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It was in the 
wake of the

sandstoms
in Alexandria several weeks ago and the gritty kham asin  after- 
taste still lingered. I had dropped by Bernard de Zogheb to look at 
his paintings and the libretti of his opéras. He was on his wide 
terrace, arranging a collection of semi-precious stones and fossils, 
from which the dust had been rinsed, on the balustrade to dry. 
The little Pekinese that had recently been deposited, scrawny and 
goitered, at his door was bouncing about good-humouredly.

There was allegedly a golden âge in Alexandria's modem 
history (a counterpart to the Ptolemaic golden âge of the city). If 
this was the case, Bernard de Zogheb no doubt belonged among 
the city's jeunesse dorée. So, setting aside the controversies 
surrounding cosmopolitanism, surely he would be able to settle 
the question whether the golden âge did exist, whether it was not 
a nostalgie re-creation. "I think there was a golden âge" -  he 
pauses, then does a double take -  "well, more an âge of gilt 
bronze than gold.

A Greek Catholic family of Syrian origin, the Zoghebs settled 
in Alexandria sometime towards the tum of the nineteenth 
century. Was Alexandria, in its gilded cosmopolitan âge, a true 
melting-pot -  or, as some argue, inhabited by différent ethnie and 
religious communities that co-existed but did not mingle that 
much? He endorses the view put forth by his cousin Christian 
Ayoub in the entry on the Levant contributed to a certain 
Dictionnaire du Snobisme. Here, Ayoub wittily evokes the mores 
of the Levantine "Polypolis" -  his own felicitous term for an east- 
Mediterranean all-city inhabited by an intricate mixture of races
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and religions, intermingling, he maintains, predominantly in the 
upper echelons of society.

Among the characteristics of that top-most crust was a 
certain dilettantism and patronage of the arts. Patrice de Zogheb, 
for example, often held opéra and ballet performances at his roof- 
top fiat on Safia Zaghlout Street (Bernard designed the costumes 
for one ballet based on Hans Christian Andersen to commemorate 
his centenary). What of the de Zoghebs7 title, that slightly 
incongruous particle? While Bernard says he no longer considers 
himself a count, he will allude to certain long-lost nuances in the 
origins of titles. "There was a time when, for one reason or 
another, it seemed to be the thing: people wanted to have titles.
Some got papal titles, which I suppose they bought, others got 
titles because they were honorary consuls of this or that... Ours is 
apparently not a papal title... because around, the coat of arms is 
written Vittorio Emanuele Primo -  an Italian title."

Bom during a family sojoum in Paris, Bernard spoke only 
English -  thanks to the zeal of his English nanny -  until the âge 
of six, when the Zoghebs retumed to Egypt. In Alexandria, it was 
a certain Mademoiselle Toulemonde who gave him private 
tuition in French before he entered the Lycée Français at the âge 
of 10. To these two language was added what he calls his 
"kitchen Italian," a pidgin version picked up from the Triestine 
maids, that he was to put to remarkable use later in life. One gets 
the impression of a wayward child, not least from the fact that he 
was once badly hit by a car while chasing butterflies at the 
Sporting Club. At the Lycée, he was proficient in English and 
French but his attention wandered during mathematics and 
Arabie classes.

His parents' solution to the latter problem was, he explains 
in plaintive tones, to "send me to the local priest, who wasn't 
trained to be a teacher. Ail he taught me was Our Father and Hail 
Mary... which I;m still incapable of reciting in Arabie." He must 
have been frequently asked about his mother tongue for in an 
essay he has eloquently argued that it is not the language in 
which we dream but in which we swear that should be 
considered our mother tongue. According to his hypothesis, his 
mother tongue would be English, though he commends the 
intricacies of Arabie swear words.

On leaving the Lycée Français in the early 1940s (he failed
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his Baccalauréat on account of mathematics and Arabie), lured by 
the glamour of the uniform, he tried to join the British forces. 
Asked what his nationality was, he -  perhaps wisely, perhaps 
foolishly... "if I'd joined up I'd be dead by now" -  said he was 
Egyptian. Told that Egyptians were not allowed in the forces, he 
was nevertheless given work as a civilian at the Royal Air Force 
camp Abu Kir. (In fact he had no passport at the time, and would 
later find it so difficult to procure an Egyptian passport that he 
would end up with Lebanese nationality on account of his 
mother's origins.)

It is a period he seems to have lived intensely, savouring the 
uncertainties, socialising into the wee hours with new wartime 
acquaintances, and acquiring a craving to be on the other side of 
the Mediterranean. From the vantage point of the local, he fondly 
filed away in his memory the Tommies' misapprehensions about 
Egypt -  referring to a mysterious station as "Ish," the 
whereabouts of which they were unsure, and which only by 
considérable calisthenics of the imagination could have been 
deciphered as Ismailiyah.

After the war an occupation of a very différent nature 
"befell" Bernard. Because he attended cocktail parties and social 
functions, he was solicited to write the society column for La 
Réforme Illustrée, the Sunday édition of the Alexandria-based 
daily La Réforme. Though he says it paid peanuts and that he did 
it for fun, the task was not without its périls. While writing up 
the names of ladies present at these functions and describing 
their gowns, it was inévitable that one name should fall at the 
end of the list -  a cause for distress to the lady in question. Soon, 
however, he devised an ingenious method to avoid the 
predicament.

At the end of each list he would tag on a number of 
imaginary characters, describing their personalities and attire 
with the same application devoted to their real fellow guests. 
Among these ethereal visitors were: "A woman called 
Samothraca Smith who was the daughter of an English soldier 
and a Greek lady. There was a Coptic girl called Hazel Halloub 
with two brothers called Brian and Douglas Halloub (there was a 
certain period when Copts gave very English-sounding names to 
their children). There was Farfalina Piha, who had a very fat 
behind and always had bows on her behind to hide it."
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Likewise, real and imaginary characters rub bed shoulders in 
the opéras he started writing, the gift for which seems to have 
come down from Bemard's father -  "that and a passion for 
crossword puzzles." Georges de Zogheb was often called upon to 
write musical sketches of Alexandrian life for charity balls.
Those sketches of his that have survived are touching for their 
ephemeral quality, their courteous weaving together of names of 
luminaries present at the functions and by the exchanges on 
pressing social topics of the day such as whether ladies are to be 
admitted to the Cercle M ohamed Ali. But Bernard first tumed his 
hand to lyric writing in the summer of 1947, when he used to 
stay up with a friend, artist Adrian de Menasce, composing 
lyrical repartees set to Italian tunes. In the following years,
Bernard composed his first opéra, Le Sorelle Bronte (The Bronte 
Sisters). The libretto for this, as is the case with the rest of his 
opéras, is written in his kitchen Italian, and set to popular tunes.

On a Nile cruise in the early 1960s, overhearing some friends 
of Bemard's singing snatches from Le Sorelle, the late American 
poet James Merrill asked to meet the author. The beginning of a 
strong friendship, MerilTs visit provided material for Bemard's 
next opéra, written as a thank-you gesture. Le Vacanze a Parigi 
(The Vacation in Paris) is based on Bernard and MerilTs dinner at 
Prunier's, and focuses on the restaurants unique art nouveau 
bathroom, a tourist attraction. Le Vacanze is about two 
American tourists who, having eaten more than they could pay 
for at Prunier's, hide in the toilet "where Madame Lavabo is an 
ex-Russian princess." So beguiled was Merrill with Le Vacanze 
that he had it performed by The Little Players, a puppet theatre 
company in New York, in 1969.

To write opéras for puppets might seem the last word in 
artifice -  but then artifice is intrinsic to Bernard de Zogheb's 
work. It may not be an exaggeration to argue that the artifice is of 
home-grown breed: the posturing and mannerisms of the 
rendered in high camp. Exquisitely wrought, his libretti are 
studded with arias that can be taken as discrète tableaux of 
cosmopolitan Levantine society. A universal favourite is the 
scene in II Canale (The [Suez] Canal) where Alexandrian 
hostesses introduce the exotic dishes to Empress Eugenie to the 
tune of M ack the Knife:

Una donna:
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Lalakerda c'est de Gerda -  
La Tabouli, c'est de m oi 
Un altra donna:
La Coubeba est de Beba  
La Bastourma, c'est pour toi 
Un altra donna:
La Batiha est de Miha 
La Cometra c'est de m oi 
Una donna a la sua am icca:
Yala mange ton orange 
Si tu veux un chocolat 

(A lady: The Alakerda was made by Gerda-/ The Tabouli is 
by me/ Another lady: The Coubeba is by Beba -/ The Bastourma 
is for you/ Another lady: The watermelon is from Miha/ The 
pears are from me/ A lady to her friend: Come on, eat your 
orange/ If you want to have a chocolaté.)

Apart from short arias in French like the above, the Italian of 
the libretti not only reproduces faithfully the pidgin Alexandrian 
version but also offers yam with which to interweave once 
typically Alexandrian verbal corruptions, borrowings and 
portmanteau words. Others from across the great divide had 
tumed their hands to similar experiments -  Sayyid Darwîsh 
himself sang a delectable lyric in the corrupted Arabie of a Greek 
waiter.

La Vita Alessandrina (Alexandrian Life), a fictionalised 
biography of Cavafy, is possibly Bemard's most accomplished 
expression of "Alexandrian camp." Here, classical conventions of 
high art are transposed to a mondain  context and parodied. At the 
request for a rôle put to him by Anne O'Leary, an Irish-American 
woman who spent a few years in Alexandria, she became the 
poet's muse and patroness. Her introductory song, set to the tune 
of Hallelujah, goes:

Anoleri:
Son Anoleri, Anoleri, County Kerry, Tra la la 
Son Anoleri, Anoleri, Brooklyn Ferry, hop la la 
John, Peter, Paul:
Anoleri, Hakelberi, Tomangieri, Umpapa 
Tutti:
Anoleri, Anoleri, Bladimeri, Tra la la 

Bernard obligingly footnotes Anoleri's epithets. Thus we leam
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that H akelberi is "an American Finn," Tomangieri "an American 
cat and mouse" and Bladimeri "American tomato juice."

But perhaps the most felicitous transposition of ail is of 
Cavafy's celebrated expression of fin-de-siècle sensibility,
"Waiting for the Barbarians." The poem depicts a decadent, over- 
refined society waiting to be conquered by the Barbarians, who 
never arrive. La Vita begins with Madame Cavafy and her sons 
throwing a tea party where hosts and guests await in vain the 
Zervudachis, an Alexandrian Greek family, to come and préparé 
the tea.

A great deal of the hilarity in the opéras emerges from the 
quaintly apposite tunes chosen for the arias. On the occasion of 
the putative tea party, Cavafy timidly gives in to his mother and 
recites his "Candies" for the benefit of the guests. An oft-quoted 
variation on the theme of mutability, "Candies" is set to the 
melody of "Killing me Softly." The three handsome young men 
whose company Cavafy is known to have enjoyed in later years 
are recast here as "the three archangels of the poet," and they 
come to provide musical solace at his deathbed.

After living for almost two decades between France, Greece 
and Morocco, Bernard de Zogheb retumed to Egypt in the early 
eighties to stay with his mother, thinking that when she died he 
would again leave for Europe. After her death, however, he 
realised that he much preferred living in Alexandria, seeing a lot 
of friends, both old and new, and spending the occasional 
summer abroad. On occasion you catch sight of Bernard de 
Zogheb walking downtown or along the Corniche: his slight 
stoop gives the impression of unswerving purpose, though to the 
careful observer it might also be the prérogative of the dedicated 
amateur.

And despite the many cultural and aesthetic changes in the 
Alexandria of today, he is as attuned to it as he was to Farfalina 
Pihas city. He describes a walk along the Corniche back from San 
Stephano: "I kept saying to myself: OK, if I look on the left with 
ail the new buildings, its changed. But if I look on the right, I see 
the sea, exactly as I saw it when I was five years old. It hasn't 
changed... As we see it today, the ancient Greeks must have seen 
it."
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