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Cairo Writing 2: Picture Perfect

	“Wahed, etnein, talata!”  (One, two, three!)  CLICK!
	The kids are laughing as I lower my camera, and I smile too.  They are so excited to be photographed, and I know it is an experience that’s rare for most of them.  Indeed, a few of them seem slightly unsure of themselves in front of the camera, shifting back and forth or shuffling their feet.  After the click however, they are all smiles.  For most of them, the camera is an intriguing but foreign instrument, a new game that they don’t quite understand how to play.
	This morning I am taking pictures of the kids in the nursery that is attached to the kindergarten where I usually work.  The nursery is for very young children, about two years of age, who later “graduate” to the pre-school when they turn three.  I teach the older children, so this is my first visit to the nursery.  When I open the door, I can’t believe I’m in the same building as my usual classroom.  In contrast to the rickety furniture and run-down resources in the kindergarten, this room has a cheerful look, with brand-new brightly colored tables and matching child-size chairs, clean rugs, and a large well-stocked toy cabinet in the corner. My co-worker Riham had told me that the nursery had just recently received a grant to purchase new materials and furniture, but I had no idea how striking the difference would be. 
My admiration is short-lived however, as I quickly acknowledge an even more striking aspect of the room: there are no children.  In actuality, there are children, but they are all quarantined in a small space at the rear of the room behind a barred wooden railing, a permanent playpen of sorts, but without the playing.  No toys, no games.  Just a pen.  There are close to a dozen children sitting and lying atop the aged pillows and rugs, and two more sitting forlornly on child potties just outside the railing.  All are wearing jackets and a few have hats to provide some warmth against the chilly wind that invades the room from the paneless windows.  A few of the children are crying.
When I enter, the caretaker jumps up from where she has been sitting beside the rail and starts fussing with one of the weeping children.  After asking permission, I start taking pictures of some of the kids, most of whom cease crying abruptly as soon I take out the camera.  Now they are crowding around the railing, smiling, waving, and laughing.  I click a couple shots before I hear the caretaker behind me saying “Istana, istana!” (“Wait, wait!”)  The next thing I know, she has lifted three of the children over the bar and is hauling them over to one of the new red tables.  As I start to focus on the children, she again tells me to wait, now bustling over to the toy cabinet and pulling out several new shiny toys and arranging them in front of the children.  At the same time she yells to the aide, who comes running out of the storeroom with another armful of toys, which she also displays on the table.  She then positions herself between the rather confused-looking children, and tells them all to smile at me.  I take a few shots, partially to please the caretaker and partially to allow the children a few extra minutes of liberation, but the photos are so superficial that I decide not to waste too many exposures.  Instead I thank the teacher and wave goodbye to the other children, two still sitting like sentinels on the child potties, the others watching the photo shoot from behind the bar.  As I walk towards the door, the caretaker is already packing up the toys and ushering the kids back towards the pen.  
Back in the Children of the Nile office, my co-workers are also frustrated with the caretaker when I recount my experience.  Riham explains that the nursery is having an open house in several weeks to show off their new materials, and she thinks they are trying to keep everything literally “good as new” until that point.  We all agree that the open house is no reason to wait for utilizing the materials, but it seems that there is little we can do to change the situation.  As an umbrella NGO, we can help local organizations like the nursery secure grants and provide them with guidance for improving their programs.  Yet the caretakers answer to their own organization’s supervisory board, not to Children of the Nile directly.  My co-workers have thus become accustomed to their philosophies clashing with the local groups, but I find the helplessness of the situation adds to my frustration from the morning’s visit.  Riham promises to visit the nursery periodically to make sure they utilize the resources soon, and I agree to go with her.  We might not be able to do much, but we will do what we can.

CLICK!
	Later in the afternoon I am photographing the children in my usual kindergarten as they draw pictures of “My School.”  This is the fourth day of a project I am doing with the kids in which they draw a picture about a specific topic each day, like “Myself,” “My Friends,” “My Family.”  Afterwards I ask the students questions about their drawings and encourage them to explain their choices to me.  Most of the children enjoy the coloring, and many of them spend a long time on their drawings.  They all take a different approach to the activity.  Mariam, one of the younger students, chooses the red crayon as she always does, and hurriedly covers her paper with a series of circles.  She then turns her paper over and draws row after row of identical squiggle shapes.  When there is no room remaining on either side, she waves the paper at me with a proud smile.
	On the other side of the table, Ala’ is pouting and refusing to color at all.  When I ask her what’s the matter, she says she won’t draw unless she can move to another table with her friends.  There is no room at the other table, so I tell her to draw at this table today, and she can switch tomorrow.  She continues sulking, then towards the end of the drawing time, she shoves her paper at me, which contains nothing except a jumble of brown circles.  “What’s this?” I ask.  “Circles,” she replies, turning away.  “I want to see your school,” I reply firmly, giving her paper back to her.  She starts pouting again, but my attention is now on Khaled, who is also sitting silently, staring at his paper.  He has drawn a few red and blue shapes that I now recognize as people, and in the corner, a single black figure that appears in all his pictures.  “Meen da?” I ask, pointing at the black figure, though I already know the answer.  “Ana,” (“Me”) he replies.  “Tell me about the rest of your drawing,” I say in Arabic.  “I don’t want to,” he replies, seeming on the verge of tears.  “Do you want to draw some more?” I ask, and he shakes his head.  “Can I take your picture?” I ask, and again he shakes his head.  I give him a hug and decide to give him some time.  By the end of the period, he is coloring and laughing and playing again.  But his moments of sadness are not uncommon, and I can’t help wondering about the significance of the lone black figure in his pictures.
	At the third table, I am relieved to find everyone working hard on their pictures.  Mohammad has drawn what he explains are children playing on the swings in the playground, and Marihan has drawn students and a teacher in the classroom.  Magdy pauses long enough to point at one of the figures in his picture and says “Da inti.” (“This is you.”)  I can’t help smiling at the long orange armless figure with two red circle breasts and a green giraffe-like neck.  “Beautiful!” I exclaim as he continues to draw more child-figures in the scene.  Beside him, Isara and Aya are adding careful details like grass and flowers to their colorful papers. 
	Later that evening, I spread the children’s drawings out on my bed next to the developed photographs.  The photos are good quality, and there are a few candid shots of the children coloring that catch their varied expressions… One of Khaled looking blankly at the camera with Yousef smiling beside him, one of the four girls with their heads bent diligently over their papers, one of Reem waving her drawing in the air to get the teacher’s attention.   The majority of the shots however look stiff and unnatural, especially those from the nursery.  I find myself looking for clues in the backgrounds of the photos that show the reality of the classrooms, but find few.  I wonder if other viewers of the photos would question what really exists outside the frame?  The drawings on the other hand do reveal details that have evaded the camera.  From Khaled’s lonely picture to Isara’s cheerful drawing, from Ala’s blank sheet to Mariam’s diligently-drawn shapes, the individuality of the children, or perhaps more so the individuality of their experiences – even their interior lives -- are hinted at in their portrayals of themselves and their surroundings.   The photographs may represent my images of the children, but the drawings depict the children’s images of themselves. 

CLICK!
	The next day I bring in the developed roll of prints to share with the teacher.  One of the mother volunteers is in the room as I take out the photographs, and her face glows with excitement as her daughter, Noorhan, smiles up at us from one of the pictures.  She takes the picture and examines it for several moments.  I explain that I only have one copy of the prints right now, but that I will do my best to make more.  She reluctantly puts the photo back in the stack, and pleads me in Arabic to get another copy for her.  “Please,” she says to me, taking my hand, “so that I can remember.”  I nod, promising to do my best, knowing that it may be the only photograph that she will ever have of her daughter.
	Later on, when she is getting ready to leave, I pull out Noorhan’s drawings from her folder to show her mother.  Hardly glancing at the pictures, she gives them back to me.  “That’s okay, they are just her scribbles,” she says with a dismissive smile.  “Remember the photograph!” she calls as she walks away, holding Noorhan’s hand.  In my own hand, I still hold Noorhan’s drawings.  I return to the classroom where the teacher has already packed up the crayons and is lining up the children, wanting me to take a class photo.  

