By HRATCH TCHILINGIRIAN

laywright, actor, director and pro-
ducer Gerard Avedissian, 53, is
one of the most sought-after artists
in the Middle East, A regular guest
on the Lebanese television talk
show circuit and the cultural
scene, Avedissian is the master of the grand
theater. "People expect something big and
something well done,” he says, when they
see his nume associated with a theatrical
production, In 1997, when he wrote, direct-
ed and co-produced Ghadar Al-Camilla—a
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musical play inspired by Alexandre Dumas
It's The Lady of the Camellias—some
55.000 people saw the production in one
season.

Lebanese-born Avedissian was among the
first few Diaspora students who, back in 1964,
studied in what was Soviet Armenia, In 1969,
he gradupted as actor and director [rom the
State Drama and Fine Arts Institute in Yerevan,
While studying in Armenia, he played roles in
several Armenian and Soviet films, among
them the lead role in Arman Manarian’s
Garineh (1965), the award winning musical
version of Leblebiji Horhor Agha, for which
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cape of Lebanon

Avedissian received the “Best Young Actor”
award; the role of a poster boy in Henrik
Maltan’s Yerangiun (1967). a sociul drama, for
which he received the Best Supporting Actor
award: and the role of a Georgian Prince in
Sergei Parajanov's Calor of the Pomegranates
(1968), the delirious lyrical biography of trou-
badour Sayat Nova, He has also appeared in
various roles in other Soviet-made films.

But Avedissian is most known for his
dozen-plus original and adapted plays in
Arabic, among them Havar wa Alam Califica
Al-Obtia [Life und Passion of Chafica, the
Coptic Dancer]; Ah! Ya Ghadanfar, a loose




adaptation of the Armenian folk tale Kach
Nazar.

“When I returned from Armenia. | imme-
diately started to work in the Arab theater.”
says Avedissian. “My life was not directly
involved with the Armenian community.”
However, in 1971, he wrote, directed and pro-
duced a major Armenian play called Gerseh
Arkan [Long Live the King] and then returned
to Arab theater.

“Whenever I"ve done Armenian theater it
has always been on a large scale,” explains
Avedissian, "My Gerseh Arkan  consisted of
60 actors in an outdoor theater. It represented
Armenian history with songs, dance. mari-
onettes, fire and lights. Tt was a very large pop-
ular piece and was staged in the playground of
an Armenian school in Burj Hammoud. It
played all summer long. If you don't
egamble big, you don't
make it big. For me
grand theater is much
more important than
intimate or private sub-
jects. In fact, T wouldn’t
do Armenian theater if
the subject were not a
patriotic theme. 1 would-
n't translate English or
American  plays into
Armenian,” he says, refer-
ring to a common trend in
Lebanon.

“I believe there is a
market for such big produc-

tions today,” continues
Avedissian, “but it has 1o be
high  quality production.

When you tell Armenians this
is a very costly and large pro-
duction: you have to wear your
best dress to come; they will.
But if you tell them it is a $10-
ticket in a Burj Hammoud the-
ater, they won't come. I under-
stand this.”
Avedissian points out another
important aspect of the Armenian
audience. “With Armenians you
have to touch their hearts—with
national themes. with big produc-
tions; it doesn’t have to be a tragedy. For
example, David of Sasun is not a tragedy, but
you can tell them that perhaps this is from your
past. You're not sure, but you can make a con-
nection. When you brighten their eyes and fill
their ears with music. with beautiful dresses
and sets, they will bring others and feel proud
that this is an Armenian production.”
Avedissian’s [irst acting role after gradua-
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tion was a 1970 French play by Gabriel
Bustany. I was lucky enough to have the lead-
ing role in it,” he says with excitement. “While
my first acting role was in French, [ wasn’t con-
vinced that I should work in French theater,
despite the fact that in those days French theater
was fashionable in Lebanon and the intelli-
gentsia was very involved with it.”

As a young actor on the road to building a
carcer. Avedissian made a crucial decision. 1
realized that unless I quickly get into Arabic-
language theater, | would fall into either the
French ghetto or the Armenian ghetto. 11 1 had
to do Armenian theater, unfortunately, I would
have had to be affiliated either with an
Armenian club or a political party, This was out
of the question for me,” he says
decisively.

agency with networks around the world, Since
1987, he has had his own TV/film production
company.

Four years ago he returned to Lebanon and
wanted to immerse himself in Lebanese theater
and television. “In fact, currently my major pro-
jects are in the Arab theater,” he says. But, on
the side, he has two serious projects for
Armenian theater, too. “The first is David of
Sasun, which will be performed as part of
Beirut Festival next year. [ have written the play
in three languages—Arabic, Armenian and
English—and it will be a very big production
performed  outdoors,”  Avedissian
explains.

Gerard Avedissian (opposite page)

directed Sakhret Tanios (above) in Masrah Al-Madina in 1995

Instead, he found a place for himsell in
Arabic avant-garde theater, where novel and
open approaches to artistic creativity and per-
spectives were appealing to the budding artist.

Avedissian’s long career in theater and the
entertainment  industry has taken him to
Europe, North America and around the Middle
East. He has worked as creative director and
TV producer at Impact/BBDO, an advertising
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The Festival is sponsored by Solidaire—
the construction company responsible for
rebuilding downtown Beirut—and LBC, the
largest and most influential television broad-
casting company in Lebanon.

“They’ve accepted the concept of David
of Sasun. but have asked for Armenian partici-
pation in funding the $300.000 project. They
said if Armenians put up one third of the funds,
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we will feel they are serious about the pro-
gram,” affirms Avedissian, who has applied to
the AGBU for possible funding. Funds permit-
ting, David of Sasun will play in Arabic one
night, in Armenian another night; and when it’s
edited for television broadeasting, an English
soundtrack will be added.

David of Sasun “is dance theater not a
musical.” he says. “It is a mixture of songs,
dance and elements of expressive theater. |
have already written the script and it has a
very spectacular approach, something that
would be appropriate for a big festival.”

Avedissian explains his second project. *'1

want o make Paruir Sevak's  Anlreli
Zangakatun  |[The  Endlessly  Ringing

Belltower| into a stage performance, with
voices, chorus, recitations and the entire cast
working with their bodies.” As for funding,
“I'm keeping my fingers crossed. 1 don't
know!™ he says.

In addition to regular appearances on
television, Avedissian has made a series of
short films for LBC on controversial issues in
Lebanese society. While six films passed
Lebanon’s media censors, eight others did not
because they dealt with such issues as rape,
homosexuality, drugs, suicide and infidelity.

Avedissian is well known for his direct,
uninhibited and pleasant style on television,
but most viewers appreciate his political incor-
rectness, especially in a multiethnic and com-
plex political society like Lebanon.

Given Lebanon’s experience with the 17-
vear civil war, Avedissian reflects on issues
from a broader cultural perspective. “There is
a certain cultural milieu in the Middle East.
You cannot tell the Lebanese that they have
fallen from a tree onto this land. He has to
know why he's in Lebanon; how the bound-
aries of Lebanon were drawn: and what does it
mean to be Lebanese, These things have to be
explained to the people. Otherwise, what dif-
ference does it make whether you're Lebanese
or Syrian or something else. Now, these dif-
ferences are interpreted differently by differ-
ent people. The Christians explain it in a cer-
tain way and the Shiites explain it in another
way. So | feel a responsibility to explain to
people that Lebanon is not just politics:
Lebunon has its cultural, artistic and social
values, which can spread throughout the
Middle East. This approach makes more sense
to me than leftist or rightist or religious or
political approaches.”

In a society were religious sensitivities
have lead to conflicts and wars, Avedissian is
critical of politicized religion. “T'm anticleri-
cal when they start screwing around with pol-
itics or when they start to play with people’s

minds,” he says bluntly. “Every time I'm on a
talk show, I criticize the clergy for their politi-
cal meddling. And every time, most callers to
the show side with me, because 1 do not
approach things politically. I don’t mind
whether someone is Moslem or Christian. It
doesn’t make a difference to me.”

As for Armenians in Lebanon, Avedissian
reflects: “If we take Armenian history in the
last one hundred years and fast forward it
there would be people who are going to look
ridiculous. But it doesn’t mean that this is
black and that is white. Everyone is in the
sume boat. What happened in 1915, in the
19205, the 1930s is the same thing. At one
time this side was wrong, at another time the
other side committed mistakes. This is how it
should be told, especially to the youth, the new
generation. We should not fill them with false
nationalism.”

Avedissian has a more realistic view of

the sitwation of the Armenian youth in
Lebanon and the Middle East than what the
Armenian “establishment™ is ready to admit.

“We have to realize that the new genera-
tion of Armenians in Lebanon, and the Middle
East, too, is going to be Arabized very quick-
Iy. faster than in the last 50 years. The integra-
tion is going to be very fast. Armenians in
their 40s are connected in one way or another;
Armenians in their 30s are lost a bit; and
young people in their 20s don’t even know
how to write their names in Armenian. 1f our
new generation remains in the Armenian ghet-
to, they will stay ignorant and closed. If they
come out of the ghetto, they will make some-
thing of themselves, but possibly at the
expense of losing their *Armenianness.” ”

He recognizes that, unlike today, in the
50s and 60s there was a certain level of quali-
ty in the “Armenian ghetto, especially in terms
of literary and artistic talents.”

“Look at our newspapers today,” he
points out, “How many copies do they sell
every day? Who is reading Armenian newspa-
pers today? If there are no Armenian readers,
Armenian writers, Armenian actors, what is
there? Singing Turkish songs in Armenian?
Today you go to any Armenian banquet and all
vou here is Turkish and Greek music.”

Avedissian laments the fact that the new
generation in Lebanon is somewhat removed
from their Armenian identity. “I meet many
young Armenians and would find out that they
are Armenian half an hour into our conversa-
tion; they don’t tell me they are Armenian and
they don’t speak Armenian. It is not important
for them.”

The question is “How do we make the
Armenian sexy, attractive?” says Avedissian,
“I don’t have an answer.” he admits. u

AIM JUNE 1999

IT ISN'T BY MAGIC
THAT AlVi APPEARS
EVERY MONTH

BRINGING YOU A MAGAZINE OF THIS
CALIBER ISNT AS SIMPLE AS POOF!
CREATING A MAGAZINE THAT YOU
LOOK FORWARD TO EACH MONTH TAKES
TIME, EFFORT, MONEY.
TAX-DEDUCTIBLE DONATIONS TO THE
FOURTH MILLENNIUM SOCIETY MAKE

AIM POSSIBLE, PLEASE THINK ABOUT

SUPPORTING YOUR
CONTRIBUTION,

MAGAZINE WITH A

EACH DONOR’S NAME 1S PUBLISHED IN
AIM SO THAT EVERYONE CAN PLAINLY
SEE WHO REALLY STANDS BEHIND THIS
UNIQUE PUBLICATION,

SUGGESTED LEVELS:

O$500 O%$250 O%$100 O%50
O OTHER .

SR - AL W S

PAYMENT ENCLOSED:
CHARGE MY:
0 Visa O MasterCard 0 Amex
Carn No:

BYP DATED croinst i menbsivnm

IF ¥YOU WISH TO BECOME A PATRON AT S TOO0 AND SEE YOUR
NAME INCLUDED PERMANENTLY IN THE  FourTH
MILLENNIUM SOCIETY LIST OF SUPPORTERS WHICH APPEARS
IN THE MAGAZINE'S FRONT PAGES EACH MONTH, PLEASE LET
US KNOW AND WE'LL SEND YOU ADDITIONAL INFORMATION.




Litbnanly #inli tiyatrocu Jirayr Avedisyan gelecek icin imitsiz konusuyor

‘Yeni nesil kimligini kaybediyor’

yun yazari, aktor, yonet-
men ve yapimct Gerard
(Jirayr) Avedisyan, Ortado-
gunun en cok taninan tiyatro-
cularindan. Liibnan'da otorite-
ler tarafindan “tiyatronun efen-
disi” olarak lanse ediliyor.
Avedisyan, Yerevan Drama
ve Gilizel Sanatlar Enstiitii-
sti'nden mezun oldu, bir¢ok Er-
meni ve Sovyet filminde rol al-
di. 1965'de basroliinii oynadig
“Leblebici Horhor Aga” filmi-
nin bir versiyonu olan “Garine”
(1965), Avedisyan’a “En lyi
Geng Aktor” ddiiliint kazandir-
di. 1967'de oynadigr “Yerangi-
un” (Ucgen) filmiyle “En lyi
Yardimer Oyuncu” odiiliinii
kazand. Arap tiyatrolarinda ¢a-
lismaya basladi. 1971'de “Gett-
se Arkan” (Kralimiz, Cok Yasa)
adh oyununu yazd ve yinetti.
Liibnan’a geri dondiigiinde,
bu kez LBC televizyonu i¢in {il-
kenin sosyval vasantisi hakkin-
da tartismalar yaratacak bir di-
zi kisa filmler hazirladi. Bu
filmlerden alti tanesi yaymlan-
di, fakat geri kalan sekiz film
sansiirden gecemedi. Filmler
tecaviiz, homoseksiiellik, uyus-
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turucu, intiharlar ve zina konu-
larin1 icermekteydi. Oysa yo-
netmenin hi¢bir yorum katma-
dan hazirladiff1 programlar izle-
yicinin begenisini kazanmusti.
Avedisyan'in Ermeni izleyi-
cilerle ilgili izlenimleri ve go-
riisleri ilgi cekici: “Biiyiik ya-
pimlarin iyi bir izleyici kitlesi
olduguna inaniyorum, ama
oyun cok kaliteli olmah. Eger
halka ¢ok pahal bir oyun oldu-
gunu ve sik givinip gelmelerini
soylerseniz, oyunu kacirmaz-
lar. Ama oyunun biletini 10 Do-
lar’a satarsaniz kimseyi oyuna
cekmeyi basaramazsmiz.” Ave-
disyan Ermeni izleyicisinin di-
ger bir ozelligini de soyle dile
getiriyor: “Ermenilerin  oyun-

dan zevk almasim istivorsanmz

onlarin milliyetei duygularini
kabartacak konular se¢cmelisi-
niz. Bunun bir trajedi olmasi
gerekmiyor. Onlarin gecmisiy-
le ilgili bir baglanti kurabilirsi-
niz. Izleyiciniz gozlerini yaslar-
la, kulaklarini da destans: mii-
zikle doldurursaniz, bir sonra-
kine yanlarinda baskalarini da
getirirler.”

Avedisyan, Liibnan'daki Er-

meni gencliginin durumu hak-
kinda son derece gercekei bir
yaklasima sahip; “Liibnan ve
Ortadogu’da gencler son 50 yi-
la oranla hizla Araplasiyorlar.
40 yas civar1 Ermeniler bir se-
kilde iletisim halindeler. 30'lar-
da iletisim kopuklugu var. 20
yasindaki genglerse isimlerini
dahi Ermenice yazamayacak
durumdalar. Yeni nesil Liibnan-
It Ermeniler bir sekilde kimlik-
lerini kaybediyorlar. Ancak ya-
rim saatlik bir sohbetten sonra
konustugum genglerin Ermeni
oldugunu anliyorum. Ermeni
olduklarini séylemiyorlar. Bu
onlar icin onemli degil. Erme-
nice'vi nasil ¢ekici bir hale geti-
rebiliriz? Bunun cevabim bilmi-
yorum. Giinde kag gazete sati-
Iiyor? Kim Ermenice gazete
okuyor? Eger Ermenice okur-
yazar yoksa Ermenilik sizce de-
vam edebilir mi?”

Avedisyan'in yakin gelecek
icin iki biiyiik projesi var. llk
olarak Sasunlu Tavit'in bir dans
tiyatrosu versiyonu oniimiizde-
ki giinlerde Beyrut Festiva-
li'nde gosterime girecek. Oyun
Arapca, Ermenice ve Ingilizce

olmak iizere ii¢ dilde yazilmis.
Bir gece Arapca, bir gece de
Ermenice oynanacak. LBC ka-
nalinda da Ingilizce olarak ya-
yinlanacak.

Bir sonraki projesi Baruyr
Sevag'm “Anlreli Zankagadun”
(Susmayan Can Kulesi) adh
eserini sahnelemek. Fakat Ave-
disyan bu proje icin heniiz fi-
nansal destek bulamadigim be-
lirtivor.

AIM dergisi Haziran '99 say-
sindan Arman Stizmenin ¢cevirisi.

. 'Yeni Oneriler/ Yeni Oner-
meler 4’ baglikll sergi Borusan
Kiiltiir Merkezi'nde 28 Agus-
tos'a dek gdrdlebilir.

- Goran Bregovic ve Orkest-
rasi 12, 13 Agustos tarihlerinde
Harbiye Cemil Topuzlu Acik-
hava Tiyatrosu'nda sahne ala-
cak. ]

« Ugur Ydcel'in, “Azinlikta
Kaldik” adh gosterisi 19 Agus-
tos'ta Acikhava Tiyatrosu'nda
izlenebilir.

- illizyonist Kubilay Tunger‘in
kabare gdsterisi her pazar saat
20.00'de Kemanci Kiiltilir Mer-
kezi‘nde sahneleniyor.
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Avedisyan'in yakin gelecek icin ki buycik projesi var. ilk olarak Sasunlu Tavit'in

bir dans tiyatrosu versiyonu ontmtizdeki gunlerde Beyrut Festivali'nde gésteri-

me girecek.



