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Culture In Defiance: Continuing Traditions of Satire, Art and the Struggle for Freedom in Syria is a new
exhibition on show at the Prince Claus Fund Gallery in Amsterdam. Carrying on the fund's preoccupation
with studying culture's influence in inequitable social conditions, the exhibition, uniquely curated by a series
of non-conventional exhibition makers, seeks to study the influence of satire in contemporary artistic
practices emerging from Syria during a period of deep social change.

The project opened with an emotional speech from featured artist and the fund's laureate — the political
cartoonist, Ali Ferzat — who detailed his exile from his native Syria after having been attacked publicly for his
work. The artist's subversive political cartoons, as well as the bold dissidence evident in the rest of artworks
on display, however, tell a different story. It is a story that finds humour and irony in the darkest of human
situations.

Having their gallery debut in Culture in Defiance, is young Syrian art collective Masasit Mati, whose episodic
puppet show, Top Goon: Diaries of a Little Dictator, creates a lacerating and hilarious portrait of Syria's
Ba'ath establishment. While Aram Tahhan — who curated the exhibition alongside Malu Halssa, Leen Zyiad
and Donatella della Ratta — discusses the significance of theatre in Syrian society in the accompanying
publication, Halasa was quick to point out to Ibraaz Top Goon's uniqueness. 'lts level of satire is not
traditional, since under Hafez and Bashar Al-Assad, there have been draconian laws about lampooning the
leader. This level of satire is unique to what has been going on since the uprising'. What follows is a
summary of the exhibition by Ibraaz's Contributing Editor Amira Gad and a statement from Masasit Mati's
anonymous director Jameel, explaining the collective's creative motivations, in both Arabic and English.
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The group Masasit Mati believes that art can function as a weapon against oppression. When censorship
and freedom of expression are constraints, what approaches and tools are left for artists? Culture in
Defiance: Continuing traditions of satire, art and the struggle for freedom in Syria is a group exhibition that
posits how satirical art forms can play an important role in Syria today.

The exhibition — also accompanied by a bilingual English-Arabic publication — brings together artists and
collectives that have used artistic practice as a means of expressing and commenting on Syria's oppressive
system. Also included are prints from newspaper satirists, political posters, songs from a revolutionary hit
parade, and photographs of graffiti works emphasising the non-violent creative dissent of the ongoing Syrian
revolution.
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Poignantly, many participants in the exhibition are anonymous, fearful of reprisals by the Syrian authorities.
One such example, presented as part of the exhibition, is the video series Top Goon: Diaries of a Little
Dictator, a finger puppet show presented by an unknown collective known as Masasit Mati, who distribute
their episodic videos lampooning president Bashar Al-Assad via YouTube and social media. With Top Goon,
this group of ten young Syrians utilises satire and caricature — hiding their characters behind masks in the
same way that its director, 'Jameel', also appears masked in public — as a way of concealing and sharing
their political views. Such non-violent resistance, and the power of culture, are recurrent themes in the
exhibition and in the accompanying publication, where journalist Leen Zyiad (a pseudonym) writes about
'revolution as carnival', a movement towards regime change manifested as a performance or a festival-like
atmosphere, in which chanting, singing and choreographed routines feature as part of the demonstration-
turned-free-for-all-party.[1]

As this exhibition suggests, artistic and creative approaches are being appropriated as a different kind of
activism. Indeed, as Christa Meindersma, director of the Prince Claus Fund asserts: 'At a time when the
international community remains stymied in its response to the ongoing protests in Syria, Culture in
Defiance: Continuing Traditions of Satire, Art and the Struggle for Freedom gives a voice to Syrian people
living under extreme duress. Ever since the protests began over a year ago, people have used art,
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illustration, song, cell-phone cinema, theatre and dance to protest non-violently and reclaim public space
from the state'.

72

It can be difficult to maintain criticality about artistic practices in the midst of political upheaval. Nevertheless,
satirical approaches by artists represent a unique form of cultural expression that can function positively for
wider society in Syria and beyond. The works included in the exhibition Culture in Defiance: Continuing
Traditions of Satire, Art and the Struggle for Freedom are testaments to the creative efforts of individuals
during the street protests and the clampdown that ensued, which has only pushed citizens to find alternative
approaches for dissidence.

[1] Zyiad, Leen, "Revolution as Carnival", in Exhibition Publication, pp. 40-41
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The revolution in Syria began on the 18th of March, 2011, with calls for freedom in one of the most
important public markets in Damascus. Since that day, which has forever changed the face of Syria, an
energetic pulse has returned to a country that has lived in fear and secrecy for more than forty years.
Under these new and exceptional circumstances, many young artists have actively gone out into the
streets to partake in the upheavals and agitate for change. Theirs are cries for freedom and a civil state,
for democracy, justice, and dignity. Hence, we decided to search for mechanisms that could reflect what
was happening in the country, especially after the acts of extreme violence committed by the authorities
towards these claimants of freedom. As such, the idea of a ‘puppet theatre’ came about as a creative and
entertaining way of speaking the truth, without the fear of one’s true identity being revealed. The act of
hiding behind a mask also allows us to express a wider range of human emotions and expressions.

Why was the artist collective Masasit Mati formed and why did we start making art? Art is one of the
most important expressions one can wield in the face of tyranny. In the absence of a free media, a work
of art can influence, participate and engage in urgent discussions in a hermetically sealed country. As a
group using simple methods, we want to say that we stand together with the people and their desire for
freedom. We want to shed light on the massacres and injustices. In the spirit of Syrian street comedy,
we began making dolls, creating characters, and writing scripts that would turn the frightening dictator
Bashar Al-Assad into Bisho, a sensitive, hesitant, fearful, and laughable character. The security
apparatus’ terrible goon is represented in the character of Chabih, a struggling stutterer, while Samir is
a marginal character whose strength lies in his capacity to influence others. Finally, Souad, or the
‘Rose of the East (Mediterranean sea)’, is an activist for change and the implementation of a
democratic state.

Since the beginning of the uprising, citizens have been responding to violence and fatalism with
singing, dancing, laughter and optimism -- refusing to resign to tyranny, even in the face of death. From
an artistic point of view, our focus lies in the issues and ideas that have emerged both from the street
protests and also on the Internet, i.e. on Facebook, Twitter, and other social media; namely, the ideal of
civil protest, its ability to topple a barbaric regime and create a civil state, and the use of these various
new media tools for the (safe) dissemination of ideas that can bring our society out of the dark. We
want to encourage transitional justice, tolerance, democracy and a civil state and to destroy the glory of
the dictator, perceived as one who cannot fail, make mistakes or be compromised. We use comic
critique for these purposes, and laughter as a framework to carry these ideas, especially given the
country’s current violent and bloody circumstances. Our basic desire is to give people a space for
catharsis through comedy. The street protests were the first source of inspiration for scenes in the
works. For instance, our parody of a speech made by the character, the dictator, references Bashar Al-
Assad’s last public speech — a speech where he refused to acknowledge the existence of an opposition,
feigning denial. We tried in other scenes to convey the dynamics between different parties and the
rebels, some of which were inspired by true stories and which embody the essence and causes behind
the revolution in Syria. The idea of forgiveness, justice and the remembrance are all explored in our
episode, ‘The final chapter in hell’.

We have received positive responses to our work and as a result, we are thinking about a new episode
in the series entitled ‘Chabih the First: Diaries of a Dictator’ to continue the debate, and to reiterate our
commitment, our refusal to succumb to fear, and our desire to finally turn the page of the regime’s
tyranny in our country for good.
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About the author

Amira Gad is Associate Curator at Witte de With, Rotterdam, where she has worked since 2009. She
received a Masters in Contemporary Art from Sotheby’s Institute of Art, London and a Bachelor of Liberal
Arts & Sciences from the University College Utrecht. She recently co-curated Short Big Drama, a solo
exhibition of Angela Bulloch at Witte de With and was assistant curator for All about us, a solo exhibition of
Miki Kratsman at Ursula Blickle Foundation, Kraichtal. Gad was a jury member for Been Out (vol. 1), an
exhibition lab for young contemporary art organised by Bohéme Précaire in cooperation with 2010LAB.TV
and You All For My Act, an exhibition organised by the Rookies MA at Showroom MAMA, Rotterdam. Gad
has been involved in the production of several publications on contemporary art including the artist book One
Day by Susanne Kriemann, Rotterdam — Sensitive Times by Lidwien van de Ven, the catalogue All about us,
and contributed to the publication Source Book 8: Edith Dekyndt and Source Book 10: Angela Bulloch.
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