The Warm-Up - Ihsane
Kate Molleson: Hello and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Mollison, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience. Today, we look at the latest from double Olivier Award-winning choreographer Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui. He returns to the festival for the first time in 10 years with ISAN.
It's a huge production dealing with grief and joy in equal measure.
Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui: My name is Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui. I'm the choreographer of Ihsan, which we are performing with Les Ballets du Grand Théâtre de Genève. Ihsan is a word that's not easily translated in English. It means, like, a form of perfection, but the nicest way to be, the best possible human way to be with the people around you.
So it's actually a quality of the soul. It's a very spiritual word in Arabic. And it... in some ways, the work is made with the intention of honoring my forefathers from my father's side. So it's my, my father, but also my grandfather, and let's say everybody that is connected to my Moroccan heritage. And I felt in my life I've been working a lot around cross-cultural exchanges.
I've worked in Japan. I've worked in the US. I've worked in China. And so suddenly doing a work around my own origins, uh, be them Flemish or, in this case, specifically Moroccan, I realize how I've been kind of running away from that my whole life and my whole career. And I felt it's nice that this time I take a moment to truly investigate my own connection with, with that culture.
My father died when I was 19 years old, so that's exactly 30 years ago. And so for me, it was also a way of remembering him, like staying connected to him. And so it gave me the opportunity to, to create a ritual on stage, a moment, uh, that sets everybody inside of a specific context, which is this Moroccan culture.
So I start really on stage with a class, a sort of, uh, a class of Arabic, the way I was taught when I was young. And what's funny about it is that I don't speak Arabic. Like, I learned to read and write when I was young, but I never understood what I was saying or what I was writing. And I feel like the audience is gonna go on a journey with me You know, it's such a complex world we're living in right now, and especially if you're an Arab man, and if you're an Arab queer man , we end up, you know, at a certain place in society where we question the value of our lives.
You know, how much is our life worth? And I think there's something about this in the work as well, a sort of questioning of heritage and questioning also the value of a man's life in the world that we live in today. So Ihsan is this ode to my father, but it's also an ode to a man who was called Ihsan, Ihsan Jarfi.
Ihsan Jarfi is a young man... Well, he was 33, half Belgian, half Moroccan, exactly like me. In 2012, he was killed by four men in Belgium, and when this happened, it was all over the news, and I was really, really, um, extremely affected by this back then. Still now, it gets me quite emotional. When I was working with the other artists who were involved, uh, I mean, Amaresh, who was doing the sonography, he came up with the idea of a big door on stage, a sort of Arabic, very beautiful door that could open into a school or into a, um, a palace or, or, or into a, a mosque or something.
And, and it really invites the audience to... It opens itself to the audience to come in and... or it opens itself to unpack and to, to let things come towards the audience. So the door was very important as a symbol to invite us. You also have to know that I was working with Le Ballet du Grand Théâtre de Genève, which are dancers that I've been the director for for the last four years now, and they are very international, but they're not really from the Arab world at all.
So I was really happy and excited about teaching them Arabic songs.
The music is composed by Jasir Hadj Youssef, who is a composer from Tunisia. He's also an amazing violin player. He plays the viola d'amore, which is a very old violin that has a beautiful sound, almost like a voice. He composed music that was inspired by different geographies in the Middle East. So he, his rhythms are really sometimes picking up certain things from Morocco, sometimes from Tunisia.
Also, there's music, uh, inspired by Lebanon and, and you know, it's, it's very diverse
I hope the audience is going to first be charmed a bit because the, you know, the beginning of the work's really trying to charm you in, like invite you for almost like a tea and drink with us a tea. And, and then eventually we start to talk about the more difficult subjects. And so I hope they stick to that.
And then we go into almost like a procedure of wanting to forgive, forgive one another of certain things. Like, so the whole thing is, is about... So I'm hoping the audience goes out with a larger idea of a world that we do share. You know, it's not just my world, it's y- your world, and we, we share that world.
And then I think that realizing that, the, the quicker we understand that we're supposed to share this land and this, you know, this, this time on earth with one another, the, the, the easier it becomes. Because then you're like, "I, I just realized that it's not just for me, it's for us."
Kate Molleson: Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui. Isfahan-e is at the Festival Theatre from August 18th till the 20th. Supported by Fleur Grosart. Go to eif.co.uk for more information and updates.
