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The Carnivalesque Satires of Muhammad al-Maghut and
Durayd Lahham: A Modern Layer of Comic Folk Drama in
Acrab Tradition’

Mas’ud Hamdan

The development of Arabic drama follows a trajectory different from that of
classical Greek drama. The non-development of canonical myths and rituals in
ancient Arabic culture, on the one hand, and the popular carnival-type performances,
on the other, are the main factors underlying the dominance of comic-satiric drama.
This historical circumstance has determined the development of Eastern theatrical
performances from the Hellenic period to our days in un-canonized folk genres.?
In this regard, we may include here several carnivalesque manifestations or semi-
carnivalesque performances that have had a great influence on Arab cultural life.
The broad genre referred to as pagan spring festivals and the more specific orgiastic
nocturnal festivals might be two examples. Other examples include the later Coptic
festival of Nawruz (or Nayrus in Persia), in which dancers (orkhestai) and masked
actors (samaja) participate, particularly those of the Fatimid period, and such Coptic
feasts as the Nile festival celebrated by Copts and Muslims alike and the celebration
of yawm Hurmuz by the Persians. It is thus justified to search for links between
these ancient fertility rites, dramatic ceremonies, and even folk, parodic theater. In
this respect, Moreh sums up:

Although Judaism, Christianity, and . . . Islam rejected the
dramatic traditions of the Greek, Romans, Turks and Persians,
nevertheless it is possible to observe evidence of the survival of
ancient seasonal fertility rites and myths of these nations in their
dramatic performance a long time after Islam. These cultures
used drama to celebrate death and resurrection in rituals of
agricultural festivals pertaining to the vegetation and seasonal
cycle . . . by the eve of Islam . . . these dramatic ceremonies
came to be understood as commemorating some legendary or
historical event and became seasonal folk theater. These dramas
which became secular entertainment tended toward parody and
mockery of the former customs and rituals.*
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Moreover, even in the pre-Islamic period, evidence exists of carnivalesque
ceremonies: Yawm al-Khuruj or Yawm al-Zina and al-Mahrajan.® One of the obvious
results of this situation is the near absence of a tragic element in such performances
and the difficulty for producers and writers, as well as audiences and readers, to
accept Western influences later on. Instead, we can speak about the renewing role
of the friction between Western culture and Arab culture as a fertilizing and
stimulating factor at the beginning of the revival of Arabic theater in the nineteenth
century.® To the same extent, it is clear that Western influences did not stimulate
the growth or initiation of new genres and, especially, theatrical representations.
The fact that tragedy, in particular, could not attain a place of honor in the hearts of
Arabs (despite the desperate attempts of Arab playwrights, such as George Abyad
and Salim Al-Naqqash, in the first half of the last century in Egypt) supports this
conclusion. One reason for the failure of tragedy to gain a foothold is that tragedy
did not have any precedent in ancient, Arab tradition, as did comical and satirical
representations.’

The works of the two contemporary Syrian playwrights Durayd Lahham (b.
1934) and Muhammad Al-Maghout (b. 1934) provide modem examples of an Arabic
tradition of comic, folk literature. This generic sequence goes back to the Musical
Theater School of Al-Qabbani (1835 - 1902), Al-Naqqash (1817 - 1855), Al-
Muhabbazin in the fourteenth century,’ to Ibn Daniyal (1248 - 1311?) and the
“Karakoze” as a main dramatic character on the Arab stage,!! and also to more
ancient theatrical performances known as “Al-Siyar Al-Shabiyya,” including “Al-
Rawi”, the “Rababa poet,”'? “Al-Khayal,” and “Al-Hikaya.” By polyphonic means,
these performances shed light upon the shadowy life of ordinary people and express
the colorful popular spirit far removed from formal culture and its moral and political
leaders. Only today, after a century, Al-Qabbani, whose theater was burned twice
(in Syria and in Egypt) is recognized as an important cultural figure and has now
become almost a mythological persona. Al-Naqqash, too, suffered from marginality
and in order to produce his first play, 4I-Bakhil in 1848, he had to turn his own
house in Lebanon into a theater stage.

According to Moreh, “Al-Khayal” too, was a live theatrical genre. ‘Babat al-
Qadi" of Ibn al-Haj (d. 1331) might be an appropriate example to express laughter,
mockery, self parody and carnivalesque dismissal:

... when actors (mukhayilun) from among the class of entertainers
perform theatrical plays (khayal) in the presence of the common
people and others, they sometimes produce in the course of their
acting a play called the “Scene of the judge” (La ‘bat al-Qadi).
They put on his attire, with his large turban, a long wide sleeves
and long garment (taylasan). They dance, wearing this attire and
give voice to many rude remarks which they attribute to him.
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and how strong their feelings of alienation were as a result of the bureaucratic
corruption and the total distortion of socialist ideology. Their disappointment and
alienation explains why they decided to immigrate to the West. Out there, they end
up as mere nameless numbers in a big, anonymous, industrial area: their genuine
identities are completely erased. Before the last scene, however, we behold, in
their exile, a brave attempt to preserve that identity, through the performance of a
collective song and dance.

It is an important fact that in Day ‘at Tishrin, the satirical attack was acceptable
because it happens in the shadow of a battle with an outside enemy, the Zionist
state. Ghurba and the third play Kasak ya Watan, on the other hand, introduce a
direct attack on the political, cultural, and social conditions within the Arab world.
While the Israeli-Arab conflict plays a main role in the plot of the first play, the
central arguments in the second play shift to the strained relationship between the
people and political power and, in the third play, between the individual citizen
and the state. Thus, if we look at these plays chronologically, we get an
understanding of how the playwrights’ orientation gradually moves ahead from
the outside to the inside. Since the playwrights followed this cautious strategy, and
knew when and how to carry their message, they were able to say whatever they
wanted. Also, their criticism is indirect, that is, it is directed to the Arab world as if
it were one unit, never concentrating on one particular state (regime) or another.
Furthermore, the “Mukhtar,” the “Baic,” and the “Agha” are all imagined leaders
who rule far-away villages not located anywhere on any Arab map. This strategy
allows a deliberate ambiguity of the kinds of political and social situations as found
in reality and somewhat blurs the bitterness and the pungency of the political satire
itself.

Kasak ya Watan is an ingenious play about a miserable citizen who loses his
daughter Ahlam (which means dreams) as a result of malpractice in the central
hospital of an Arab metropolis. Instead of taking care of the poor girl, the hospital’s
top brass prefer to take care of one of the representatives from the foreign affairs
department whose problem is that he is impotent: Since he should in no way
embarrass his country abroad, his problem is determined to be more urgent.* Close
to the end of the play, the poor citizen Ghawwar prefers to sell his children rather
than see them suffer. Robbed of his dreams and without a future, he buys a bottle
of araq, which he drinks to the health of his mother country. In the last scene,
Ghawwar finds himself answering a phone call from paradise. He can hardly believe
that his father, a dead, national soldier/hero from the past, is on the line: “For
whom have you sacrificed your life?” Ghawwar asks. And then, when his father
asks to know about the present situation in the homeland, Ghawwar, to prevent
disappointment, hides the bitter truth for a while. In colorful words, Ghawwar
paints in his father’s imagination a satirical paradise on earth: The Arab world is
united; the borders are only on the maps; no more prisons exist, and, instead, schools
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and hospitals, justice and order are everywhere, and tourists from all over the world
come to look at “us” and are jealous. Above all, Palestine too (how come not?) is
already restored. During the dialogue, father requests his son to join him. Ghawwar
answers that nothing is absent in his mother country, and the people actually have
everything they want, and, therefore, there is no reason for him to “yearn” for
death. At this point he breaks down: “we actually need only some dignity,” he says
finally.

Shagaiq al-Nu ‘man means anemone, and anemones are usually found among
the graves in a cemetery. Here, anemone is a metaphor for the country. It deals
with a situation synonymous with the Lebanese civil war and its street gangs who
spread terror and destruction, but actually the metaphor presents a picture of the
total collapse of the so-called “scientific socialism” as a feasible revolution. A
major character in the play is the Marxist ideologue, whom the authors portray as
achefin a kitchen. Lahham and al-Maghut here create a caricature of the conscripted
intellectual who believes that social change can be brought about by a simple act.
All you need to do is follow a set of scientific instructions as you would with a
recipe for a good meal. For the authors the world of determinist politics and the
world of the art of cooking are identical: At one point in the play “workers of the
world, unite!” becomes “chefs of the world, unite!” The ideologue tries throughout
the play to lead the people to class-consciousness as if it was a meal through which
they could redeem their suffering. In the end, what we get is a totally different
repast: the rise of religious fundamentalism. Shaqaiq al-Nu ‘man also presents in
its last scene a dark apocalyptic picture of the Arabs in the future: starvation
everywhere, the trade of women, and street shows of local prisoners enclosed in
cages as monkeys for the entertainment of foreigners.

Sani‘ al Matar (Rain Maker) is the final 1993 Lahham play, which he wrote
without al-Maghut. It is a play about the true patriot Qaisar al Namli who brings
rain to his village after a long drought by an act of ceaselessly digging deep in the
ground.*® Qaisar who finds himself forced to hide behind the mask of the eccentric
fool, in order to protect his life, has little trouble in detecting the gap that exists
between the false public image of his leaders and their real face:* “they demand
respect. They are the “aghawat” (that is the leaders) of the place, but on the inside
they are “kharawat” (excrement).” To Deghel, the young girl in the play, he gives
the gist of his philosophy of life as follows:

Who is stronger? you or the hen?, (he asks)

Me, (she answers spontaneously and naively)

No. (he says), she is

How come, (she asks)

We need her eggs, she doesn’t need any one of us.
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The play draws attention to the only possible dynamic between government
and truth. Only through compromise can the powerful politician Boda and Qaisar
al Namli find a way for coexistence. Through the steamroller of political corruption,
the conscientious nonconformist is being transformed into the jester of the court.
Now the ruler can be sure: since truth resides with the court, the jester will remain
marginal. But the man of truth can also be sure of at least one thing: as a clown, he
at least saves his life! We encounter this same dynamic, of course, also outside the
Lahham‘s fantasy world—through the official political and academic attitude
towards these plays. The fact that they are eliminated from the canonical genres
makes them “marginal” and “inferior.”

In 1993, two years after the Madrid Conference, Lahham decided to break
away from the stage. Certainly, it was not because he had exhausted his role as
satirist, but rather that the idealistic and romantic attitude that Lahham represented
now clashed with a more cynical and cruel reality. In one of his recent interviews,
he says, “To speak today about the idea of Arab unification is to laugh at yourself.”

Over the past thirty years, Lahham has shown his audiences a delectable “game”
with exchanging roles between the apex (rulers) and the basis (the ruled). In the
carnivalesque atmosphere, popular characters could criticize, mock, scorn, and
even shit and spit right in the face of their masters. An old Tantalian dream appears
again and again: a dream about an ordinary and integrative coherent, collective
body, much like a utopic return to a state of natural purity that has been corrupted

by a complex civilization, debilitating bureaucracy, and a rigid regime of the new
nation state.*
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3. The use of fiusha or 'ammiyya is still to a large extent the basic criterion as to whether literature
is considered to be canonical or non-canonical. For further information regarding this matter, see R.
Snir, “Synchronic and Diachronic Dynamics in Modern Arabic Literature,” Studies in Canonical and
Popular Arabic Literature, ed. S. Ballas and R. Snir (Toronto: York Press, 1998) 87-121.
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20. Beside this play, Sa‘dalla Wannus’s play Haflat Samar Min Ajil Khamsa Huzairan (Night
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37. John Dryden defines the power of satire as follows: “The very name of satire is formidable to
those persons, who wou'd appear to the world, what they are not in themselves.” Works of John Dryden
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: U of California P, 1961) 4: 48.

38. Lebanese Television, January 19, 1996.

39. According to Greek mythology, King Tantalus was condemned to stand up to his chin in a
pool of water and beneath fruit-laden boughs only to have the water or fruit recede at each attempt to
eat or drink. The stationary position of Tantalus and the background of the Tantalic existence are internal:

anticipation and craving for the unattainable.



