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Many Egyptians associate the tabla
drum with belly dancers and seedy
nightclubs but, despite its image

problem, percussionists are giving the
ancient instrument a new lease of life. And
it is often women who are now playing the
goblet-shaped traditional drum, an early
version of which has been found in the
ancient temple of the Goddess Hathor in
Qena, southern Egypt. The beat of the
tabla is ubiquitous, animating every
Egyptian wedding, concert and impromptu
dance party.

And yet professional tabla players have
been associated with nightclubs, where
they accompany the undulations of belly
dancers, looked down on as figures of ill-
repute by many Egyptians. “The publicʼs
image of the tabla is very negative,” said
music expert Ahmed al-Maghraby. “People
associate it with a lack of morals.” That is
something the newcomers want to
change. “Thereʼs a new trend now: solo
tabla concerts,” said musician Mostafa
Bakkar, who struggled with his own fami-
lyʼs disapproval of his decision to become

a tabla player and teacher. “People find
the environment shameful,” he told AFP.
“They make fun of me and ask, ʻSo
whereʼs the dancer?ʼ”

ʻMusic therapyʼ 
The quip has its roots in Egyptian pop-

ular culture. The 1984 hit movie “Al
Raqessa wal Tabal” (The Dancer and the
Tabla Player) told the story of a percus-
sionist whose career grinds to a halt after
leaving his belly dancer partner to strike
out on his own. Bakkar, 30, who ties his
dreadlocks back with a white bandana,
said he also organizes improvised drum-
playing circles for amateurs. “I pass out
tablas to people around me and we play
music in unison,” he told AFP.

“Itʼs a kind of group therapy,” chimed in
neuropsychologist Christine Yaacoub, a
regular at Bakkarʼs drumming sessions. “I
saw how happy tabla can make people,
so now I use it as music therapy with my
patients,” she said. By practicing percus-
sion together, “we heighten our attention
span”, she explained, because the tabla
allows people “to express themselves
without speaking”.

ʻBreak the rulesʼ 
Most professional tabla players have

been men, but now more and more

Egyptian women are taking up the ancient
instrument, either professionally or as a
hobby. In 2016, tabla players Rania Omar
and Donia Sami, one of whom is veiled,
went viral on social media with a video

that attracted a fair share of online heck-
lers but also an outpouring of support.

Encouraged, the duo went on to
become the first all-woman tabla band in
Egypt. In 2019, 33-year-old Soha
Mohammed joined them to create “Tablet
al-Sitt” (The Womanʼs Tabla), “to give all
women a chance to sing freely and play
the tabla”. Mohammed has since been
travelling with eight other percussionists
across Egypt, treating audiences to new
takes on traditional classics. At a recent

Cairo show under a bridge on the Nileʼs
banks, 500 people gathered at the “Sawy
Culture Wheel”, singing and clapping
along as Tablet al-Sitt played folk
favorites. For band member Rougina

Nader, who at age 21 has spent 12 years
playing the instrument, it was a long, diffi-
cult road to becoming a full-time percus-
sionist. “We upset men, because weʼre
competition, and audiences love us,” she
told AFP. “There are obstacles, but that
wonʼt stop us from continuing to break the
rules.” — AFP

From drones to 
sensors, Malaysian
durian grower 
goes high-tech

Drones spraying pesticide, sensors
taking soil readings, sprinklers
that squirt fertilizer at the touch of

a button-a Malaysian plantation is
using high-tech methods to boost its
crop of pungent durians. Grown across
Southeast Asia, fans hail the spiky duri-
an as the “king of fruit” due to its bitter-
sweet flavors and creamy golden flesh,
and it is particularly popular in China.

But to its detractors it is the worldʼs
smelliest fruit, with an overpowering
stench like rotting food that has seen it
banned in hotels and on public trans-
port across the region. In a competitive
market, Malaysian grower Top Fruits
Plantations has turned to high-tech
methods to lift its output. “Itʼs a much
faster way to get more consistent
results,” managing director Tan Sue
Sian told AFP during a recent tour of

one of the companyʼs plantations in
Batu Pahat, southern Johor state.

Using technology allows farmers to
gauge more precisely how much fertil-
izer and water the trees need, he
said. “When you give what is needed,
the fruit will be much more consistent.
The shape will be better, and the aro-
ma will be better,” added Tan, who
has more than 30 yearsʼ experience
growing durians.

Sensors essential 
Key in the drive are sensors spread

across 400 acres (160 hectares) of Top
Fruitsʼ 700-acre Batu Pahat plantation,
relaying data on soil quality and con-
tent to workersʼ handheld devices. The
sensors are boxes mounted on poles,
connected to the soil with a series of
cables. By 2024, the entire plantation
should be kitted out with them.

Sprinklers attached to a network of
pipes are remotely activated to spray

fertilizer onto the trees, while drones
hover over the plantation squirting pes-
ticide. Such methods are unheard of on
Malaysian durian farms, where growers
typically rely on a large labor force,
instinct and educated guesses. The
investment has been hefty-Top Fruits
has spent about four million ringgit
($900,000) over the past three years
on the technology. But it has led to an
increase in yields of 40 percent, while
its workforce has shrunk by 30 percent.

The company is now able to pro-
duce 800 tons of durians from its farms
every year, with more than 80 per cent
of its crop frozen in factories to be
exported overseas, much of it to China.
In a bid to further boost their crop, Top
Fruits is getting into research by setting
up a lab and collaborating with local
universities.— AFP

Ahead pops out of the toilet, a woman
gets pregnant from birth control pills-
South Korean Booker Prize nomi-

nee Bora Chungʼs short stories are full of
horror, inspired by her own lonely life. An
academic specializing in Slavic literature,
Chung was considered a “genre writer”
and excluded from South Koreaʼs main-
stream literary scene. Until recently, she
was relatively unknown to local readers.

Her stories-which combine science fic-
tion, horror and fantasy-are not considered
“pure” literature by Seoulʼs cultural elite.
But her life took a dramatic turn when her
2017 collection “Cursed Bunny” caught the
eye of translator Anton Hur. Hurʼs English
edition of the book, released by British
publisher Honford Star, has been named a
finalist for this yearʼs International Booker
Prize.

Only two South Korean writers-Han
Kang (“The Vegetarian”) and Hwang Sok-
yong (“At Dusk”) — have previously been
nominated for the honor, and both were far
more established and well-regarded
domestically. “Cursed Bunny” has not won
any prizes in South Korea, and Chung
mostly earned a living teaching at a univer-
sity and translating Russian literature.
Despite the elements of horror in her work,
Chung said the collection was ultimately
about the innate loneliness of being
human.

She spent nearly a decade overseas as
a graduate student, living year to year and
unsure of her next move, which profoundly
shaped her imagination as a writer, she
told AFP. “I wasnʼt sure if anything was
actually waiting for me in South Korea
even if I wanted to return,” she said. “I was
constantly nervous about the future, and
because this lasted for nine years, I
became very used to the state of being
lonely,” she added.

Horrors of modern society 
A graduate of Seoulʼs Yonsei University,

Chung holds a masterʼs degree in Russian
and East European studies from Yale and
a PhD in Slavic literature from Indiana
University, both in the United States. She
was deeply inspired by Soviet Russian
writer Andrei Platonovʼs 1928 novel
“Chevengur”, about a poor orphan whose
quest to find a communist utopia ultimately
fails and ends in a bloodbath.

The Booker Prize Foundation says
Chungʼs collection uses the fantastical to
address the horrors of the “patriarchy and
capitalism of modern society”. Her charac-
ters include a father who locks up his
daughter and exploits her for business, a
designer who falls in love with a robot com-
panion sheʼs invented and a woman who is
constantly shamed after becoming preg-
nant due to the side effects of birth control

pills. Another character faces the horror of
repeatedly seeing a creature appear in her
toilet bowl, claiming to be her child. In her
own life, Chung said the prospect of falling
pregnant felt like a serious threat during
her years overseas.

“To me, it was horror,” she told AFP at
her apartment in the South Korean port
city of Pohang before leaving for the
United Kingdom to attend the awards cer-
emony set for Thursday. “All I could think
was if I suddenly fell pregnant and gave
birth, I would just die with my child. I
would just be on the streets and die,” she
said. “I had no ability to raise a child,
didnʼt have a partner, had no support net-
work and I was a foreigner.”

ʻA very hard sellʼ 
Chungʼs nomination rides a global wave

of enthusiasm for South Korean culture,
from Netflixʼs “Squid Game” to author Han
Kangʼs 2016 International Booker Prize
winner “The Vegetarian”. But Anton Hur,
who translated “Cursed Bunny” and mar-
keted its English edition, said the book was
“actually a very, very hard sell” given what
he characterized as a lack of interest in
Korean literature.

“I did everything I could to promote the
book, whether it was on social media, at
Oxford University where I won a translators
residency... and the many literary festivals I
dragged the author to so that we could sell
just one more book,” he told AFP. Chung,
who is married to a labor rights activist,
prefers to spend her spare time attending
political rallies. “I feel at ease at rallies as I
get to be with a lot of people who share the
same thoughts as me,” said the author,
who met her husband at a rally. Chungʼs
years overseas, meanwhile, have made
her painfully aware of cultural differences,
and her work seems to ask: If culture and
language are such barriers to intimacy,
then what hope do humans have of under-
standing robots?—AFP

A worker extracting durian fruit at the Top Fruit factory in
Batu Pahat in Malaysia’s Johor state.

This picture shows packets of vacuumed-sealed durian fruit at the Top Fruit fac-
tory in Batu Pahat in Malaysia’s Johor state. 

“Tabla” drum instructor Mostafa Bakkar
gives a lesson at his studio in Egypt’s capital
Cairo.

A student plays the “tabla” drum during a
music lesson with teacher with Mostafa Bakkar
(unseen) at his studio in Egypt’s capital Cairo.

Women members of the “Tablet al-Sitt” (the Lady’s Tabla) perform on stage at the “Sawy Culture Wheel” centre in Egypt’s capital Cairo.
— AFP photos

Women members of the “Tablet al-Sitt” (the Lady’s Tabla) perform with the (from left) “sagat”
finger cymbals, the “daf” hand drums, and the “tabla” drum on stage.

This picture shows South Korean horror
writer Bora Chung posing with her book
“Cursed Bunny” during an interview with AFP
at her apartment in the South Korean port city
of Pohang. — AFP 

This picture shows durian fruit hanging on a tree at the Top Fruit durian farm in Batu Pahat in
Malaysia’s Johor state. — AFP photos

A worker showing durian fruit at the Top Fruit
durian farm in Batu Pahat in Malaysia’s Johor
state.

Women members of the “Tablet al-Sitt” (the Lady’s Tabla) band perform with “daf” hand
drums (left, center) and the “tabla” drum (right) on stage at the “Sawy Culture Wheel” centre
in Egypt’s capital Cairo.


