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Good evening!  Last year I tried to speak in Arabic, but I used up all my Arabic two weeks ago [on live 
TV recording of Kalaam Ennass]. 
 
 I am glad you’re all here.  For me, this is a special night, I look forward to it and I want to  اهال وسهال، 
thank Rada and Mu'taz [Sawwaf] and Lina [Ghaibeh] for arranging it so I could be here because I 
myself am a comic book fan of about 50 something years.   
 
OK, so I can do the two-hour version of the speech if we keep talking, or, if you’re quiet, I can do a 
five-minute version.  Who votes for the two-hour version of the speech?  Two-hour? Five-minute?  
OK! 
 
Your Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, and most especially the talented and brave cartoonists, 
graphic narrative writers, comic strip artists and illustrators who are present today, welcome to your 
home away from home!  It’s a great honor and a privilege to be able to welcome to the campus the 
second annual award ceremony for the remarkable Mahmoud Kahil Awards under the generous and 
unstinting support of Mu’taz and Rada Sawwaf, the Arabic Comics Initiative at the American 
University of Beirut. 
 
Trustee Mu’taz Sawwaf is a life-long cartoonist.  I’ve actually seen some of his drawings, I found out 
he was caused by his family to go into architecture, and he graduated from AUB, even though he is 
an accomplished illustrator in his own right, with a Bachelors in Architecture in 1974.  Unfortunately, 
he can’t be here with us tonight, but we feel his presence with us through his wonderful better half, 
Mrs. Rada Sawwaf.  Thank you Rada.  (Applause). 
 
So art ends, like beauty, in the eyes of the beholder, and for many comic books, are a consonant and 
very seductive art.  So these award are very, very important moments in the calendar year, for the 
pulsating, vibrant, artistic Arab comic movement that continues to slowly bubble towards world 
recognition.  It’s particularly important in these years when the full appreciation of – I think I am 
going to switch to the two-hour speech, two-hour speech has been voted on by the Senate – in 
these years when the pulsating movement of Arabic comic books is starting to be appreciated 
globally, that AUB and the Sawwaf Foundation support this magnificent enterprise.  It’s particularly 
important for us at AUB, which hosts these awards, because we in academia tend to be the worst 
disparagers of what’s called low art, and I personally have never considered comic books to be 
anything, or graphic humor, to be anything less than high art.  For example, look at the number of 
people who watch the Oscar-winning show Moonlight versus last year’s episode of Captain America.  
I rest my case.   
 
So, people resonate with illustrative art, and we in academia have to lead the way in giving proper 
recognition to these artistic and cultural expressions that deserve far more attention than they 
otherwise achieve.  If we stay stuck in our ivory tower and we don’t recognize the power and the 
message that emerges, then comic art, which includes graphic, narrative writing, whether for 
children or adults, editorial cartoons which are, of course, Mahmoud Kahil’s expertise, and other 
such enterprises which are major cultural plank for our heritage, will continue to struggle to emerge.  
These forms of expression embody freedom of speech, the voice of the youth, counter cultural 
alternative perspectives that fully deserve their place alongside the more celebrated and traditional 



forms of media such as in art, theater.  Now, I what to remind people that it was about 80-90 years 
ago when people were turning their noses at a certain form of art, it was considered low art.   That, 
of course, was the cinema.  So, before we’re quick to disparage these emerging forms of art, I think 
it is important to think about the power of the message they bring.  The messages that they send are 
messages of free thought, of heroism, of bravery against oppression, and of laughter, and of 
happiness in difficult circumstances, the kinds of difficult circumstances that we see today 
throughout the Arab world.  So we at AUB we want to ferment nothing less than another cultural 
awakening emanating out of Ras Beirut, another Nahda, and that’s why we believe that the 
Mahmoud Kahil Award and the Sawwaf Arab Comics Initiative are very important resources in 
building towards an objective.   
 
This year, we had more than 350 submissions from around a dozen Arab nations.  That’s remarkable!  
I want to wish the shortlisted artists the very best of luck.  The artists who submitted and didn’t 
make the shortlist, I want to applaud them encourage them to apply again next year where I hope 
they’ll double our submissions.  I think all of your work is simply magnificent and brave and 
enduring.  You all deserve to win, and we admire your commitment, your bravery, and look forward 
to a very exciting series of announcements.  We look forward to doing this again next year here, next 
time with the two-hour version of the speech!   
 
I want to thank you and say welcome to your second home! 
 
 


