Introduction
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ab world befa

It is often said that modern A
have been unfamiliar to the
imitation and mimicry are an integral part of it is inconceivable for a
culture as rich as Arab culture not to have ere are clear dramatic
dimensions in the classical Arabic canonica A oh Arabic literature we
find many references to semi-theatrical and i i¢' phenomena. One of these
was the shadow theatre (khayal al-zill), a typ eatre in which one or more
puppeteers manipulate flat figures between ng light and a translucent screen,
creating for their audience a play of shadows dow theatre may well have emerged
alongside earlier live parallels forms, such as i and khayal, which both allude to
oral genres and are thought to go back to the tenth centuxy. That is, khayal al-zill could
have reached Arab society from the Far East sometime during the tenth and eleventh
centuries. The same goes for the magama (an adyenture story abeut a particular picaresque
hero)® whose narrators adop structures of the popular oral farce
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tradition.” Significant oo for the de nodern Arab theatre are the various
kinds of storytellers: the hakawati (literally “storyteller’), who used to recite popular
tales, often from Alf Layla wa-Layla (A e Nights); sha'ir al-rababa
(“singer of the rebab,” a one- or two-st strument);® and the itinerant
storyteller with his “box of wonders” undilg al-dunyd or sundigq
al-"ajab). Peering through holes into this , one could watch a series of
pictures on a roll the storyteller would ro bed the actions of the folk hero
involved.” We may also t the religio als{'such as the traditional celebrations
of the Prophet’s birthday (mawlid al-nabi) ot those of saints (mawalid), and the night-time
shows presented during the fast of Ramadan. Then, of course, theatrical elements could
be found in popular peasant cultures throughou the Islamic world," e.g. the dabka
folkloric line dances.

Thus we find a live theatrical tradition in Arabsociety and culture much before
the nineteenth century h provided fertile ground odern theatrical influences
from the West. An example of how st s between fraditional live theatre and
modern theatre may have been established can be found he first known printed
Arabic play Nazahat al-Mushtag wa-Gugsat al-'Ushshaq fi Madinat Tiryaq fi al-'Irag
(The Pleasure Trip of the Enamored and the Agony of Lovers in the City of Tiryaq in
Iraq) (1847) by the Algerian Abraham I os." Though showing Westem influence,
this play at the same time reveal many similarities with Hikayat Abi al-Qdsim al-Baghdadi
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By the mid-nineteenth century depionecring ventures into modern live
drama in Egypt, following first attempts i an Christian merchant
Marun al-Naqqash (1817-1855) had been im opera he had seen on a
trip to Europe and in Feb 1848 produce puse in Beirut Riwayat
al-Bakhil (The Play of the ), for which oliere’s L' Avare, and
which involved a great deal of singing." The a mixture of fusha and
‘armiyya for the speech of cducated and ill ofs respectively.'” Following
Maran al-Naqqgash’s death, his nephew S agqash (1850-1884) moved to
Alexandria,'® where he became partly respons the rapid development of the local

theatrical movement. The way theatre took n Egypt helped give the country its
leading role in the modemn Arab renaissance. Egypt produced the first important figures
in modem Arab theatre, among them Ya‘qub Sant® (Jacob Sanua) (1839-1912), and
Abi Khalil Ahmad al-Qabbani (1836-1902) = after he had.moved from Syria to Egypt
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encouraged the spread of dramatic ast.is,.of couse, the development of the electronic
media, especially television, as shown, for example, by'the satirical plays and musicals
by the Syrian dramatist Durayd Lahham (b. 1934) and ammad al-Maghut (b. 1934).
Video cassettes with petformances of their plays, especially of Lahham in the role of
Ghawwar, are so popular they are sold and rented throughout the entire Arab world. In
effect, Ghawwar’s popularity is similar tg itional hakawati and the shadow

puppeteer of the past.”
Significant too, is the “Islamist tf h Islami),” that developed in the
1980s.” In order to pop e Islamic idi ors often turn to writing plays because

of the genre’s “immedia€y of action and edpacity to give tangible form to abstract
concepts [...] Social action is exemplified by characters who serve as models of behavior.
Actors and audience alike experience a dramatic'@atharsis, mentally and emotionally,
through identification the portrayed characters®™ The Egyptian Ahmad Ra’if
preferred theatrical drama because it enabled the Islamist cause “to take root in the
minds and souls of the audi S se, dramatic ‘art has been popular with all
sorts of cultural circles wanting to disseéminate their ideas precisely because of the
impact it has on the masses and the way it can be used as an altemative means of mass
communication.
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e impetus for his"boe kehas been the interplay — all the
more prominent after the 1967 War — that e process of Palestinian
nation-building and the emeérgence of a pro theatre. In that sense,
the story that follows may well contribute sment of how effective
cultural and literary efforts have been in fostering nationalism in general, and Palestinian
nationalism in particular,

There is general agreement among ary historians that, as a dircct
corollary of modernity, nationalism appeared istorical scene only fairly recently.
Accepted, too, is the notion that it has its ba n invention, construction or, in Eric
Hobsbawm’s phrase, “social engineering™:

twenty-two percent. Part o

“[M]nvented traditions” [...] are
the “nation,” with its associg
histories and the rest. All thes
and always innovative, if only'because Risto mplies innova
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1 phenomena: na -nation, national symbols,

Elsewhere, but again stressing the “clement of artifact,” Hobsbaw! provingly quotes

Emest Gellper:
Nations as a natural, God-given way of classifying imen, as an inherent [...] political destiny, arc
a myth; nationalism, which som d turns them into nations,

sometimes invents them

effective this
early point
d literary

The history of th
reality can be.
to the direct
efforts exe a A
Wri i elo in th . er \already

remarked —men
have come ;even

their truth i S i ; jé ational

By the t
English, th
in the tota
or studies of
national gove

* E. Hobsbawm's “Introductio nting Traditions,” in: Hobsbawm ang ger 1992 [1983], p. 13.
" Hobsbawm 1992, p. 10; emphasis in 0 83, pp- 48-49.

 Shafer 1955, pp. vii-viii. On developments in Western-based cultural scholarship on nationalism, see
Lazarus 1997, pp. 28-48.
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als were ey s.of artistic production to root out any

29

elected governmental o
ideas that were “un-Ame

e nation-state in the Middle East where today one speaks of
res of Egypt anon, etc. But by now it is
so study the role literature, or even the creation of a new

eering that has gone into the

This holds a fortiori for
the separate Arab litera
obvious that one should
literature, has played a
making of the nation-stat

still plays in
To return to
Israeli and Palestinian nationalism or natio, ustibe novel, whatever the historic continuities
of Jews or Middle Easte
standard type in their regi
prospect before the end of World War 1. Standard national languages, to be learned in schools
and written, let alone spoken, by more than a smallish élite, are largely constructs of varying,
but often brief, age.’o

uslims, since the very ept of territorial states of the currently

was barely thought of a century ago, and hardly became a serious

Thus, with the search for the gradual legitimization of the A nation-state came the
invention, for each of them, of a particularist “national” past which*was then disseminated
through cultural campaigns in various fields and the inevitable shifts in educational and
cultural policy in the service of social engineering”’ As direct influence by the state of
cultural organs and the electroni ato play here, caution is required
when one encounters p e as to the conclusions
one may draw ers and artists were
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1985, pp. 11-20. This tendene en took on excessive aspiration, s as the desire of the Lebanese poet
Sa‘id ‘Aqgl (b. 1912) for the “Lebano anar al-'alam) (‘Aql 1947 [1944], p. 22).
On the Phoenician tendency in literature, see ‘Awwad 1983, especially the introduction (pp. 7-11);
Bawardi 1998, pp. 48-179.
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“encouraged 1o derive their inspiration fe ivilization and cultures that flourished
in Mesopotamia-Iraq from remote antiquity c.”® But then to argue that
poets as Badr Shakir al-Sayyab (1926-1964) a b al-Bayyati (1926-1999)
rely heavily on Mesopotamian themes beca ong sense of territorial
wataniyya (patriotism),” misses the point. B ian mythology™ has by
no means been used by Iraqi poets alone.
Arab pocts clearly scem to be dismis
For al-Bayyati, for example, one of the signs o
of “territorial chauvinism so that we can see Arab state has begun to establish
foundations of imaginary style and history f¢ iterary movement in the framework
of this or that state.”® The same distinction between political territorialism, which he
sees as positive, and cultural temitorialism, which is a threat to **Arabic cultural sensitivity,”
is made by Ibrahim al-‘Aris, the literary editor of the Palestinian magazine al-Yawm
al-Sabi', published in Paris in the 1970s and )80s.% In otherwords, we find that in the
contemporary Arab world dea.of “nationa ture” fluctuates between two poles:
thagafa gawmiyya ([general] national [Arab] ulture) ard thagafawataniyya ([particular
territorial] national culture)®” Though often paying lip-service to * gthening overall
Arab unity,” thagafa wataniyya is seldom outside of a particular natién-state. At the
same time, thagafa gawmiyya enjoys wide cifculation. For example, during 6-11 May
1972, the Arab Organization for Education, Culture and Sciences of the Arab League
held a conference in Cairo which g gainst the national territorial
cultural activities in the A vceedings, pub d as “al-Wahda wa-l-
Tanawwu" fi al-Thaqafi Contemporary
Arab Culture) pub gawmiyya and
wahda dichotom atroduction:
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in Arab culture is not a product of the
ew various kinds of diversity,
culture spread to and included
s and the levels of civilization
ontemporary cultures and was
ddition to the interaction of this
d in the same Arab environment.

There is no doubt that ssence of ¢

contemporary period. Arab culture in its
which can funcamentall explained by
very wide territories, where the ways of lif
different. And second, Arab culture was op
influenced by many intellectual trends fro
new culture with the wide range of ancien
Nevertheless, Arab culture retained its spec various domains of creativity and it is
this which gives it its own identity, if we co it with other cultures in ancient and medieval
times [...] it enables the masses from each Arab state to understand and benefit from the cultural
creation of peoples from other Arab states and in ace of the vast cultural systems in Arab
states to emphasize their tole in this domain'so that that'diversity continues to be a source of and

a cause for enriching Arab gulture and completing its unity:

evious period
causes: first, A

1 to preceding and

Even in the 1990s Aziz dl-Azmeh (‘Aziz al-*Azma) discem: Arab culture that transcends
boundaries:

Arab nationality has thus in the course of y decades become an accomplished and cultural

fact, not only because a high-cultural, * lar” cohesion has been accomplished, but also
becausc the mass-cultural field nt homogenized, and in the same breath,

commodificd.

Relevant for o Azmeh sees between

high and lo

cxclusively

One would cite
cssing, as it

h like the

* Al-Adab, June 19
Abhath Nadwat ‘Amman
wa-1-Kuttab al-*Arab, 1995).
0 Al-Azmeh 1995, pp. 11-12. Cf. Al-Az 000, p. 75. See also Al-Azmeh’s observations in al-Khili
1998, pp. 355-356. Cf. Saghiyya 1999, pp. 78-103.

*'In 1992, Bernard Lewis would already argue that pan-Arabism no longer counts as a political force: “It
survives among diminishing groups of intellectuals, mainly outside the Arab lands; it is still cherished by

p. 81. For a similar collection of articles, see Wa al-Thagafa al-‘Arabiyya:
Kaniin al-Awwal 1993) (‘ Amman: Manshiirat al-Ittihad al-*‘Amm li--Udaba’
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accept that literature is never an isolatedsactivityswhose laws are inherently different
from all other human activities, but alway ften central and powerful,
factor.? Nowadays in the Arab world one a reference to “Arabic
literature™ as such, but instead to “Egyptian nian literature,” “Syrian
literature,” and even “Kuwaiti literature,” “Bz and “Omani literature.”™”
Scholars in the West have followed suit. Fc Encyclopedia of World
Literature in 20th Century the entry “Arat cludes references to the
following entries: Algerian, Egyptian, Iraqi, 1 foroccan, Nigerian, Palestinian,
Somali, Sudanese, Syrian and isian litera 2 the same time there is what one
may call a neutral critical outlook, as exempli Salma Khadra Jayyusi (b. 1926):

Arab world was first recognized
cd in the fifties was to be a
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45
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and book
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also the special; 4. In his
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wa-mutawalid) dency in
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Tunisian literatu ographical

lists of Tunisian litera p. 151-153;
17 (1986), pp. 151- ished similar
lists on Moroccan Al n literature by

B. Seekamp (22 [1991

“ Klein 1982, 1, p. 104
geographisch, weil es ungea

mg erfolgt deshalb
der thematischen Gleichformigkeiten und de inlichkeit, die sich auf
die Art des Dargebotenen bezieht, och offenkundige Unterschied dem Entwicklungsstand der
Literatur gibt und lokal bedingte Nuancen z i arabischen Lander”): see also Gibb
and Landau 1968, p. 288 and cf. the method of presentation in Tomiche 1993, chapters 2-4.

“ Jayyusi 1977, p. 242.
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Still, there remains in each Arab siateastzong-tendency to emphasize, more than ever,'
the particularist characteristics of their ¢ ional literature, including the
folk heritage.”’ In the 1960s Charles Pe e that “some modemn Arabic
authors are trying hesitantly to revive the order to make of them truly
literary works, but it is quite certain , folklore hardly inspires
contemporary writers, who are more in g the West, neglecting this
taditional material.” But, of coursc, tha pocts have been paying so much
attention in recent years to folk heritag because of the cultural-literary
motives that inspire them, but also — and § primarily — because of the nationalist
visions they cherish.* In other words, the thematic allusions we find in modern Arabic
fiction to well-known popular narratives of anciént times are frequently introduced first
of all to highlight national causes and only then ta satisfy literary or aesthetic reasons.”
A close relationship between the literary system and the political, territorial, and national
systems remains clearly yisible.”! The Syrian critic Khaldan al-Sham‘a (b. 1941) has
lambasted this particularis tural phenomenon as a “baseless territorial narcissism
which is devoid of a minimum of required reliability” (narjasiyya qutriyya majjaniyya
taftaqiru ila al-hadd al-adna min al-misdagiyya al-matliba), adding that with the entry
of other states into the Arab League, “we might soon expect to heamabout a Djiboutian

n.th: Arab world since the 1980s with the
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ife” (al-hayat al-adabiyya)
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the chapter “The Power of

usion to the popular story of ‘Antara in al-A
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“ See, for exay
Egyptian *Abd 2
is reading the sto
200-202. For a partial Eng
147-148). Aida Adib Bai
Folk Poetry,” in her book on
* For example: “the history of modermn Oma s the history of Omani renaissance which began
in 1970 when the Sultan Qabas came into power’™ (al-Shartani 1990, p. 9; sec also al-Sharani 1990a).
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gady come true. This particularist
cultural phenomenon is strengthening as a t al Abu-Deeb calls “the
collapse of totalizing discourses and the rise ¢ ority discourses.” If, in
the previous decades, “no serious intellec ended the notion of a
Jordanian national identity or'a Saudi national literature,”® the term “Arabic literature”
is now sometimes even consid
Morcover, some scem to sxpéet the Arabic language todaydto take up the same role as
Latin used to have in the pa anese writer Yosuf Habashi
al-Ashqar (1929-1992) there is no such thing abic novel” but only *Syrian novels,”
“Lebanese novels,” etc., written in Arabic.” ikewise, in a discussion with the Syrian
*Ali ‘Ugla *Arsan (b. 1940), an advocate of one shared Arabic culture, the literary critic
Jihad Fadil argued that traditional Arabic general cul was nothing but a day-dream.*
In fact, Fadil is one of the literary critics inveighing ‘@gainst what he describes as
al-naz'a al-shu'ibiyya’ in dern Arabic literature, espegially as expressed in the
works of such poets as Adini 930) and Nizar Qabbani (1923-1998)%

The development of independent national literatures sharpens the conflict in the
general Arabic literary system between distinctiveness and unity, thatis. between Arabic
identity and local territorial specific identities.™ It is too early to disce hether or not
the unity Arabic literature still shows today Will in the future be replaced by distinct
particularist local literatures. However, one cafino longer be as apodictic as Sati* al-Husri
(1880-1968) — usually seen as one.o he unity of Arabic literature® —
was in the late 1950s: “Th € ptian literature, Iraqi
literature, or Syrian an i ian, Iraqi, Syrian
and Tunisian writeg

A promip 2 er religion
and the langua i g cultural

or Mauretanian novel.”? Ac , his “pra

and there will be

* Abu-Deeb
* On this issu

45.
in the early Islamic commonwealthis ich refused to
the Arabs (Goldziher 1889, [, pp. | J i 967, 1, pp.

* Al-Hawadit
7 An allusion
recognize the p
164-190).

** See, for example

165-182). The
4-5, pp. 6-20.

* On this issue see,
same conflict also exists
® Eor example, al-Husri 1988pgp. 11-20, 143-158. Cf. Saghiyya 1999, pp. 55-7
o Al-Husri 1985, p. 19. In 1€ faha Husayn (1889-1973), than the or of Egyptian University,
suggested that a special chair for Islar ian literature b ommenting on this suggestion,
Muhammad ‘Abd Allah *Anan wrote in al-Risala that Taha Husayn’s call was engendered not only by
national motives but scientific, cultural and historical ones (*Anan 1937, p. 249).




