’s corpse, glass paws treading on him and 
toothy glass jaws staining with his blood as they masticate. Delicate bell-like music 
accompanies this grotesque feast. As the camera pulls away from the scene, trembling 
wires rise up from all three figures into the dark night. 
 
 These examples begin to show how exquisitely realized the Cabaret Crusades 
films are. Their grotesque and unassimilable qualities are appropriate, because the 
history of the Crusades is itself unresolved and resonates painfully in the present. 
Maalouf’s book and Shawky’s films damage the stereotypes, but they can’t dislodge 
them: the histories they point to are too complex. The book and the films trash the still-
tenacious stereotypes of brave knights and bloodthirsty Saracens, replacing them with 
repulsively brutal and fanatical Franj and with Muslims whose civilization is 
unquestionably more advanced, ethically as much as technologically—but who lack the 
ideological unity of the Franj. They replace the notion of Christian-Muslim enmity with a 
much more complex nexus of religion, culture, territory, and power, in which Crusaders 
massacre not only Muslims but also Christians (of Eastern churches) and Muslims make 
deals with Christians against Muslims. The Occidentals come off looking bad indeed, 
their crusade to rescue Jerusalem from the infidel nothing more than territorial and 
economic expansion and a means of employment for mercenaries. As the puppet Pope 
Urban II, in his speech at Clermont in 1095 inciting the First Crusade, wheedles, “This 
land which you inhabit, shut in on all sides by the seas and surrounded by the mountain 
peaks, is too narrow for your large population”; but the Holy Land “is fruitful above 
others, like another paradise of delights.” Then as now, the powerful distract their poor 
subjects with the lure of fanaticism, depicting Muslims as subhuman and therefore okay 
to slaughter. The Arab side of the these histories, faithfully related by Maalouf and 
selected by Shawky, have the bitter taste of fitna, disunion, since time and again Muslim 
leaders were too busy conniving against each other to unite against the Occidentals. 
These brutal and hapless events precipitated centuries of holy war that have continued 
to our day. All these tensions remain unresolved, and in this the exquisite aesthetic pain 
of Shawky’s Cabaret Crusades trilogy does justice to its subject. 
 
Chivalric songs and Sicilian marionettes 
The puppets that perform The Horror Show File and set the parameters for the 
succeeding movies are not just any puppets, certainly not a children’s puppet show, but 
200-year-old Sicilian marionettes from the collection of Daniele Lupi. These traditional 
marionettes perform plays based on the medieval oral traditions of chivalry, chief 
among them the Chanson de Roland. Written just a few decades before Pope Urban’s 
speech, the Chanson de Roland is based on events in 778, when the Iberian Peninsula 
was dominated by two warring Muslim caliphates. The emir Sulayman invited 
Charlemagne into an alliance, with the promise that the Franks could extend their 
control into the Pyrenees. Charlemagne’s army failed to defeat the “Saracens,” but the 
rear-guard commander Roland became a folk hero for his suicidal battle with the 
Muslim army. This and other chansons de gestes, songs of deeds, performed by 
traveling muscians, began to instill in the primitive and disunified peoples of Europe a 



sense of national identity, as Frankish and Catholic, in contrast to the vilified and 
powerful Muslims. David Levering Lewis calls Chanson de Roland “the Ur-text for the 
West.” It fired up the Christians of Europe for holy war.   
 In The Path to Cairo Alice, daughter of Baldwin II, king of Jerusalem, explains to 
her father why she tried to build an alliance against him with Zangî, now ruler of Aleppo 
and Mosul. From the tower where she has been imprisoned, Alice, a long-lashed 
princess with the muzzle of a goat and the voice of an angel (singer Fatima Saleh), sings 
some lines from the Chanson de Roland:  
 

Charlemagne is jocund and gay of mood,  
He hath Cordres city at last subdued;  
Its shattered walls and turrets fell  
By Catapult and mangonel;  
Not a heathen did there remain  
But confessed him Christian or else was slain.  
The Emperor sits in an orchard wide,  
Roland and Olivier by his side:  
Samson the duke, and Anseis proud;  
Geoffrey of Anjou, whose arm was vowed  
The royal gonfalon to rear;  
Gerein, and his fellow in arms, Gerier;  
With them many a gallant lance,  
Full fifteen thousand of gentle France.  
The cavaliers sit upon carpets white,  
Playing at tables for their delight:  
The older and sager sit at the chess,  
The bachelors fence with a light address. 

  
 These lines from the epic poem chillingly contrast the slaughter of Muslims with 
the plein-air amusements of the triumphant knights. As Maalouf explains, Alice was a 
second-generation Franj, born in Jerusalem, who did not share the attitudes of the first 
invaders. “The young princess, whose mother was Armenian and who had never set 
eyes on Europe, felt Oriental and acted as such.”  
 Sicily was an Islamic emirate from 917 until the Normans invaded in 1060, taking 
advantage of infighting among the island’s rulers. The Normans, unlike their crusading 
counterparts, maintain peaceful coexistence for a long while. Sicily’s Norman rulers 
adopted Arab courtly ways, employed Muslim administrators, and sponsored Arab 
Muslim artisans; as Maalouf recounts, the Arabophile Frederick II of Sicily was a close 
friend of the Fatimid caliph al-Kamil even while he oppressed his own Muslim subjects. 
Sicily thus incorporated layers of Byzantine, Arab, and Norman cultures, the latter 
including Roland and other Arthurian legends. Later Italian epic poems continued the 
chansons de geste tradition. Matteo Maria Boiardo’s Orlando Inamorato (1483-1485) 
and Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1516-1532) feature sympathetic Muslim 
characters like Rodomonte, king of Sarza and Algiers. But these were written after the 



Muslims had been expelled from Sicily in 1240 and the ethnic cleansing of all Muslims 
from Europe was nearly accomplished. It was becoming safe to romanticize the Muslim 
hero when he was not longer a menace. 
 These poems, together with the Chanson de Roland, formed the main repertoire 
of the Sicilian puppet theater, which took shape in the early nineteenth century. They 
perform the cycle in a sequence of hundreds of individual segments, so it would take a 
faithful spectator years to witness the whole tale. Taking shape centuries after the 
religious wars they depict, and, the Sicilian puppet plays treat the tradition as good fun, 
but they still serve up the potent beverage of religious bigotry first distilled by the 
Chanson de Roland. 
 This background explains why Shawky’s decision to use the Sicilian puppet play 
as the medium of his first film resonates so powerfully. Reversing the protagonists, he 
makes the puppets perform the chansons de geste of the Arabs, and appropriates their 
great expressiveness to tell of Arab triumphs, Arab triumphs, and Arab deaths. 
 I had the good fortune to experience on of these plays at the tiny Teatro dei Pupi 
in Palermo in 2009. The smallness of the theater helps spectators to compress down to 
the scale of the puppets, achieving an impressive degree of immersion. The puppets 
themselves are quite massive, about three feet high, and the marionettists use cables to 
enact their movements, from a delicate swoon to a violent sword fight. They also 
perform the characters’ voices and make sound effects, such as stamping their feet for 
the noise of battle. With arms designed to hold swords and hack from side to side, and 
heads designed to pop off, these are puppets of war. They look powerful when they 
stand or fight, but weightless and wobbly when they walk, as do their horses. The 
puppets’ skillfully sculpted faces are extraordinarily expressive, and there’s a great deal 
of variation among faces according to the interests of each sculptor. The same face, a 
movable jaw providing its only variation, must serve the puppet-character’s every 
mood.  
 These, then, are the technical and expressive parameters that Shawky accepted 
when he decided to execute the Cabaret Crusades series with marionettes, and which 
he maintains in all three films. They would form the aesthetic continuity of all three 
films despite the enormous difference in materials. Another interesting constraint is 
that, since each play has casts of dozens of characters, puppets must play multiple roles. 
Thus these singular and expressive faces and bodies recycle, or reincarnate, across quite 
different characters. This gives the films a mythical feel, as though history is playing with 
people, who have no independent will. The female puppet I mentioned in The Horror 
Show File, for example, resurfaces in several other roles. In the later films, types recur, if 
not actual puppets, like the camels, cats, pigs, and sullen-faced childlike puppets of The 
Path to Cairo, and the cast of silent, immobile glass figures that support the leads in The 
Secret of Karbala. In that film, the faces of many of the figures, especially soldiers, are 
obscured by the big glass handle that the glassmaker normally removes when the work 
is complete, suggesting that they are anonymous and interchangeable. 
 
Ceramic and glass, plunder and trade 



Wood, the material of the Sicilian puppets, lends its character to their faces—mask-
smooth, or deeply chiseled—and bodies, hard and smooth like our bones. Shawky’s 
choices of materials for the subsequent movies’ marionettes, ceramic and glass, bring 
other expressive capacities into play. They also call up the ways that materials and 
practices traveled across the Mediterranean from Orient to Occident before, during, and 
after the Crusades. Diplomatic gifts; spoils of war; commodities to die for; tools of the 
trade worth stealing. A great many of the beautiful Islamic objects now in Western 
museums arrived there through transactions involving coercion, bribery, theft, and 
murder.  
 Only a couple of centuries after its foundation, the Muslim world surpassed 
Byzantium and Persia in wealth and sophistication. Beginning in the ninth century, the 
Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad cultivated all the arts and sciences and developed courtly 
cultures of great sophistication, rivaled by the Umayyad caliphate in Andalusia and the 
Fatimid caliphate in Egypt. Their arts would spread across Muslim lands and from the 
elite to the middle classes. But in Europe there was little to trade and no money to buy. 
Only the highest clerics and monarchs got a whiff of the Muslim world’s luxuries, in the 
form of diplomatic gifts. Pope Urban, the architect of the First Crusade, would have 
been one of the few who knew about the technological and aesthetic advancement of 
Muslim cultures. Portable and foldable goods from Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo—silk 
cloth, carpets, metalwork, objects carved from rock crystal, as well as the spices, furs, 
gold, and slaves that Arab traders brought over land routes—traveled to Byzantium and 
points east, but not west. So imagine how gobsmacked the mercenaries, religious 
fanatics, and hangers-on who joined the Crusades would have been to behold the 
wealth of the Muslim towns on their route. Art historians tend to use the euphemism 
“pilgrims” for the people who brought objects back from the Crusades, but they were 
most likely plunderers.  
 Maalouf’s book is full of examples of these traveling objects. As the first 
crusaders ravaged their way southward through Syria in 1099, emissaries from towns 
brought gifts, hoping to placate the invaders. In 1144 Zangî was able to capture Edessa 
because its ruler, Joscelin III, was out pillaging. After his victorious capture of Jerusalem 
in 1187, Salah al-Dîn allowed the population to leave with their possessions: The Secret 
of Karbala shows the Patriarch tugging a cart heaped with golden crosses. For their part, 
Maalouf recounts, Muslim soldiers and residents took advantage of the death of a ruler 
to loot his palace or treasury. Books, however, held no interest for the Crusaders, who 
burnt the entire library of Aleppo’s Dar al-‘Ilm, a smoky bonfire outside the city walls in 
The Path to Cairo.  
 Trade too rests on violence. Our contemporary trade wars distribute advantages 
within economic and military alliances, such as the Eurozone and the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership. In many ways the Crusades constituted a protracted trade war. Muslims 
controlled the land and sea routes to China and India. By the time of the Crusades it was 
Fatimid Egypt that controlled trade routes the Red Sea to India and across North Africa 
to ports in Italy. Before the Crusades, Genoese merchants had gained access the port of 
Acre, their ships reaching Constantinople and points across North Africa, but the 
Crusades allowed Venice, Genoa and Pisa to take over trade routes established by the 



Muslims and therefore to dominate a new traffic of luxury goods to the West. As Lila 
Abu-Lughod points out,   
 

This direct entrée to the riches of the East changed the role of the Italian 
merchant mariner cities from passive to active. The revival of the Champagne 
Fairs in the twelfth century can be explained convincingly by both the enhanced 
demand for Eastern goods stimulated by the crusades and, because of the 
strategic position of the Italians in coastal enclaves of the Levant, the increased 
supplies of such goods they could now deliver. 

Cabaret Crusades: The Secret of Karbala concludes not with Salah al-Dîn’s expulsion of 
the Franj from Jerusalem but at the beginning of the Fourth Crusade, with the brazen 
Venetian-devised massacre in Constantinople. Barely explicable in Crusader ideology, 
since the Greek-Orthodox Byzantines were a far cry from infidel occupiers of Jeusalem, 
the Venetians’ diversion of the Fourth Crusade makes sense economically. It rendered 
Byzantium a Venetian colony and base for trade with the Orient. From Constatinople the 
Venetians looted the Byzantine and Islamic treasures that now adorn Saint Mark’s.   
 War and plunder also inform what is blandly termed “technology transfer,” as 
the histories of ceramics and glass show. Let me briefly trace the itineraries of ceramic 
and glass, the materials Shawky chose for The Path to Cairo and The Secret of Karbala.  
 The Path to Cairo’s ceramic marionettes were created during Shawky’s residency 
in Provence at the École de Céramique. Aubagne in Provence happens to be the center 
of production of santons, cute little ceramic figures well suited to crêches. This tradition 
inspired Shawky to make the puppets in clay, though his creatures bear no resemblance 
to the tidy, naturalistic human figures of the santons. Ceramic affords the artist a 
satisfying interplay of control and accident. Clay itself is a flexible medium, its 
consistency close to that of skin and muscle. The clay medium allowed Shawky—and the 
ceramic artists he was directing—to model the puppets as he wanted. Then, the effects 
of glazing and firing introduce accidents, which ceramists appreciate and cultivate, such 
as the cracks and pits that give character to the puppets’ faces. 
 Portable, if bulky and breakable, ceramics traveled around the Mediterranean, 
westward and northward, for centuries. In the fifth century, the peoples of the Western 
Mediterranean somehow forgot the Roman technique of tin-glazed ceramic, which 
produces an opaque, whitish surface that is appealing on its own and suitable for 
decoration. Ceramists in Iraq, Syria, and North Africa, however, maintained tin-glaze 
techniques and incorporated new ones like polychrome, luster—a delicate and capital-
intensive technique, originating in Iran, that gleams like gold—and the cobalt blue glaze 
that would become so important to Chinese ceramists. As these regions’ prosperity rose 
under the Muslim caliphates—which included Andalusia and Sicily on the European 
continent—so did the sophistication and beauty of their ceramics. As early as the tenth 
century, Italians began importing large decorated dishes from Andalusia, Tunisia, Sicily, 
Fatimid Egypt, and Syria. Quite modest by Islamic standards, these dishes so impressed 
the Italians that they used them to decorate the façades of churches. After the Crusades 
a vigorous commerce with Syria brought many more beautiful objects to European 



customers. In 1400 invading Timurids laid waste to Syria and took the artisans to 
Samarkand, and after this Islamic Spain became Europe’s main ceramic supplier. By 
means still uncertain, techniques of tin glaze and luster—trade secrets—reached 
Florence and Faenza. Over the next century, coincident with the final expulsions of 
Muslims from Europe, Italian ceramists at Deruta developed new glazes that allowed 
artists to decorate dishes with hard-edged, detailed pictures. Arab ceramics no longer 
held any interest for Europe. 
 Glass, unlike wood and ceramic, has no bodily analogy, its liquid form uncannily 
ductile, its solid form rigid and fragile. Difficult to control in the making Glassblowing is a 
dance of control and yielding between the artist and the material. Resulting forms and 
colors are full of surprises. What a strange idea to create puppets in blown glass! The 
marionettes of The Secret of Karbala, created in a great many colors, degrees of 
transparency, and astonishing forms, are an extraordinary achievement. Their mobile 
parts even include the eyelids, whose mechanism can be seen inside their hollow heads. 
 Islamic and Byzantine glassmakers attained pure, clear glass by using the ash of 
Salsola kali—Russian thistle or tumbleweed. During the Crusades, Frankish control of 
Levantine ports directly benefited the nascent Venetian glass industry, as Venice was 
able to import this ash, as well as boatloads of cullet, broken glass that could be melted 
and reused. In 1291 Venetian glassmaking moved to the island of Murano, and artisans 
began to imitate the Arabs’ technique of enameled glass. One of their lovely beakers, 
now in Düsseldorf, celebrates its origins with a decoration of three colorful camels. Over 
the next century Murano artisans discovered a more purified ash for refining glass. This 
technical improvement, together with the aforementioned Timurid invasion of Syria, 
gave Venice such a decisive advantage that by the fifteenth century the direction of 
glass export between Venice and the Muslim world actually reversed. 
 This bracing, and to me rather depressing, economic and technical history misses 
a level of exchange that remains unrecorded, except by the objects and techniques 
themselves. Traveling on the violent routes of trade, bowls, flasks, and beakers bring the 
ceramists of Damascus into contact with Western artisans, the glass-blowers of Cairo 
with their descendants at Murano. The materials, traveling as gifts among craftspeople 
and artists, maintain a bond of admiration, experimentation, and imitation that I think is 
innocent of the political and economic violence of the trade route. Shawky’s skilled 
collaborators in Provence and Murano—such as master puppeteer Mafalda da Camara, 
who The Secret of Karbala also credits as “puppet nurse”—participate in these bonds 
among artisans and objects. In any case, in the twentieth century the cutting edge of 
ceramics had moved again, to the technologists in Corning, New York, who produce 
perfectly smooth surfaces for missile domes. 
 
A plunder of cultures 
 Shawky’s films rather than try to faithfully reproduce the visual culture of the 
period, hold lightly onto Islamic cultural heritage. It’s interesting to compare Cabaret 
Crusades with the beautiful films of Nacer Khémir, set in Andalusia or North Africa at an 
indeterminate period, furnished with sumptuous textiles and beautiful objects and 
drawing on the colors and compositions of Persian painting. Khémir distills a kind of 



Oriental essence appropriate to his dreamlike tales. Importantly for this comparison, 
Khémir’s narratives occur in a protected world, free of hostile invaders, so it is a safe 
space in which to enjoy the aesthetic fruits of the Arab golden age. Shawky, by contrast, 
is dealing with cultural aesthetics that are very charged. Rather than be faithful to these 
traditions that are now so burdened, Shawky plunders cultures, of his own heritage and 
others’.  
 Shawky chooses not to reproduce the Fatimid caliph’s ornate, jewel-encrusted 
palace that Maalouf described in great detail. In The Horror Show File we find the caliph 
seated on a golden throne anachronistically decorated with gilt faces. In The Secret of 
Karbala caliph al-Afdal takes his meetings not in the palace but in the garden. The 
Fatimid marvel is transposed to a technological marvel, a floor of concentric rings that 
rotate in different directions, which in this scene allows the garden’s flowers, trees, and 
sleek black dragon to circle dizzyingly around the characters in the center. The caliph 
himself is an ornament. Made of delicate transparent glass, he resembles the precious 
Fatimid rock-crystal ewer that was twice plundered, ending up in Constantinople in 
1070, and taken from there by the Venetians in 1204.  
 The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, constructed in 691 by the Umayyads, 
symbolizes the center of contention in this brutal history. It looks strikingly different in 
each of the Cabaret Crusades films. In The Horror Show File the mosque’s octagonal 
structure, golden dome, and architectural details are dutifully rendered. In The Path to 
Cairo, the set designers also indicate the inscriptions around the base of the dome, but 
they render the dome in a surprising onion shape that even a Muslim child would know 
is not how the Al-Aqsa Mosque (as it’s called in Arabic) looks. Shawky seems to 
encourage the visual plunder of this ultra-heavy symbol. I enjoy that he was not strict 
with this visual history but allowed his French (in this case), Italian, and German set 
artists to have some fun. In the third film, Jerusalem’s architecture, like that of the other 
cities, is wonderfully detailed, but the Dome of the Rock doesn’t make an appearance.  
 The Secret of Karbala casts the widest net for its cultural references. European 
Renaissance art borrowed heavily from Islamic art, and Shawky borrows it back. The 
crenellated architecture hearkens to Giotto. In each scene the marvelous floor 
composed of rotating rings features different images, which never resolve, but often 
appear to come from early Renaissance painting. For example, when Richard the 
Lionheart and Philip plan their assault on Acre in 1191, the rotating floor on which they 
meet has the head of Christ and a body of the Islamic-style interlace that so fascinated 
Renaissance artists and monks. But Shawky plunders much further. The majority of the 
characters have imposing heads that seem to borrow features from African sculpture. 
Salah al-Dîn has enormous ears with long pierced lobes and an elaborate headdress; 
enormous crescents frame the heads of several characters; and others, like Dirgham, 
have mini-heads sprouting from their crowns. Calling to Chinese art, the Doge is, 
appropriately, a slithery dragon, silver-flecked red with beady red eyes. Shawky chews 
up cultural references and spits them out.  
 The Path to Cairo takes more care than the others to reproduce Islamic 
aesthetics, albeit with striking anachronism. Delicate paper cutouts provide the sets and 
backgrounds of Damascus, Baghdad, Aleppo, and Cairo. Interiors are papered with 



geometric motifs. Major monuments are recognizable, such as the Great Mosque of 
Damascus. The little buildings resemble Byzantine domed towers, and it’s possible to 
recognize the steep honeycombed dome of the tomb of Zumurrud Khatun (1193). The 
delicate trees seem to come straight from Persian painting, their pink flowers 
resembling the Chinese cherry-blossom motif that entered Persian art after the Mongol 
invasion. This kind of geeky art-historical detective work is further rewarded by the 
discovery that the colorful and richly ornamented paper palace of Isma‘il ibn Buri, briefly 
ruler of Damascus, is closely copied from Bihzad’s painting of Yusuf fleeing the seduction 
of Zulaykha in her palace (1488-89). Bihzad’s claustrophobic, origami-like architectural 
space is the perfect setting for the rightfully paranoid Isma‘il, whose own servant, 
Maalouf reports, tried to kill him to avenge his oppression of the people, and whose 
mother Zumurrud had dispatched when she learned he had invited the powerful ruler of 
Aleppo, Zangî, to take over his city. In the scene where this treachery unfolds, 
Zumurrud, with an exaggerated nose and a promontory of black hair, communicates her 
command to at the base of the palace, while the hapless Isma‘il, played by the sulky-
looking green-eyed puppet, is stuck in an upper floor, the painted staircase useless, 
trapped by the flatness of Bihzad’s architecture. 
 Another Persian painting frames the plotting of the Hashishîn, or Assassins, the 
mysterious Shi‘i sect led by the Persian-born Hassan Ibn al-Sabbâh. The fortress at 
Alamut looks onto a landscape diorama composed of the Chinese-style mountains of 
later Persian painting, a winding river, and birds whose variety calls to mind illustrations 
for Farid al-Dîn Attar’s Canticle of the Birds. Inside the room is a little pool, painted on 
the floor, in which ducks bob. Persian miniatures used silver paint to represent water, 
which turned grey when it oxidized; thus the pool is faithfully rendered grey. Ibn al-
Sabbâh sings a song of Omar Khayyam, praising the sound of wine as it pours into the 
cup, and his acolytes, singing in drowsy unison, do seem to be in a wine- or hashish-
produced stupor. Ibn al-Sabbâh’s raspy and profane singing carries over a series of 
assassinations carried out by members of the group. Shawky’s film doesn’t say who put 
the Assassins up to the murder, but Maalouf suggests it was the Franj.  
 
The secret of Karbala 
Between the fascinating but detestable Assassins and the Franj-friendly Fatimids, Shi‘i 
Muslims come off looking pretty bad in Maalouf’s book, despite the heroic Ibn al-
Khashab. Historically, Salah al-Dîn’s victory against the Crusaders required first the 
capitulation of the Fatimids. This transformed Shi‘i Muslims into an often-persecuted 
minority in the western Arab world, the repercussions of which remain terribly evident 
in our day.  
 With The Secret of Karbala Shawky makes a dramatic intervention in anti-Shi‘a 
sentiment, beginning with the title. The film begins with a long scene not in Maalouf’s 
book: the Battle of Karbala in 680, the first Muslim civil war, whose outcome split 
Muslims into Sunni and Shi‘i. The shi‘at ‘Ali or party of ‘Ali believed the Muslim imamate 
should pass among descendants of the Prophet; they therefore refused to recognize the 
Umayyad caliphate, by now a well established state. Shawky carefully details the trap 
laid for Hussein, son of ‘Ali and grandson of the Prophet. Ubaidullah ibn Ziyad, governor 



of Kufa, imprisons or executes Hussein’s supporters, and the promised thousands of 
fighters do not show up. Hussein and his tiny group of supporters are left to face the 
army of the Umayyad caliph. The resulting massacre crushes the hopes of the shi‘at ‘Ali. 
We see that the people of Kufa did not support this battle: they listlessly repeat the call 
for victory but throw stones at Ubaidullah, which clink on his lavender glass face. A 
pilgrim at Mecca whispers, “Oh Lord Hussein! The people are with you, but their swords 
are against you.” The scene of Hussein’s supporters in prison, chains around their glassy 
wrists, their glass heads bowed in despair, anticipating the massacre, is heartbreaking. 
Shawky does not show the battle, only the pile of broken glass bodies and the glass 
heads, wrapped in muslin, on pikes. The “secret of Karbala,” the film seems to say, is the 
will of the people, trampled again and again by the interests of rulers. 
 After the massacre, three camel-like figures beat themselves in grief. The 
clanking sound they make continues over a cut to “somewhere in Europe, 1145,” where 
a group of Christians are self-flagellating in order to feel the pain Christ felt. In this 
scene, which is also not in Maalouf’s book, Shawky hints through the match of gesture 
and sound at the parallel between Shi‘a and Catholic bodily rituals of remembrance.  
 Later the film returns to that grassy field to show an event Maalouf mentions: 
propagandists trying to whip up support among some peasants for a new Crusade 
display a picture of Jesus being killed by the Prophet Muhammad. Surprisingly, rather 
than erupt in anti-Muslim invective, the raggedy mass of Christians groan, “Rulers, 
heads of churches, deacons, and heads of cities, almost everyone lives off theft, all live 
at the expense of the poor. They want to rob them of live while they’re still alive; the 
strong steal from the weak. Righteous men make wheat bread, but they will never taste 
it; all they can ever get is wheat bran. Everything good goes to the nobles, priests, and 
theologians.” As though becoming aware of the wires that control them, the puppets, 
the poor people, resist—and, Shawky suggests, refuse to join the Crusade. 
 
 
Works consulted 
 
Abu-Lughod, Lila. 1989 Before European Hegemony. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
108. 
Carboni, Stefano, ed. 2006.Venice and the Islamic World, 828-1797. New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Contadini, Anna. 1998. Fatimid Art at the Victoria and Albert Museum. London: Victoria 
and Albert Publications. 
Croce, Marcella. The Chivalric Folk Tradition in Sicily : A History of Storytelling, Puppetry, 
Painted Carts and Other Arts 
Hess, Catherine, ed. 2004. The Arts of Fire: Islamic Influences on Glass and Ceramics of 
the Italian Renaissance. Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum. 
Hirsch, Faye. 2013. “In the Studio: Wael Shawky.” Art in America. 
Maalouf, Amin. 1984. The Crusades through Arab Eyes, trans. John Rothschild (London: 
Saqi. 



Mack, Rosamond E. 2002. Bazaar to Piazza: Islamic Trade and Italian Art, 1300-1600. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Marks, Laura U. 2015. “The taming of the haptic space, from Málaga to Valencia to 
Florence,” Muqarnas, 32. 253-278. 


