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Culture

Carthage exhibition makes 
history accessible to youth
Roua Khlifi

Carthage

T 

he National Museum 
of Carthage opened its 
doors at night in late 
June for visitors to enjoy 
special lighting and vid-

eos in the museum as part of the 
Mapping of Carthage: The Noctur-
nal Path exhibit.

The installation combined con-
temporary art video and music to 
celebrate the history of Tunisia. 
At the entrance of the courtyard, 
visitors were guided by lights and 
music through the path of instal-
lations. Once the darkness dissi-
pated, visitors were in front of the 
great pillars in the hall, which were 
coloured by lights to replicate how 
they appeared in ancient times.

Special lighting effects made 
statues appear to be dressed in Pu-
nic and Roman outfits and a Punic 
village was covered with projected 
calligraphy. Children waited in line 
to have their photo projected on 
the missing head of a statue of a 
Punic child.

“The idea came about when I 
noticed, through discussions with 
others, that young people are not 
interested in history and museums 
anymore and that stones alone do 
not induce feelings for young peo-
ple to relate to,” said event organ-

iser Hatem Drissi.
“We thought it would be inter-

esting to think of a way to include 
new technologies, new tools to get 
them attracted through a medium 
they like. We thought, ‘Why not 
use this tool to highlight the beau-
ty of our history.’”

Drissi, in partnership with the 
Ministry of Culture and video map-
ping agency Design Lab, designed 
the exhibition as an attempt to en-
courage people to reconnect with 
history and culture.

The installation used music and 
light to restore the colours of arte-
facts as well as to “rebuild” miss-
ing parts of statues and buildings. 
Statues appeared to be dressed in 
outfits and colours of their eras. 
The installation included anima-
tion videos and interactive en-
hancement of the ruins of Carthage 
through projected colour and cal-
ligraphy.

“This project is of both cultural 
and scientific value as it addresses 
the history of the country as well 
as the relationship between young 
people and the history and culture 
of their country,” Drissi said. “The 
idea is to introduce these forgotten 
works of art to young people. We 
added colours to the works of art 
to simulate the original colours of 
statues and buildings.

“According to research and stud-
ies I have done, they were not 
white in their original state so we 
worked on colour pigmentation. 
The visuals seen on the works of 
art are displayed in a way that re-
sembles the colours of antiquity 
and how they were originally de-
picted and built.”

The project aimed to promote 
cultural heritage in an appealing 

way to younger people through 
new media, such as video map-
ping. It also attempts to explain 
history and patrimony.

“The goal is to democratise ac-
cess to art and museums, to de-
mocratise sculptures, and to pro-
mote an access to history that is 
fast and pertinent so people un-
derstand our heritage. 

“Some people don’t even know 
their history so this medium can 
function as a pedagogical tool so 
visitors can differentiate between 
Roman, Punic and other eras. It is 
part of educating people about his-
tory,” Drissi said.

Drissi said he hopes to expand 
the experience to other museums 
in Tunisia as well as archaeological 
sites.

“This event will inaugurate a se-
ries of other video mapping shows 
in other museums and archaeo-
logical sites,” he said. “As long as 
there are young people who are 
willing to introduce some change 
in the policy of culture, we hope 
to continue with such initiatives.” 
Drissi said.

“Before, we had a classical ap-
proach to patrimony in which we 
had events where experts lecture 
about history and civilisations. It 
is important now to include new 
technologies in promoting patri-
mony. These are the points that we 
need to work on for culture.”

Lobna Ajmi, a student, was wait-
ing for a painting of the nine muses 
and Diane, the goddess of hunt, to 

unravel as part of a video installa-
tion.

“It is quite original. It shows us 
our history in a creative and enter-
taining way,” she said. “Younger 
generations are not interested in 
monuments and cultural events or 
history, so, it is a new initiative us-
ing technological tools that is ap-

pealing to them.
“I encourage such initiatives. … 

I hope it continues, to refresh the 
spirit of the place and introduce 
people to history.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

The installation 
combined 
contemporary art 
video and music to 
celebrate the history 
of Tunisia.

Special lighting effects 
made statues appear 
to be dressed in Punic 
and Roman outfits.

Light installation made ancient statues appear to be dressed in 
Roman and Punic outfits.

A 2014 file picture shows Egyptian satirist and 
television host Bassem Youssef announcing the 
end of his TV show.

There is not enough satire in the Arab world

W
ith doleful 
predictability, 
the Islamic 
State (ISIS), the 
brutal extrem-
ist group, 

called for a wave of attacks to 
“paralyse” Europe just days after 
Britain voted to leave the 
European Union. Separately, 
however, jihadists transmitted a 
less dark post-Brexit note via 
Telegram, the cloud-based 
instant messaging service. It 
read: “The mujahideen will keep 
their cells in UK separate from 
EU in respect of #Brexit”.

Got it? The joke is on Britain 
and the message is almost funny 
enough to make one forget that 
its senders are not jolly types. As-
sorted jihadists, but ISIS fighters 
especially, are prone to decapitate 
their enemies, burn them alive in 
a cage and teach young children 
how to hunt and kill prisoners in 
a gruesome version of hide-and-
seek. ISIS has been known to turn 
its victims’ painful death into a 
cross between a perverted propa-
ganda film and spectator sport for 
social media networks.

And yet, “the mujahideen” 
seem to have a decided sense of 
humour. Admittedly, it is gallows 
humour of the sort that sees the 
comic side only in the misfortune 
of others but it betrays a sardonic 
sophistication about how fast the 

world changes. It could be argued 
that by satirising Britain’s attempt 
to be separate from the European 
Union, those “mujahideen” were 
puncturing the West’s inflated 
bubble of pomposity about liberal 
international cooperation.

Satire is a powerful tool. It ban-
ishes fear by making the high and 
mighty seem puny and ridicu-
lous. When you laugh, you are no 
longer afraid. That is the message 
Egypt’s most famous contem-
porary satirist Bassem Youssef 
recently took to Tunisia.

On stage, Youssef lampooned 
the conspiracy theorists of three 
separate Egyptian governments 
— Hosni Mubarak, Muhammad 
Morsi and Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. 
All peddled ludicrous, practically 
identical paranoia, he said. He 
hailed Tunisia as the birthplace 
of the “Arab spring”, “otherwise 
known as the Arab Disappoint-
ment”.

He laughingly rejected the 
idea that the 2011 Egyptian 
uprising was “inspired” by 
Tunisia’s revolution. It was 
actually a form of com-
petitive attention-seeking, 
he dead-panned. And he 
extolled the Arab world’s 
extraordinary mastery of 
the dictator “brand”. There’s 
simply no other part of the 
planet that has acquired quite so 
much expertise with dictators, he 
told Tunisians straight-faced. It 
might even be a core strength that 
deserves to be trademarked.

If there is any measure of 
Youssef’s effectiveness, it is this: 
He has millions of fans across 
the Arab world but can no longer 
live and work there. Instead, he is 
based in the United States.

Youssef is hardly the first Arab 
with a funny bone to be harried 
in his homeland for poking fun at 

vainglorious strongmen, radically 
perverted Islamists and immoral 
guardians of purity.

Authoritarian regimes fear 
satire — stand-up comedy and car-
toons — because, unlike sarcasm, 
it roots for positive change by 
exposing follies and weaknesses 
with humour. Both sarcasm and 
satire draw attention to weak-
nesses — in people, societies, 
whole pathologies — but sarcasm 
seeks to belittle and 
bring down; satire 
to raise up.

This imbues it with a purity that 
can serve as a psychedelic for the 
young and idealistic.

The tragedy of the Arab world 
is that there is not enough satire, 
that matchless weapon in the fight 
against political injustice, societal 
inequity and systemic decay.

A mocking portrayal of Morocco’s 
king can be grounds for imprison-
ment. Rulers of the Gulf states are 
rarely caricatured by cartoonists 
on location, so to speak. There is 
Youssef, of course, who is often 
described as Egypt’s Jon Stewart, 
and is safely in exile. And there is 
Fahad Albutairi, who is dubbed the 
Jerry Seinfeld of Saudi Arabia, and 
strictly stays away from satirising 
royalty and religion.

Syria’s Ali Farzat had to flee to 
Kuwait after the Syrian uprising 
because he started to draw Syrian 
President Bashar Assad as his peo-
ple saw him. For example, he por-
trayed Assad awkwardly perched 
on a broken chair as things increas-
ingly became a pain in the backside. 
More humiliatingly, he depicted 
the president as a small figure in 
front of a mirror, which reflects him 
back as the stereotypical political 
strongman. The cartoon that really 
got him into trouble, however, was 
Assad trying to thumb a lift from 
Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi.

Some say that the best way to 
be a popular satirist in the Arab 
world is to be like Egypt’s Lenin el-
Ramly, who is famous throughout 
the region but takes great care not 
to stamp too hard on the political 
bunions of various regimes.

Funnily, for satire, that is rather 
sad.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. Her 
blog can be found at www.rashmee.
com and she is on Twitter: 
@rashmeerl.
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of the Arab 
world is 
that there is 
not enough 
satire.

Both sarcasm and 
satire draw attention 
to weaknesses – in 
people, societies, whole 
pathologies.


