THE UNIVERSITY OF HULL - UK

THE DEPARTMENT OF DRAMA

Elements of Myth in the Modern Theatre, with Special

Reference to Current Theatre in Oman

Being a Thesis Submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

in the University of Hull

By

ABDUL KARIM ALI JAWAD AL LAWATI

Ph.D. (History of Theatre, University of Drama and Cinematography, Romania 1994-
1999)

B.A. (In History, Beirut Arab University 1982-1986)

October 2004



In the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.
[3] We do relate unto thee the most beautiful of

stories, in that We reveal to thee this (portion of the)

Qur-an: before this, thou too was among those who

Knew it not.

The Holy Quran, Surat Yuossf, or Joseph



Table of Contents

Acknowledgement

Abstract

Introduction

- Oman

- Definition of the Problem

- Existing Knowledge on the Subject

- The Aims of the Thesis

- The Importance of the Study
- Methods and Sources

-  Controversial Issues

Chapter 1: The Modern Theatre Movement in the Sultanate of Oman

- Modern Theatre in the Arab World

- Mythical Theatre in the Gult Cooperation Council (GCC) Countries
- Beginning of Theatre Activities in Oman

- Theatre Activities in Schools after the Renaissance

- Theatre in Clubs

- The Youth Theatre

- Other Efforts towards a National Theatre

- Evidence of Public and Experts Opinion via Questionnaires




Chapter 2: Myth and Theatre: Vertical & Horizontal Interpenetration

- Definitions of Myth
- Different Classifications of Myth

- Myth from an Islamic Viewpoint
- Myth from an Arabic Viewpoint
- The Interrelationship between Myth and Theatre

- Orniginated Myth

Chapter 3: Holy and Unholy Myth

- Prehistory Era

- The Holy or Unholy Isis
- Religious Holy Myth

- Myth 1s Holy because it is Fact: The Bewitched Girl

Chapter 4: Identification or Confrontation with Myth

- Grotowski and Mnouchkine: Notable Practical Experiences

- Phaedra from Racine to Kane
- Don Juan: The Nature of Myth and the Nature of Play

- Experience from Oman: The Lament of the Monster




Chapter 5: Myth and Political Theatre
- Myth and Politics: Twins from the very Beginning in the Epic Theatre
_ The Ancient Myth of Antigone in the Modern Political Theatre

- Sartre's Flies
- What has Politics done to Isis?

- Is Al-Lat suitable to be the Arab Armies’ leader?

- The Forty Years War for the Sake of “Al-Basus's Camel”

Chapter 6: Myth, Realism and Modernism

Part One: Myth and Realism

- Archetypal Criticism
- A Doll’s House: the Root of Religion and Ancient Greek Mythology.

- Mythological Roots in a Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

- Examples of Realism and Myth in Arab and Omani Theatre

Part Two: Myth and Modernism
- The Myth of Schizophrenia
- Ubu, the New Mythical Monster

- The Modern Omani Myth of Violence and Disaster

- Symbolic and Visual Theatre

- The Theatre of the Symbolic and Visual in the Omani play: Al-Baragge.

- The Philosophy of the Absurd and the Root of Myths

- The Man who Returns from Coming Time: an Absurdist play from Oman




Chapter 7: Myths in Oman

- Historical Myths
- Myths and Folklore

- Myths of Ghosts, Magicians and Jinn

Conclusion
Bibliography
Appendices

- Questionnaire Data (1 August to 15 October 2003)
- The Story of Malik Bin Fahm

- The Story of Selima

- The Story of the Daughter of the Radish Seller

- The Story of the Human Dog
- The Story of Ajab

- The Story of Zaid Bin Anan




Acknowledgement

I would like to thank those people who helped and encouraged me during my study at
Hull University. In particular, I would like to express my great gratitude and special
thanks to my supervisor, Dr. D. Keith Peacock for his generous assistance, guidance and
encouragement to embark on this project. I greatly appreciate his constructive criticism
and invaluable suggestions throughout my study, without which this work would not
have reached its present standard.

My most sincere and special thanks go to Mr. Anthony J. Meech, the head of the
Drama Department, for his valuable comments on the first draft. I am most grateful to
him for his suggestions, support and encouragement.

I would like to thank all those who helped me to attend and complete this study,
especially His Excellency Sheikh Muhammad Marhoon Al-Mamary president of the
General Organization for Youth, Sports and Cultural Activities, and His Excellency Dr.

Yahya Mahfoudh Al-Mantheri, president of the Council of State in Oman, for their

encouragement and support.

Also, special thanks are directed to Dr. Khalid Al-Zadjali and my other colleagues in the
Omani theatre for their help and comments on the study. In addition, I would like to
thank Mrs Kathryn Spry and Mr Peter Wilson for their work in checking the drafts and
correcting the language.

My sincere gratitude 1s due to my parents, wife, brother, sisters and children for their
patience and encouragement throughout my study. Their unending support and faith
made this project possible.

I would like also to record my gratitude to all scholars whose research in the same field

has influenced this thesis and whose efforts have enabled me to complete my task.




Abstract

This study focuses on the relationship between myth in its classical and modern

definition and the theatre, and how the developing Omani theatre can Benefit from
western and Arabian experiences in this field. The study shows how myths, around the
world, were the first attempt by human beings to think, explain, justify and produce

concepts and images. They were the basis on which the first drama was established, and

have continued to be a major source of inspiration. The study then explores various
modern explanations of myth from the mid nineteenth century, in which myths were
classified into various categories and attempts made to study each in isolation. It then
illustrates how myths were subsequently studied by anthropologists and psychologists,
as manifestations of the individual or collective conscious or unconscious realm, which
confirms that myths, despite their outwardly illogical element, carry not fact itself but
the essence of the fact. The author clarifies the definition and concept of myth in Islamic
and Arabic culture, the meaning of the word in the Holy Quran and the attitude of
Islamic and Arab scholars towards it. Consideration is also given to the explanations by
modern Arab scholars for the ancient Arabs’ lack of concern with myths, in contrast to
the cultures of their neighbours.

The study sheds light on how the modern mythological, sociological, anthropological,
theological and psychological explanations of myth are employed in contemporary
theatre and how they have influenced performance and critical theories such as those of
Artaud and Archetypal Criticism. It is noted that such theories played an essential role
in a number of modern theatrical movements, and consequently concluded that those
theories might usefully be applied in developing countries like Oman.

Particular attention is given to the theatre in Oman, asserting the importance of its
interaction with international theatre at both theoretical and practical levels, especially

with those countries, which have strong theatrical traditions. Nevertheless, alongside
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this is emphasised the importance of employing indigenous sources of heritage and
knowledge, such as myths.

The study elucidates the role of myths in Oman’s culture, in light of historical and
geographical factors. It describes how mythology became an integral part of people’s
lives as a way of thinking about, imagining and explaining different events or
phenomena in their lives.

It is concluded that theatre should be aware of this fact, and deal with it. This does not
mean uncritically accepting superstitions and regressive thinking, which could be
harmful, but saving the popular heritage and employing it in such a way that people
recognize its advantages and disadvantages, as modern mythological studies suggest, in
order to build a close relationship between the theatre and its audience, and to provide
the society with new and wider intellectual and aesthetic understanding of their existing

myths, for the Benefit of both theatre and society.




Introduction

Myth was the first adventure of mankind’s mind and will not be the last, but certainly, it

was the most creative one. It was the basis for many arts and literary forms, including

theatre. Therefore, this thesis is an invitation to go back to the womb, Myth, for the sake
of rebirth in the present and future.

There are three important elements in this thesis: theatre, myth and my country, Oman.

B bl

Oman is an Arab country far in the southeast of the Arabian Peninsula. It was firmly
established and well known in pre-historic times. Oman has an area of about 309.500 sq
km - almost as big as England-and 1700 km of coastline running all along the eastern
side of the country from north to south; hence, the emergence of a maritime society

depending on fishing and maritime commerce. It eventually also developed an urban
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socicty. On the western side of the country lies the desert; the population lives 1n
scattered nomadic groups that are always scarching for water and pasture, as they are
cssentially herders. These nomadic groups form what can be called the Bedouin society.
However, between the two environments, the coastline and the desert, there are chains
of high mountains crossing the country from East to West. In between them, there are
many oases and flat green valleys, which can be farmed. People, in these arcas depend
on agriculture for their livelihood and form a third section of the Oman society, which
can be called the rural society. Each of these socicties overflows with its customs,
traditions and different folk arts. This is particularly duc to Oman’s intermediate
geographical position, which has directly linked it to the civilizations that have been
influential throughout history, such as the Indian subcontinent, Persia and the Eastern
coast of Africa. These have naturally influenced Omani culture and traditional folk arts,
Morcover, Oman has witnessed a new cra in its modemn history since 1970, The Omani
authorities, have, since then, welcomed, helped and encouraged all means and ways to
achieve social and economic progress. This progressive tendency, however, was not
carricd out 1n isolation from the cultural hernitage. Instead, it was developed side by side
with an authentic and persistent movement for the revival of the country’s public and
cultural henitage. The young Omani drama is onc of the gifts of this glorious stage of
Oman's modern history. When we talk about Omani drama, we refer not to a drama
movement deeply rooted in history or with extensive expenience. We talk instead about
a drama that 1s progressing through its foundational stage. This is one of the most
difficult and complicated stages because it determines the present and the future
oricntation of the Omani drama. For this reason, we have to stop and scrutinize the
cssence of the trends selected for Omani drama, trends, which will realise the national

ambitions and aspirations of Omani dramatists and ensure their status in the wider world
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of drama. The theatre in Oman needs to plant roots from which indigenous plants will

SroOw.

Definition of the Problem

From an observation of contemporary theatrical productions in famous Arab capitals
such as Cairo, Beirut, and Tunis, it is easy to recognize that the Arabs acquired
theatrical knowledge from the Western world. Earlier forms and styles were adopted
from Italian and French theatre. Most Arab researchers such as Ali Al-Rai in his book
The Theatre in the Arab World (1999) refer to Maroon Al-Naqqgash, who presented an
Arabassed European play the Miser (Al-Bakhil) in Beirut in 1847, as the starting point
of the modern Arab theatre movement. This process of imitation 1s still active all over
the Arab world. There is nothing wrong with imitation in itself, especially in the early
stages of introducing a new form of art, and especially in imitating Western theatre,
which is popular around the world. The unacceptable situation arises when imitation
becomes entrenched, because imitation robs any theatrical movement of two important
features: superiority and affiliation. Imitation, whatever aesthetic quality it may reach,
remains inferior to the original invention, and, whatever the skill applied, remains
unable to establish an interactive relationship with the surrounding society.

Those Arabs interested in Arab theatre recognize this problem, and over the last fifty
years, the identity of Arab theatre has been a main topic at many Arab theatrical
conferences, forums and festivals. It is still a topic of debate. This concern can be
understood 1n relation to the awakening, which most Arab countries have experienced
since the middle of the last century, in all cultural aspects, including theatre. Therefore,
it 1s not acceptable that Arab theatre remains a half-breed, with no roots in Arab culture.
Arab culture 1s rich, ancient and fertile. It is filled with folklore, rituals and traditions.

The question arises here, with all these significant features of Arab culture, is it rational
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for Arabic dramatists to stay at the imitation stage, without inventing their own original
masterpieces, without investing their own traditional heritage to support their theatre
movements? Such investment would take the Arab theatrical movement from its current
negative position to a very positive level, where it can represent and be part of modern
Arab culture and can offer the theatrical world something new and original.

However, Arab dramatists have not simply been passive. Some prominent writers have
confronted this situation, and worked hard, in the last fifty years, to create a mutual
relationship between the theatrical movement and the traditional heritage. Such

dramatists are Tawfiq El-Hakim and Yusuf Idris in Egypt, Saadallah Wanoos in Syria,
Ezial-Din Madani and Umar Bin Salim in Tunisia, and Kassim Mohamed in Iraq. These
and others have made every effort to achieve the target of developing Arabic theatre.
Some of their productions were very successful, but others stirred up many arguments
such as The Cave Companions and others, which will be discussed in coming chapters.

Oman 1s part of the Arab world. Its theatrical movement is the most recent and it, too,

has imitated Western theatre. Nevertheless, the situation in Oman is different. Perhaps it
1s more complicated, because imitation in Oman is not directly from the original
Western European sources, but indirectly, through the imitation of Cairo, Beirut or
Tunisia. Therefore, if there are problems with a direct copy, then there will be even

more with a second or third-hand copy. The recentness of the Omani drama movement
may make it seem in need of maturity on the one hand, but on the other hand, offers
great opportunity to learn from successful external experimentation and to begin from
the point they have reached.

However, in addition, the idea of drawing on inherited traditions of myth and
performance in order to root the theatrical movement in Omani culture is appropriate in
two respects. First, the fact that the Omani theatre movement is in the process of

establishing its own character, which means that such traditions may make a significant
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contribution to the creation of a new dramatic form. Secondly, Oman is one of the few
countries which has retained intact its national heritage and traditions. Indeed, it is true
to say that people in Oman live through their heritage. In other words, they consider
heritage as an integral part of their daily lives. The people, in Oman, are very proud of

their folk dances as much as their songs, fairy tales and myths, and will respond to their

presentation on stage.

It is in this context that the idea for this thesis was generated. It is an attempt to throw
light upon the Omani national heritage and its treasures, specifically in the realm of

myth and fairy tale, and consider how they might offer a source for an indigenous

drama.

Existing Knowledge on the Subject

Theatrical studies and criticism in Oman are in their infancy; they consist of a few

articles in the newspapers and occasional brief research papers. There is nothing which
deals with myth and theatre, while there are a few historical books that refer to mythical
events, as well some collections of traditional stories such as those in Harvest of Omani
Studies, which record a number of traditional myths. In the wide Arab world, there are a
few studies concerned with Ancient Egyptian myth and theatre, and fewer still with
Iraq, Syria, and North Africa such as The Popular Heritage in Modern Egyptian

Theatre (1993) and Myth and Theatrical Writings (1994). On the other hand, studies
concerned with myth and theatre can be found in the West. Although they are far away

from the mythology of Oman and most concern points specific to European culture,
some aspects concerning the relationship of myth and drama are relevant to this

research. Examples are recent unpublished Ph.D. theses: Hazel, R. M., The mediation in
late twentieth century English Theatres of selected Ancient Greek tragedy texts and

themes concerned with women and power (1999). Babbage F., Re-visioning myth:
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feminist strategies in contemporary theatre (2000) and Sakellari A., The scenic
presentation of the Electra-myth in Greek, German and American drama (1994). These
studies provide the researcher with valuable examples of how the modern Western

European theatre has employed myth.

The Aims of the Thesis

In ancient Greece, the theatre was born from the womb of myth. But the question now
is, do we need myth any longer in the contemporary theatre and if so, why do we need
it, in what form and for what Benefit? This is of special concern in developing countries
where enlightened social reformers are struggling against the domination of myth over
people’s thinking which may lead to social divisiveness. This thesis 1s an attempt to
address such questions. Therefore, its aims may be divided into two categories. First,
the short-term aims are to understand the value of myths in the past, to discover the
potential of myths in the present day and to provide suggestions and ideas as to how the
contemporary theatre could employ myths in its performances, especially in developing
countries, and how it could utilize other Arab and Westemn experiences in the same
field. Second, the long term aims are to focus on two main interrelated points: to change
the attitude towards myth so that it is not considered either complete nonsense or
absolute fact; and to develop Omani theatre by rooting it in its culture and thus building

its own individual character. In addition, there 1s a personal aim, to improve my

contribution as a playwright and director to Omani theatre.

The Importance of the Study

The first point of significance is the contribution of the research in altering the attitude
towards myth. In Oman, as in most developing countries, myth has a strong position in

people’s collective memory, to the extent that some myths are considered as complete
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fact. Some Arab Governments and enlightened social reformers are fighting against the
domination of myth over people’s lives because they want them to be more practical in
dealing with the modern world. No doubt, theatre can play an essential role in this fight,
not in order to annihilate myth in social life, but to admit that myth is an integral part of
society’s culture and it is necessary not to ignore it but to deal with it face to face. This
is not to claim that myth is super fact but to admit that it expresses some underlying

truths and has value as a source of knowledge and as a vehicle for exploring ideas and

invisible realms.

The second point is that the research will help to develop the Omani theatre. The young
Omani theatre was established on the basis of Western theatre traditions, and certainly
there is value in knowing modern theatrical experiences and theories, but there is also a
danger that the Omani theatre will remain just a pale imitation unless it also builds its
own individual character, depending on its own heritage and culture, of which myths are

an integral part.

Methods and Sources

One aim of the research was to find out to what extent myths in their classical form
exist in the Omani heritage and traditions, both quantitatively and qualitatively and what
are people’s opinions toward the relationship between myth and theatre. This aim was

achieved first by a questionnaire designed especially for this thesis and by research in

books that record traditional myths or those on the history of Oman which include

ancient legends. Tuhfat Al-a’yan fi sirati Ahli Oman which means The Valuable View in
the Legacy of the People of Oman by the Omani scholar and Imam, Shaikh Nur Al-Din
Abdallah Al-Salimi (1869-1914), is such a work, which mixed mythical phenomena
with historical events, especially relating to the first period of the establishment of the

state of Oman pre-Islam. Al-Salimi, in his tumn, depends on another work of Arab
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history from the tenth century entitled Murug Al-Dhahab, by Al-Masoudi. Reterences to
this period are, however, very rare. Other Omani myths were recorded in three
collections of traditional stories in the 1990s, Al Basrawiyan wa’l Omani by Isa Bin
Hamad Al-Shuaili, Popular Tales by Uthman Al-Balushi, and Dhofari Folklore and
Folk Tale by T. Johnston. Some other short studies published by the Ministry of

Heritage and Culture, in five volumes between 1991-1995, of the Harvest of Omani

Literary Forum are useful, as well as some printed material from the Ministry of
Information in Oman, such as the Dictionary of Omani Traditional Music, (1989) by
Yusuf Shawqi and Traditional Arts From Oman (1990). In addition, I, as an instructor,
directed the Youth Theatre Group in recording on cassette tape numerous oral myths
narrated by local people, from different Omani regions, as an assignment for theatrical
workshops between 1997 and 2001. This research will be referred to in the subsequent
historical introduction to theatrical features in the Omani heritage, and in the brief
history of the modern Omani theatre movement.

The second priority of the research was to study the modern Omani theatre movement
in terms of history, practical performance and text, and how it has dealt with myth. This

part of the study depended on my own writing for, and experiences of Omani theatre, in

addition to attending live performances, seeing others on videotapes and reading

published plays and manuscripts of Omani plays.

The third stage was to study myth, in general, from different aspects, then undertake a

comparative study of the concept of myth in Western culture, and in the Arabic and

Islamic culture. There, sources in books, research papers, and articles about myth in the
West were abundant, especially relating to the ancient Greek period and the Middle
Ages. Examples are Laurence Coupe’s Myth (1997), Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre
Vidal- Naquet’s Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece (1973). Some Arabic sources

were also available, in particular concerning the pre-Islamic period in the Arabian
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Peninsula, Ancient Egypt, Iraq and Syria. These include Shawqi Abd al-Hakim’s The
Cyclopaedia of Arabic Folklore and Myths (1995), Hamid Alawi’s The Employment of
Myth in Tawfiqg El-Hakim's Theatre (1995), 1lia Al-Haw1’s Aeschylus and Greek
Tragedy (1980), Firas Al-Sawah’s The First Mind's Adventure (1989), Muhammad
Abazah’s Myth and Theatrical Writings in Tunis (1994) and Kamal al-Din Husayn’s

The Popular Heritage in Modern Egyptian Theatre (1993). In addition, the attitude of

Islam towards myth was studied through the verses of the Holy Quran.

The fourth stage was to study and analyse how myths were employed in ancient theatre,
and compare that with the employment of myth in modern theatre in a variety of theatre
movements in the light of modern mythical, anthropological and psychological
explanation of myths. The most important sources in this stage were James Frazer’s
book The Golden Bough (1922), Bronislaw Malinowski’s Magic, Science and Religion
(1954), C. G Jung’s Man and his Symbols (1964), Sigmund Freud’s Totem and Taboo
(1938) and The Interpretation of Dreams (1953), Mircea Eliade’s Myth, Dreams and
Mpysteries (1957), Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957), Martin Esslin’s The
Theatre of the Absurd (1961), and George Wﬂlwm The Theatre of Opposition and-
Contradiction (1963). In addition, reference was made to the published texts of plays
such as Nothing Stops the Disaster (1991) by Sama Isa Al-Ta’i, performances, some
critical theatrical studies, articles, essays and electronic resources such as “A View from
Indi1a’ about Peter Brook and Mahabharata (1991).

The fifth stage was to study and analyse a number of Arabic and Omani texts based on

myth, and compare their employment of myth in the theatre with Western examples. In
addition, consideration was given to the ways in which the Omani theatre can learn
from the Arabic and Western theatre experience of employing myth. Sources for this

stage were the texts of plays, critical works such as Hani Mitawi’s book New Readings
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of Old Plays (1993), and studies and some electronic articles such as Another Antigone

by A. R. Guney.
The final stage was to conclude how theatre is rooted in myth, considering how myth

was and remains one of the main sources for the theatre across the world, to define
contemporary myth and explore how is it used in the modern theatre, and to suggest

how Omani theatre might develop its drama and theatrical performance by investing in

own ancient and modern mythological features.

Controversial Issues

A potentially controversial issue in this thesis lies in its central suggestion of employing
myth or mythical features in theatre, especially in developing countries where
progressive intellectuals are struggling against the domination of mythological thinking.
This suggestion, unless explained clearly, could lead to profound misunderstanding. The
invitation in this thesis is not to accept myth completely or reject it, it is an invitation to
encounter it; in other words, to face the problems associated with a specific myth in
order to Benefit from its advantages and avoid its perceived disadvantages.

In addition, potential misunderstanding could result from considering the achievements

of theatre movements to be similar in developed and developing countries. This is far
from being the truth. There is a big gap between théatre 1n Western countries and theatre

in developing countries like Oman. Because of this gap, it is appropriate to keep in mind

that, sometimes, what is suttable for western theatre may not necessarily be acceptable

in developing countries. Such issues will be highlighted during the thesis.
To describe the theatre movement in Oman, I sometimes use the term, “modern theatre
movement”, by which I mean the theatre movement along Western lines, which was

imported, in the last thirty years. On the other hand, the term “theatre phenomenon” will
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be used to indicate theatrical elements which are rooted in Omani culture, but which do
not represent a complete form of theatre.

Furthermore, it 1s important to distinguish between the classical form and meaning of
myth 1n ancient eras, which was usually linked with religion, Gods and demigods, and
the wider and more liberated concept of myth in the present day, which can be an
element of the narrative, plot or characterisation. Although both concepts of myth will

be considered, the thesis is concerned with the essential features and meaning of myth
more than the classical form of myth. That 1s to say, myth will be dealt with, on the one
hand, as no more than a single feature in a play or performance, and, on the other, as a
unit in the web of mythology in general, which in turn is an integral part of mankind’s

thought in the past, present and future. This thesis will focus on mythological elements

whether these elements exist in the classical form of myth, or in the forms of legend,

fable, fairy tales or folklore of Oman.
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Chapter 1:

The Modern Theatre Movement in the Sultanate of Oman

The concentration in this chapter will be on Oman, starting with early efforts, then

displaying the activities of school theatre, club theatre, youth theatre, private theatres

and university theatre. Particular attention will be paid to some productions of clubs and

youth theatre, as patterns, which are considered the basis of drama in Oman. This will

be followed by consideration of the originality of Omani drama and its prospects for the

future, posing the question, how Omani theatre could participate in developing the
society. Public attitude towards theatre in Oman and experts views of myth and its

relation to theatre will be explored via evidence from two questionnaires.

Modern Theatre in the Arab World

Study of the modern theatre movement 1n Oman needs to be contextualised with a brief

description of Arab modem theatre in general. Researchers continue to wonder whether,
during their long cultural history, Arabs experienced theatre. This question has been
examined, through symposia and Arab Cultural conferences, since the early years of the
last century. There are a number of different opinions, each with its own arguments and
evidence. Some researchers deny any Arab experience of theatre before the French
military invasion of Egypt in 1798. They claim that Arab Theatre was introduced by the
Lebanese Maroon Al- Naqqash (1817 -1855) when he staged the first theatre show
based on European theatre in 1847. It was an adaptation of 7he Miser, by Moliére, and
was staged in a church in Beirut (Al-Rai 1999, 69, 70). Subsequently, Arab theatre
shows were known, and Arab theatre groups formed specifically in Beirut, Damascus,

Cairo and Tunisia, followed by other Arab capitals and big cities. All these efforts were

modelled on the European theatre, whether the plays were translated directly from the

western originals or were written in the country and handled local issues. They were
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strongly committed to European theatre forms. Those of this opinion, think that any

artistic phenomenon, even if it had a dramatic form, cannot be considered as theatre,

unless it conforms to the Aristotelian concept of theatre and 1ts heirs in Europe.
Another school of thought is that cultural history is rich in artistic literature, with
features that are not very different from the concept of theatre, but may not conform to

the view that theatre is characterised by human actions in performance, and the desire to

imitate (Idris 1974, 467- 477). This concept of theatre i1s certainly broader than the
Aristotelian model, and extends the scope of theatre. In this regard, writers have
mentioned a number of phenomena, occasions, and Arab festivals that exhibit aspects of
theatre. These will be referred to in subsequent chapters of this study, in which the focus
will be on examples of Omanti social life, art, and literature that have dramatic elements.
Theatre 1s something seen, and involves interaction between a performer and an
audience. From this perspective, it can be said that the Arab and Omani heritage is rich

in such media.

Mythical Theatre in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Countries

The modern theatre did not enter the more advanced states in the GCC until after the

1920s. Kuwait and Bahrain were the pioneer countries in this domain, temporally,
quantitatively and qualitatively (Al-Attar 2001, 72, 156). However, the theatre in these

states has shown little interest in referring to indigenous myth. I have been involved

personally 1n the theatrical movement in the GCC countries from the beginning of the

1980s to the present day, attending, during this period, numerous plays, festivals and
theatrical meetings. I can confidently assert that although public life is full of stories,
rumours, beliefs, phenomena and habits that are related in one way or another to the
mythical aspect, there is for the most part, a kind of alienation between the Arab theatre

in the GCC countries and their popular myths. In general, the theatre movement ignores
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myths. Whether this alienation of myths is realized by the theatrical profession or not, it
undoubtedly has a clear rationale. The theatrical movement in Kuwait, for example, 1n
its foundation stage from 1940 to the mid 1970s, did not present a single play whose
theme depended on local, Arabic or even universal myth. Of course, there are some
mythical features here and there, as in the play, I - 2 - 3 — 4 Bom, which translated the
seven sleepers’ myth in a modern guise. The play was about a family that died before

the discovery of oil, came back to life after a quarter of a century, and were surprised by
the marvellous change in life because of oil. This change was not confined to externals
such as the city, which became crowded with high concrete buildings, cars and other
tools and technology, but extended to include humankind’s internal nature and external
behaviour (Al-Rai 1999, 370-372).

Consequently, the mythical idea in this play was subordinated to direct social criticism.
In fact, most plays, in that period, concentrated on the social themes and individual
reformation on two overlapping levels, which sometimes seem contradictory. On the

first level, people were encouraged to develop their lives towards urbanization and the
openness of society to the external world, in order to achieve progress and a luxurious
life-style. At the same time, there is an insistent call to preserve the old habits, traditions
and genuine manners that face the danger of extinction in contemporary civil society. It
could be said that plays dealing with conflict between the traditional and the
contemporary dominated theatrical performances not only in Kuwait but also in all
GCC countries.

It may be wondered why the theatre in GCC countries has avoided mythical ideas.
Some researchers see the causes in the fact that the Gulf societies are so conservative
that they cannot accept the entrance of mythical ideas, which might contradict religious

views. Others, including myself, are of the opinion that the prioritisation of social
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development and human development has led to mythical ideas being classed,

sometimes, as backward looking and an enemy of development.
The problematic concern, which might be raised against the use of myths in the

contemporary theatre in developing countries like the GCC, relates to the question of
how far myths fit the different circumstances of those countries. For example, in many

states people’s lives and attitudes are dominated by superstition, which cripples their

minds and affects their lives in a serious way. When the local progressive authorities are
sparing no effort to improve people's physical conditions, and fight against illiteracy and
ignorance, which are associated with old myths or tales, how can we expect such

countries to establish myths firmly in their theatrical movement?

Beginning of Theatre Activities in Oman
While theatre was introduced in Bahrain and Kuwait in the 1920s, theatre in Oman did

not begin until the 1950s, and was still rare until the early 1970s, when a theatre
movement was really established. Although it is considered to be still in the developing
phase, there have been some significant achievements in terms of the formation of
different types and schools of theatre, the linking of theory and practical work. It is
difficult to specify when and where the first theatre activity began, especially as there
are no clear documents before the 1950s to refer to. The earliest evidence of the practice
of theatre can be found in three primary schools, all with the same name, Al-Saidia,
before the Omani renaissance in 1970. The first and biggest one was in Muscat, the

capital, established in 1940. The second was in the centre of the southern region, in
Salalah, and was established in 1951. The third was in Mutrah city, established in 1959.
A book entitled, Aspects of the History of Education in Oman, published by The
Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs in 1985, mentions that there was an internal

courtyard in Al-Saidia school in Muscat, where the administration of the school used to
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hold a celebration annually, at the end of the school year. Many state officers and
students’ fathers attended this celebration to see a variety of dramatic performances,
school choirs and many other activities intended to display the achievement of the

students (Ministry of Education 1985). This book is the only written source available

about educational and theatrical activities in this period. More information, however,
can be gleaned from the people who lived in this period and participated in those

activities as supervisors or students. Ahmad Salim, one of the oldest teachers in Al-
Saidia school in Muscat (1949-1969) has talked about these drama activities: “In those
celebration occasions, we used to present some short dramatic sketches based on the
curriculum, in addition to some comic sketches such as those criticizing misers and their
obsession with saving money. The teachers of the school took turns, year after year, in

supervising those activities” (Al-Lawati 1988, 8). Tawfiq Aziz, who started as a teacher
in the Al-Saidia school in Muscat in 1956, then became headmaster of the school until

1972, said, “ As soon as I started my work at school I became the supervisor of the
theatre group” (Al-Lawati 1988, 8). He added that every year they used to present some
dramatic extracts of around 10 to 15 minutes maximum. Some of that drama was in
pure Arabic and some in English. Of course, as he stated, the school suffered from a
shortage of facilities and equipment, but they coped with that by various creative
solutions. He illustrates: “For example, to prepare a temporary stage, we used to join all
the students’ desks between two classrooms, and then we covered the tops of the desks
with carpet to use it as stage and used the classrooms on both sides as a backstage area,

while the audience sat in the open courtyard. In addition to comic sketches, the dramatic
performances contained some religious, social and historical' subjects”. The Al-Saidia

school celebration was one of most important events in the whole sultanate of Oman at

that time and was attended by members of the royal family, many governors, and the

British Council (Al-Lawati 1988, 8). Riza Abdul Latife, who was a student in Al-Saidia
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school in Mutrah in 1960, and who became, later, one of the pioneers of theatrical
activities in the Al-Ahli club, has talked about his remarkable experience when he and
the theatre group in Al-Saidia school in Mutrah, presented for the first time a play that
lasted one and a half hours. The play was entitled The Saker of Quraish, by the well-
known Egyptian playwright Mahmood Taymur and this was the first performance of the
full text in Oman. The play was presented in Kuwait in 1961.

Thus, the drama activities in all Al-Saidia primary schools before 1970 were, in general,
no more than short sketches, more concerned with academic subjects than any aspect of
theatre. Nevertheless, those activities provided an important impetus to the theatre
movement in Oman in two ways: Firstly, although these schools’ brief sketches cannot
be counted as complete dramatic experiences, they represented the starting point for
modern drama in Oman, and the first step on the road. Secondly, students who had their
first experience of theatre activities in those schools before 1970 became the main

supporters of theatre groups in the clubs, which flourished in the period 1971-76.

Theatre Activities in Schools after the Renaissance

After 1970, schools, institutes and colleges opened everywhere in Oman. Instead of
only three primary schools, thousands of primary, intermediate and secondary schools
were opened to contain tens of thousands of students, both boys and girls. The
education movement was in a race against time. Therefore, the focus was on quantity
more than quality. The priority was given to the fight against illiteracy rather than any
other aim. For this reason, all supplementary pedagogical activities such as art, music
and theatre were to some extent ignored. Schools in this period were very simple
buildings; some of them were even tents that did not have any facilities. Now, the
situation has changed. A new educated generation has grown up and new schools with

modern facilities have been built. Unfortunately, however, activities, in particular
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theatre, remain as they were in the past, playing a very limited role in the educational
curriculum. This is because the curriculum is structured in a way that leaves such
activities to chance. They depend, first, on the availability at the school of an active

instructor, who although not necessarily a specialist in theatre is able, at least, to
supervise the theatre activities. Secondly, there might be, by chance again, a school

teacher who is interested in theatre activities, who would lead the theatre group as a

volunteer. As such instructors and teachers are rarely available in schools, theatre

activities remain limited.

Perhaps, therefore, scholastic theatre has done less than we might have expected from 1it,
but it is fair to mention many of its achievements. School theatre presented various
performances, on different occasions, based on some famous international and Arabic
plays, like several adaptations of Moliére’s play, 4 Doctor in Spite of Himself,
Shakespeare’s play, The Merchant of Venice, and several of Tawfiq El-Hakim’s one act

plays. However, the afore-mentioned performances remain modest compared to those
presented in the name of the complete educational region on the occasion of
Pedagogical Day every year'. On this occasion, each region gathers all its expertise in
order to present one major performance, usually about some national issue, such as the
dramatic operetta, The Land of Faithfulness (1980), though there have been a few
exceptions from time to time, such as a the social comedy, The House of Abu Marhoon
(1987).

Theatre practitioners in Oman look to school theatre as the first source to provide the
theatre with talented performers and an aware audience, but this will not happen until

the theatre activities in schools become an integral part of the curriculum, rather than a

seasonal activity.

' In Oman, there are nine educational regions.
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Theatre in Clubs

The Omani students who finished their basic study in Al-Saidia schools had a simple

idea about the theatre and drama in general. Some of those students pursued higher

studies in some Arab capitals like Cairo and Beirut, which had active theatre
movements, and links with the European theatre movement. Thus, Omani students, in
those capitals, found themselves in direct contact with real theatre. Some of them took
this opportunity to develop their talent and knowledge of theatre. When they returned

home in the early 1970s, or even in their summer holidays, they brought good theatre
experience, which led to the formation of theatre groups in the clubs which were
originally set up for sports activities, and rivalry grew up between the two activities.
Interest in the club groups continued for many years, and various theatre shows were
put on, of various levels and topics. Some were local social comedy, others were
folklore drama with songs, while some expressed nationalistic philosophy and thinking

and enthusiastic attitudes.

Common features distinguished the club theatre experience throughout its development.
These features were important for the later Oman theatre movement. The most
important were: first, the clubs’ plays depended mainly on actors themselves. One

reason for this was probably the lack of resources to meet the requirements of different

shows, like décor, costumes, lighting and sound effects. On the other hand, the attention
paid to the actors in clubs resulted in rapid development in their performance, as well as
a real response from the audience, who came to see them in this new introduced art

called theatre. The audiences, male and female, attended the annual theatre shows
organized by the clubs, and the records of Al-Ahli Club estimated the audiences of its
plays to number 2500 for each evening. Although this figure may be somewhat
cxaggerated, it gives an indication of the early interest in theatre where the

performances were taking place in an open area in the heart of a local district so
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everybody living there automatically becomes part of the audience. Secondly, the club
theatre gave the first chance to Omani women to participate in this art, side by side with
men. This was without doubt an important development in the Oman theatre movement.

The booklet of Al-Ahli Club theatre mentions that the first time Omani women acted on

stage was in 1973, in a play entitled, The People Persecuted Me. Thirdly, the

experiences of theatre in the clubs strengthened, to some extent, the values of theatrical

experiment, and the skills of theatre writing and production. Previously, the group had
carried out these functions in a rudimentary way, despite the lack of specialist theatre
techniques like lighting, sound effect, décor, costumes and makeup. Fourthly, the club
theatre experience produced a number of actors, directors, and playwrights who may be
considered the pioneers of the theatre movement in Oman. Some of them became well-
known for a special style of theatre and achieved a great popularity in society. The most

notable theatrical experience in club theatre was the Al-Ahli Club in 1971- 1976, where

spectators could recognize various theatrical trends; social realism, expressionism, black
comedy and musical shows. In addition, the Al-Ahli Club, by publishing its theatre
activities in many booklets, became the first documented source about the theatre in
Oman. Moreover, the Al-Ahli theatre group was responsible for the first efforts at
Omanization - meaning presenting the play in local patois and with a local atmosphere-
in some Arab plays such as The Council of Justice, by the Egyptian playwright Tawfiq
El-Hakim, and his colleague Saad al-Din Wahba’s play, The Fire and Olives. The
theatre group of the Al-Ahli Club used to present several plays each year. In 1972, the
group produced seven shows, including sketches, one-act plays and one long play. Its
experience remained seasonal and amateur, but it was very active and varied. Those

features can be illustrated by briefly describing the plays presented by the Al-Ahli Club

in the years 1973 and 1974:
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Year 1973:

The Suicide of Fact, a romantic play written and directed by Amein Abdul Latif.
Alaseeda, an adapted play by Husayn Abdul Latif, from the play entitled, Saad Alhanak,

by the well-known Egyptian playwright, Saad al-Din Wahba.

The People Persecuted Me, a social play, written and directed by Mahmood Shahdad.

Madmen in Happiness, a social comedy, written and directed by Mohamed Ilyas Faker.
The Tiredness, a symbolic play written and directed by Riza Abdul Latit.

Year 1974:

The Duty and the Rope, a social drama written and directed by Husayn Abdul Latif.

The Café of Joy, a social drama written and directed by Muhammad Ilyas Faker.

Oh Sea, where is your Epoch, a reality drama written and directed by Musa Jaffer.

The Song of Love and Earth, a musical show written and directed by Musa Jaffer. In
this play, for the first time, fifty actors and actresses participated in one play.

However, by the end of the 1970s, the glow of club theatre groups gradually subsided
for several complicated reasons. Leading figures from the pioneers of club theatre
groups finished their higher education studies and attained important government
positions in different fields, which occupied most of their time and attention.
Consequently, they left the theatre, which was for them only a hobby. The women in the
groups, when they got mérried, left behind the theatre, which was not a socially
acceptable activity for married women, in favour of a quiet family life and desirable
social rituals. Moreover, the cllibs, in society’s perception, are primarily places for
sports activities, and all educational activities such as theatre are of minor concern. The
line management in clubs operates according to.this vision, and the football team is
allocated the whole budget. Furthermore, clubs, usually, do not have proper facilities for

theatre groups, like a place for rehearsal and a stage or hall to present performances on,

not to mention scenery, lighting system, and sound effects. Clubs found it very hard to
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cope with all these difficulties in order to carry out theatre activities. In addition, most
clubs suffered from a lack of expert instructors in theatre who could lead their theatre
groups according to a complete plan and by proper methods. To find such instructors 1n
Oman was difficult, unless help was sought from other Arab countries. Although there
were some talented playwrights who sometimes provided club theatre groups with
original or adapted plays, the clubs lacked full-time playwrights who would dedicate
themselves to providing the theatre group with suitable texts every season. Theretore,
those groups on many occasions found themselves without a proper text to work with,
which lowered their morale. Moreover, far from making a profit, the people who were
working in club theatres sometimes had to pay from their own pocket to support club

productions. Finally, most club headquarters, especially in the capital, moved from their

locations in the heart of popular districts, where their audiences lived, to new locations,

which were more difficult for a great number of supporters to reach.

The Youth Theatre

In 1980, the Youth Theatre Group was founded, and considered the first semi-
specialized theatre group. The theatre activities in the clubs had slowed down in the late
1970s for the above-mentioned reasons. The actors from the remaining club groups,
frustrated at the slow-down, began to search for another outlet to participate in theatre
activity. This situation was in line with the interest of the Ministry of Information,
which was the official body résponsible for youth activities at that time. Therefore, the
Youth Theatre Group was estabiished and an expatriate producer, Mustafa Hashish from
Egypt, was recruited to supervise it. Omani lovers of theatre and actors gathered round
him and contributed their efforts to establish the first official theatre group under the
direct administration of a government body, responsible for its budget and supervision.

Although the members of the group are amateurs and not full time actors, from the
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beginning of the group’s establishment to the present day, the Youth Theatre Group has
led the Oman theatre movement.

Enthusiasm was the main feature of all who contributed to the establishment of this
group. With this enthusiasm and the availability of an Arab producer, the group
overcame all the 1nitial difficulties. Its first work was a difficult classical Shakespearean
play, The Merchant of Venice, one of very few texts available to them that dealt with
topics acceptable in Omani society. The group was compelled to rise to the challenge;
they understood that this was the only way to prove the worth of their theatre group, so
they worked hard to stage this international play for an audience used to seeing simple
local theatre sketches. Although the play was translated into Arabic, it kept its western
tform, costumes, traditions and acting style. For this reason, the producer organized a
series of acting workshops, extending over a period of six months, in which he trained
the group members, and provided them with academic knowledge of the principles of
theatre technicalities in general and performance techniques in particular. The training
led to the success of this first theatre performance, which made the group members
increasingly enthusiastic to participate in the second experiment in the following year,
The Captains’ Sons, adapted from a play by a well-known Egyptian playwright,
No’man Ashour®. This play dealt with a number of social issues, in particular, the need
to preserve human heritage in the face of modernization. Although this problem was
relevant to Omani society, the group were still looking for something that emerged from
their environment and reflected the local spirit. To find a suitable text, was still one of
the biggest problems that the group faced. That is why the ministry turned to the

protessional Egyptian playwright, Mansur Makkawi, who tried his best to study the

society and culture of Oman and write plays with specific features to suit the Youth

2 .
The present writer who was one of the “Youth Theatre” founders, played one of the main characters in
The Merchant of Venice, and executed the adaptation of The Captains’ Sons.
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Theatre Group’. Makkawi wrote Altaui, which means, The Well, which discussed
peoples’ emigration from the countryside, abandoning their land and agriculture, to
modern cities 1n order to work at a variety of desk jobs. He wrote also, The Homeland,
which summarized the struggles of the people of Oman under the Portuguese
occupation. In addition, he wrote a play entitled Emigré Bird, about the contemporary
singer, Salim Rashid Al-Suri. The play was in a documentary style, recording the
singer’s biography, more than having a dramatic plot. Play followed play, until in the

mid 1980s the Youth Theatre Group was established as the base of Oman’s theatrical

art.

Under the Ash (2002) One of the latest productions of Youth Theatre

The Youth Theatre contributed significant features to the development of the Omani
theatre movement. First, it adopted the pre-training method, holding workshops for

several months before every play. Gradually the skilled members of The Youth Theatre

* The director of the “Youth Theatre” group 1n this period was Muhammad Al-Shanfari, one of the
educated Omani pioneers in the theatre movement as a director, producer and playwright.
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began to prove themselves in acting, producing, writing and planning the group’s
activities. They became pioneers not only in theatre, but also in television drama, whose
evolution paralleled that of the theatre. By 1986, most staff and members in the Youth
Theatre were from Oman. Secondly, in the mid 1980s, the group expanded, and was not
satisfied with staging its works only in the capital, Muscat, but took shows to different
regions of the country such as Salalah in Dhofar, Sur in Al-Sharqiyah, Sohar in Al-
Batinah and Nizwa in Al-Dakhiliya. These tours gave an incentive to youth in these
places to form their own theatre groups like the mother Youth Theatre group. Today,
there are seven theatre groups scattered around the Oman regions, which annually stage
between ten to fifteen performances and have their own annual festival. The first theatre
festival in Oman was the Youth Theatre Festival in 1990. Those groups are working
under the supervision of the General Organization for Youth, Sports and Cultural
' Activities. Thirdly, in 1987, the Youth Theatre Group made an important step by
participating in the GCC youth theatre festival in the United Arab Emirates, with a play
entitled, The Ship is Still Wrecked’. This was the first official performance of Omani
theatre outside the country; it was followed by participation in various festivals and
cﬁltural weeks, in GCC and Arab countries®’. Fourthly, the Youth Theatre was a
laboratory for new theatrical experiences in different theories and schools and opened
the door to the adaptation and Omanization from various Arabic and international texts.

Fifthly, the Youth Theatre was the first organization in Oman to host Arab and

International theatrical experts to present lectures or lead workshops on many theatrical
topics. In general, the Youth Theatre firmly established the tradition of modern theatre
in Oman by establishing the framework for production and specifying the role of each

member in each play. There were no collective or overlapped responsibilities any more.

* This play was written and directed by the researcher.

5
A‘t?dulgafoor Ahmad was the producer who first led participation in the Cairo Experimental Theatre
Festival, in 1995.
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On the other hand, for many reasons, Youth Theatre Groups are still facing some
difficulties in executing their work. In spite of its amateur framework, the Youth

Theatre 1s so far the only official theatre group in Oman. Because of that, it has
extended its active role to cover the majority of theatre functions and unite most theatre
artists in Oman, even those who are semi-professional. These overlapping
responsibilities raised many questions about the exact role of the Youth Theatre, and
complicated the situation. The budget allocated for the Youth Theatre Groups hardly
covered their amateur activities, when each group staged, free of charge, one or two
simple productions annually. Therefore, when their activities expanded beyond that,
fhey faced financial difficulties. Moreover, except for the Youth Theatre Group in
Muscat, most Youth Theatre Groups still suffer from a shortage of facilities, such as
proper places for rehearsals, suitable stages to present their performances and
sophisticated sound and light systems. Although there is, at least, one adademic expert
with every Youth Theatre Group, most groups still suffer from a shortage of technical

expertise in many theatrical tasks, such as make up, design, lighting, costume and

decoration.

Other Efforts towards a National Theatre

Much television in Oman has Benefited from the theatre by receiving skilled actors and
writers, while the theatre Benefits from television with publicity, not only in the sense
of advertisements for specific performances, but also to disseminate the culture of

theatre among the whole society. One of the great Benefits that television provides to
theatre is recording and broadcasting performances. Moreover, the television

administration has always been willing to cooperate with theatre groups in order to

support them, for example by providing materials or technicians.
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Moreover, as the concept of theatre and the experience of the members of youth theatre
groups matured, they began to establish their own private theatre groups in the second

half of the 1980s, under the supervision of the Ministry of the National Heritage and

Culture, as a continuation of the Omani theatre movement. For the first five years, those
private theatrical groups did not present anything worth mentioning. However, in the
late 1990s, some of them started to produce remarkable performances and participated
in GCC professional festivals, winning important prizes°®, as well establishing their local
festival. Furthermore, the Ministry of National Heritage and Culture hosted a theatre
festival for private professional groups in the GCC countries for the first time in Oman
in 2001. In 2002, there were more than 10 private theatre groups. Moreover, a drama
study section was opened at Sultan Qaboos University in 1990, with branches for
Theatre Performance, Production, Criticism, and Décor. This section started to provide
the theatre movement with graduates bearing academic qualifications. It also staged a
number of highly technical theatre shows, which were directed by the professors of the

section, who were mainly professional Egyptian directors.

From the University Theatre (1997)

Despite all these efforts to establish a strong foundation for the theatre movement in

Oman, we cannot confirm that a real Omani theatre movement exists, in terms of either

® The present writer wrote and directed two of those plays for the “Magan™ private theatre group: first,

The Veils (1997), second, The Man who Returns from the Coming Time 2001. The first was awarded the
jury’s prize and the second was awarded the best directing and acting prizes. In September 2003, private

theatre group from the Southern region of Oman (Salalah) awarded the first prize for the play “Humran
Al-Ouoon” as a best production in the GCC theatre festival in Abu Dhabi.
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theatre or audience base. There are a number of inter-related reasons. First, Omani
theatre is still mainly amateur. Secondly, theatre shows are seasonal and related to
specific occasions, so they may be seen as festival activity rather than real theatre work.
Thirdly, audiences themselves, especially those who travel a lot and see remarkable
theatrical performances around the world, are not satisfied, anymore, with simple
theatrical productions. There may be some other more complicated reasons, but the
main reason for Oman theatre’s lack of a broad audience base is that the theatre in 1ts
western form is a modern art introduced in Oman, without roots in the local culture.
Therefore, efforts must continue to develop an original indigenous theatre, reflecting the
national artistic and cultural heritage. Nevertheless, this aim cannot be achieved unless
all efforts; school theatre, club theatre, youth theatre groups, private theatre groups and
university theatre, combine in the establishment of a National Theatre. Such an
institution does not exist yet, but it is anticipated in the future. What is therefore
important is to develop the current theatre movement in Oman 1s to set up a proper
body, provided with suitable facilities and budget, under the administration of theatre

experts who will be responsible for setting up a long and short term strategy and a plan

to create National Theatre.

Evidence of Public and Experts Opinion via Questionnaires

The theatre movement everywhere depends on two integral parts, performers and
spectators. Therefore, it 1s nécessary to discover audiences’ opinion of their theatre
movement. Studies and researches in this field in Oman are very rare; the only relevant
resource found 1s a questionnaire survey that was done in (1999)’. In this questionnaire,
an attempt was made to explore audiences’ opinions about the theatre movement in

Oman. The questionnaire, in general, touches on trends in audience reaction, without

" The present writer conducted this survey in conjunction with the Youth Theatre (1999).
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going deep into the details. The sample, drawn from Muscat, the capital, was a hundred
persons of both sexes, including those involved in some sort of theatrical work, and
theatre audiences.

According to the results of this questionnaire, although only a quarter of the sample
liked what they had seen in Omani theatre, the majority of them preferred to attend
theatrical performance rather than a folklore show or musical programme. This
highlights the responsibility and the challenge to the dramatists and practitioners in the
theatre to establish and develop a strong theatre movement, to serve the contemporary

public interest. As expected, “comedy performances” appeared to command the most
public interest, while only a quarter of the selected group were looking for a good
performance irrespective of the nature of the play and even fewer were interested in
deep, serious drama. The same might be true in many other Arab countries, even those
that consider the theatre as part of their traditional heritage. I have observed a similar
situation 1n Kuwait and Cairo and discussed it in many forums about the theatre in Arab
world. However, this matter may need more research. The majority of respondents
- indicated that the topic and issue that the play deliberates were what attracted them to
drama. Looking at these trends, it seems that the public in Oman view the theatre from
an intellectual angle more than artistic perspective; they are more concerned with
interesting ideas than the artistic skill. The question arises here, whether the majority of
the public in Oman are confused about the real nature of the theatre, as performance,
rather than a literary form. Despite the development achieved by recent plays from the
beginning of the 1970s until today, still the nature and traditions of society have a role

in shaping specific ideas, and this may explain the above trend of thinking, which gave

preference to intellectual concerns rather than any artistic element. It is hard to find
rational answers to such a situation, because it would need specialized and careful study

to find the origins of this viewpoint. However, for the time being, at least (if they
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believe it needs to be changed) dramatists should be aware of this tendency and work
hard to change people’s attitude, in order to achieve a balance between artistic
expression and intellectual content in plays. Furthermore, this aim cannot be achieved
unless concerted efforts are made to develop the technical methods and theatrical
elements in the plays, especially by developing original features that are meaningful to
local public audience, such as heritage, myths, rituals and interacting relationships.

The result of the questionnaire showed that a quarter of respondents disliked lengthy
performances and most of them disliked exaggerated, melodramatic performance. The
questionnaire revealed a preference for performances taking place in the public squares,
which are usually situated on the outside of the city, away from the residential areas.
Such a preference 1s expected, because those squares are always the centre of public
gatherings 1n Omani villages, towns and cities, on the various occasions and festivals.
There were also a small number of people interested in having theatre performed at
ancient forts, although the public are not familiar with such displays. What emerged
clearly 1s that the majority of public viewed theatre performance as a foreign activity,
which should be conducted at some distance, and not enter the heart of the local

neighbourhood. This is an indirect expression of a type of feeling towards this foreign ‘

art, which was introduced recently and this also emphasizes fhe importance of
originality in the Omani theatre.
People in Oman, through the questionnaire, showed as much enthusiasm to attend a play

at the theatre as to attend a poetry evening, and much more than visiting a fine art

exhibition, which may be considered an encouraging result. The result confirms that

each field of art has its own publié. What is especially important is the theatre’s place
among those mentioned activities, which places a responsibility on people, who are

working in the theatre, to keep that position and develop it by forging more links with

the local society.
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The questionnaire also revealed that people like to watch drama in the theatre as much
as on television and slightly more than in the cinema, which indicates that theatre can
hold its own against the cinema and television, despite having less sophisticated
technology. The majority of respondents expressed the view that theatre is an art of the
present, while a quarter considered it an art of past and little more than one tenth
considered it as an art of future, which may reflect an inner feeling that theatre as an art-
form is out dated. This should sound an alarm to draw dramatists’ attention to the
theatre’s need for their support through their creative works, to combat such a feeling.

Most of the people in the selected group asserted that they like theatre because it is live
performance and one-third said they like it because it includes many art forms. The

results received from the questionnaire as a whole are encouraging, although there are

indicators of some causes of concern for those responsible for the theatre.

The questionnaire was a first attempt in its field, and no doubt contained weaknesses.
Therefore, 1t is important to support the information received from it with additional
studies to reject or confirm it. Nevertheless, this questionnaire offered a reasonable
Insight into opinion of theatre audiences in Oman. Finally, it is important to draw
attention to the fact that the theatre movement in Oman has achieved great development
in the last five yeafs.

Subsequently, another qﬁe_stionnaire designed specifically for the purpose of this thesis,
was sent to experts on Omani theatre, in order to discover the opinions of those who
worked in that field on a regular basis. The aim of the questionnaire was to explore the

opinions of these Omani peopleitowards myths and how important they are in current
life, in general, and in the theatre in particular. The questionnaire with full details is
attached to this thesis as appendix 1. Those consulted emphasized that myth occupied a
great deal of Omani attention in the past and has a considerably similar role in particular

contexts in the present day. They, in general, were prepared to accept some slight
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modification in myths for theatrical purposes, but not a major one. Some communities
in Oman still have great respect for certain myths and treat them as fact or holy
materials and do not accept any sort of modification to them. Myths in Oman are still
mainly oral sources, with few exceptions, and this makes apparent the need for
collecting and categorizing Omani myths before submitting them to further studies. The
people of Oman, especially those who are working in the theatre or have direct contact
with it, are aware of most important features in myths, such as the intellectual,
metaphysical, historical and aesthetic dimensions, and recognize some important shared
elements between myths and theatre, such as events and protagonists. However, the
importance of employing myths in the theatre is not clear enough in Omanis’ minds.
This, as well the religious dimension and rituals in myths, are areas, which need to be
studied intensively.

This chapter as a whole has demonstrated that although the theatre movement in Oman

is still young, having amateur status and not yet having taken a mature form, it needs to
be seen from two perspectives in order to achieve significant development. First, it can
be considered as a part of the regional theatrical movement in the Gulf and Arab World,
as well as part of the international theatre movement, so it should pay attention to
international modern theories and try to benefit from them. Second, side by side with
international theories, Omani theatre should focus on its roots and heritage, in particular

myth, in order to develop a distinctive identity. In the following chapter, I shall explain

why myth offers a useful, even powerful vehicle for development of theatre.
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Chapter 2:

Myth and Theatre; Vertical & Horizontal Interpenetration

In this chapter, the focus will be on myths. Here, the question may be raised, why myth?
The answer is very simple. It is because it was from myth that drama first emerged 1n
the ancient Greek period; it was from the womb of myth that the theatre was born (Al-
Hawi 1980, 7). But what is myth? Does it have one definition in all cultures? In
particular, is there any difference between the definition of myth in Western culture and
[slamic (Arabic and Omani) culture? If so, what is this difference? This leads to a
further question: is there any inherent relationship between the theatre and myth? What
is the root of this relationship? In this chapter, three main aspects will be discussed.

First, an overall view will be given of different definitions of myth. Secondly, difterent
conceptions of myth in Western, Islamic and Arabic culture will be explained. Thirdly,

the overlapping relationship between myth and theatre will be addressed by

demonstrating the most important theatrical characteristics found in myths.

Definitions of Myth

What is myth? It seems a very simple question, but actually, it requires quite a
complicated answer. Not long ago myths, in different cultures, were considered as a

body of falsehoods, and nonseﬁse, with no meaning and nothing to say to human beings

as will be discussed later in this chapter. However, nowadays due to serious studies,

most people have changed their attitude towards myths. In the encyclopaedic

Mythology, ‘myth’ 1s defined as follows:

Myths can be understood as magic mirrors in which the reflection not just of
our own hopes and fears, but also those of people from the earliest times can
be viewed. Some of the stories are unimaginably old and were almost
certainly recounted long before the birth of writing and dawn of recorded

history. Collectively, the tales form the basis of much of the world’s
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literature, philosophy and religion, and act as a powerful document of the
human imagination, (Mythology 2002, 6)

Those studies clarified that all nations and all peoples passed, in their long history,
through a period of powerful myth making, in which they formulated their distresses,
hopes, traditions, and struggle to survive. It is through myths in particular, that human
beings expressed their feelings, passion, strength, weakness, insurrection, submission,
love, hate, life and death. In the period of ancient Greek, Plato asserted that there is
often some truth in myths (Cunningham 1973, 8, 9, 13). The researcher, Jan Pepin,
indicated that myth seemed to Plotinus as well as Plato a useful expression for the most
difficult thought processes and for those facts, which are very far away from any
description (Jalalalden 1994, 42-44). Therefore, since the distant past, myth has
attracted creative thinkers to deal with it as a source of inspiration for their works.
Literature depended on mythological thought, before myths confronted a counter
movement of opposition, the fanatical Christian religious thought of the Middle Ages.
The church revolted against ancient myth, which it saw as backward and pagan, and
urged 1ts substitution by biblical stories which were taken to be factually accurate and
which were later acted in the form of plays in streets, yards and halls. This rejection of
the significance of ancient myth was re-affirmed by the 18™ century European

Enlightenment movement, Which In 1ts turn, favoured logic and intellectual judgement
rather than myth and imagination. This movement effectively influenced literature and
art. The attitude toward myth remained negative until, in the late 18% century in Europe,
some studies of myth and its fate were undertaken as a response to the pressures of
modern life by the Romantic Movement. There followed calls to study and understand

myth and gain inspiration from it by deeper awareness. Even more, other voices

demanded that new forms and ideas for myth be found, arguing that there was no use in
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returning to the old definition of myth that existed in the past, but rather that it should
be seen from a different point of view and with a different attitude.
Mircea Eliade, in his book Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, (1957) talks about myth as a

stage of development of thought and a form of collective thinking that never vanished.

One tried to integrate the myth into the general history of thought, by
regarding it as the most important form of collective thinking. And, since
“collective thinking” is never completely abolished in any society, whatever
its degree of evolution, one did not fail to observer that the modern world still
preserves some mythical behaviour (Eliade 1957, 24).

The Arabic scholar Saed Jalal al-Din in his book, The Lexicon of Idioms and
Philosophical Illustration (1994, 42, 44), describes myth as an imaginary explanation
for different world phenomena and the conflict between human beings and supernatural
powers, and cites many different explanations of myth including the view of Levi-

Strauss that someday, people might come to believe that myth is founded on the same
logic as empirical science, as part of the development of human thought. They may

discover that myth is not very imaginary but it has its own system of logic, which can
be recognized by researchers. Jalal al-Din mentions seven mythologists and

anthropologists who attempted to explain myths, none of them Arab!

The theologian, Don Cupitt, defines myth in detail as:

Typically a traditional sacred story of anonymous authorship and archetypal
or universal significance, which is recounted in a certain community and 1is
often linked with a ritual; that it tells of the deeds of superhuman being such
as gods, demigods, heroes, spirits or ghosts; that it is set outside historical
time, in primal or eschatological time or in the supernatural world, or may

deal with comings and goings between the supernatural world and the world
of human history (Cupitt 1982, 29).

He went on to note how the superhuman beings are imagined in anthropomorphic ways,

albeit with supernormal powers.

The stories are often not naturalistic but fragmentary and dream-like, and that

within a given body of mythology it is common to find apparent
inconsistencies (Cupitt 1982, 29).
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In Cupitt’s view, the task of myth is to explain, to reconcile to guide action or legitimate

it. He sees myth making as:

Evidently a primal and universal function of the human mind as it seeks a
more or less unified vision of the cosmic order, the social order, and the
meaning of individual's life. Both for society at large and for the individual,
this story-generating function seems irreplaceable, because the individual
finds meaning in his life by making of it a story set within a larger social and

cosmic framework (Cupitt 1982, 29).

This might seem to be a perfect definition of classical myth, since it covers several
aspects such as author, description, time, nature, form and the relation with rituals.
Nevertheless, Laurence Coupe, in Myth points out three important terms to bear in mind
when approaching myth, as follows. The first is the Paradigm. In other words, myth
draws 1ts power from paradigms, such as exist in the framework of fertility, cosmology,
deliverance and superhuman heroism. He writes: "Just as one particular story may serve
as the paradigm for one kind of myth, so one kind of myth may serve as the paradigm
for mythology itself”. He then cites the opinion of Sir James Frazer, who believed that
fertility myths are the key to all mythologies, and Mircea Eliade, who thinks the key lies
In creation myths. Coupe, however, agrees with Don Cupitt, that myth is indeed
paradigmatic, but that there is no pure paradigm. Secondly, He mentions the term
Perfection, arguing that, .in considering myth and fact, we trace the stages by which the
1dea of perfection is generated and sustained. Coupe adopted the view of the literary
critic, Kenneth Burke, that “Both making myths and reading myths imply a drive
towards completion, an insistence on seeing things through to us near their full
development as is practicable”. Thirdly He talks about Possibility, here he refers to the
philosopher Paul Ricoeut, and argues that we must go beyond the modern view of myth
as “false explanation” to a sense of its “exploratory significance and its contribution to

understanding”. Ricoeut described the “symbolic function” of myth, as a power of

discovery and revelation (Coupe 1997, 1-13). Coupe concludes that:
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In other words, while myth may be paradigmatic, and while it may imply a
social and cosmic order, or perfection, it also carries with it a promise of
another mode of existence entirely, to be realized just beyond the present
time and place (Coupe 1997, 8, 9).

All these conceptions enrich myths and give them distinctive dimensions that can
develop theatrical insight, as will be discussed later.

In the last century, some literary criticism has recognised in literary works embodiments
of mythical types and structures or symbols that may return from time to time, but are
related to no specific period. In this criticism, the qualities of literary features are not
considered, as much as the marks of narrative or symbolism that are correlated to
ancient myths. One of the most important resources for this criticism is Sir James G.
Frazer’s (1854-1941) The Golden Bough (1890-1907) in Which Frazer supposes the
cycle of death and rebirth in liturgies of fertility to be the cornerstone of many mythical
texts. James Frazer gives an integral view of fertility myths defining their rituals and
symbols and illustrates their similarity in different cultures even when they take
different names with different protagonists. Frazer emphasizes the duality of life and
death, going to the underworld then returning to life and struggling against the dry and
for the fertile, mixing the myths and rituals of fertility with what is human and natural.
He tries to explain myths in terms of what happens to human beings in their life,
comparing it to what happens in nature over time. However, we will try to throw light

on Frazer’s ideas about the similarity between myths in different cultures as primitive

forms of knowledge in many places in this thesis, especially in analysing mythical
aspect in contemporary pla:ys.

Northrop Frye (1906-1991) ils one of the most distinguished critics in this field, who
promoted this supposition to a complete model in his book, Anatomy of Criticism
(1957), where he claims a relationéhip between the main narrative types and the cycle of

seasons and where he studies more clearly the theory of Archetypal Criticism and its
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relation to drama. According to this theory, any literary work can be evaluated in the
light of its approximation to or deviation from primitive mythical samples. This concept
will be discussed in more depth in chapter six, where some modern plays will be

analysed. Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962), Richard Chase (1904-1988) and Leslie

Fiedler (1917-2003), whose works have been translated into Arabic, are also very well

known exponents of mythical criticism.

What is worth mentioning here that such mythical criticism is rejected by some Arab
writings, for example, the famous Arab web site Ajeep. The basis of the opposition 1s
the tendency of muythical criticism towards stéreotyping. Ultimately, such criticism
stereotypes texts in a specific way that leads one to ignore cultural and historical

differences between the productions and the myths on which they are based, and to

ignore their individual features.

Different Classifications of Myth

Researchers, for academic purposes, have classified myths into groups to facilitate their
own task of finding proper definitions and explanations. Here are present some
examples of those groups found in the works of Hooke (1993, 11-17), and others.
Literary myths

In this category, myth is considered as an accumulation of human creative thinking in
the literary field. Thosé homilies delivered by wise men in ancient society, will recur
time after time, taking into account that new narrators cannot resist the legitimate desire

to add some new elements from their own imagination to suit contemporary

circumstances. These narrative elements, over time, formed into a coherent structure,
which was capable of expressing the artistic, literary thinking of a specific people or a

particular nation. It presents to society theories of behaviour, morals, and social life (Al-

Sawah 1989, 13).
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Ritual myths

The aforementioned Sir James Frazer 1s the pioneer of this tendency. He cites, in many
places his book, The Golden Bough that myth was drawn from rituals, as when he talks
about Diana’s worship at Nemi:

It needs no elaborate demonstration to convince us that stories told to account
for Diana’s worship at Nemi are unhistorical. Clearly they belong to that
large class of myths which are made up to explain the origin of a religious
ritual and have no other foundation than the resemblance, real or imaginary,
which may be traced between it and some foreign ritual. (Frazer 1996, 6)

According to his theory, when a specific ritual has been practised for a long time, the
connection with an older generation, the generation who established the ritual, has been
cut. Therefore, the ritual seems meaningless and unjustifiable. Thus, as Firas Al-Sawah
(1989, 14, 15) points out, myth becomes necessary to provide an explanation or
justification for an old respected ritual, which people do not want to throw away. On the
other hand, Ahmad Kamal Zaki (1979, 46), in his book Myths, Comparative
Civilizational Study maintains that this sort of myth correlates with performances of
worship. These performances depend on actual actions through which people approach
the secret powers that command our natural world. Myths were the part of language,
associated with rituals. Rituals in many myths are integral parts and they are significant

elements of physical action that can be transposed from myth to theatrical performance.

Myths of creation and justiﬁcatory myths

Kamal al-Din Husayn (1993, 29) defines myths of creation as those which explain the
creation of the world or cosmos and justify different natural phenomena such as wind,

sun, moon, stars, and rain. These kinds of myth depend essentially on deities of nature.

This role of myth is described thus:

For the people who originally told them, the myths served many purposes.
th only did they provide answers to great philosophical questions — how the
universe came into being, the nature of the forces operating within it, the
origins of the first people and of the human community — but they also
addressed more intimate issues, offering guidance on personal behaviour,
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social rules and what might happen in the afterlife. In combination, they
provide the mental foundations of understanding and belief on which

individuals could build their lives (Mythology 2002, 6).

Symbolic myths
All people have an innate ability to form, unconsciously, some common symbols, which
are defined by C. G. Jung as meaningtul:
I have spent more than half a century in investigating natural symbols, and I
have come to the conclusion that dreams and their symbols are not stupid and

meaningless. On the contrary, dreams provide the most interesting
information for those who take the trouble to understand their symbols.

(Jung, 1978, 93)

Husayn (1993, 29) is of the opinion that symbolic myth is close to justificatory myth
because 1t e€xpresses metaphorically religious or cosmic thought. For this reason, it
contains a number of symbols, which need to be explained. Similarly, the English
philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626) in his book The Wisdom of the Ancients saw
meaning in the ancient Greek myths, which he considered them as metonymy of
philosophical facts (Bacon 1629, 13-20).

Historical myths

Al-Sawah (1989, 14) describes historical myth as a type of myth, which is not
completely imaginary, but contains some comments about actual life and daily events
related to real people and places in the period before written history. Therefore, it
presents a valuable historical view about those more ancient ages (Al-Sawah 1989, 14).
Myths as psychological view

Myth attracted the attention of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) and other psychologists. In
his books, The Interpretation of Dreams, Totem and Taboo, Freud focuses on the
similarity, in the way they work, between myths and dreams. He notes that they have
similar symbols and that both of them are generators of unconscious psychological

processes. In myth, as in dreams, we see events taking place absolutely free from the

50



constraints of time and place. In both of them, the hero takes extraordinary actions and
is subject to miraculous changes, which reflect desires and inhibited aspirations. In both
of them, these desires and inhibited aspirations are released from their fetters, far away
from the supervision of the conscious mind, which plays its role as guardian of the
unconscious (Freud 1991, 66, 69). On this basis, myths are full of symbols, which, if we
can find a proper explanation of them, will provide us with a deep understanding of all-
human secrets and inhibited desires. According to this concept, Freud explains the
famous Oedipus myth in terms of real events that happened in a primitive tribe, when
some sons plotted to kill their father in order to obtain his wives. They did what they
had planned but, later on, were beset by feelings of regret and guilt, so they rejected
their father's wives. Incest, Freud claimed, was the first law enacted for people, yet this
experience has never vanished from human consciousness (Freud 1938, 152). It remains
behind the inherited human feeling of sin, which everybody carries in his unconscious.
Furthermore, as Al-Sawah (1989, 16) suggests, this was the foundation behind a group
of myths, which narrate the sacrifice of the son of a god as a human being, by way of

penance for a sin against the father. This perspective will be approached in analysing

mythical aspects in many plays in the later chapters.

Myths as an expression of the collective unconscious

The psychologist C. G. Jung was as interested in myth as Freud, but in his opinion, all
the efforts that had been made to explain myths did not contribute to our understanding
of them. On the contrary, they increased the distance from the essence of myths and

increased our confusion. Although he agreed with Freud that the human unconscious

breeds myths, he dissociated himself from Freud when he decided that the unconscious

form, which they breed, although emanating through a single human conscious, is the

product of a collective unconscious, not the individual unconscious of a single human

being.
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Our actual knowledge of the unconscious shows that it is a natural
phenomenon and that, like Nature herself, it is at least neufral. It contains all
aspects of human nature---light and dark, beautiful and ugly, good and evil,
profound and silly. The study of individual, as well as of collective,
symbolism is an enormous task, and one that has not yet been mastered.

(Jung 1978, 94)

In addition, as we go deeper into the human conscious we will find a world of pure
simplicity disentangled from any individual characters. From the symbolism of myths,
we can hear the world speaking and the deeper the symbols become, the closer we come
to internationalism and human comprehensiveness.

Those theories, about the individual and collective unconscious, deriving from
psychology, have had a strong influence on the theatre and on theatrical criticism
around the world. Such influence will be highlighted where relevant in subsequent
discussion.

Myths as conscious world

Erich Fromm (1900-1980) another follower of Freud, made a profound study of the
relationship between myth and dream. Fromm claimed, unlike Freud and Jung, that
myths and dreams are bred from the conscious world. Al-Sawah (1989, 17, 18) cites
Erich Fromm to explain how myth be considered as conscious world. He argues that the
human mind remains working and thinking, even in sleep, although it works and thinks
in a different way and language, being released from the rules of reality. Fromm
considered sleeping as a specific invitation to undertake a particular speculation, where
the person can use a special language, the language of symbols. During sleep, we are
free from the material world and can dedicate ourselves to our own spiritual processes,

through which we acquire more clarity, transparency, and wisdom. From this
perspective, sleeping 1s a situation of wakefulness and the language of symbols is based
on experiences, feelings and inward thoughts, which are characterized by an important

realm, the realm of internationalism and comprehensiveness. This realm goes beyond
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the limits of time, culture, and race. Finally, myth, like dreams, gains its importance
from messages that it presents to us through the language of symbols, which contain
numerous, religious, philosophical and moral concepts. Hence, our task here 1is to
discover and understand the symbols of this language in order to achieve a treasure
trove of valuable knowledge.

Myths with a purpose

The anthropologist, Malinowski (1884-1942) found it necessary to explain myths’
purposes. He argued that myths are not responses to quests for knowledge, nor are they
correlated with rituals, or related to hidden psychological impulses. He declared that
myth is related to the actual world more than any invisible realm, and it aims to achieve
a practical end “Myth as it exists in savage community, that is, in its living primitive
form, is not merely a story told but a reality lived. It is not of the nature of fiction”
(Malinowski 1992, 100). In another place, he suggests that myth *“contains practical
rules for the guidance of man” (Malinowski 1992, 101). Myths were narrated to set up
specific tribal traditions or to sustain the power of a particular clan, family or social
system. Myths are practical in their foundation as well 1n their aims (Malinowski 1992,
05-101).

Overall, in the last cen@y many attempts were made to identify, classify and explain
myths. Such mythological, anthropological and psychological explanations of myth
open to the dramatist wide scope to adapt myths for the theatre from wvarious
perspectives, giving performances additional intellectual dimension.

So far, we have examined predominantly Western conceptions of myth. However, since

the aim of this research is to focus on myths in Oman, as a specific country and culture,
and since Oman's culture is Islamic and Arab, it is necessary to consider the meaning

and conception of myth in the Islamic and Arabic world.
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Myth from an Islamic Viewpoint

In the Arab Word Islam has generally taken a cautious attitude towards myths. First of
all, I shall use the word Ustora (my transliteration) as it is pronounced in Arabic, as
synonymous with the word myth in English, as most dictionaries indicate. Secondly, it
is very important to return to the Holy Quran, as the main authoritative source in
Islamic culture as well as the origin of almost all legislation. However, in some places,
reference will be made to some periods before Islam. In the Holy Quran, the word myth
and its derived forms are mentioned about fourteen times. Nevertheless, the meaning of
the word difters according to its form. The Arabian historiographer, Wajih Kutharani, in
an article written in the A/-Hayat newspaper, distinguished two main meanings of the
word myth, mentioned in the Holy Quran. He suggest that the word myth occurs in the
Holy Quran in many verb forms, and in general, all these forms carry the same meaning
as the English verbs ‘write’ or ‘record’. The simple form of the verb as it is pronounced

in Arabic is Satara. Here are some examples, with the target word underlined. In Surat
number 54 Al-Qamar, in verse Number 53, Almighty God warns people that all their
actions are recorded: “Every Matter, small and great is on record (Holy Quran).’
Another example is in Surat number 68 Al-Qalam, verse number 1. In order to remind
people that everything is under his control, The Great God swears by the pen, which

was the first thing he created and with which he writes all people's fates. “Nun, by the
Pen and the record which men write” (Holy Quran). In the third example, surat number
17 Al-Isr’aa, verse 58, the Great God warns people that they will be punished because
of their sins and faults, which are all written in a record. “There is not a population but

we shall destroy it before the Day of Judgment or punish it with a dreadful Penalty: that

1S written in the 'eternal' record” (Holy Quran).

® Surat means chapter or part of the Holy Quran

’ The Holy Quran. Translation of the Holy Quran: based on interpretation of Bin Kather and Aljalalyn,
which issued a CD by Sakher Company for Computer Programs.
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The word myth comes in the Holy Quran several times in the plural form of the noun
Asateer, as it is pronounced in Arabic. Always, the word refers to ancient tales, which
are counter to the truth told by God and his prophet Muhammad. For example, in surat
number 8 Al-Anfal, verse number 31, Great God presents news of the infidel people
from the Quraish, the tribe of prophet Mohamed, who ignore all God's Signs, and
describe them as ancient tales. “When our signs are rehearsed to them, they say: We
have heard this before. If we wished, we could say 'words' like these: they are nothing
but fales of the ancients” (Holy Quran). Another example is in surat number 46 Al-
Ahqaf, verse numbgr 17, where the God warns undutiful sons who do not obey their
parents and do not take their advice to believe in God and the day of resurrection.
Instead of that, they mock and describe all these things as ancient tales. “But there is
one who says to his parents, Fie on you! Do you hold out promise to me that I shall be
raised up, even though generations have passed before me, without rising again? And
they two seek Allah's aid, and rebuke the son: Woe to thee! Have faith! For the promise
of Allah is true. But, he says, this is nothing but tales of the ancients” (Holy Quran).

Although such use of fhe word ‘myth’ in the Holy Quran leads to a generally negative

attitude towards myths, it is necessary to bring to mind some other important facts.
First, the Holy Quran considers myth as ancient tales - lies - in a specific particular

situation, when compared with the truth told by God and his prophet Muhammad.

Secondly, one of the most holy, pqwerful principles in Islamic culture is belief in
Monotheism. That means there is only one God. Everything in our life and in our fate
after death is according to the will of the Great and Almighty God. No authorities or

powers can be compared to Great God for any reason. God in the Holy Quran in Surat

Al-Ana’am number 6-verse number 102 says, “That 1s Allah, lord, there is no God but

he, then worship ye Him, and he hath power to dispose of all affairs” (Holy Quran).

Moreover, insurat Al-Ana’am, verse number 106: “Follow what thou art taught by
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inspiration from the Lord. There is no god but He; and turn aside from those who join
gods with Allah” (Holy Quran). Furthermore, Allah, in the Holy Quran warned Muslims
against polytheism, and threatened them with his anger. In surat An-Nis’aa number 4,
verse numbers 48 and 116: “Allah forgiveth not that partners should be set with him;
but He forgiveth anything else to whom He pleaseth; to set up partners with Allah is to
devise a sin most heinous indeed” (Holy Quran). And “Allah forgiveth not 'the sin of
joining other gods, with him; but He forgiveth whom He pleaseth other sins than this;
one who joins other gods with Allah, hath strayed far, far away from right” (Holy
Quran). In another part, in surat Ash-Shura number 26, verse number 213: "So call not
on any other god with Allah, or then wilt then be among those under the Penalty” (Holy
Quran).

Muslims take a very strict attitude against any beliefs in polytheism, the religion of
those who believe in more than one God. Such beliefs were widespread over all parts of
the Arabian Peninsula before Islam, and were reflected in myths (Abdul hakim 1995,
54). Consequently, the distance between Islamic culture and myths was increased.
Thirdly, before Islam, Arab tribes used to set up idols, which they used in their ntuals.
They believed those idols symbolized gods or at least could play an effective role as a
medium between themselves and a god. In the Islamic religion, again, there i1s a very
strict principle, which stipulates that there 1s only one God, who exists everywhere and
is able to do everything, and all people must be oriented to him directly so there is no
need to use any idols, mediums, or oracles. In the Holy Quran, in surat Al-Ankabut

number 29, verse number 17 reads, “For ye do worship idols besides Allah, and ye

invent falsehood. The things that ye worship besides Allah have no power to give you
sustenance: then seek ye sustenance from Allah, serve Him, and be grateful to Him to
him wilLl be your return” (Holy Quran). This principle of Islam is at variance with myths

where 1dols and oracles play main parts in the events. This dissimilarity widened the
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gap between Islamic culture and myths. Fourthly, the Holy Quran did not deny the
importance of ancient tales. The Quran confirmed the Benefit of ancient tales in some
situations, although the word 'stories' was used in place of 'myth'. Furthermore, the Holy
Quran employed stories as a reliable, effective means to transmit God's messages to
human beings, as is clear in the following examples from the Holy Quran: In surat
number 20 Taha, verse number 99: “Thus do we relate to thee some stories of what
happened before: for we have sent thee a message from our own Presence” (Holy
Quran). In surat number 12 Yusuf, verse number 3: “We do relate unto thee the most
beautiful of stories, in that we reveal to thee this portion of the Quran before this, thou

too was among those who knew it not” (Holy Quran). In surat number 11 Hud, verse

number 120: “All that we relate to thee of the stories of the messengers, with it we make
firm thy heart in them there cometh to thee the Truth, as well as an exhortation and a

message of remembrance to those who believe” (Holy Quran).

Myth from an Arabic Cultural Viewpoint

Some scholars, such as Muhammad Abazah in his study of myth and theatrical writing
(1994) are of the opinion that myth had no place in ancient Arab life, or at best had only
shight effect on some Arabs, because most of them were preoccupied with daily life.
Certainly, when humah beings have to struggle and fight for their existence, they have
no time and energy for activities related to the world of imagination or metaphysics,
which requires a great deai' of concentration, comfort, and relaxation. The Arab poet
Abu Al-Kasim Al-Shabi, who is considered the first Tunisian poet to employ myths in
his poetry, supported this bpinion. He added that the priority of thinking for Arabs was

concentrated on seeking daily sustenance, more than exploring any metaphysical

labyrinths (Abazah 1994, 6-8).
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However, some early Arab writers had a more positive attitude towards myths, in
particular, Greek myths. For example, the 13™ century Arab physician, Al-Dumashki
Ibn Abu Osaibeaa (1203-1271), translated many parts of the ancient Grecian myths and
praised some of their Gods and traditions. However, most other early Arab writers
adopted an Islamic attitude and criticized the polytheism of ancient Greek civilization,
as did Ibn Jaljal (11th century) in his book, Classes of Philosophers, and Tbn Al-
Nadeem (982-1047) in his book The Bibliography (Abazah 1994, 6).

From another perspective, Ibn Khaldoun (born 1332), the Arab historian, and one of the
pioneers of sociology, defined history, by saying that history has two surfaces: first, the
interior one, which is connected to the space of deep speculation, exact investigation
and wide knowledge of reasons and causes, and second, the external surface, which
plays more or less a different role, offering narratives about the olden days and ancient
nations in which tales have grown up widely, and mixing several elements together to
show how a nation achieved glory and then declined. From the tales of those nations
and their disappearance, some lessons may be learned that may also be applied to
contemporary circumstances (Ibn Khaldoun 2000, 4).

However, the important point, here, is to note the similarity between the previous
definition of history, given by Ibn Khaldoun in his introduction, and the general view

which considers myth as ancient tales. On this basis, the contemporary Arab historian,
Wajth Kutharani, speculates that myth had absolutely the same meaning as history in
ancient Arab culture before Islam. In order to support this notion, he draws our attention

to the fact that no mention of the word history, tarikh in Arabic, appeared in any Arab
cultural resources before Islam, or even in the Holy Quran, which reflected all the
features of the Arabic language in its era. Therefore, most Arabic researchers agree that

the word tarikh is a new word, which did not enter Arabic before the sixteenth or
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seventeenth century. In addition, Wajth Kutharani consolidates his opinion by

comparing the three following words:

- Ustora, the Arabic word which means Myth.

- Istoria, the Greek word that means History.
- History, the English word (Kutharam 2001)
He notes that the similarity in pronunciation between these three words is very clear. He
concludes that myth in ancient Arab culture had several meanings. Besides nonsense
tales, it also referred to writing, talks, news and history. He notes that even modern
Western theories consider mythology as a reliable historical resource, to say nothing of

myth as a valuable resource for anthropology and the humanities. Furthermore, he

explains why Arab researchers put the word tarikh in place of the word oustora, which
means myth. He ascribes the change to the use of the word Ustora in the Holy Quran,
where it means lies, according to most commenter on the Holy Quran. Overall, this
topic 1s a huge field, demanding research in such disciplines as linguistics, history and
Quranic exegesis. For the present, this thesis will confine itself to the question in hand.

Now to gauge the modern Arabic view of myth, we can turn to the definition of myth in

modemn Arabic dictionaries. According to Ajeeb the well-known web site dictionaries,

myth is a traditional story, emanating from an anonymous author. It explores social

habits in a particular culture or explains the essentials of different human and natural
phenomena on a metaphysical and very imaginative basis.
This definition is similar to the one adopted by most Western researchers mentioned in

an earlier section of this chapter. Perhaps they depended on the same resources.
Interestingly, while noting the use of the word myth in the Holy Quran in specific
situations that gave the word a negative meaning and promoted a generally cautious

attitude towards it, Arabic dictionaries add that, nowadays the critical attitude toward

myths has changed. Myths are not seen as false beliefs, which contradict the truth.
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Instead, there are now those who consider them to reflect a superior intuitive
understanding of existence, which consists of deep facts expressing collective attitudes
towards essential problems such as life, death, divinity and eternity. Those attitudes may
be recognised as universal. Furthermore, words such as ‘reality’, ‘fact’ and ‘truth’ are so
complex in their meaning that they cannot be simply put in opposition to myth. Ajeeb
dictionaries also present some examples of Arabic poets who employed myth in their
works. Some Arab poets have a tendency to utilize the mythical figurer in their modern
poetry. Adonis, a famous contemporary Arab poet, used the myth of Sisyphus in his
poem, The Dead God. Furthermore, Yusuf Al-Khaal, another Arabic poet, referred to
mythical symbols such as Ashtoreth, Adonis and Baal. Ahmed Abd al-Muti Hijazi is
another example of a poet who used the ancient Greek myth of Oedipus and Abu Al-
Hawl (Sphinx) an Egyptian mythical symbol, in his poem, The Martyr Who Does Not
Die. The same sort of thing is found in many other literary works, where the
embodiment of myth appears frequently. As Ajeeb Arab dictionary points out, mythical
texts contain several correlated myths embodying a group or people who follow
particular religions. The present writer, for the purpose of this study, asked the famous
Arab, Moroccan playwright, Abdulkarim Barshid, who is widely considered one of the
pioneers of modern Arab theatre, in particular Ritual Theatre, about myth in Arab
theatre '°. He asserted that .myth has been employed in Arab theatre in various forms.
However, the two main ones were myth as an image of universal non-scientific logic,
and myth interpreted according to scientific methods, as Freud and his fellows did when

they employed the myths of Oedipus, Antigone and Electra to emphasise psychological

complexes. He added that the Arab theatre oscillates between those two forms.

Nevertheless, the most popular way of employing myths in Arab theatre is the form in

which myths are employed as a vessel to carry current political and social messages, as

' An interview with the researcher in Abu Dhabi, UAE in 28/9/2003.
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in the works of Ali Salim, You Killed the Monster, and Tawfiq El-Hakim, Oedipus,

Pygmalion and Isis, criticizing the period of Jamal Abdul Nasser in Egypt.
Abdulkarim Barshid emphasized that Arab intellectual belief is realistic, far away from

the concept of myth that existed in the ancient Greek culture, to the extent that the Arab

used to make idols from sweetmeats or dates, but when he became hungry, he would eat

them.

The Interrelationship between Myth and Theatre

The above explanations and particularly the reference to examples of the employment of
myth in theatre lead to the question of how myth may be useful to dramatists. In what
dimension can they help? What characteristics in myths can lend themselves to
theatrical work, as form or content?

Reversible and non-reversible time

In an article on an Internet site, Mary Klages, Associate Professor of English,
University of Colorado at Boulder draws attention to Levi-Straus’s concern with the

question:
Why myths from different cultures from all over the world seem so similar,
given that myths could contain anything--they are not bound by rules of

accuracy or probability--why is there an astounding similarity among so
many myths from so many widely separated cultures (Klages 2001).

Levi-Strauss’s in his article “The Structural Study of Myth” (1955) answers these
questions by drawing our attention to the structure of myths, rather than their content.

The specific characters and events of myths may difter widely, Levi- Strauss argues, but

their similarities are based on their structural sameness. To explain this argument about

the structure of myth, Levi-Strauss insists that myth is language, because myth has to be

narrated in order to exist.
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Myth, as language, consists of langue and parole, the synchronic, historical structure
and the specific diachronic details within the structure. Levi-Strauss points out that
langue belong to what he calls “reversible time”, and parole to “non-reversible time”.
He means that parole, as a specific instance or event, can only exist in linear time,
which is unidirectional; you cannot turn the clock back. “Langue”, on the other hand,
since it is simply the structure itself, can exist in the past, present, or future. A myth,
according to Levi-Strauss, is both historically specific, in that it is usually set in some
time long ago, and non-historical, meaning that its story is timeless. As history, myth is
parole, as timelessness, it is /angue. Such peculiarity enables myth to travel easily from
time to time and from place to place.

The first adventure of the mind

In relation to Arabian myth Firas Al-Sawah (1989, 19), an Arab researcher, wrote a
study of myth in Syria and Iraq The First Adventure of the Mind. In this book, Al-
Sawah considers myths in ancient times as the first courageous human attempt to open
up horizons of knowledge for human beings. Nevertheless, most of those questions
raised by the mythmaker in ancient times, as Sawah suggests, continue to confuse
human beings today. Despite his technological achievements, contemporary man cannot
explain many natural phenomena, or detail any metaphysical powers standing behind
them, controlling everything in the world. People still dread their unknown future and
their unknown fate after death. People still seek to find a kind of reconciliation between
‘themselves and the invisible powers. The first essential questions, ‘Why are we alive?’

'Why are we going to die?', still need convincing answers. Men are still asking about

justice and freedom, wondering whether those values exist in our world. Men are still

concerned about good and evil, beauty and hideousness. What are the exact meanings of
these words? Thousands of such questions still trouble the human mind. Myths dealt

with these matters and presented some propositions in terms of the prevailing moral or

62



spiritual culture, which may be accepted nowadays or not. Potentially, myths can
provide theatrical works with rich and varied original features. Those aspects are what
theatre began with lin the ancient Greek period. It is not however necessary to adopt the
same ideas in the same forms. There is always the possibility of reforming them in
different modes that suit modern spectators.

The raised dough

Conflict is the basis of drama, as it gives tension to the narrative. Myths provide
theatrical works with various sorts of fundamental and universal conflicts, between
human beings on one side and natural powers or metaphysical powers such as Gods and
demigods on the other. In myths such as that of Oedipus, can be distinguished 