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Beirut

D 

uring Lebanon’s civil 
war, local radio sta-
tions affiliated with the 
various feuding militias 
would broadcast endless 

hours of sectarian vitriol through 
the night, calling young men to 
arms, only to then collectively 
switch to the music of Fairuz to 
start the day with songs for an hour 
before the main morning news bul-
letin.

The Lebanese were willing to 
brand each other as traitors and tear 
their country to pieces for 15 years 
but they were not willing to give 
up one voice that seemed to unite 
them during their long, bitter con-
flict — Fairuz, the iconic Lebanese 
chanteuse whose haunting songs so 
reflected the hopes and fears of the 
entire country.

In the war that is now destroying 
Syria, Nizar Qabbani, the legend-
ary poet who died April 30, 1998, 
in London has come to be the voice 
of his tormented nation, the every-
man transcending rival loyalties to 
lay bare the country’s agony and its 
soul.

During a prolific career that began 
in the early 1940s, Qabbani took the 
Arab world by storm. He produced 
tomes of romantic verse peppered 
with sexual overtones, breaking ta-
boos and shocking Muslim society 
out of is stuffy mores.

After the withering Arab defeat in 
the six-day war of 1967, he turned 
to political poetry denouncing Arab 
dictators, the United States and Is-
rael.

In the late 1980s, Qabbani fa-
mously conducted a recital in Da-
mascus, which was to be his last, 
with a scathing political poem titled 
“The Journal of an Arab Execution-
er.”

This indictment of authoritar-
ian Arab regimes was immediately 
banned throughout the Arab world. 
The poem declared:

“O people; I have become your 
sultan

So break your idols and worship 
me.”

“Thank God for his grace
For he has sent me to make his-

tory…”
“O people; I own you like I own 

my horses and slaves;
And I tread upon you like I walk 

on the carpets of my palace.”
Qabbani inspired four generations 

of Arab lovers and revolutionaries 
alike and famously refused to praise 
a single Arab king or president, ex-
cept for Gamal Abdel Nasser — but 
only after the Egyptian leader’s 
death in 1970 when he eulogised 
Nasser in “The Fourth Pyramid.”

Qabbani trashed Anwar Sadat, 
Nasser’s successor, by name after 
the 1978 Camp David peace accords, 
saying that he was a “madman” who 
had “drugged and raped” Egypt.

Qabbani also denounced Yasser 
Arafat in a poem after the US-bro-
kered 1993 Oslo Accords, which 
the Palestinian leader hailed as the 
“peace of the brave.” Qabbani called 
it a “peace of the cowards.”

Qabbani wrote: “America is a god 
and a thousand cowards kneel at its 
feet.”

His romantic verse was often 
transformed into popular music 
and performed by prominent artists 
such as Fairuz, Iraqi crooner Kazem 

al-Saher, Lebanese singer Majida el-
Roumi and Egyptian legends Abdel 
Halim Hafez and Um Kalthoum.

A scion of Damascene notability, 
Qabbani was born in 1923 during the 
years of French Mandate rule. His 
father was one of the leaders of the 
anti-French movement. The young 
Qabbani began writing nationalistic 
verse while a student at Damascus 
University.

He joined the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs during Syria’s democratic 
years, drifting through diplomatic 
posts in Madrid, Cairo, Ankara and 
London, where he was greatly influ-
enced by European theatre, art and 
life.

Qabbani quit government service 
after the Ba’ath Party seized power 
in 1963 and moved first to Beirut and 
then to London after the 1975 out-
break of the Lebanese war. He died 
there at the age of 75.

He never reconciled with the 

Ba’athists and saw them as the cause 
of all Syria’s woes.

The Syrian government only laid 
claim to Qabbani after his death, 
naming a street in his honour and 
allowing his burial in Damascus. 
His funeral became a massive event 
with thousands of young men join-
ing the procession carrying his cas-
ket, draped in the Syrian flag.

He was laid to rest in Damas-
cus, a city that Qabbani cherished 
throughout his life. He called it “the 
city of jasmine.”

Since then the anniversary of his 
death has brought together Syrians 
of all religious and ideological faiths.

In the bitter aftermath of the 
uprisings against autocratic Arab 
regimes that began in Tunisia in 
December 2010 and the dashed 
expectations of a new era of open 
government, young people across 
the Arab world have turned to Qab-
bani’s political poetry and his bitter 

stanzas against authoritarian re-
gimes.

When Syria too was caught up in 
the ferment in March 2011, young 
protesters found inspiration in Qab-
bani’s poetic verse, often repeat-
ing his famed: “When will you go 
away?”

“The theatre has collapsed over 
your heads

And the audience is cursing and 
spitting on you.

Thanks to you our boundaries 
have become paper borders;

When will you go away?”
Even the Damascus government 

has taken to using Qabbani’s writ-
ings, seeking to cloak its actions 
with his imprimatur. Large photos 
of him are plastered on the walls of 
the capital along with stanzas from 
his poems, invoked in countless 
government speeches and public 
rallies and even cited by Syria’s mis-
sion at the United Nations.

From the grave, Qabbani’s poems lay bare Syria’s agony
Sami Moubayed
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Poetic legacy. Nizar Qabbani and his Iraqi wife Balqis al-Rawi, who was killed in the bombing of the 
Iraqi Embassy in Beirut in December 1981.                                                                                      (www.syrianhistory.com)
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Carthage Music Festival keeps pace with changing art scene
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T 

he Carthage Music Festi-
val, an annual event that 
showcases Arab and Afri-
can music, this year fea-
tured artists from Egypt, 

Morocco, Tunisia and other African 
countries in a variety of performanc-
es across Tunisia.

The festival celebrated its fourth 
edition in April under the slogan 
“Plug in the Music.” Spectators en-
joyed 12 concerts in the official com-
petition in Tunis, as well as 16 per-
formances in other parts of Tunisia.

The Carthage Music Festival is a 
reinvented version of previous mu-
sical events. It was founded in 2009, 
replacing the Festival of the Song, 
which ran from 1986-2004. The or-
ganising committee and the Culture 
Ministry said they felt they needed 
to rethink the festival to match the 
changing cultural scene of Tunisia 
and the region.

“After it was interrupted in 2010, 
I was asked to direct the festival. I 
wanted the festival to voice the idea 
that the musical scene has been ex-
periencing new freedoms in light of 
the recent political changes,” said 
festival Director Hamdi Makhlouf, 
an acclaimed oud player, vocalist 
and a musicologist who works in 
jazz and contemporary Arabic mu-
sic.

“The [Carthage Music Festival] 
should reflect the vitality and plu-
rality of both national and regional 
scenes and not restrain itself to a 
traditional overview of local mu-
sic,” he said. “The festival now is 
inclusive of all genres from tradi-
tional expressions, to reggae and  

electronic music.”
The new format of the festival won 

approval from artists and audiences 
and attracted younger people. In 
addition to musical performances, 
the festival addressed issues such as 
training music managers and manu-
facturing of musical instruments.

“The festival now has other sec-
tions than musical performances, 
including a competition for chil-
dren, a fair for musical instruments 
and workshops to train artistic man-
agers. The festival attracted many 
young artists, which rejuvenated its 
spirit,” Makhlouf said.

“The state of the musical scene 
has changed over the past years. 
That required a new festival and a 
new vision that answers to the de-
mands and weaknesses of the sec-
tor. Having workshops to train man-

agers of artists is a concern that is 
new to the Tunisian scene.”

The Carthage Music Festival en-
courages and promotes young mu-
sicians organising concerts. Street 
performances have been among the 
highlights of the festival. Hundreds 
of Tunisians followed the perfor-
mances of N3rdistan from Morocco, 
the rap collective El Banda from Tu-
nisia, Fayrouz Karawya from Egypt 
and many others.

“Festivals are a great opportunity 
for musicians in the Arab world to 
open up, expose their music to each 
other, profit from the diversity of 
soundscapes in different regions of 
the Arab world… I hope authorities 
stop putting obstacles around or-
ganising public events in the streets 
and closed theatres,” Karawya said.

She said the Carthage Music Festi-

val provided an opportunity to meet 
a wide range of artists to go along 
with performances of established 
artists. “The presence of all these 
parties, in addition to cultural man-
agers and media coverage, is where 
a music scene starts,” Karawya says.

Many musicians use the festival to 
share their experiences and skills to-
wards building exposure for artists 
in the region. The festival’s concerts 
provided spaces for such exchanges 
and the fair of musical instruments 
created an opportunity for musi-
cians and instrument-makers to ex-
change expertise.

Tunisian Minister of Culture Mo-
hamed Zine el-Abidine expressed 
hopes that the festival becomes a 
regional forum.

“One of the most important as-
pects of the fair is the meeting of 
Tunisian, Arab and African cul-
tural agents. If we establish an Af-
rican and Maghrebian music mar-
ket through these initiatives, this 
would allow our creators, artists and 
scholars to export our expertise and 
our musical instruments,” Zine el-
Abidine said.

This latest festival scheduled a 
heavy metal band as its main event 
in a bold move that surprised many. 
Myrath, from Tunisia, has gained 
acclaim in the international metal 
community opening concerts for 
big-name groups such as Epica and 
Symphony X.

Makhlouf, defending the choice of 
Myrath, said the band’s music was 
inspired by Tunisian culture.

“The music of the festival rang-
es from Arabic music to rock and 
metal,” he said. “The mega concert 
will encourage people to watch and 
discover and explore other musical 
genres.”

Malek Bouchoucha, Myrath’s key-

board player, said the band’s music 
was Tunisian at heart because the 
lyrics were Tunisian and the music 
echoes traditional Tunisian music 
with a touch of metal. The band’s 
name, Myrath — Heritage — pays 
homage to Tunisian heritage and 
culture.

“The thing is, our language and 
heritage are rich. Our Tunisian dia-
lect is a mixture of many languages. 
For many of our international fans, 
the Tunisian influences are intrigu-
ing and musically beautiful,” Bou-
choucha said.

“We want everyone to come and 
see and judge for themselves. It is 
easy to say we are not this or that 
but I want them to come and enjoy 
our music.”

The Carthage Music Festival con-
cluded with the Golden Tanit being 
presented to Moroccan band Aywa 
and its leader Adil Smaili. The Sil-
ver Tanit was awarded to soul singer 
Emma Lamadji from central Africa. 
The Bronze Tanit went to Tunisian 
pianist Wajdi Riahi for his piece 
“North Africa.”

“We hope that the festival be-
comes an international one that at-
tracts other artists from different 
places. That way it will showcase 
Arab and African talents as well,” 
Makhlouf said.

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

New expressions. Aywa, a band from Morocco, performing at the 
Carthage Music Festival in Tunis.                                           (JMC press team)
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