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Culture
Iraq’s national folk dance group struggling to survive
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T

hey rehearse daily, driven
by the hope that they will
be able to perform in front
of an audience once war
and chaos around them

subside.
But, for the time being, members
of the Iraqi National Folklore Group,
established in 1971 with the mission of preserving and perpetuating
typical folk dances, are performing
without spectators.
“The challenges are tremendous
and festivals in which they participate are rare but training and
rehearsals have been going on uninterrupted,” said Fouad Thanoon,
former director of the troupe who
recently retired after several decades in the position.
“Until 2003, the group enjoyed
great official support. Leading international choreographers and
folk dance masters used to be contracted by the government to train
the dancers. Subsequently, Iraqi
choreographers could take over
the training themselves,” Thanoon
said, as he watched dancers rehearsing at the Iraqi National Theatre in Baghdad.
Financial constraints, insecurity
and conflict post-2003 have taken a
heavy toll on all cultural and artistic activities in Iraq. In today’s Iraq,
with conservative religious parties
and radical militias exerting growing influence over every aspect of
life, dancing has become a dangerous art and an act of bravery.
“The group has shrunk in size,”
Thanoon said. “It is attracting fewer
performers because of the bad perception (of dancing) in our increasingly conservative and radical society, in addition to the poor monthly
pay, which does not exceed 500,000
dinars (about $400). This has driven
many, especially female dancers, to
quit.”
The group now includes five female dancers and eight male performers, a skeleton crew compared
to its past complements of 15 women and 25 male dancers backed by a
similar number of performers.
“The drop in the number of female dancers has forced us to
change choreographies to accommodate the gender imbalance in the

Scene from a show by the Iraqi National Folklore Group.
group,” Thanoon explained, noting
that the troupe was deprived from
participating in the annual Babel
Festival after it was voided from activities involving singing and dancing, restricting it to poetry recitals.
“The reason for that is the conservative thinking of officials in
charge of culture and arts in the
country after 2003,” he said, stressing that the dance shows proposed
by the group are “very respectful
in terms of the movements and the
costumes, as they reflect the true
cultural heritage of our ancestors”.
The troupe’s first two decades
were golden years, when dancers
frequently went on international
tours. In 1980, the dancers performed at the United Nations in
New York and visited Paris. They
have gone to Italy, Japan, Bulgaria,
the former Soviet Union and China
— 80 countries in all — and won numerous prizes along the way.
The present Iraqi government,

controlled by conservative religious
parties, cares little for the arts so it
is not inclined to support groups
like the dance troupe, says lead female dancer and trainer Hana Abdallah.
“The group has become totally
neglected,” she said. “It is no longer
a regular troupe as it should be because art is no longer important in
the country.”

In 1980, the dancers
performed at the
United Nations in New
York and visited Paris.
“Many obstacles stand in our
way, especially the lack of financing. Members of the troupe have
not cashed their stipends for the
past eight months but it did not
stop them from rehearsing,” Abdallah said, cautioning that “if things
persisted in that way, the group will
just cease to exist after more than

four decades of hard work”.
Prerequisites for joining the
troupe were relaxed to attract dancers, especially female candidates.
“We have been very flexible in
our requirements with regard to
the artistic background, age, weight
and height of female dancers for
the sake of ensuring the continuity
of the group,” Abdallah said. “But
trainers are having a hard time preparing the dancers and, in many
instances, once they become ready
to hit the stage, they just quit either
to get married or move to other jobs
with better pay.”
Muhammad Mashi, a member
of parliament’s Media and Culture
Committee, said he has proposed
more than one plan for enhancing
cultural life in Iraq, including the allocation of 0.5% of the state budget
to help fund cultural activities.
“We need to show the positive
face of Iraq, which is rich in arts and
culture. By promoting culture, we

unveil the beautiful image of this
country and change the wrong perception that life in Iraq has come to
a standstill due to the bad security
situation,” Mashi said.
The dance group has rarely performed abroad since 2003. Its most
recent appearance on stage was in
February at Kuwait’s Qurain Cultural Festival.
“We are not able to answer the invitations we receive from Arab and
international festivals because we
have to bear travel expenses and no
such funding exists,” Thanoon said.
Nonetheless, the dancers practice daily in front of empty seats at
the dilapidated hall of the National
Theatre, which has become more
of a sanctuary from the country’s
mayhem.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.

Glass-blowing: Lebanon’s fading craft
Omar Ibrahim

Northern Lebanon

I

n a shabby old building in Beddawi, a suburb of the northern
port city of Tripoli, Abdel Hamid Kobaytari runs Lebanon’s
last glass-blowing business in
an area long famous for the craft.
Declining sales, competition from
Syria and a scarcity of tourists forced
two glass-blowing shops in Beddawi
to close in recent years, leaving Kobaytari to keep the legacy alive alone.
“The problems facing industrialists, particularly the craftsmen, in
Lebanon are enormous,” Kobaytari
said. “Many industries have regressed dramatically while others
are on the verge of total extinction,
notably the glass-blowing profession, which still uses traditional
methods passed on through generations.”

For two millennia,
glass-blowers have
been using the same
basic technique.
The golden age of the industry,
which was concentrated in Beddawi
and the southern coastal town of
Sarafand, is long gone in Lebanon,
according to Kobaytari, who, however, still employs 80 workers in his
factory.
“Beddawi was famous for its

handcrafted glass-blowing products, which were exported to Arab
countries as well as Europe. That
was the case before we got wiped
out by a tsunami of total neglect and
lack of official support for the heritage profession. This compounded
with economic slowdown and harsh
competition from imported items,
especially the smuggled crafts coming from Syria, led to the closure of
most glass-blowing enterprises,” he
said.
“The profession of glass-blowing
is very old, dating back to the time of
the Phoenicians. It has been passed
to us by our forefathers from generation to generation. I myself was
apprenticed at a very young age by
my grandfather who taught me the
traditional method,” said Kobaytari,
who for decades painstakingly created vases, flutes and jugs.
For two millennia, glass-blowers
have been using the same basic
technique.
Standing in front of a crackling
brick furnace, Abou Khaled, one of
the factory’s employees, twirls a
metal rod inside the oven containing bright orange pools of molten
glass. Minutes later, he withdraws
a glowing orange ball from the oven
and blows into the long metal tube,
swirling it to create a bubble.
The bubble grows as Abou Khaled,
using tongs, gently presses down on
the edges, fashioning a delicate carafe.
“I have been working for the past
40 years in this profession, which I

A worker at a glass-blowing factory in Beddawi near Tripoli in
northern Lebanon.
learned from my father. I hope I will
be able to continue in this work as
long as the factory continues operating. I don’t feel that I can do something else,” Abou Khaled said.
The technique of melting sand
or shattered glass and shaping the
material by blowing through a hollow metal rod pushed into a stone
oven heated to 150 degrees Celsius
was invented by the on the coastal
settlements of present-day Lebanon
by the Phoenicians who ruled the
eastern Mediterranean from about
1500-500BC.
According to legend, the seafaring
merchants discovered a substance
that could be stretched and moulded running out from under the pots

they used to cook their meals along
the sandy beach.
The blowing technique was embraced by renowned glassmakers
in Venice and was even taken up in
China and Japan. In recent decades,
glass-blowing has been used in
modern art, with institutes throughout the world dedicated to the craft.
In the place of its birth, however,
glass-blowing has been witnessing a decline, with workshops that
once dotted the eastern Mediterranean coast closing and fading from
memory.
“Although we have introduced
machinery in the glass industry,
the primitive ovens are still in use
by the craftsmen who apply the old

technique, which is for us a heritage
that we want to preserve more than
anything else,” Kobaytari explained.
“Unfortunately, the business has
suffered a lot because we don’t get
any support from the government
and Syrian products are still being
smuggled and sold here without
tax. I personally contacted Syrian
factory owners in Homs to work out
a deal under which they would stop
smuggling their merchandise into
Lebanon but it did not work.”
The tough competition is threatening the existence of the last glassblowing factory in north Lebanon.
“In Syria, glass-blowers are supported by the authorities, whereas
in Lebanon we have no subsidy from
the government whether in the cost
of electricity or fuel, and on top of
that we have no protection from
imported merchandise flooding the
market at very competitive prices,”
he said. “The fate of the factory, the
employees and the craft is at stake.”
The once-treasured handicraft is
losing ground with only a few workshops still working in Sarafand and
Tripoli.
“It’s a pity,” said Abou Khaled. “It
is such a beautiful and artistic profession but I will not teach it to my
children because it is not a job that
could guarantee their future, especially in a country that does not
preserve its heritage and support its
craftsmen.”
Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based in
northern Lebanon.

