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Discussion Series
Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library. These 
discussions, led by Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, 
share stories and explore the challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage. Page to Stage 
occurs at noon on the Tuesday two weeks before a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s 
Main Branch. 

The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience 
members to delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests. 
A different scholar, visiting artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time. The 
Artistic Perspective discussions are held after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production 
with the performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from 
the process of rehearsing and producing the text to character development to issues raised by the 
work Curtain Call discussions are held after the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 
207.774.0465.

Olive Tree GrOve On The WesT Bank PhOTOGraPh By BriTTany WaiT. 



Portland Stage Company Educational Programs are generously supported through the annual 
donations of  hundreds of  individuals and businesses, as well as special funding from:

The Davis Family Foundation

The Onion Foundation

Our Education Media partner  is

George & Cheryl Higgins



ThoughTs from The ediTors

4 refuge malja

Thoughts from the Editors:
What is Your Malja (Refuge)? 

My refuge is my local animal shelter. When the stresses of life get to be too 
much for me, or when I need some unconditional love, I like to go to the animal 
shelter and spend time with the cats. I grew up in a house with six cats, two 
dogs, a turtle, and some fish, so animals have always been a big part of my 
life. Living without animals currently is a struggle for me because I am used 
to being able to come home, forget about my troubles for a while and focus 
whole-heartedly on my animals. Since I cannot have an animal right now, I like 
to go to the animal shelter and spend time with the cats there. I know that their 
lives can be lonely, sitting alone in a cage or in a room waiting for someone 
to adopt them, and it makes my soul happy to know that I am helping them 
feel love while they help calm and center my mind. Animals always make me 
feel calm and centered, so I can let unnecessary worries go and only focus on 
what I need to. For these reasons, animal shelters are my malja.
- Emily Lawrence, Education Intern

I’ve always considered books to be a refuge. When I was growing up I read 
constantly. I’m an only child, my parents both work full-time jobs, and I lived 
in the middle of nowhere, so reading was pretty much my go-to activity 
throughout my childhood. When I started living in a dorm in high school, or 
whenever I traveled by myself, I would get homesick at night and the quickest 
fix for this would always be to open a book. For me, reading has always been 
an automatic cure for feeling alone. The first time I lived in New York, I had a 
long commute from my apartment and I at first found the subway to be pretty 
daunting. But as soon as I started bringing a book on the subway, I became 
more relaxed and it stopped feeling so overwhelming. Sitting down with a book 
has become not only an escape, but a return to a familiar place that makes me 
feel safe.  
- Rebecca Rovezzi, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern
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I find refuge in the little things that remind me of home. In my college town, 
there was this amazing restaurant called the Coliseum Country Cafe. The 
smells of home-cooked country-fried meats and slow-cooked collard greens, 
the sweet waiters who would sit with me to take my order, and the homey 
atmosphere were all things I craved when I felt stressed or upset. It reminded 
me of the summers I spent in Craven County, North Carolina, at my Aunt 
Kit’s home. As we found shelter from the hot sun around the picnic table 
underneath her shady fig tree, she would serve us fresh Southern food made 
with love. I find my refuge in those moments of nostalgia.
- Dylan Gurrera, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

I find refuge through art and music. Throughout my days I make it a priority 
to find time to listen to music. Music is something that helps me connect with 
my emotions and express my thoughts. Sometimes I feel trapped, but I have 
found that music encourages me to explore my feelings and become more 
aware of myself. While listening to music it often inspires me to draw or paint. 
Art is also a way for me to get out of my head and it gives me a chance to 
see what I can create outside of myself. While listening to music and drawing, 
everything seems easier and not so overwhelming. I surprise myself with what 
I draw at times because it’s never quite what I expect it to be. After drawing, or 
finding a new song I connect to I feel accomplished and connected to my mind 
and body. Bringing art and music together gives me a chance to escape from 
reality and open myself up to a new perspective.
- Paige Farley, Education Intern

I had to look up “refuge: definition” five times on Google before I came up with 
an answer to this question. The most reoccurring definition is “a place that 
provides shelter or protection” (Merriam-Webster). I have lived in four different 
countries, five different states within the US, and countless apartments. 
When I hear people’s stories about growing up in the same childhood home, I 
wonder what I may have missed out on. I struggled with this question because 
my refuge is not one singular place that I can go to; as much as I’ve wished for 
tangibility, I still don’t have a tidy, black-and-white answer. I think I’ve learned 
to find a refuge wherever I end up—sometimes, it’s as simple as a clean, warm 
bed or the sounds of a familiar mix CD. Other times, it’s specific and can’t be 
found after I leave that place—like a grove of birch trees, a piano in a cozy 
café, or a certain library carrel. I remember all of these various refuge spots 
and items that I have collected over the years; together, I think these memories 
form my individual definition of refuge, which is flexible, ever-changing, and—
most of all—portable.
- Jae-Yeon Yoo, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1) In Refuge Malja , Jamie gains a greater understanding of Ibrahim and his culture by listening to him 
read the poetry he has written. How can you use poetry to connect with those that are different from you? 

2) In Refuge Malja , Jamie honors her heritage by helping document the plight of refugees. What is your 
heritage and how do you honor it? Do you make traditional foods? Read old journals? Listen to the elders in 
your family? How does your heritage influence your daily life?

3) In Refuge Malja , each of the characters cope with their situation in different ways. What are some of 
your coping mechanisms? What tools do you use to express yourself, particularly during difficult times?

4) Sometimes speaking a different language than someone else can be a barrier that stops all forms of 
communication. Can you think of a situation where not speaking the same language could actually force you 
to listen more? In what ways can you communicate with someone without speaking the same language?

5) Refugees come from all over the world, and they seek asylum in many different countries. What do you 
know about the refugee experience in Maine? For assistance, see the article on pg. 28 about the refugee and 
immigrant populations in Maine.

1) Poetry is an integral part of both the Arabic language and the plot of Refuge Malja . Listen to “Nothing 
Pleases Me” by famous Arabic poet Mahmoud Darwish. Listen to the poem twice: once without reading the English 
translation, and then with the English translation. After the first time listening to it, write down what you perceived 
(any thoughts, ideas, or emotions the poem might evoke). Then, after reading the English translation, compare your 
thoughts with your first impressions. Did you experience different emotions or think different thoughts the second 
time? Was anything the same? Discuss your thoughts with a partner.

2) In Refuge Malja , Ibrahim’s mother cultivates olive trees, and he tells Jamie that her tree has stood for 400 
years. Olives carry great symbolic and religious meaning for the region, and are not only a source of pride but also 
a main export for the Palestinian people. Can you think of a food in your culture that holds similar symbolic and/or 
religious meaning? How do you interact with that food? Write one or two paragraphs about the importance of that 
food in your culture. Share your answers with the class.

3) In Refuge Malja , each of the characters cope with their situation in different ways. What are some of your 
coping mechanisms? What tools do you use to express yourself, particularly during difficult times?

4) The characters in Refuge Malja  don’t all speak the same language, and yet they are somehow able to 
understand each other anyway. For this activity, after one person leaves, the rest of the class decides on an action 
they want that person to do. (For example, the class can decide that when the person comes back in, they have to 
cross the room, pick up a chair, and put it on the desk closest to the door.) The student rejoins the class, and they try 
to get that student to do the action they agreed on. However, they can only communicate through clapping. As the 
person walks closer to the chair, the class should begin clapping, and if they move away from the chair the clapping 
should stop. The class cannot use gestures, sound effects, or any verbal cues to tell the person if they are on the 
right track or not. Once the person has completed the action, give them a standing ovation!

5) Refuge Malja  tells the story of a young refugee, named Waleed. Waleed suddenly finds himself alone 
and confused in a new country where he does not speak the language. Think about a time in your life where you 
have been outside your comfort zone, perhaps in a culture you had no prior knowledge of. How did you feel in that 
situation? Was there anyone around who helped you? Did anyone treat you poorly? Write a short poem or prose 
story, draw a picture, or create an artistic project of your choosing to tell the story of your experience.

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence



Table of coNTeNTs

7PlayNoTes

Table of Contents
Portland Stage's Refuge Malja 

Synopsis For English Language Learners

About the Play 

Conversation with the Playwright

Interview with the Director: Kareem Fahmy 

Putting it Together: An Interview with Lighting Designer, Scott Bolman

The Development of Refuge Malja : A Timeline of Workshops & Readings

Meet the Cast 

 

The World of Refuge Malja 

Bitter Fruits of Memory: The Symbolism of the Olive Tree in Palestinian History 

The MS St. Louis and the Syrian Refugee Crisis 

Behind the Camera Lens: The Profession of Photojournalism 

Immigration Situation in Maine 

 

Refuge Malja  in the Classroom

Post-Show Activities  

Connecting to the Classroom: Arabic Poetry—A Rich and Complex History 

Connecting to the Classroom: A Refugee's Journey

Glossary 

 

Digging Deeper

Community Connection: An Interview with Ali Al-Mshakheel 

Building Barriers: Xenophobia and Islamophobia in the United States 

Bilingual Theater: Providing Refuge 

Community Connection: Seeds of Peace

Outreach & Advocacy

 

Recommended Resources

 

8 

10 

11 

14

16 

18 

20 

 

22 

24 

26 

28 

 

30 

31 

34 

36 

 

 

38 

40

42

44

 

45

 

46



PorTlaNd sTage’s refuge malja

8 refuge malja

Synopsis for English Language Learners
by marjolaine whittlesey & ali al-mshakheel

Refuge Malja  by Bess Welden tells the story 
of a war photographer, Jamie Winter, and her 
interaction with a young Arabic-speaking refugee, 
Waleed, who finds himself a stranger in a strange 
land. In order to make this story more accessible 
for English Language Learners we have 
translated an extended synopsis of the play into 
Arabic and French, two of the largest non-English 
language populations here in Portland and the 
surrounding area. If you aren’t a native English 
speaker, or if you teach ELL students we hope 
this will help you in your understanding of the 
play. Many thanks to our translators Marjolaine 
Whittlesey (French) and Ali Al-Mshakheel (Arabic) 
for their help with this.

Personnages 

Jamie Winter - photojournaliste américano-juive 
avec une carrière internationale, une femme, la 
quarantaine.
Ibrahim Malouf - citoyen palestinien d’Israël, 
journaliste de radio et poète, un homme de 40 ans.
La Mère- mère de Jamie / Ibrahim / Waleed ainsi 
qu’un travailleur humanitaire de 60-70 ans.
Waleed - un garçon réfugié. Il doit avoir l'air 
jeune (11-14 ans) et vulnérable.
Loup - l’esprit silencieux du grand-père de Jamie. 
Joué à divers moments par tous les acteurs.

Synopsis 
Ce drame poétique, couvrant une décennie, explore 
comment nous définissons et trouvons chacun 
notre propre malja (refuge). La pièce débute en 
2015 par un appel téléphonique entre Jamie Winter, 
un photographe de guerre américano-juive, et 
Ibrahim Malouf, un journaliste de radio palestinien 
et un vieil ami. Il s'avère que Jamie a aidé un 
jeune réfugié, Waleed, qui s'est présenté devant 
sa caméra sur la plage de Lesbos, en Grèce. Elle 
essaie d'expliquer à Ibrahim, et de comprendre par 
elle-même, pourquoi elle est si attirée par le jeune 
garçon. Au fur et à mesure que la pièce avance, 
nous sommes lancés dans une mer de souvenirs et 
de rêves qui illustrent les relations de Jamie: avec 
Ibrahim, qui était bien plus qu’un ami; avec Waleed, 
un garçon seul et dans le besoin; avec sa mère 
séparée; et avec Loup, une présence qui hante 
l'histoire de la famille de Jamie.

Nous voyons également la pièce comme une 
exploration de la famille et de l'archétype de la 
Mère puisqu’un seul acteur joue la mère des trois 
autres personnages. Ces histoires entrelacées 
explorent le chagrin intergénérationnel qui peut 
résonner dans le temps, du MS St. Louis (un 
navire réfugié qui a été renvoyé des États-Unis à 
l'Europe nazie), à la Nakba (ou "La Catastrophe", 
comme se réfèrent les Palestiniens à leur 
déplacement en 1948), à la crise internationale 
des réfugiés d’aujourd’hui. La pièce elle-même 
est structurée en un tour d'écho, commençant 
par l'appel téléphonique de Jamie à Ibrahim et 
se succédant dans le temps jusqu'à ce que nous 
arrivions au moment où Jamie doit prendre une 
décision impossible: rester avec Waleed, un 
garçon qu'elle connaît à peine et qui est parvenu 
à dépendre d'elle, ou aller voir sa mère pour ce 
qui pourrait être la dernière fois.

La langue de la pièce passe de l'anglais à l'arabe. 
Jamie et Waleed forment un lien entre les jeux 
de mots et de photographie. Elle lui apprend les 
mots anglais pour les objets qu'il photographie et 
à son tour il les lui apprend en arabe. Plus tard, 
nous entendons la poésie d'Ibrahim dans les 
deux langues. Nous assistons à une traduction 
en temps réel de l’histoire de la migration de 
Waleed, et à l'apogée de la pièce dramatique, 
Waleed revit un cauchemar poétique de la façon 
dont il a perdu sa mère, entièrement en arabe, 
sans aucun besoin de traduction.

Bess Welden, artist affiliée de Portland Stage, a mis 
au point Refuge Malja  lors du Petit Festival de 
l'Inattendu (Little Festival of the Unexpected) en 2017.  
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About the Play
A Jewish-American photojournalist. A 
motherless child refugee. A Palestinian 
poet. And the mothers of all three. This non-
linear play tracks the relationships between 
these characters—each coming from a vastly 
different world. Written in both Arabic and 
English, Refuge Malja  explores what it 
means to communicate across cultures, as 
well as inside our own families and memories.  

As a photojournalist, Jamie Winter is a 
seasoned veteran of documenting trauma. 
However, when Waleed, a shoeless teenager, 
steps off the boat alone and in front of 
her lens, she suddenly feels compelled to 
cross the professional line to assist the 
young refugee; Jamie calls an old friend, 
Palestinian poet and journalist Ibrahim, for 
advice. Although Jamie needs Ibrahim’s help 
to translate a message into Arabic, Jamie 
hesitates to tell him the secret of why she is 
so drawn to the boy. In the midst of a global 
crisis, Jamie is suddenly forced to confront 
her complicated relationship with her family 
history, and her own cultural identity. 

In the play, Ibrahim says to Jamie, “Americans 
always want to see in black and white. To live 
here you have to negotiate the gray. You have 
to wade into the swamp of contradictions and 
complexities every morning and hope you 
emerge at the end of the day.” Similarly, this play 
lives in the “gray zone” of global politics, where 
contradictions and complexities abound. On the 
one hand, the decade-spanning narrative shows 
how horrifying events of war cause ripple effects 
of violence and displacement in other countries—
ranging from the Holocaust, to the Nakba and 
the creation of Israel, to the 2015 refugee crisis in 
Greece. On the other, it also explores legacies, 
memories, and the human relationships that tie 
us to one another, regardless of language or 
cultural barriers. Ultimately, this poetic drama 
explores how we each define and find our own 
malja (refuge).

The play is performed both in English and 
Arabic, with no subtitles. Refuge Malja  
was developed at the 2017 Little Festival of 
the Unexpected and a week-long residency at 
Hewnoaks Artist Colony, which led to a Studio 
Series Workshop production in the spring of 2018 
at Portland Stage. This current production is its 
world premiere. 

by jae-yeon yoo

Refuge Malja  in rehearsal 
PhOTO By lauren kennedy 
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Conversation with the Playwight
edited For length and clarity by jae-yeon yoo

Jae-Yeon Yoo (JY): Hi Bess, thanks so much for 
taking the time to chat with me. To begin with, 
could you talk a bit about what inspired the 
creation of this new work?
Bess Welden (BW): The genesis happened almost 
exactly three years ago, fall of 2015, when I was 
obsessively following the story of the migrant crisis 
playing out in Greece. My sister-in-law, Jodi Hilton is a 
freelance international photojournalist. She has spent 
most of her career telling refugee stories in pictures; 
she’s a brilliant artist and her images are so compelling. 
She was right there in Lesvos, covering the story, so 
I was following along. While she was there, she also 
created a photo essay of the things people were leaving 
behind on the beach. In particular, there were a lot of 
discarded shoes.

My immediate response was that every one of these 
shoes represents an individual human being with a 
story—and a lot of the shoes had obviously belonged 
to kids. I started wondering about what would it be like 
to have the experience of migrating as a child. Parallel 
to that—and I’ve had conversations with my sister-in-
law about this—I was imagining what it’s like to be a 
first responder in these sorts of situations. How do you 
put up your professional barriers, so that you don’t get 
emotionally involved with every single person you’re 
meeting? Which led me to ask: what happens if a 
connection does penetrate those professional walls? 
What would the consequences be?

As I continued to watch events on the Mediterranean 
and in Greece unfold from my safe place in Portland, 
I was struck by so many people wanting to find refuge 
in Germany. As a Jewish American, I grew up steeped 
in stories of people who had to flee Germany. There 
was something about this circularity that resonated 
deeply for me and I hadn’t really heard anybody 
talking about that connection. That led to developing 
Jamie’s backstory and her own family refugee history, 
a generation removed. I wanted to tap into the idea that 
migration is something that is constantly going on for 
humans on our planet. Every time we have a specific 
wave mass movement, there are resonances with the 
waves that have happened before. 

JY: Exactly. I think it’s one of the more tragic 
and powerful aspects of your play for me, 
when I see how current global crises are 
triggered by previous injustices. 
BW: Yes. I’m intrigued by how different narratives 
get spun out around the same events and debate 
about who’s responsible for what. The character 
of Ibrahim talks about the importance of living in 
the “gray” zone, where things aren’t so black and 
white, but filled with contradictions and complex 
interpretations. I honestly think that’s not how 
we are socialized to think about things. There’s 
a desire for these polarized places—black and 
white, right and wrong—and it’s really difficult to 
step into something confusing, where there is 
no obvious line to draw. The play is very much 
a snapshot of what was happening three years 
ago, but hopefully will resonate beyond that 
particular moment. When I was starting out on 
this project, someone expressed concern that the 
story would feel outdated by the time the show 
got into production; theater does take a long time 
to produce. I said, “Well, that may be true, but I 
feel that this is a story that will continue to make 
sense to people for a long time.”

PlayWriGhT Bess Welden, 
PhOTO By leO hilTOn.
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JY: What was it like to work with a 
translator?
BW: Ali is not just a translator; he’s a cultural 
broker for me and the whole project. He has 
helped me far beyond translating words on the 
page by having important conversations with me 
about cultural details. For example, when Jamie 
comes to visit Ibrahim out of the blue after nine 
years, Ibrahim’s mother brings in a tray of food. 
In my original version, it was olives and tea. Ali 
said, “No, that’s not how it would be. She would 
never serve them just olives and tea. There’d 
be bread and cheese and more on that tray. 
Realistically, the mother is going to go further to 
extend hospitality.” He’s helped me to capture 
those small details that lend a deeper level of 
authenticity to what I’m trying to show in the play. 

JY: As a multi-lingual speaker, I know 
how there aren’t exact translations 
between languages a lot of the time. 
What was that linguistic aspect like, 
when working with a translator?
BW: It’s fascinating, a total leap of faith. Since 
I don’t speak or read Arabic, I can’t vet or 
debate specific word choices. I have given 
over the Arabic sections to Ali to interpret the 
way he feels captures the essence of what 
I’m trying to say. I’m completely vulnerable 
in accepting that I don’t control every word in 
my own play. Ali’s questions and ideas have 
definitely made my experience of my own 
writing deeper. As writers, I think a lot of us 
feel quite proprietary about what we’ve created 
and, for me, this process has been a great 
exercise to practice letting go. 

As we’ve developed the play and had other 
Arabic speakers involved, it’s been interesting 
to hear how they respond to what Ali has 
created on the page. In the Little Festival of 
the Unexpected 2017 workshop, I remember 
that the actor playing Ibrahim pulled me aside 
and asked, “Where did you find this guy? He 
speaks the most beautiful Arabic that I have 
ever heard in my life! He’s a poet!” I consider 
it divine intervention that I met Ali and he was 
interested enough to want to be a part of it.

JY: To hear you talk about your process, it’s 
remarkable to me how much it mirrors what 
messages you’re sending with the play. It’s 
all about being in that vulnerable state, not 
needing to understand every word to connect.
BW: Absolutely. Ali and I have a kind of "joke not 
joke" that starts “a Jew, a Muslim, and a Christian 
walk into a rehearsal hall…” Every time we’ve 
done a reading of the material, we end up with a 
microcosm of the people who are similar in many 
ways to those that are represented in our play. 
We’re all in there, having our own experiences of 
trying to communicate with each other, trying to 
understand what the story is, and how to make 
it accessible for an audience. I’ve said many 
times over the last three years of development, 
if nothing else happens with this project, all the 
time put in has already been worth it because it 
has generated these real-time connections and 
conversations with real people. I can’t think of any 
better situation, personally.

lefT-Behind shOe On lesvOs,  
PhOTO By JOdi hilTOn.
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JY: I personally love that there’s a section 
that isn’t translated, where English speakers 
don’t have complete access. I think we’re 
brought up in such an English-dominated 
world that we—to some degree—expect to 
understand everything if we speak English. 
And it’s good to make the audience realize 
that it’s not always that way. 
BW: Yes, and that’s what many people have 
reflected back to me, saying things like, “Oh, I 
get it. Waleed is trying to negotiate a world in 
which he doesn’t speak the language, so if I 
have that experience as an audience member, 
that brings me a little closer to the reality of all 
of these people who are migrating to foreign 
places and learning new languages and ways of 
being.” My hope is that if listeners get even just 
20 seconds of that, they get to a different way of 
understanding the story and building empathy. 

JY: Do you have any advice for other aspiring 
playwrights/theater-makers?
BW: There have been multiple times over the 
course of this play’s development when it felt too 
ambitious. You’re living in Maine—how are you 
going to find the people and resources you need 
to make this kind of play? It felt large and scary 
and somewhat presumptuous that I could pull off 
a project that would include all of these layers, 
from the language to the casting to the right 
artistic team to production opportunities. Out of all 
the work I’ve been making in my career, Refuge 
Malja         is probably the riskiest thing I’ve tried. 
Yet, it’s not only turning out to be among the most 
deeply personal and artistically satisfying things 
I’ve done, but also where I’m finding a new level 
of success. So here’s my advice: a friend recently 
told me, “Take exquisite risks,” and it has since 
become my mantra. Find the resources to trust 
yourself and don’t hold back from attempting 
to bring your boldest ideas to life. If there’s any 
payoff in creative work, I believe it lives there.

Press, vOlunTeers, and lOcals GreeT a BOaT carryinG syrian refuGees as iT arrives On The island Of lesvOs,
PhOTO By esPen rasmussen/PanOs PicTures. 
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An Interview with the Director:
Kareem Fahmy

Jae-Yeon (JY): What drew you to this show?
Kareem Fahmy (KF): I do a lot of shows that have to 
do with issues about the Middle East and cross-cultural 
communication; I’m always interested in stories that 
highlight characters from that part of the world and try to 
give more of a human face to some of the political issues 
going on in the Middle East—because I think it’s still 
a very politicized thing to put a Middle Eastern person 
on stage, period, you know? I’ve been really interested 
about how we can show all sorts of different dimensions 
of the Middle Eastern experience on stage. I’m working 
on a number of projects that are trying to put a more 
human spin on what that is. So, I was really attracted 
to the fact that Refuge Malja  was looking at the 
refugee crisis in a very personal way. 

Also, I don’t know that there a lot of plays that look at 
language and how we translate language. It’s a play with 
a lot of Arabic in it and what’s so beautiful about it is that 
it tries to make Arabic feel really close and to the heart—
not something that’s far-away, distant, foreign, confusing, 
and scary. It’s a privilege to get to work on a play that is 
allowing you to hear the language in an emotional way. 
That’s exciting, and I think the audiences at Portland will 
really appreciate that. 

JY: I know that you have a history with developing 
new works and that you’re a playwright yourself. 
What attracts you to directing and creating new 
shows?
KF: I think there’s nothing like being able to create the 
first version of something and I do a lot of writing myself, 
so I think I have an appreciation for how difficult, but 
also really special and exciting it is to see a play come 
to life for the first time. I like to be able to be a support 
system for the writer, but also somebody pushing the 
play towards its full potential. I just find it a much more 
exhilarating experience than re-interpreting something. It 
flexes a different sort of muscle—is this the best, clearest 
way to do this? Even just asking, what is this story and 
why is this story a reflection of what’s going on right now 
in the world or this country? Those questions are so alive 
when you’re doing a play for the first time. It’s something 
that fires on all cylinders for me, this kind of work. 

JY: Is there another production that you’re 
particularly proud of?
KF: It’s hard to say that there’s one that’s more 
special than another, since every project is its 
own individual thing. I’ve done a project recently, 
something that I wrote called The Triumphant, 
which has to do with how LGBTQ+ people have 
been imprisoned in the Middle East because of 
their sexual orientation. For this project, I wanted 
to make the audience really feel the experience 
of those people; I went to Egypt and conducted 
interviews with these people, then took their words 
and created a new play that was based on their 
experiences. That’s one example of how I’m trying 
to really center the authentic voice of the Middle 
Eastern person in a play and not take it from 
an outside perspective, which is something I’m 
particularly passionate about. I’m also excited for 
my next project after this, which is coincidentally 
also about the perils of the refugee experience 
and how most people don’t really understand the 
human consequences of migration.

edited For length and clarity by jae-yeon yoo

direcTOr kareem fahmy.
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JY: Do you have any advice for directors 
or theater-makers? Especially as a person 
of color?
KF: For me, the best way to move forward 
as a professional artist is through the deep, 
collaborative relationships that you build. When 
you are a new play director, you are creating a 
very intimate relationship with the playwright, 
and that’s the type of thing that moves a 
person forward; there are writers that I started 
working with, when both the writer and myself 
were “babies”—didn’t have a lot of experience 
or long resumes. But over the course of the 
years, you move forward in parallel and pull the 
other person up. There are certain writers that 
have brought me into opportunities that they’ve 
acquired, and then vice versa. The same 
thing can be said of all of your collaborators—
that’s happened to me with designers, actors, 
and producers; it’s a generation, all moving 
up together. But particularly when you’re a 
person of color, there are some real obstacles, 
because it’s very easy to get trapped in the 
identity politics of who you are. 

It’s a matter of figuring out if that is a way 
of opening a door to what you really want.
There’s often an introductory point through 
your identity that gets you in communication 
with people and helps you to be seen as an 
artist; I’ve certainly found that to be true for my 
own experience. A lot of times, it takes a few 
projects for people to see the breadth of the 
works that you create. It is about diversifying 
your relationships, so that means I work with 
plays by writers of Middle Eastern descent 
and writers who are writing about the Middle 
East who are not from there, as well as plays 
that have absolutely nothing to do with the 
Middle East. My desire is to have a breadth of 
different types of experiences as an artist. I will 
say that the road, particularly as a director, is 
about ten times harder as a person of color, 
just because there are still very long way to 
go for the industry to achieve real inclusivity, 
given the leadership and power structures that 
are in place. But, the more artists of color are 
given opportunities at larger institutions, the 
more they succeed, the opportunities continue 
to grow. 

TarGeT marGin TheaTer's The TRiuMphanT [paRTs 3,4 and 7], 2018,
direcTed By kareem fahmy.
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Puttng it Together: 
An Interview with Lighting 

Designer Scott Bolman
edited For length and clarity by dylan gurerra

Dylan Gurrera (DG): Describe your process as 
a lighting designer. What kind of preparation 
goes into the job?
Scott Bolman (SB): In most processes, the 
director and the designers will all attend design 
meetings, which begin before the actors ever come 
into the room; it’s a part of the process where we 
all collaborate on how we plan to tell the story of 
the play visually. Ideally, the lighting designer is a 
part of these initial meetings because there are a 
lot of decisions that will be affected by light, as well 
as decisions that will affect how light works in the 
play. In these design meetings, our goal is to begin 
to find a cohesive world between all of our ideas 
about the play.  

Typically, the first design meeting is a chance 
for the creative team to discuss the world of the 
play, who these characters are, and what we are 
trying to say with this play. Before this meeting, 
I try to find my own perception on how the play 
is structured and I’ll collect visual research that 
resonates with the play. 

In the progression of these meetings, the set 
design will become more concrete earlier in the 
process. Once we figure out what the space is like, 
I can begin to figure out how the light will live in 
that space. Now I can begin my own personal time 
to distill my ideas into a light plot, which I will give 
to the technicians. While this is only a part of the 
process, it is a critical step to find ideas about what 
this world is and how it works.

DG: From what I know, designers do their 
work based off of conversation with directors, 
other designers, and what designers are 
seeing from the actors. Can you talk more 
about the opportunities and challenges 
this collaborative art form has for you as a 
designer?
SB: We are all coming into the room with different 
ideas about what this play might be and how this 
play might work.  What’s great about theater is that 
we come together, throw all of our ideas into the 
mix, and then we find which ideas really resonate. 
I find that when I don’t initially agree with a certain 
idea, I can investigate it in the room to discover 
value in it or a new and different direction. I can’t 
say it enough: the more ideas, the better. 

scOTT BOlman.

aBrOns arTs cenTer PrOducTiOn Of WildeRness. liGhTinG desiGn By scOTT BOlman, 
PhOTO By sara krulWich.
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DG: Refuge Malja’s  story occurs in 
the characters’ present moment as well 
as within flashbacks to their past. What 
was it like designing a show that doesn’t 
necessarily have a linear structure in 
regards to time?
SB: I’ve had the chance to work on a lot of 
shows without a linear structure. The most 
challenging part is asking ourselves: how will 
the audience perceive the structure of this play? 
For example, this play changes locations, and 
it does so quickly. We must try to locate those 
different scenes quickly for the audience. 

Unlike other plays, Refuge Malja  plays in 
a cinematic way—where we have to know the 
next location in an instant.  One of the things we 
are wrestling with is the conjunction between 
speed and specificity. One of the questions we 
are asking is: how can we create these different 
spaces with enough specificity that the audience 
gets a sense for where we have taken them 
while also keeping the play’s cinematic speed in 
mind?

DG: Have there been other intriguing 
challenges or opportunities in this process 
thus far with Refuge Malja ?
SB: One of the things that intrigues me is the 
Wolf. Sometimes, the Wolf is a structural element, 
yet other times it is an emotional or historical bond 
between these characters; It’s a very mysterious 
force within the play. Since we are still in process, 
we are continuing to ask questions: how much 
should we know about this Wolf? Is it ambiguous? 
If so, how ambiguous to we leave it? As of right 
now [October 16, 2018], we have not exactly 
figured out what the Wolf is, how it works, nor how 
it will change over time—but we know that it will 
change. Wolf, who is seen through generations, 
has its own structural arc within the play. 

DG: What has been the most enjoyable part of 
working on Refuge Malja ?
SB: It’s getting to work with collaborators that 
I know and love as well as working with new 
collaborators. Kareem Fahmy [Director] and I have 
been working together for a decade or more now, 
and I have also done some shows with Mark Van 
Har [Sound Designer]. Joining old friends and 
meeting new people comes with a very enjoyable 
energy and dynamic.

Benaki museum PireOs PrOducTiOn Of anTigone, 2013. liGhTinG desiGn By scOTT BOlman, 
PhOTO By evi fylakTOu.
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The Development of Refuge Malja : 
A Timeline of the Process

by dylan gurrera

Later in 2016: Bess begins working on the full-
length version of the story, now called Refuge 
Malja . Through the work at MPF, Bess 
begins to bring more detail to Ibrahim, including 
his poetry, which now requires his character to 
speak Arabic as well. She comes up with the 
idea of having one actor play the mother of all 
three other characters. Mohammed, the original 
translator, goes off to college, so Bess reaches 
out to Ali Al-Mshakheel to ask if he would 
consider translating the full project. Ali becomes 
more than just a translator; he becomes a cultural 
resource in the writing process and the rehearsal 
spaces throughout the process.

January 2017: Todd Brian Backus, Literary 
Manager at Portland Stage, organizes a first table 
reading of Refuge Malja  with other Affiliate 
Artists. From this process, Bess rewrites many 
parts of the play. Collaborators include: Grace 
Bauer (Jamie), Michael Rafkin (Ibrahim), Ali Al-
Mshakheel (Ibrahim’s Arabic Lines & Waleed), and 
Kate O’Neill (Mother).

2015: Bess Welden gets her initial idea for 
writing this play after following her sister-in-law’s 
photojournalism project in Lesvos, Greece, where 
the refugee crisis is very present. This project, 
a photo series of shoes, sparks the idea to write 
about a child’s experience as a refugee and a 
photojournalist’s experience with empathy.

Fall of 2015: Bess writes a 30-minute play called 
Whatever You Decide. In this iteration, Bess 
explores the initial ideas of a nonlinear story 
occurring around a phone call between Ibrahim 
and Jamie, involving flashbacks and the presence 
of the wolf. She submits the short play to Acorn 
Productions’ Maine Playwrights Festival (MPF).

Winter 2016: Whatever You Decide is accepted 
into the 2016 MPF and is expected to receive 
a full production in the festival in the spring of 
2016. Bess meets recent Portland High School 
graduate, Mohammed Albehadli, through the 
Telling Room, and he agrees to translate portions 
of her short play into Arabic.

Spring of 2016: MPF producers, Michael 
Levine and Daniel Burson, put tremendous 
effort into finding Arabic speakers of Middle 
Eastern descent to participate, but are unable to 
connect with the necessary actors with enough 
time to proceed with a full production. Instead, 
Bess and the producers agree to present two 
staged readings of the play to allow Bess the 
opportunity to hear the script and continue 
developing the story. During this process, she 
realizes there is more to this story and wants to 
write a full-length version of the play. One of the 
original readers for Ibrahim, Ali Al-Mshakheel, 
would later become a close collaborator on the 
project. Collaborators include: Michael Levine 
(Director), Chris Davis (Ibrahim: First Read), Ali 
Al-Mshakeel (Ibrahim: Second Read), Nicole 
Provonsil (Jamie: First Read), Tracey Hall 
(Jamie: Second Read), Mohammed al Behadli 
(Waleed: First Read), and Abdullah Kalayaf 
(Waleed: Second Read).

Refuge Malja  in rehearsal 
PhOTO By lauren kennedy 



PorTlaNd sTage’s refuge malja  

19PlayNoTes

May 2017: Refuge Malja  is presented 
as part of Portland Stage’s Little Festival 
of the Unexpected, giving the play two 
staged readings for further development.
Collaborators include: Sally Wood (Director), 
Abigail Killeen (Jamie), Louis Sallan 
(Ibrahim), Kim Gordon (Mother), and Zahra 
Salim (Waleed).

August 2017: Bess receives a residency at 
the Hewnoaks Artist Colony to spend one 
week revising the script. While adjusting 
some minor parts of the storytelling, Bess’s 
largest revision is the inclusion of Ibrahim’s 
dream, as well as developing a stronger 
relationship between Ibrahim and his mother.

January 2018: Todd and Bess produce a 
Studio Series Workshop of Refuge Malja 

 so that Bess can hear the latest draft of 
her play. Collaborators include: Todd Brian 
Backus (Director), Tess van Horn (Jamie), 
Khalil LeSaldo (Ibrahim), Julia Langham 
(Mother), and Zahra Salim (Waleed).

February 2018: Executive & Artistic Director 
Anita Stewart decides to program Refuge 
Malja  as a part of the 2018-2019 season 
at Portland Stage.

October 9, 2018: The first rehearsal of Portland 
Stage’s world premiere of Refuge Malja 
. The director, Bess, and the actors continue to 
develop the nuances of the story to bring the 
Maine community a fully produced version of 
Refuge Malja . Collaborators include: Kareem 
Fahmy (Director), Shauna Bloom (Mother), 
Brooke Parks (Jamie), Amro Salama (Ibrahim), 
Hussein Al Mshakheel (Waleed), Mohammad 
Adam (Waleed), Anwer Ali (Waleed), Shane  Van 
Vliet (Stage Manager), Anita Stewart (Set Design 
& Projection Design), Anna Grywalksi (Costume 
Designer), Scott Bolman (Lighting Designer), Meg 
Anderson (Props Master), Mark Van Hare (Sound 
Designer), Jae-Yeon Yoo (Assistant Director & 
Dramaturg), and Stephanie Collins (Production 
Assistant).

Refuge Malja  in rehearsal 
PhOTO By lauren kennedy 

Refuge Malja  in rehearsal 
PhOTO By lauren kennedy 
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Meet the Cast:
Name: Brooke Parks
Character: Jamie Winter

A Jewish-American photojournalist with an 
established international career. She is strongly 
independent and almost always unapologetic. At 
the beginning of the play, she is working in Lesvos, 
Greece, during the peak of the 2015 refugee crisis.

Name: Shauna Bloom
Character: The Mother

A variety of mother figures: Jamie’s mother, a 
stubborn Jewish American woman who is in the 
hospital; Ibrahim’s mother, a Palestinian who went 
through the Nakba; Waleed’s mother, an Arabic-
speaking woman from an unnamed, turbulent 
country; and the aid worker, who translates 
between English and Arabic at the refugee camp in 
Lesvos, Greece.

by jae-yeon yoo

Name: Amro Salama
Character: Ibrahim Malouf

A Palestinian poet and radio journalist, who 
also has an established international career. 
His family has owned a home and olive trees 
in northern Israel for generations. At the 
beginning of the play, he is reporting from 
Idomeni, Greece, near the Macedonian border. 



PorTlaNd sTage’s refuge malja  

21PlayNoTes

Name: Hussein Al Mshakheel
Character: Waleed
A refugee boy, washed up alone onto the shores of 
Lesvos, fleeing from an unnamed country. This role 
is shared by three local actors. 

hussein al-mshakheel

mOhammed adam

anWer ali

Name: Anwer Ali
Character: Waleed
A refugee boy, washed up alone onto the shores of 
Lesvos, fleeing from an unnamed country. This role 
is shared by three local actors. 

Name: Mohammed Adam
Character: Waleed
A refugee boy, washed up alone onto the shores of 
Lesvos, fleeing from an unnamed country. This role 
is shared by three local actors. 
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Bitter Fruits of Memory: The 
Symbolism of the Olive Tree in 

Palestinian History

Olives are a reoccurring theme throughout 
Refuge Malja . Ibrahim’s refuge is 
writing under his olive tree, Jamie and 
Ibrahim joke about the Arabic word for 
“olive,” and Ibrahim’s mother has a deep 
connection to her olive groves. When 
contemporary US audiences think of olives, 
the most common association is probably 
that of a peace offering. This traces back 
to biblical origins; in the Old Testament, a 
dove brought Noah an olive branch after 
the flood, showing proof of land. The olive 
branch thus became a symbol of peace 
and hope. Even before the Bible, the olive 
has had symbolic significance for many 
Mediterranean cultures, such as in ancient 
Greece. In Greek mythology, the olive tree 
was associated with the goddess of wisdom, 
Athena, as well as peace and prosperity. 
For many Palestinians, however, the olive 
tree has taken on additional significance—it 
has become a painful symbol of their lost 
homeland, the territory of current-day Israel. 

Israel has had a turbulent history since the 
very first days of its creation. Originally 
in 1947, the UN’s plan was to divide 
the territory of Israel into two and keep 
Jerusalem under international control; Arab 
states rejected the partition plan proposed 
by the UN, while the Zionists—or supporters 
of establishing Israel as a state for Jewish 
people—accepted. 

by jae-yeon yoo

Israel declared itself as an independent nation in 
1948; immediately following this announcement, 
armies from the Arab League (mainly from 
Egypt, Jordan, and Syria, with some additional 
forces from Iraq) attacked Tel Aviv.This led to 
the first Arab-Israeli War in 1948-1949, which 
was the first of many ongoing conflicts between 
Israel and its neighboring countries; the Israel-
Palestine conflict remains a heated and divisive 
issue today. While this article calls attention to 
one particular aspect of the conflict, the reality is 
that both sides have committed acts of extreme 
violence; there is no one “right” or “wrong” side 
to blame. 

Israel emerged victorious in the first Arab-
Israeli War, during which around 750,000 
Palestinians were forced to leave their homes 
and over 400 Palestinian cities or villages 
were razed to the ground by Israeli troops. 
Palestinian land decreased dramatically 
between 1947 and 1949. It was a systematic 
eviction of a group of people native to that 
land; some today call it an ethnic cleansing. In 
the narrative of the play, Ibrahim’s mother and 
her family go through this displacement, called 
Nakba (or the Catastrophe) by Palestinians. 
Their home is demolished, their olive trees 
destroyed, and Ibrahim’s mother stops 
speaking. Nakba Day is still commemorated 
by Palestinians on May 15, the day after 
Israeli Independence Day. Many Palestinians 
have still kept the keys to their original homes 
from which they were displaced, the key has 
become a symbol of ownership of the land, the 
right to return, and Nakba.

I am Adam of the two Edens,
I who lost paradise twice. 

So expel me slowly, 
and kill me slowly, 
under my olive tree

- Mahmoud Darwish, renowned Palestinian poet



The World of refuge malja 

23PlayNoTes

So what does the olive tree have to do with this? 
Olive production is a deep-rooted, ancient tradition. 
Many Palestinians depend on olive trees as their 
main source of income. Olive oil is the second 
largest Palestinian export item, and olive farming 
takes up 25% of the total agricultural production in 
the West Bank. The olive tree has come to hold an 
important place in Palestinian economy, heritage, 
and identity.

However, during the last fifty years, over a 
million olive trees—some of them in centuries-
old groves—have been uprooted and destroyed 
in Palestine. Most of this violence is attributed 
to the Israel Defense Forces (IDF), which tries 
to facilitate and protect the building of Israeli 
settlements, roads, and other infrastructures. An 
IDF army commander defended the choice to 
uproot olive groves, saying, “The tree removals 
are for the safety of settlers…No one should 
tell me that an olive tree is more important than 
a human life.” However, the uprootings have 
endangered the livelihood of 80,000 Palestinian 
families, causing economic, ecological, and 
emotional devastation. Along with the systematic 
destruction of the trees, curfews, security 
measures, and attacks by Israeli settlers 
further restrict Palestinian olive farmers. Yet, 
even with all of the damage, most Palestinians’ 
legal complaints about their olive groves go 
ignored. A spokesperson for an Israeli human 
rights organization stated: “It has reached 
a crescendo. What might look like ad hoc 
violence is actually a tool the settlers are using 
to push back Palestinian farmers from their 
own land.” Sonja Karkar, the founder of Women 
for Palestine in Australia, agrees with this 
sentiment; she writes, “Universally regarded as 
the symbol of peace, the olive tree has become 
the object of violence. Their willful destruction 
has so threatened Palestinian culture, heritage, 
and identity that the olive tree has now become 
the symbol of Palestinian steadfastness, 
because of its rootedness and ability to survive 
in a land where water is perennially scarce.” She 
additionally argues that this destruction of trees 
not only goes against the multiple international 
conventions and protocols protecting ecological 
and economical rights, but also a religious 
principle outlined in the Halakha (the collective 
body of Jewish religious law), which states that 
“even if you are at war with a city … you must 
not destroy its trees.” 

As the olive dispute demonstrates, the Israeli-
Palestine conflict still continues today; over 
the years, bombings, missile strikes, border 
skirmishes, and other forms of violence have 
constantly erupted on both sides. But while most 
US citizens know about the creation of Israel 
and the extreme violence sometimes used by 
Palestinian (and other Arab) attackers, we are 
not often aware of the other side of the story 
or even the term, Nakba. In the play, Ibrahim 
explains the legacy of the Nakba to Jamie: 

IBRAHIM: My mom’s family lived here for 
generations. They grew olives. In ’48, during the 
Nakba—
JAMIE: Nakba?
IBRAHIM: The Catastrophe. It’s what we call 
that time.
JAMIE: Sorry. I should know that. 
IBRAHIM: No one probably ever taught you.
JAMIE: Right. And I never asked. 

Despite the massive amount of violence, 
destruction, and trauma inflicted on the 
Palestinians, the Nakba remains largely 
unaddressed within the history of world events. 
Israel’s creation was internationally represented 
as a way of amending the horrors of the 
Holocaust and giving the long-persecuted Jews 
a homeland; the State of Israel was, and still 
can be, celebrated as an attempt to bring good 
out of evil and resolve global trauma. However, 
this representation excluded how this creation 
involved the mass eviction of another group of 
people—the Palestinians. The Nakba remains an 
unacknowledged, uncomfortable global memory 
that draws attention to the reoccurring cycles of 
violence and injustice.

Palestinian woman mourns her damaged olive grove.



The World of refuge malja

24 refuge malja

In Refuge Malja , the prominent narratives describe 
the experience of refugees’ journeys from persecution 
in their home countries to places that will hopefully 
provide sanctuary. However, historically and currently, 
governments place blockades and obstacles that make 
these journeys difficult. Throughout history, countries 
have hesitated to give refuge to asylum seekers in 
times of war, oppression, or otherwise. Refuge Malja 

 explores two of these moments: World War II and 
the Syrian Refugee Crisis. Even though they come 
from different eras, Refuge Malja  intertwines 
their experiences to express why a Jewish woman’s 
experience may affect her sympathies for current 
refugees like Waleed.

MS St. Louis:
One of the events featured in the play is Jamie’s 
struggle with her family’s experience on the MS St. 
Louis. On May 13, 1939, 937 passengers boarded 
the MS St. Louis to escape from Nazi-controlled 
Germany, a country that had become dangerous 
for Jewish people. Most noticeably at the time, the 
event known as Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken 
Glass, illustrated the severe oppression of this group 
of people. In this fateful moment on November 9 and 
10, 1938, German Nazis torched Jewish buildings, 
such as synagogues and businesses owned by 
Jewish people, and killed 100 Jewish people. The 
passengers on the St. Louis hoped to escape deadly 
threats like these and land in Havana, Cuba, to 
begin the process of seeking refuge in the United 
States. Little did they know that political strife in 
Cuba would keep them from landing there at all.

After the market crash in 1929, many western 
countries were left devastated by the Great 
Depression. During the 1930s, citizens of the United 
States and Cuba faced an almost insurmountable 
barrier to finding employment and struggled for 
survival. Unfortunately for the people trying to 
escape Europe, the Great Depression led to a 
tremendous explosion of hostile attitudes and 
actions towards immigrants seeking to relocate 
in these countries. This rise in xenophobia was 
fueled by the fear that immigrants would take the 
few jobs that were left. Thanks to this, and the 
offensive propaganda perpetuated by the German 

Foreign Office and the Propaganda Ministry, hostility 
toward Jewish immigrants rose sharply in Cuba. 
The hostilities reached such a point that Frederico 
Laredo, the president of Cuba at the time, decreed 
that all recently issued landing certificates, which the 
passengers of the St. Louis owned, were invalid.

Once the St. Louis landed in Havana, Cuba, on 
May 27, 1939, only 23 of the 937 passengers were 
admitted because of these invalidated landing 
certificates. Rather than returning to Europe, the 
ship embarked straight for Miami, Florida, with many 
passengers sending urgent telegrams directly to 
the White House to beg for sanctuary. However, 
once again, they faced denial. The United States 
had already met its quota for accepting 27,000 
immigrants for the year and would not take any 
more. Affected by the current economic situation, 
as well as the anti-Semitic propaganda from pre-
war Germany, isolationism dominated the American 
mindset as we approached the 1940s—a mindset 
that was revived in 2008 after the US housing 
market crashed.

As for the passengers of the St. Louis, all of them 
were sent back to Europe to find asylum in countries 
such as Great Britain, Belgium, Holland, and 
France. Ultimately, most of them could not find a 
sustained safe haven from Nazi Germany; half of 
them died in concentration camps as a result. Our 
isolationism killed many in the beginning of the war, 
and, right now, European and American isolationism 
is threatening the safety of thousands of refugees 
fleeing countries like Syria.

The MS St. Louis and the Syrian 
Refugee Crisis

by dylan gurerra

JeWish refuGees aBOuT The sT. lOuis.
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The Syrian Refugee Crisis:
Since the Syrian Civil War began on March 15, 
2011, families continue to suffer under brutal conflict 
that has killed hundreds of thousands of people, 
torn the nation apart, and set back the standard of 
living by decades. Today, over 13.1 million people in 
the country need humanitarian assistance. As one 
looks out at the Syrian cityscapes, all that is seen 
is the rubble of once-busy streets and businesses. 
Thousands of Syrians, people like Waleed and his 
mother, were displaced from their home country, 
creating the largest refugee crisis in modern times. 
Currently, per a conference in Brussels, we need $16 
billion in funding to sustain humanitarian efforts for 
the Syrian people.

Taking a historical look at Europe’s commitment 
to refugee populations, people believed that their 
needs were going to be met, even if the refugee 
crisis had hit epic proportions. For example, just 25 
years ago, countries like England took in 200,000 
asylum seekers from the breakup of Yugoslavia. 
However, many countries are taking steps to curtail 
the movement of refugees and enact controversial 
deals to mitigate the flow of migration. 

In March 2016, the EU made a hotly debated deal 
with Turkey, one of the main transit hubs along 
the eastern Mediterranean route for those fleeing 
war-torn Syria. The EU and Turkey agreed that all 
refugees arriving into Greece would be turned to 
Turkey, and, in exchange, Turkey would receive six 
billion euros for humanitarian aid, Turkish nationals 
would receive visa-free travel through the EU, and 
asylum seekers would eventually migrate to other 
European countries. Even though this deal doesn’t 
seem problematic in its intent, it’s based on a faulty 
premise: that Turkey is a safe place for asylum 
seekers.

Two problems present themselves concerning the 
unguaranteed living environments of Syrian refugees 
in Turkey: Turkish policies regarding humanitarian 
assistance and the massive population of asylum 
seekers currently in the country. Unlike many EU 
countries, Turkey refuses to give Syrian refugees 
full refugee status. This means that Turkey does 
not have to comply with international standards for 
refugee and asylum seeker resettlement. Left to fend 
for themselves, many Syrians are living in squalor 
without guaranteed financial support. However, this 
has not stopped the mass movement to Turkey 
because it is the first stop to asylum in the EU. 

Currently, Turkey hosts over 3.5 million refugees—a 
population that is a growing concern for Turkish 
nationals. In efforts to make a more hospitable 
environment in their own country, Turkey has begun 
the process of sending asylum seekers to countries like 
Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan, where they will likely face 
tremendous human rights violations, almost like when 
the United States turned the MS St. Louis back to the 
deadly circumstances in Europe.

Countries like Poland have become strict isolationists—
similarly fearful as the United States in the 1930s. 
The right-wing Polish government fought against the 
established EU policy, and decided that Poland will 
not accept refugees from Syria. Andrez Duda, the 
current president of Poland, expressed his irrational and 
unfounded fear that refugee populations carry diseases 
that could prove dangerous to the local population. The 
policy is widely criticized and likened to the hate speech 
of Nazi propaganda that accused Jewish people of 
carrying typhus.

With such a volatile situation, many refugees feel 
disempowered. Seventeen-year-old Altaj, who’s been 
waiting for years to receive asylum, says, “We have all 
wasted so much time in the reception centers...I feel 
as if I have spent most of my life so far just waiting. I 
don’t want to wait anymore.” This is the experience of 
many refugees and asylum seekers—years of waiting 
in turbulent environments for unknown results. Even 
though Syria is an extremely deadly country to stay in, 
Syrians are met with squalor, destitution, starvation, and 
even death in their perilous journey for survival. 

syrian refuGees Walk TOWard Greece’s BOrder,
PhOTO By BulenT kilic/afP/GeTTy imaGes.
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Photojournalism is the process of storytelling 
using the medium of photography. While 
a journalist will use their pen and paper to 
tell stories, a photojournalist will use their 
camera to capture the visual representation. 
With photographs, we have a means of 
communicating in a powerful and immediate 
way. News publications pay photojournalists who 
capture the most dynamic images. Traditionally, 
professional news outlets will have several 
contracted photojournalists on their staff that 
they send on location to cover stories. Out of 
the thousands and thousands of photographs 
a photojournalist will take during one shoot, 
typically less than 50 will ever even make it 
close to publication.

Beyond photography skills, a job as a 
photojournalist occasionally requires you to work 
against some of your most basic instincts as a 
human being. When confronted with a scene 
of violence, photojournalists stay on the scene 
and actively fight the physiological instincts 
that we all possess that tell us to get away from 
danger. When faced with a potentially dangerous 
situation, a photojournalist approaches a scene 
with both safety and a sense of ethics in mind.

The basic ethics of photojournalism first 
revolve around not influencing the scene or 
event. This, of course, includes not moving any 
objects or people or giving any instructions to 
the individuals being photographed. For many 
photojournalists, this also includes keeping a 
respectful and safe amount of space between 
yourself and the subject. Despite this widely 
accepted ethical code that the majority of 
photojournalists adhere to, more recently the 
ethical nature of photojournalists’ work has come 
into question. When the camera took over from 
the artist’s paintbrush as a means of recording 
history, people believed the camera never lied; 
many assumed photography promised objective 
truth as a form of communication. But that 
assumption is being eroded, and with it the trust 
in photojournalists as eyewitnesses to history.  

Occasionally, an image will reach the public eye 
and fall under scrutiny for being perceived as 
intrusive or exploitative. Criticism usually stems 
from many individuals imagining an inherently 
exploitative relationship between photographer 
and subject; people see the photographs as a 
violation of the subject's right to privacy and 
as an attack on human dignity. This criticism is 
often specifically directed at images depicting 
the very poor or the very young, where the 
subject's ability to give meaningful consent to 
be photographed is questioned. Many draw the 
line when the image feels like it’s an invasion of 
privacy to the people in the photo or is harmful 
to the people who view the photo. But it can 
often be argued that the photograph in question 
has a broader journalistic purpose. It's meant 
to reveal something to the audience. Many 
professionals in the field are of the opinion that 
when a photo reveals nothing to viewers and 
exists only to evoke feelings of shock or horror, 
it then crosses the line from journalistic to 
voyeuristic. The impact that images of extreme 
violence have on our senses has the ability 
to take precedence over any communicative 
function. The field of photojournalism has 
struggled with the problem of representing 
trauma. Images that are constructed to evoke 
compassion or concern – often the measure of 
a successful image – have become increasingly 
problematic. Some argue that the act of looking 
becomes cathartic, but nothing else.   

Behind the Camera Lens: 
The Profession of Photojournalism

by rebecca rovezzi

PhOTOJOurnalisT aT WOrk. 
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The second, more modern ethical aspect 
of photojournalism revolves around 
electronically editing the photograph. 
Using a photo out of context, positioning a 
picture in certain ways on a page, writing 
sensationalized captions, and presenting 
old pictures as current news can influence 
the meaning of an image. This, in turn, 
undermines the authenticity of the stories 
they illustrate. 

The advent of modern technology has greatly 
impacted the field of photojournalism in 
ways beyond the ability to alter photographs. 
Editors, in many instances, have stopped 
sending photojournalists on locations to 
capture a story and have instead used the 
internet to find a photographer who was 
already at the location and can email their 
images back. Sometimes they can find a 
skilled photographer there, but more often, 
there is compromise and a devaluation of 
the content of the images in the name of the 
news outlet’s economics. As a result, a great 
economic devaluation of a photojournalist’s 
work has occurred. For decades, news 
outlets like these have become the premiere 
showcase for photography, at times at 
the expense of some photojournalists’ 
ability to produce stories. For some, the 
photojournalists’ role became one of service 
and of a contractor; they are seen not as 
caretakers of the story, but as a tool for it.  
In the past, professional photojournalists 
established a name for themselves and had a 
style or subject matter associated with their 
work. Now, photography is more anonymous 
because it has been homogenized. 
Additionally, the difficulty of making a living 
has discouraged the profession from people 
who are working-class or poor. 

Issues within the field that go beyond 
photo editing or scene manipulation 
have recently come to light, as many 
photojournalists have come forward to 
speak about sexual harassment they've 
experienced. In a Columbia Journalism 
Review investigation published in July 2018, 
over 50 photojournalists described behavior 
from editors and colleagues that ranged from 
assault to unwanted advances or comments. 

Many women in the industry say the 
behavior is so common that they have long 
considered it simply one of the realities of 
working as a woman in the profession. They 
say the problem is rooted in a number of 
factors: the field has historically been male-
dominated; there is an increasing reliance 
on freelancers, which affects accountability; 
and workshops and other events for young 
photographers are often exploited by older, 
established photojournalists. Women now fill 
top positions in photography departments at 
major publications like National Geographic, 
The New York Times, Time, and The 
Washington Post, but the field is still far from 
level. In early 2018, an internal report from 
the Associated Press (AP), looking at its own 
photo department, shows that just 14 percent 
of AP photographers are women—19 percent 
in the US, and 11 percent internationally. 
Women Photograph, an initiative started 
by freelance documentary photographer 
Daniella Zalcman last year to elevate the 
voices of female visual journalists, tallied 
the gender of the lead photo bylines at eight 
international publications throughout 2017. 
At The Wall Street Journal, just 6.2 percent 
of the photos published in 2017 were shot by 
women, the lowest of the papers they tracked. 
The highest was from the San Francisco 
Chronicle, where 23.4 percent of the photos 
published in 2017 were shot by women. 

Photojournalists have the privilege of telling 
stories to the rest of the world, and the 
choices that they make can change the 
course of history. When faced with a situation 
in which a photojournalist has the opportunity 
to tell the story of a suffering individual, most 
look for alternative ways to tell their story 
that don’t feel exploitative. They exercise 
compassion in their work. The more sensitive 
the story, the more they're looking for 
different angles, different lenses, different 
ways to approach the story, so that they can 
show it and not invade someone's privacy in 
order to make a living. As a result, throughout 
the twentieth century, photojournalism has 
played an important role in exposing and 
recording unpalatable truths about the world, 
and will continue to do so in the future.
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The Immigration Situation in Maine
by dylan gurerra

Refuge Malja  shows the effects that 
immigration blockades have had on a country 
4,400 miles away—but are the human struggles 
so far away? Right here in Maine, in our towns 
and cities, we see similar issues. Between 2013 
and 2017, our state saw an increase in its refugee 
population, with 229 refugees arriving in the 
state in 2017 alone. Yet, in 2018, it has dropped 
dramatically—to 21 arrivals. Despite the decreased 
numbers, many Mainers express compassion 
and empathy for the refugee populations in their 
communities, and they continue to find ways to 
support refugees even when national and state 
policies are not supportive.

Within the first few days that President 
Trump took office, he delivered on one of 
his campaign promises: to crackdown on 
immigration to the United States. His executive 
order encouraged local officials to enforce 
immigration laws and set up a process for 
cutting off federal funding to sanctuary 
jurisdictions (cities and states that do not 
comply with the Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement [ICE]’s policies regarding 
deportation of unauthorized immigrants). While 
many fear current government policies that 
directly target racial groups, some communities 
in Maine choose to stand in solidarity with 
their immigrant communities. While Portland 
explicitly states their cooperation with federal 
law enforcement, Trump’s new policies began 
a tumultuous debate about whether the city’s 
policies would threaten funds from the federal 
government. Even if Portland policies state an 
explicit federal cooperation, their long-standing 
local policies seemed to be in opposition to 
the federal government’s wishes. Namely, the 
policies prevent local government officials, 
including police, from asking someone about 
their immigration status. Portland officials have 
long denied that their policies are analogous 
to confirmed sanctuary city policies, like 
Chicago’s policy of noncooperation with ICE’s 
deportation process.

Unlike Portland, South Portland considered 
a direct path of opposition to the federal 
government. In February 2017, after Trump’s 
executive order, the town council passed 
a resolution condemning hate speech and 
violence towards people of different nationalities 
to express their solidarity with South Portland’s 
Muslim and immigrant population. More 
surprising, though, was Councilor Eben Rose’s 
proposed amendment to this resolution, which 
would have made South Portland the first 
sanctuary town in Maine. His amendment states 
that “police will not assist, cooperate, or provide 
information in any federal raids, detentions, or 
deportations of immigrants or Muslims without 
a warrant or subpoena.” In his direct opposition 
to the current presidential administration, Rose 
says, “Our local government doesn’t fall apart 
at the whims and objectives of [the Trump 
administration]. Our checks and balances are 
being strained, but that doesn’t mean our local 
government has to acquiesce.” Unfortunately, 
South Portland revised the proposal to avoid 
running afoul state and federal laws. Instead of 
proposing the initial process of noncooperation 
with federal deportation processes, the new draft 
restated current police policies against racial 
profiling. The town council accepted the new 
proposal for fear of losing federal funds.

2009 rally Or immiGraTiOn refOrm in 
POrTland.
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While these individual communities strive to 
support their immigrant population, Governor 
LePage stands in line with the Trump 
administration’s immigration policies. Calling 
asylum seekers “the biggest problem in our 
state,” LePage believes that refugees are a 
deadly terrorists or disease carriers. In a town hall 
meeting, LePage stated his unfounded beliefs, 
about what will happen when we allow in foreign 
immigrants: “What happens is you get hepatitis 
C, tuberculosis, AIDS, HIV, the ‘ziki fly,’ all these 
other foreign type of diseases that find a way to 
our land.” This statement shows LePage’s general 
confusion about immigrant populations and health 
concerns; for example, the zika virus is not even 
spread by flies. His further condemnation for 
allowing Syrian refugees into the United States 
expresses hatred and Islamophobia. He argues 
that he adamantly opposes Syrian refugee 
migration into Maine, because “bringing them 
here without knowing who they are is inviting an 
attack on American soil.” 

However, if we look at our immigrant population 
success in Maine, we see a remarkable difference 
between fears and reality. According to Maine’s 
Center for Economic Policy, Hispanic-owned 
businesses generated $13.1 million in revenue 
in 2002 and made significant contributions to a 
“Bangor downtown renaissance.” Mini Mogadishu, 
an Eastern African restaurant in Portland owned 
by two Somalian women, has advocated for 
businesses run by Somalian women. 

The immigrant population hasn’t just provided 
us with restaurants and businesses; they are 
leaders in education as well. Deering High 
School’s vice principal, Dr. Abdullahi Ahmed, 
is a Somalian native who has worked in 
Portland’s public schools since 2003.  

Our neighbors, friends, and community 
members from different nations faced similar 
obstacles to refuge as Waleed, and we see 
and hear their tremendous stories of survival 
and success, just like Waleed. However, it’s 
up to us and our policymakers to decide our 
own outlook: Will we continue to see an entire 
group as potential hostile enemies, or will we 
see the tremendous things that they do for our 
collective communities?

ekhlas ahmed, a darfur naTive WhO immiGraTed TO POrTland, maine, vOlunTeered ThrOuGh 
americOrPs as she WOrked TOWards a masTer’s deGree in educaTiOn.

mini mOGadishu.
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1) In Refuge Malja , Jamie and Waleed use photography to learn each other’s languages. In this 
way, they become friends and start to understand each other. Imagine you are trying to introduce 
yourself to someone who doesn’t speak your language. If you were to use only five pictures to explain 
to them who you are, which five pictures would you choose and why? Make a presentation of these 
photos; this can be a PowerPoint presentation, a collage, or a poster that includes your photos. Share 
your presentation with the class.

2) In Refuge Malja , Waleed reminds Jamie of the child she might have had; she is also haunted 
by the form of her deceased grandfather. How does our past continue to haunt us in the present? In 
pairs, discuss how you think Jamie’s past influences her actions with Waleed, Ibrahim, and her mother.

3) Most traditional plays and books follow a linear plot line; their plots can be mapped out in “story 
mountain” with rising action, a climax, and then the resolution, all of which take place in chronological 
order. Refuge Malja  follows a non-linear plot structure, and often diverges into dream-like 
sequences. How does the plot inform the structure of the play? On a piece of paper, draw a physical 
representation of what you think this alternative plot structure would look like visually.

4) In Refuge Malja , Jamie and Ibrahim discuss the fact that the reason they broke up is because 
of their cultural differences. Research the social issues surrounding their relationship. Why would it be 
socially difficult for them to be together? What are the cultural divides between the two groups? Write 
a letter from either Jamie or Ibrahim’s perspective, arguing why they should be together—regardless of 
what society and their families might think. Make sure to use your research to back up your reasons.

5) Jamie is a photojournalist who travels around the world from crisis to crisis, documenting the 
situation and publishing her photos in newspapers across the world. With a partner, discuss whether 
you think photojournalism is ethical, or if there are inherent problems with photographing people 
when they are at their most vulnerable. Create a pro-con list about the use of photojournalism in the 
world today. Does having photographic proof help us understand the tragedies, or does it allow us to 
become desensitized to the tradgedy and therefore less compassionate?

Post Show Activities
by Paige Farley & emily lawrence
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In Refuge Malja , Ibrahim writes poetry in 
Arabic and in English, as a way to express his 
feelings and process events that have happened 
to him and his family. He shares his poetry with 
Jamie, and through hearing his poetry, she is 
able to understand him and his culture on a 
deeper level. Poetry is one of the oldest art forms, 
and holds particular significance in the Arabic 
culture because of its strong historical ties and its 
connection to the “holy language” which makes 
poetry sacred in that culture. In this article, Arabic 
poetry and its traditions are explored, which will 
give greater insight into the rich history surrounding 
this ancient and sacred art form.

An Overview of Traditional Arabic Poetry 
The Arabic tradition of crafting and constructing 
poerty dates back to pre-Islamic times, before 
the language was ever written down. While many 
cultures create and share poetry, Arabic poetry is 
not just art—it’s their way of documenting history. 
Literacy in Islam wasn’t widespread until the writing 
of the Qur’an, but even before people could read 
and write, they were telling stories in the form of 
verse. In pre-Islamic times, poets (known as rawis) 
were regarded as the most invaluable members 
of society because they were the keepers of the 
tribe’s history. Early Arabic poems were composed 
about battles, chiefs, and even ordinary day-to-
day events, which helped the people in the tribe 
remember and relive their history. This tradition 
was common among many different cultures 
across the globe, but the Arabic language and 
poetic tradition was preserved to a greater degree 
than other early languages in which poems were 
constructed. Additionally, the poetic structure from 
pre-Islamic times didn’t change much until the 
20th century, which is indicative of how highly they 
regarded poetry. In the 7th century, once literacy 
was becoming more widespread, Arabic scholars 
recorded many of these oral histories, recognizing 
their impact and importance to the culture of the 
Islamic people. 

These early poems were mostly odes, and had 
a simplistic-sounding structure that included lots 
of repetition and rhyming. However, upon closer 

Arabic Poetry:
A Rich and Complex History

by emily lawrence

reflection, the poetry was constructed with a 
complex and sophisticated structure that was 
designed to spark an emotional reaction and to 
captivate its audience. In addition, the poems were 
constructed in an almost-universal style, without 
regional dialects, which is remarkable considering 
that those who constructed the poetry were 
nomads, traveling in tribes, without a centralized 
location where the structure might have stemmed 
from. This sophisticated structure indicates that, 
although the poetry wasn’t written down until the 
7th century CE, it was created many centuries 
before that, and was shaped and refined through 
its widespread use across the region. 

The Golden Era of Poetry
The first example of written Arabic (aside from 
some graffiti from the 1st Century CE) is the 
Qur’an, which actively denounced poetry, 
claiming that Satan inspires the verses. The 
Qur’an was written down in the late 7th Century 
CE, and was fundamental to the creation of the 
written Arabic language. New words were created 
to accurately represent what they considered the 
Holy Word of God, and in order to spread the 
Word, they needed to have a structured written 
language. Most Islamic people were illiterate, but 
as the religion spread, the majority of the Islamic 
nation learned to read Arabic through reading 
the Qur’an. Due to the Qur’an’s denouncement of 
poetry, and those that listen to and read it, there 
was stagnation in the advancement of poetry, 
which lasted about 100 years. 

GOlden aGe araBic POeTry.
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However, beginning in the 8th Century CE, Arabic 
literature and particularly poetry started to become 
more highly regarded than it had previously been. 
Many scholars became interested in the life of 
Muhammad, and wrote biographies that spanned 
not just his life but also the world into which he 
was born—which often included traditional poetry. 
Arabic scholars started to see the importance of 
writing down the poems that had been passed 
down orally for many generations. This time 
period is known as the Golden Era, and was 
similar to the European Renaissance in the 14th 
and 15th centuries. This Golden Era solidified 
poetry’s place as a sacred art, which became 
intricately intertwined with Arabic culture. Scholars 
established the strict structure and patterns of 
Arabic poetry, and the style and form of Arabic 
poetry didn’t change much at all until the mid-20th 
century. However, poetry did evolve in some ways 
during this time: iit started to be used as visual art 
as well as literature.

Calligraphy
Arabic poetry has taken many forms throughout 
the years—first as an oral tradition, then as a 
written one, and finally as a form of visual art. 
Many early followers of the Islamic faith believed 
that creating images of people, including paintings 
and statues, was akin to idolatry which is forbidden 
in the Qur’an. Followers of the Islamic faith believe 
that it is a sin to create false idols of God, and 
since man is created in God’s image, creating 
images of man was not encouraged. As the culture 
grew and expanded, these restrictions loosened. 

Sculptures and paintings of humans and fauna 
were created, but a different form of art emerged 
as well: calligraphy. Though other cultures created 

calligraphic images as well, the Arabic style of 
calligraphy was the most prevalent. Intricate 
calligraphy covered the walls of mosques, palaces, 
and public spaces; it is an art form that lives on 
today. Things that were written in calligraphy 
included passages from the Qur’an, praise for 
the rulers, and poetry. Because calligraphy was 
used as an art form, poetry became intricately 
intertwined with the Islamic culture and history.

Modern-Day Poetry
Poetry has come to be regarded as one of the 
highest art forms in the Islamic world, with many 
fiercely defending and protecting the traditional 
ways of constructing poetry. However, as other 
cultures have begun to mix with Islamic culture 
and the people have become more globalized, 
the poetic form has also had to change and 
evolve. Classical Arabic poetry discussed battles 
and kingdoms falling and rising, which is hard for 
modern audiences to relate to. What resulted was 
a blend of classical and semi-classical Arabic 
poems, mixed in with very avant-garde poetry. 

There were several attempts made to try and 
modernize Arabic poetry, but poets often found 
it hard to reconcile their theories with their actual 
writing. It wasn’t until the 1950s that significant 
changes started being made to Arabic poetry, 
which allowed the art form to change enough for 
modern ideas to take over. 

One of the first and most dramatic changes 
was the introduction of “free verse.” Free verse 
doesn’t have a set structure, which allowed 
individual poets to create the rules as they wrote 
their poems, rather than having to conform to an 
established structure. Since the advent of Arabic 

an examPle Of araBic calliGraPhy.

mahmOud darWish, POeT. 
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poetry, poems had followed a strict set of rules, 
which included a fixed number of syllables, fixed 
patterns or rhyming, and fixed types of poems, 
such as odes. The free verse movement worked 
to liberate Arabic poetry from those restrictions, 
which allowed poets much greater freedom to 
explore.  One of the most famous modern Arabic 
poets is Ali Ahmad Said Asbar, also known as 
Adonis. Adonis was born in Syria in 1930, and has 
been writing poetry since 1950. He has lived in 
exile for most of his life, primarily because of his 
poetry, which is often very radical and critical of 
the government. He was the first major writer to 
consistently use free verse as a poetic structure, 
and he led the modernization movement, pushing 
for changes in the sacred art form. Through his 
writing, he also pushed for political changes. As 
a pacifist, he argues that political change could 
happen without violence. 

Another revolutionary Arabic poet was Mahmoud 
Darwish, who published over 30 poetry and prose 
collections throughout his life. Darwish was born 

in 1941 in Palestine, and died in 2008 in Houston, 
Texas. Like Adonis, he lived most of his life in 
exile, due to the incendiary nature of his poems. 
He was also known for pushing the boundaries 
between classical and modern poetry, and was 
praised for his realistic representations of everyday 
Palestinians. His work was extremely accessible to 
the general public, yet contained beautiful imagery 
and symbolism, which made him famous within the 
literary world as well as the pop culture world. 

Arabic poetry has changed and evolved since the 
days of the rawis, but, throughout time, poetry has 
been regarded as one of the highest forms of art in 
the Islamic world. Whether it is classical poetry that 
follows strict rules and patterns, or modern poetry 
that has greater freedoms and covers wider ranges 
of topics, poetry remains today an important part 
of the Arabic culture. For one to understand the 
culture, one must understand the rich history of 
their poetic traditions. 

POem shared in refuGe malJa ,
By Bess Welden, TranslaTed By ali al-mshakeel.

My father used to say

She’d cried so many tears

Into that one place

Into the earth

Beneath the tree

That the olives

Would grow already marinated

In the salt brine

Ready to eat from your palm

It was his one joke

And through her tears

My mother would laugh

The only sound she makes
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Imagine having to leave your home, family, and identity 
behind. What would you bring with you? Some can 
imagine, but for refugees, that is their reality. The Syrian 
Civil War has caused families to suffer and a nation 
to fall apart, killed thousands of people, and set living 
standards back decades. Millions of refugees fled Syria 
in hopes of a new future. Families were separated, while 
others traveled together on foot for miles. Many traveling 
refugees paid to be smuggled on boats and buses, 
but were often scammed for their money. Nights were 
spent sleeping on the ground or in tents. Many refugees 
have shared their stories about their journeys and the 
obstacles they faced. Every refugee deserves to be 
recognized and for their story to be heard. Here are real 
stories from different refugees about their journeys to 
refuge and a new future. 

Rania Mustafa Ali’s odyssey  
20-year-old Rania Mustafa Ali escaped from the ruins of 
Kobane in Syria and headed to Austria. Rania recorded 
her journey to show firsthand what dangers, obstacles, 
and hardships are put upon refugees. Before Rania 
left Kobane, she showed the ruins of her home. It is 
deserted, buildings are in shambles. “I always think how 
this is a war zone for the rest of the world, but for us it is 
home. There is misery all over the place.” Rania headed 
out of Kobane and to the border of Turkey; she took with 
her were some clothes, a towel, a toothbrush and nail 
clippers, a coffee cup, books, pictures of her mother, 
and, of course, her Game of Thrones DVDs. 

From Syria to Turkey, Rania had to pay a €300 
smugglers’ fee. When Rania arrived in Turkey, she met 
her friend Ayman at a bus station; the next day they were 
to get on a boat to Lesvos, Greece. Rania and Ayman 
were put on a boat built for 15 people, but the smuggler 
stuffed 52 people onto the boat. The children and 
women sat in the middle of the boat, while the men sat 
on the outside for safety. During the ride, the boat began 
to sink because of the weight, and the people in the back 
started to drown. Thankfully, a nearby ship rescued them 
and brought them safely to Lesvos. From there, Rania 
and Ayman rode to Athens, Greece, on a ferry; they had 
bought bus tickets in Turkey to ride to the Macedonian 
border once they arrived in Athens. When they got to 
Greece, Rania heard that 200 people had come for a 
bus, but were taken to refugee camps instead. They had 
been scammed €50 for the invalid bus tickets. 

A Refugee’s Journey
by Paige Farley

Rania and Ayman traveled for three days without rest. 
The borders between countries were closed, and they 
did not know where they would be sleeping or what 
they would be eating. They ended up at an Idomeni 
refugee camp at the Greece-Macedonia border. People 
slept in tents and some were dying; no one knew what 
was going to happen. “I just can’t understand why they 
haven’t found a solution yet,” Rania said. Throughout 
Rania’s journey, she tried to find little bits of happiness. 
Rania filmed children to remind herself of hope and joy 
throughout all the hardships these people were having 
to go through. 

After Rania and Ayman had stayed at the camp for 
a few days, many people had started to evacuate 
because refugees were going to be deported back to 
Turkey. So then, the two friends tried to cross the border 
on foot. They walked with hundreds of other refugees 
to cross the border to Macedonia. Once they made it 
to Macedonia, they would only have Serbia, Croatia, 
and Slovenia left to pass through. When they entered 
Macedonia, the police were blocking the road and 
beating people to back away. Rania and Ayman went 
back to Greece, where people slept in tents and lined 
up along the borders to protest. When refugees tried to 
cross the border, they were attacked with tear gas and 
stones. “I didn’t come here to get my eyes burnt, or to 
be treated like this, like I’m not human,” Rania said. At 
this point, Rania missed her family and was losing hope. 
She feared that this journey would be for nothing. 

In May 2016, Rania and Ayman borrowed €7000 and 
boarded a flight to Vienna using fake Bulgarian IDs, 
pretending to be tourists. They made it onto the flight, 
but once they landed in Austria, they were caught by the 
police. Rania and Ayman applied for asylum. 

Muzoon Almellehan, finding refuge in education 
The Syrian Civil War started when Muzoon 
Almellehan was only 13 years old. Once the war 
started, Muzoon and other refugees’ lives were 
changed. Access to food and other basic needs 
were lost and Muzoon’s father could not work. Her 
family constantly worried about the possibility of 
bombings, which forced them to flee from their 
home. 

She and her family fled to a refugee camp called 
Zaatari, which was located in Jordan. There was no 
electricity and it was a struggle to get water. 
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Muzoon, however, was mostly worried about 
continuing her studies: “I believe that if I lost my 
education, I would lose everything in my life.” As 
soon as Muzoon arrived in Zaatari, she asked 
about school, and was pleased to hear that 
she could continue her studies. “I saw that my 
education could change that difficult situation, 
and I could make a difference for myself and 
others as well.”  
 
Muzoon and her family lived at the refugee camp for 
three years, but then they were given the chance to 
move to the UK. Muzoon is thankful to have a new 
home, but she has not forgotten the people she left 
behind at the camps and those who are still living 
in Syria. She is on a mission and cannot truly be 
happy until “...every child all over the world can have 
access to the same right.” Muzoon believes that 
education is an important aspect of life for everyone. 
She recognizes that girls are often forgotten and 
there are cultures that believe a woman’s duty 
is to clean and have children. However, Muzoon 
believes that an educated woman can build a strong 
community, which is what she strives to create for 
herself and other refugees. 
 
Muzoon wants people to know that refugees 
have difficult lives; they need help and they need 
opportunities. She explains that becoming a 
refugee is not their choice, but it is their choice to 
find somewhere safe and to build a life. There is 
a stigma against refugees and some people may 
not see a refugee as human. But refugees deserve 
attention and should not be seen as a burden to new 
countries. Muzoon stated, “I am a person who has a 
voice. Refugees are normal people like others. They 
are people who have hope, and they have rights.”

Faez al Sharaa’s life in America 
Faez al Sharaa was sure he was going to die 
when he was confronted by Syrian soldiers in his 
hometown of Daraa. Daraa is a city in southern 
Syria where the protests against President Bashar 
al-Assad first began. The soldiers were on a hunt 
for a man with a handgun; they stopped Faez and 
three others on the street, calling them terrorists. 
Faez was sure he was going to die that day until 
an unknown woman appeared, pleading to the 
soldiers and claiming Faez and the three others 
as her son, nephew, and neighbors. Faez was set 
free. At that moment Faez decided it was time to 
flee Syria with his family.

Faez and his family’s journey was not easy, but 
it was easier than the journey of most refugees. 
It started with a 90-minute hike to a smuggler’s 
private car. Shortly thereafter, they were almost 
killed by a missile, but luckily, a building blocked 
it. Faez’s wife, Shaza, was able to find a smuggler 
to take them to the Jordanian capital of Amman, 
where they were able to stay with family. Faez 
and his family registered with the UN Refugee 
Agency to help settle them abroad. First, they were 
to be sent to Sweden, but Sweden had stopped 
accepting refugees. Then it was off to Finland, 
but that plan fell through as well. After a month 
of waiting, the family was offered a new life in 
America and ended up moving to Dallas, Texas. 

At first, Faez was not too intrigued by the idea 
of living in the US because it was the most 
challenging country to transition into and did not 
offer the same benefits as European countries. 
Currently, Faez lives in an apartment with his 
wife, two daughters. Faez and his family had to 
adjust to the cultural transition and begin to learn 
English. Faez got a job working the graveyard shift 
at Walmart and Shaza stayed at home tending 
to their children. Since moving to America, Faez 
says that he has been given many opportunities 
and has not faced any discrimination. He is even 
seeking a higher education degree. “I would like to 
make sure to provide for my wife and children,” he 
says, “so they can live a happy life.”

Since recent events, such as the Paris terrorist 
attacks in 2015, the US has become hesitant 
about allowing refugees into the country. This 
has affected many refugees living in America. 
Faez was awaiting six relatives’ arrival in Dallas, 
but Governor Greg Abbott has blocked the 
resettlement of Syrian refugees in Texas. With 
these current events and the fear against refugees, 
Faez wants people to know that “...Syrian people 
are not terrorists, we are against ISIS. We don’t 
support them. They are a criminal organization. 
Syrian citizens are the ones paying the price.” 
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Greek refugee crisis, 2015: In 2015, Germany 
announced that it would accept any Syrian’s 
asylum application, making Germany the most 
desirable European country for asylum seekers. 
This led to an intense influx of immigrants—not 
just Syrians, but people from many nationalities 
who hoped to immigrate to the EU. Because of the 
route that many immigrants started taking, Greece 
suddenly became a key arrival point in 2015; the 
number of people landing in Greece went from 
43,000 in 2014 to over 750,000 in 2015. 

The refugee crisis has faded from media attention, 
but the struggle to find a home for millions of 
displaced people still continues on. The current 
number of deaths in the Mediterranean is now 
approximately at 34,361 victims and continues to 
rise every year. 

Lesvos [Lesbos], Greece, 2015: The island 
where Jamie and Waleed first meet, Lesvos 
became one of the central passing points in the 
2015 refugee crisis. It is the third largest island in 
Greece and a part of the group of Aegean Islands 
located close to Turkey (separated only by the 
narrow Mytilini Strait), making it an easier point of 
access for refugees coming from the Middle East. 

Macedonian border to Greece, 2015: The 
Republic of Macedonia is part of the Balkan States 
and not a part of the EU; however, refugees had to 
pass through the Balkan States in order to reach 
sanctuary in Germany. In response to the refugee 
crisis, Macedonia declared a state of emergency in 
2015. Macedonian armed police forces were called 
to stop illegal migrants from crossing the border. 
Refugee camps near the border, such as Idomeni 
(where Ibrahim is stationed at the beginning of the 
play), quickly became overpopulated. 

Molotov cocktail: When Ibrahim says that he 
prefers a gin and tonic (a common cocktail) instead 
of a “Molotov cocktail,” he is making a joke—a 
Molotov cocktail is a type of homemade bomb. The 
Molotov cocktail is a bottle filled with flammable 
liquid, such as gasoline, and a wick, which is lit 
up just before throwing the bomb. Because of 
its construction, Molotov cocktails have been 
used by guerilla fighters, street protesters, and 
revolutionaries.  

Mourner’s Kaddish: Jamie tries to recite this 
version of the Kaddish prayer for her dead 
grandfather, which is reserved specifically for 
mourners, and is recited daily for 11 months after 
a parent's death, then annually on the anniversary 
of the parent's death on the Hebrew calendar. 

MS St. Louis, 1939: The Motorschiff (MS) St. 
Louis was a German luxury liner that carried over 
900 German Jews, who had growing concerns 
for their safety in pre-WWII Nazi Germany; 
Jamie’s grandfather was one of these passengers. 
The passengers had hopes of immigration, but 
were rejected by Cuba, Canada, and the US. 
Eventually, the ship had to return to Europe, 
where the passengers were accepted by England, 
France, the Netherlands, and Belgium. However, 
over 250 of the passengers died during WWII in 
concentration camps (see pg. #24). 

Nakba, the Catastrophe: This term refers to 
the 1948 Arab- Israeli War, in which thousands of 
Palestinians and Arabs were forced to leave their 
homeland. The Nakba also marked the creation of 
the State of Israel by the Zionists (see pg. #22). 

Glossary
by jae-yeon yoo

mOurner's kaddish.

ms sT. lOuis reTurninG TO Germany.
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Olives: A highly symbolic fruit-bearing tree in Greek 
mythology, Biblical lore, and Palestinian history. For 
Palestinians, the olive tree became a symbol of their 
lost homeland and Zionist persecution (see pg. #22). 

Shabbes or Shabbos: The Yiddish term for the 
Jewish Sabbath, which is a day of rest that lasts 
from Friday sunset to Saturday sunset.
 
Shmattah or shmatta: A word of Yiddish origin, 
meaning rag, old/ragged piece of clothing, or 
garment. 

Shmuel HaNavi bus bombing, 2003: A bombing 
by a Palestinian suicide bomber in Jerusalem, killing 
24 and injuring over 130, that Ibrahim reports about 
on the radio. The public bus was filled with religious 
Jews, including children, returning from the Western 
Wall (a holy historic site). Islamic Jihad, a Palestinian 
Islamic terrorist organization, claimed responsibility 
for the attack. This event caused Israel-Palestinian 
relationships to worsen, especially since this took 
place after a recent declaration of ceasefire. 

Syrian Civil War: While the Syrian Civil War was 
not the only cause of the 2015 refugee crisis, it 
led to over 12 million of displaced Syrians seeking 
refuge; the war is still going on today. It is a multi-
sided armed conflict between the Ba'athist Syrian 
Arab Republic, the official government of Syria 
led by President Bashar al-Assad, and various 
armed forces that oppose the government and/or 
each other. While it is a civil war (in that different 
Syrian religious and/or political parties are fighting 
against each other), it has also become a brutal 
power struggle between international powers. 
This war has killed half a million and injured 
over one million Syrians thus far; furthermore, it 
has led to at least 12 million displaced Syrians 
seeking refuge. While Syrians were not the only 
immigrants, the mass Syrian exodus was largely 
responsible for the 2015 refugee crisis. 

Yad Vashem: The World Holocaust 
Remembrance Center to educate, document, and 
research the Holocaust. It is located in Jerusalem. 
Jamie and Ibrahim visit this center when they are 
together in Jerusalem. 

Zionism: The creation of Israel was spearheaded 
by the Zionist movement. Zionism is a movement 
that supports the establishment of a Jewish 
national and religious community in the 
territory defined as the historic Land of Israel—
or the region of Palestine. Today, it is used 
synonymously for the support of the modern state 
of Israel. 

refuGee crisis, 2015.

yad vashem.
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Ali Al-Mshakheel worked in media relations 
and outreach for the United Nations 
Assistance Mission for Iraq before he and 
his family left Baghdad in 2014. He had 
previously been a producer for ABC News, 
reporting on events throughout Iraq; an 
editor of news and feature stories for Aswat 
Al-Iraq, a web-based news agency; and a 
reporter and interpreter for The Times of 
London and Asahi Shimbun. Ali has recently 
cofounded the Maine Language Connect, an 
agency providing language interpretation, 
translation, and cultural training to 
education, judicial, and medical sectors. Ali 
sat down with PlayNotes editor Rebecca 
Rovezzi to talk about Refuge Malja  and 
his role in the development of the play.

Rebecca Rovezzi (RR): How did you first 
become involved with Refuge Malja 
? And what has your role been in the 
development of the play?
Ali Al-Mshakheel (AAM): It is actually 
the first time I’ve ever been involved in 
a theatrical production, thanks to Bess 
[Welden] and Bess’s husband, David Hilton. 
They are the ones who contacted me over 
three years ago, asking me to help with the 
translation. I used to work with the Portland 
Public Schools as a parent and community 
specialist for the Arabic speakers, so Bess 
emailed me asking for help or if I knew 
someone who could help. She actually 
asked me to read the play, not to do the 
translations, because at the beginning, three 
years ago, it was about reading the play. And 
I did the reading. She asked me to read [for 
the part of] Ibrahim. Then things evolved: 
the translations were there, but Bess asked 
me if I could edit and review the translations. 
I decided to do the translations from the 
beginning, to start from scratch and do the 
translation for the play then.

RR: Did you ever want to try acting before 
Refuge Malja  came along?  
AAM: Yes! Actually, I did try when I was 
in class in middle school. I was the main 
character in a historical play, a small play, 
that our teacher brought in for us and asked 
me [to participate] because I was always the 
best in Arabic language really since I was in 
middle school. And from then [on], I actually 
wanted to [act], but it didn’t happen. But now 
it is! As I said, I started acting or reading as 
an actor for Ibrahim and that evolved into the 
translator and the cultural advisor with this.  

RR: Do you have a favorite moment in 
Refuge Malja ?
AAM: There is [a moment where] Ibrahim is 
reciting a small poem about his mom and about 
her memories. She’s mute, and he is talking 
about her and explaining the relationship 
between [his] mom and dad. I think this is very 
important. It’s in English and Arabic. 

Community Connections: 
Ali Al-Mshakheel

edited For length and clarity by rebecca rovezzi

ali al-mshakheel
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RR: Why do you feel Portland Stage 
audiences should experience this play now?
AAM: It is very important and it ’s timely. We 
have millions who are run out, displaced 
– refugees, people on the run, and people 
trying to move from one country to the other. 
It ’s very timely that we talk about refugees 
and talk about families who are separated 
because of the wars around us, because 
of what’s happening in the Middle East and 
what’s also happening in Europe. It ’s very 
important for people to see the agonies and 
the sufferings of families. Even when they 
think they’re safe and in a safe place, still 
other factors [are] in play. Especially for a 
child. But this child, Waleed, is lucky. Other 
people might be killed, or be used for their 
organs, or for human trafficking, but Waleed 
is lucky to find somebody to take care of 
him. Someone who wants to help. But there 
are millions who lack this luck. They don’t 
have this support or this opportunity for 
somebody to take care of them, to feed them 
at least – some people die out of hunger. 
I have friends who did this journey, who 
crossed from Iraq to Turkey to Greece and 
now are in London. It took them two, three 
months to get there. So [I have] firsthand 
experience with friends and people I know 
who did take this risk. Waleed lost his dad 
and mom and he was lucky that Jamie 
connected with him. But there are millions 
who lost and don’t have this opportunity. 

Also, I think this [play] might – I don’t want to 
say trigger – but put us in front of our moral 
obligations. Maybe after watching or attending 
this play, maybe one person could change and 
[think] maybe we should do something about 
this or we should try to help.  

RR: If someone left Refuge Malja  just 
wanting to help where do you think they 
should start? 
AAM: If I want to help, I would help people 
inside their countries. To help these people not 
to leave. To help them stay where they are. 
Last March with the Portland Public Schools, 
I started a campaign where I collected over 
three hundred books and sent them to a 
remote village in Iraq for kids who are in 
need of books. I collected donations from 
people here in Portland and I put a sticker 

[that said] “a gift from the people of Portland.” 
The kids were very happy to receive them.
My contribution is sending books to touch the 
lives of these kids. They can read a book and 
think about how they think of the future and 
have a better future. I think education is a very 
important aspect of the lives of kids where 
most of the immigrants or refugees come from 
now, and I thought that maybe I should help my 
people in Iraq.

RR: Is there anything that you would wish 
to share, about yourself, the play, or the 
translating process, that I didn’t ask you 
about? 
AAM: I love my language. I did my best in 
translating parts of the play in Arabic and 
I’m also very thankful to Bess for giving me 
this opportunity. It’s not just translating, it’s 
connecting with Portland Stage and connecting 
with other people. When I first started it 
[was about] helping somebody, and a small 
adventure in reading and connecting with my 
memories about acting. I ended up being paid 
to do the translation and [was able to] promote 
my interpretation agency. The play added to 
my career and added to my connections within 
Portland and Maine. 

ali al-mshakheel and Bess Welden  
aT The GraduaTiOn ceremOny fOr  

The araBic schOOl PrOGram 2018.
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A boy huddled against a photojournalist, freezing 
in the cool night air of a beach on Lesvos that’s 
littered with shoes, lifejackets, and trash. He 
walks barefoot; his shoes are gone—stolen at 
the border. With no one left, with no place to call 
home, the obstacles put in front of Waleed seem 
insurmountable in Refuge Malja  , just like 
they do for most refugee groups. Europe and the 
United States’ present political environments, 
in their irrational fear of outsiders and Muslims, 
block refugees—like Waleed and his mother—from 
finding much needed sanctuary. This renewed 
sense of xenophobia and Islamophobia threatens 
vulnerable groups from escaping dangerous 
situations, like those found in Syria. Xenophobia 
may seem like a new concept; however, it’s been 
a part of most countries’ histories—especially the 
United States’. Even though Waleed is trying to 
gain access into Europe, we must reflect on our 
own relationship with immigrant groups. In the 
United States, a country that we commonly think 
of as “The Great Melting Pot” due to our supposed 
solidarity with immigrant groups, we can trace 
xenophobia back to the beginning of our country. 

Seen as an almost heroic immigrant figure in Lin-
Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton, Alexander Hamilton’s 
policies tell a remarkably different story. In the wake 
of naval hostilities between France and the United 
States, Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists 
(those who favored national government over state 
government) took advantage of Americans’ wartime 
fear and drafted the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 
without the consultation of President John Adams. In 
its essence, this act made it tougher for immigrants 
to become citizens, gave the president the sweeping 
right to remove any immigrant deemed as an enemy, 
and allowed for the persecution of anyone who 
voiced or printed malicious remarks about the United 
States or its government.

Hamilton’s actions grew even more controversial; 
his aggressive opposition to outsiders only grew as 
the act turned into law. In response to the Alien and 
Sedition Acts, Virginia and Kentucky quickly enacted 
resolutions that nullified the federal law, believing it to 
be unconstitutional breaches of federal power.

A furious Hamilton wrote to Theodore Sedgwick, the 
Speaker of the House, stating that the Kentuckian 
and Virginian policies were a “regular conspiracy to 
overturn the government” because their intention 
was “to encourage a hostile foreign power to decline 
accommodation and proceed in hostility.”  

America’s politics continued this tradition of 
xenophobia in times of public fear. The Chinese 
Exclusion Acts of 1862 forbade Chinese laborers 
from entering the country, for fear of Americans 
losing employment. After the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor, the government began the 
infamous internment of many innocent Japanese 
Americans in unlivable camps. During the 
heights of the Red Scare, Americans’ fear of 
communism fueled the McCarran-Walter Act of 
1952, empowering the Department of Justice 
to deport immigrants or naturalized citizens 
engaging in “subversive activities.” 

Most recently, this historic fear of outsiders was 
revived after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Within a few 
weeks of the attacks, Congress passed the USA 
PATRIOT Acts with the purported intent of keeping 
the nation safe from terrorists. However, these 
actions disproportionately affected Arab Americans 
and Muslim Americans’ relationships with law 
enforcement. Sudha Setty, the Dean of the Law 
School at the Western New England University, 
reported that “the government conducted 
warrantless wiretapping surveillance, detained 
thousands of individuals—almost all of whom were 
Muslim—who were later released based on lack of 
evidence of any connection to terrorism, conducted 
extraordinary renditions to capture and transport 
suspected individuals from one country to another 
without judicial oversight, and resorted to torture 
as an interrogation and control technique on some 
detainees.” Even though Congress set a sunset 
clause to potentially dissolve the act after several 
years, Obama reinstated many of the measures of 
the PATRIOT Act in 2011. 

Building Barriers: Xenophobia and 
Islamophobia in the United States

by dylan gurerra
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While these laws are still in action, fears have 
grown under the threats and actions of the current 
administration. In Trump’s campaign, he promised to 
crack down on immigration with the intention of “keeping 
America safe and secure.” In regards to people of 
Middle Eastern citizenship, there are new restrictions 
barring their travel to the United States. Again, Trump’s 
reasoning for Executive Order 13769, or “the travel 
ban” that bars travelers from five Arab countries, North 
Korea, and Venezuela, was to keep America safe 
and secure from a possible terrorist attack, but many 
express concern over its constitutionality. Even though 
the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the administration’s 
policies, the dissenting justice, Sonia Sotomayor, 
believes the court’s decision "leaves undisturbed a 
policy first advertised openly and unequivocally as a 
'total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the 
United States' because the policy now masquerades 
behind a façade of national-security concerns." A 
number of scholars agree with Sotomayor’s concerns, 
and believe it disappointing that the court would endorse 
a policy that is firmly based in a government official’s 
personal biases against an entire group of people. 

Many bigger cities, like Chicago and San Francisco, 
have decided to stand in opposition to the president’s 
travel ban and his adamant belief in strict deportation 
policies. Much like the Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions 
in 1799, these cities, sometimes called “sanctuary cities,” 
choose to follow a path of noncooperation towards the 
federal process of deportation.

In an almost exact parallel to Hamilton’s feelings about 
Virginia and Kentucky harboring hostile enemies, 
Trump’s response to sanctuary cities in Executive 
Order 13768 (which threatens federal funding for cities 
that do not cooperate with Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement [ICE]) states: “Sanctuary jurisdictions 
across the United States willfully violate Federal 
law in an attempt to shield aliens from removal from 
the United States. These jurisdictions have caused 
immeasurable harm to the American people and to 
the very fabric of our Republic.” Regardless of Trump’s 
response, these cities and jurisdictions, much like 
those in the early 1800s, are standing in solidarity with 
their people. 

Fear continues to dictate whether we, as a country, 
welcome or turn away families like Waleed and his 
mother—people who desperately seek a safe place 
for their own survival. Sometimes, people fear deadly 
attacks or espionage from different countries. Other 
times, our president wants to build a wall because he 
fears our neighboring countries’ immigrants are putting 
“millions of jobs, and billions and billions of dollars” at 
risk. Whatever the case may be, we have to choose 
whether we will let this historic fear overcome us once 
again, or whether we will honor the Statue of Liberty: 
“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses 
yearning to breathe free.” 

Wall cOnsTrucTiOn aT The BOrder BeTWeen mexicO and The us.
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Throughout the history of theater, there are plays 
that ignore opportunities to employ the usage of 
multiple languages in favor of using of English 
alone, or just having foreign words and phrases 
sprinkled intermittently throughout the text as 
a token reminder. Miss Saigon, for example, 
features an American soldier stationed in a 
Vietnam where the Vietnamese characters all 
conveniently speak perfect English. However, this 
has started to change. In 21st century theater, 
bilingual plays, like Refuge Malja , have 
increased in number and prominence. At their 
best, bilingual plays avoid traditional signifiers of 
foreignness or multiculturalism by opting for full-on 
realism—characters speak in another language 
and switch effortlessly when it’s called for. They 
don’t settle for a few words or phrases; instead, 
these other languages are a consistent presence 
throughout the play, popping up within English 
dialogue, in whole scenes, and in monologues. 
These plays are truly multicultural in language 
and scope. Bilingual plays show that even though 
the words may be different, the emotions and 
predicaments that theater examines are universal. 
Hearing dialogue in another language allows us 
to understand that there’s not only one way of 
speaking—or thinking.

Bilingual theater can provide many benefits to 
the stories being told, the audiences witnessing 
them, and the actors portraying them. Alternating 
between two or more languages can fulfill creative, 
artistic, and stylistic functions in the plays; add 
emphasis to a certain word or passage; deepen 
or intensify a meaning; and instruct the audience 
about a concept. Language in bilingual theater can 
also be used to mark closeness or familiarity, and 
to emphasize bonds; on the opposite end of the 
spectrum, it can also be used to mark distance, 
and break bonds. The characters’ native language 
can become a tool to delineate cultural boundaries, 
and at times to convey the sense of alienation. The 
complex identities of the characters, as well as the 
plots of the plays, are constructed and developed 
by means of language. Language can thus be 
used to enhance and support the representation of 
the characters. 

A recent study done by Jay P. Greene, a professor 
of education reform at the University of Arkansas, 
showed that children who watch theater experience 
positive improvements in tolerance and the ability to 
read the emotions of others. Thus, it stands to reason 
that, by applying bilingual and multicultural elements 
to theater, theater can be a truly powerful and 
productive means to develop a child’s awareness and 
use of language and culture, while also developing 
knowledge of the world around them and empathy 
and tolerance for others. Bilingual theater also 
increases the employment of bilingual and multilingual 
artists in high-ranking positions, so they have the 
power to use their knowledge and passion to ensure 
the specific culture and dialect chosen is represented 
with the most accuracy. Many actors, bilingual or 
otherwise, who have worked on bilingual productions 
speak highly of the experience. An actor from a 
bilingual theater company in Santa Rosa, CA, called 
The Imaginists, describes the company’s processes 
as a “humbling and empowering exchange” for every 
actor involved.       

Bilingual plays can also provide an opportunity for 
audiences to be exposed to languages and cultures 
they may not often encounter in their daily lives or in 
the classroom, such as American Sign Language 
(ASL). ASL is not a representation of the English 
language; it is another language with different sentence 
structures and syntax. It can be complex and hard to 
learn. However, many artists have found that ASL, 
being a gestural, embodied language that creates 
a connection between hands and facial gestures, is 
naturally theatrical and poetic. At least some in the 
theater community are intent on accurately portraying 
the deaf community in an accessible way. Nina Raine's 
Tribes, presented four years ago at Portland Stage, 
focused on the changes in the life of a deaf young man 
whose family had refused to learn sign language. Deaf 
West Theatre’s acclaimed Broadway revival of Spring 
Awakening, which united deaf and hearing actors, 
competed for three Tony Awards, including best revival 
of a musical. I Was Most Alive with You by Craig Lucas, 
which is currently having its New York premiere at 
Playwrights Horizons, features two separate principal 
casts—the first, a mix of Deaf and hearing actors, and 
a second “shadow cast,” comprised entirely of Deaf 
actors, who perform the play simultaneously in ASL. 

Bilingual Theater: Providing Refuge 
by rebecca rovezzi 
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The shadow actors sign fully in ASL, while the 
characters in the play sign as their characters would. 
It makes for a busy stage, but the goal is to give both 
languages equal weight. In addition to a traditional 
director, this production has also employed a director 
of ASL. Collaborations like this have been very rare, 
partly because of the time and money needed to 
make these productions possible. When working 
in two languages simultaneously, it is preferable to 
have a longer rehearsal period. Communication 
access is also a significant and common barrier. 
Securing ASL interpreters for the entire process 
adds to the overall budget. One would hope that 
because of I Was Most Alive with You, and examples 
set by other theater companies, more theaters will 
be willing to explore this type of collaboration for its 
immense artistic and cultural value.

The process of creating bilingual theater often 
has its own unique frustrations as well as 
benefits.  Translating to and from English can 
create issues for many languages, partly because 
English absorbs more synonyms and thus has 
more words. Bilingual theater also brings up 
the question of how much (if any) of the play 
will be translated for the audience in their native 
language. Many employ the usage of subtitles or 
supertitles projected somewhere on or near the 
stage. Every bilingual play has different needs and 
intentions. Some artists maintain if the story is well-
told, the audience does not need to understand 
every single word; others argue that the need for 
accessibility surpasses the desire for complete 
linguistic authenticity. 

This debate was reinvigorated recently on a 
national level by the 2009 Broadway revival of 
West Side Story. In the film and original musical, 
the Puerto Rican characters spoke and sang in 
English, even to each other, with the occasional 
Spanish word. For the 2009 revival, the creative 
team drew widespread notice for having composer 
and lyricist Lin-Manuel Miranda translate some 
of the English lyrics by Stephen Sondheim into 
Spanish. Author and director Arthur Laurents 
believed that taking a bilingual approach would 
add more depth and authenticity to the Puerto 
Rican characters. "Arthur had come back from 
a trip to Latin America where he had seen a 
Spanish-language production of the show—and 
the Sharks [the Puerto Rican gang] were the 
heroes of the piece," said Miranda. 

Laurents's idea was not to replicate this inversion 
of the gangs' relative status, but to level them out, 
placing the Sharks on equal footing with the white 
characters. Even though they don't speak Spanish, 
the Jets (the white gang), and the audience, are 
meant to understand what the Sharks think of them. 
However, several months after opening, Laurents 
and some of the producers voiced that they felt 
the Spanish lyrics were not “jolting” audiences 
during some of the songs the way they had hoped. 
Laurents stated, “Audiences were getting the 
general idea of [the song] ‘A Boy Like That,’ but they 
weren’t getting hammered by it…For people who 
don’t understand Spanish, the impact was diluted.” 
After discussions among Laurents, the producers, 
and some of the actors, most of the lyrics in “A Boy 
Like That” and a few other numbers were changed 
back to English. Producer Jeffrey Seller said, “We 
reached the conclusion that we could provide a 
bigger dramatic wallop if we incorporated more 
English back into ‘A Boy Like That,’ without gutting 
the integrity of the Spanish that carries the Sharks 
through the show.” Mr. Seller said he had investors 
who wanted “A Boy Like That” to be sung in English 
“from Day 1,” but added that financial considerations 
were a negligible factor in the changes. For the 
creative team of this production, the desire to 
preserve the emotional impact of the story offset 
their interest in maintaining realism. 

Jack Reuler, the artistic director of Mixed Blood, 
a theater company in Minneapolis committed to 
producing bilingual plays every season, credits the 
success of their bilingual programming to Mixed 
Blood’s diverse audience base. Reuler believes, 
“As the American theater is finding new markets, 
as the old audiences are dwindling, there are huge 
populations of people waiting to be invited into 
the theater, and language is one way of doing it. 
If a theater does a show in a language other than 
English, it’s probably the only entertainment in that 
language in that community. It immediately expands 
to an audience who are hungry to see themselves 
onstage.” He also adds a disclaimer: attracting a 
new audience “should be the product, not the why.” 
Theaters must function as more than theaters if they 
want to engage everyone in their community. This 
is natural: the theater has always been a meeting 
place to exchange ideas, encounter new worlds, 
ask complicated questions, and experience art. 
Even during times when the world feels less than 
welcoming, the theater can still be a refuge, and a 
place where all are welcome.  
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Community Connection: 
Seeds of Peace 

by rebecca rovezzi 
Seeds of Peace was founded in 1993 by 
the American journalist John Wallach on the 
belief that "if you begin to know your enemy, 
if you begin to hear your enemy, if you begin 
to understand your enemy, it is inevitable that 
you will begin to feel some empathy.” At a state 
dinner with politicians from Israel, Egypt, and 
Palestine, Wallach toasted them, then inspired 
them to pledge to bring 15 young people from 
each of their respective countries to a new camp 
he was founding in Maine. These 46, as well 
as three Americans, ranging in age from 13 to 
18, comprised the first session of the Seeds of 
Peace Camp, founded on the site of the former 
Camp Powhatan in Otisfield, Maine. Since its 
inauguration in 1993, the camp has produced 
nearly 6,700 Seed graduates, coming from 
Egypt, Palestine, Israel, Jordan, Morocco, Qatar, 
Tunisia, Afghanistan, Yemen, India, Pakistan, 
the US, the UK, Cyprus, Greece, and Turkey. 
Campers take part in an identity-based dialogue 
program focused on race, religion, economic 
and educational disparity, and other sources of 
prejudice and discrimination. The camp focuses 
first on personal transformation and then wider 
societal change. 

After graduating from the camp, participants 
build on their experiences through over 145 local 
year-round leadership development programs 
that strengthen relationships and leadership 
capacities. Through subsequent fellowships 
and convenings, Seeds of Peace accelerates 
the impact of their alumni who are challenging 
ideologies, policies, and practices that perpetuate 
conflict. Seeds of Peace also currently runs 
programs in the Middle East, South Asia, Europe, 
and other parts of the US.

Becoming a Seed 
The camper selection process to attend the 
Seeds of Peace Camp is competitive and 
varies by country and program. Candidates 
are typically between 14-16 years of age 
and they are looking for young people who 
are passionate about their communities, are 
curious, can think critically, have an open mind, 
are willing to be challenged, show leadership 
potential, and are able to communicate well 
in English. To apply visit the Seeds of Peace 
website at www.seedsofpeace.org. 

a GrOuP Of camPers frOm as far aWay as lOndOn, PakisTan, PalesTine, and eGyPT, Walk TO afTernOOn OPen sWim, 
PhOTO By chrisTOPher evans.
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This section is dedicated to taking the issues we discuss in PlayNotes and offering an easy way for our 
readers to connect to those issues. 

Are you or a loved one affected by one of the issues we discussed? Reach out to these resources for 
support. Want to make a difference in how these issues are handled in our community? Reach out to 
these resources to find advocacy and volunteer opportunities or donate towards their causes.

Lesvos, Greece 

Refugee4Refeugee 
Based in Lesvos, Greece, the Refugee4Refugee (founded by a refugee) is a non-political organization 
that addresses the needs and concerns of refugees.
https://refugee4refugees.org/what-we-do/

One Happy Family Community Center
he One Happy Family Community Center is a place which is built and run together with people from 
refugee camps on the Greek island of Lesvos.
https://ohf-lesvos.org/en/welcome/

Portland, ME

Maine College of Art
An exhibition on migration by the Maine College of Art; there are many associated events and 
discussions along with an art exhibit.
https://www.meca.edu/about/institute-of-contemporary-art/coming-soon/mmv-exhibition/ 

Maine Access Immigrant Network
Maine Access Immigrant Network (MAIN) bridges access to health and social services for immigrants 
and refugees in Portland Maine. The organization works to build a stronger multicultural community in 
Portland, and to address refugee health literacy, health care enrollment, and coordination of health care 
benefits and non-clinical care. MAIN provides resource and referral information that is culturally and 
linguistically appropriate in English, Arabic, Somali, and French to ensure equal access to programs 
and services for new Mainers from Africa and Middle East.
http://main1.org/about-us/

Maine Immigration and Refugee Services
Maine Immigrant and Refugee Services (MEIRS) educates, assists, and empowers immigrant and 
refugee youth and their families toward a goal of social and economic self-sufficiency and mental, 
emotional and physical wellbeing. MEIRS promotes a pathway toward citizenship and community 
engagement, creating opportunities for inclusion and meaningful participation for immigrants and 
refugees.
https://meirs.org/ 

Immigrant Resource Center of Maine
The mission of Immigrant Resource Center Of Maine (IRCofMe) formerly known as United Somali 
Women of Maine is to support refugee and immigrant communities by offering culturally and 
linguistically sensitive services to promote a healthy and equitable Maine.
http://www.ircofmaine.org/who-we-are.html

Outreach & Advocacy
by the editors
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Recommended Resources
by the editors

BOOKS
Cast Away: True Stories of Survival from Europe’s Refugee Crisis by Charlotte McDonald-Gibson
“Home” by Warsan Shire
Nakba: Palestine, 1948, and the Claims of Memory edited by Ahmad H. Sa'di, Lila Abu-Lughod
Night by Elie Wiesel
Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi
Syria: A History of the Last Hundred Years by John McHugo
The Adam of Two Edens by Mahmoud Darwish
The New Odyssey: The Story of the Twenty-First-Century Refugee Crisis by Patrick Kingsley
The Routledge Atlas of the Arab-Israeli Conflict by Martin Gilbert

CHILDREN'S BOOKS
Escape from Aleppo by N. H. Senzai (YA) 

MOVIES / TELEVISION 
4.1 Miles
Another News Story 
Saffuriyya (1948) 
Al-Nakba: The Palestinian Catastrophe 1948

PLAYS 
Oslo by JT Rogers 
Time Stands Still by Donald Margulies
The Band’s Visit by David Yazbek and Itamar Moses
The Who and the What by Ayad Akhtar
Sotto Voce by Nilo Cruz

michael arOnOv, anThOny azizi, and JeffersOn mays in oslo aT lincOln cenTer

PhOTO By T. charles ericksOn
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage and in the 
classroom! Portland Stage is dedicated to bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, 
interactive experiences, and thought-provoking literature to a wide audience of youth and adult 
learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to PlayNotes, take a class in our 
Theater for Kids space, or bring a group of students to see a performance, there is something here 
for everyone. How would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series 
The Portland Stage Student Matinee Program annually provides more than 7,000 middle and high 
school students from Maine and New Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. 
Following Student Matinee performances, students participate in discussions with members of the 
cast and crew, actively and energetically exploring all elements of the production and the issues 
raised in the play.

Play Me a Story 
Experience the Fun & Magic of Theater on Saturday Mornings at 10:30am with Play Me a Story! 
Ages 4-10 are welcome to enjoy a performance of children’s stories, then participate in an acting 
workshop with professional theater artists. Build literacy, encourage creativity and spark dramatic 
dreams!  Walk-ins are welcome, but pre-registration is encouraged!

After School Classes 
After school classes at Portland Stage produce a safe environment for young people to find a 
higher sense of play, stretch their imaginations, and gain valuable social skills such as listening, 
risk taking, ensemble building, public speaking, and leadership through storytelling. These classes 
are wildly fun, creative, spontaneous, and begin to build skills for the young actor or non-actor’s 
voice, body, and imagination. Visit our website for this year’s offerings!

Vacation and Summer Camps 
Our theater camps are fun, challenging and enriching. We use stories of all kinds to fuel these 
active, educational and lively, process-based week-long school vacation and summer programs 
for youth. Theater for Kids works with professional actors, directors, artisans and composers. 
Students are invited to think, speak, and act, and even sing imaginatively, critically, and creatively 
in an environment of inclusivity and safe play.

Classroom Workshop Program 
The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high 
schools to enhance the experience of students who participate in the Early Show Program by 
complementing their visits with pre- and post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops 
are led by professional Teaching Artists who engage students in the creative process through 
writing, acting, directing and discussion.

The Intern Company 
The Portland Stage Intern Program is committed to training future generations of theater 
professionals. Applicants should be highly motivated individuals who have acquired basic training 
in the theater arts and are looking to explore their field further through meaningful hands-on 
experience. Portland Stage interns can expect to be challenged by a creative process that relies 
on both ingenuity and collaboration. Interns at Portland Stage work with leading designers, 
directors, administrators, and our professional production team throughout the season. They leave 
with a greater knowledge of the theatrical process and the satisfaction of being part of a dedicated 
theater company where exceptional quality is the end goal.
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