THEODORE GRAMMATAS

THE “CAMEL” CUSTOM

AT NORTHEASTERN AEGEAN,

THRACE AND LESBOS
 A zoomorphic disguise, directly related to ancient fertility and annual prosperity events, that evolves into a carnival custom and ends up into a folklore attraction, “Camel” or otherwise “Jamalla”, derivative of the Arabian origin of the word along with “Arkouda” (Bear) compose two of the most widespread  zoomorphic disguises, that are encountered in the wider region of north-eastern Europe (Varvounis 2003: 54) and symbolize “demons of vegetation” (Russounidis1991: 44-45). Its initial origin can be  associated with magical events during autumn (period of sowing), as it is also evidenced by the time-related inclusion of this event at the end of October. (Puchner 1989: 91, Varvounis 1999:51). This element, an overtone or relative form of other eminently known fertility events that are related to death and resurrection, or even the murder and healing of the groom and bride (Varvounis 1999: 14-16) indicates the existence of the chronological path and the normal modifications that this custom has undergone through the centuries and the geographical regions it is located in.

Because, with its diverse variations and particularities, the “Camel” is traced «from  Pontus(the Black Sea) to western Bulgaria, Romania, southern Austria and Slovenia» (Puchner1989: 91). In clearly Greek geographical regions, there is evidence of it even in Giannena (Krystallis 1892: 97, Athens(Drosinis 1883:121-126), Mytilini (Lesvos),  Aspropyrgos (Pouchner o.p. : 88) and other regions under the same or different name (like «Kokkala» in Symi), where population displacement due to reasons of all kind, origin and cause (immigrants, refugees, settlers), has brought the event along from the people’s land of birth to their new “homeland”, within or outside the boundaries of the same geographic province. Primarily however, the event appears in Lesvos  and Thrace, where it is still kept alive.

To the original core of the event, other elements are added in the meantime, which contribute to its impressive presence and rapid and widespread propagation.

Initially, we could stress the existence  of the camel as a physical being, that with its distinct form and exotic character, has constituted a spectacle for the Byzantines in  the roads of Constantinople (Koukoules1938: 27, Rice 1967: 167), where already by the 10th century we have data of its existence as a disguise during Carnival (Koukoules 1955:156). In completion of this impressive image, we have to include the animal's lead, the camel keeper, who had obviously himself a foreign origin (Arabian, African), and consequently was in complexion totally different from the audience of the touring spectacle (being black or dark).

The form of the “arapes”(common in Greek when referring to a “black person” or “Negro”), has demonic features of earthly origin and interpretation, that are not only attached to a direct historical origin (passing of the Saracens into the region of Greece), but also have a fundamental form, derived from the worship of ancestors and the dead (Puchner 1989: 95-97), or even more, in general represents the Fetal Demon who from the Dark (the deep earth) brings forth to light, life through vegetation, blooming and the fruit bearing of Nature in Spring (Roussounidis 1991: 53).

His incorporation to this particular custom is a product of graded evolution of the face and its functions it serves for the people’s conscience through advanced, complex carnival events of more recent historical era, freed from primordial animistic data. 

In the stratified investigation or the successive evolutionary phases through which the semeiotic and semantic content this event has passed, in its chronological course, we have to indicate besides the initial “magical/ annual prosperity custom”, the posterior “sociological”/Byzantine and the more recent “pragmatic”/historic level. In other words, the distant memory that population groups of central and eastern Europe and the balkans had from the turkish raids and the ottoman threat. This fact that identifies the objectively real with its symbol (the eastern animal, foreign to the European fauna, coloured keeper, foreign to the indoeuropean characteristics), attributes to this particular event one more dimension, that of the “intimidator”, “something terrifying”, that can be seen «in a manuscript of 1813 from Styria / Austria (in which) Camel is described as having a wood carved  head with a repulsive, demonic countenance» and « is further supported by slovenic sources, which report that on the back of that demonic intimidator rides a puppet (faček) in the form of a Turk» (Puchner: ο.π. 91).

Indicatory of the initial fecundity nature of the event, is the fact that its performance generally appears during the time of sowing, connected to the        agricultural tasks of the people in the preceding historical and cultural periods. With the passing of time though and the gradual loss of its initial functional quality, the event changes in content, form of development but also in the time of appearance. At a first transitory phase, it could be considered that it is transferred to the period of celebrations for the new year, the «New Year's Eve». With this import, «Camel» portrayed «the coming of Santa Claus (Saint Vasileios, “Agios Vasilis”) who in those years, in deprivation of means of transportation, travelled on a camel».(Ktenides 1969:141). In its new proportion, the event is incorporated into the wider circle of the celebrations for the new year, whilst, it can also be identified in the period of Apokrea Carnival and specifically on Kathara Deftera(Ash Monday), which is in fact the date it is performed to this date.

   
  In parallel to its stylistic, denotative and ceremonial modification, various other processes occur, which sometimes lead even to the total disjunction of the signifier («Camel») from the signifying («fecundity/fertility happening), that advances further into a secondary transformation of metalinguistic type, in accordance to which the word in its foreign (Arabic) name («Jamalla») in metonymy renders the atmosphere of celebration, joy and amusement, of the apokrean/carnival mirth and disguise, with or without the fertility/annual prosperity custom, with or without the zoomorphic disguise.

A broader meaning of the term «Jamalla» dictates an apokrean/carnival disguise, but also other types of disguise, regardless of the time of year, for the peoples of Macedonia and Thrace, christians and muslims, wherever they exist (Varvounis 2003: 56). 

As can be ascertained from the  prior descriptions,the «Camel», despite any differences in parts that begin from its entirely simple and easy formation by the disguising of  two males only, the one in the front «holding the camel’s head which is capable of opening and closing its mandibles, while the latter, bent, forms the back and the remaining part of the animal» (Pouchner1989: 87), proceeds to a makeshift contraption using a ladder as the animal's skeleton and eventually ends up in an intricate and elaborate device, containing (at this stage at least), prominent features of the fertility event, connected to the period of sowing at the end of autumn. Progressively though, the amusing and entertaining character overrules the ceremonial one and the event transforms into a custom, which as such, is unfettered by the appointed objective period of time with its particular agricultural tasks (sowing) and is connected to a broader group of enactment customs. Hence, the temporal shift to Christmas Eve or New Year's Eve and New Year's Day, respectively keeping its magical/ annual prosperity content, which as time passes, entirely disappears, when «Jamalla» becomes a carnival event of Kathara Deftera (Ash Monday), that gets to the point of losing its primary significance completely and consequently replacing the notion of «disguise» with that of a carnival feast.


A primary concern of those who would conduct the custom, was to discover the right means that would constitute the camel's head, the most representative and intricate member of the animal's body. Ideally, a skull of a dead horse or donkey, which of course has been stripped off, would be used due to its lengthy exposure to the elements, lying on a beach or a field.

Following its cleaning and disinfection, the moment came when the bones would be covered by leather, so that its head would appear more lifelike. Leather or skins such as these, of goat or sheep existed in abundance and their processing was easy, which had a superb and convincing effect. To achieve credibility and representability and even more, the expressiveness of the living existence of the animal (camel), lemons were placed in the eye sockets, or eggs externally painted or boiled and - after removing the shell and part of the egg white so that the yolk protruded yellow with a white outline - used as eyes for further liveliness. 
Most important of all though, was the depiction of the facial movement, achieved through the movement of the opening and closing mandibles. This was done through a mechanism (spring) manufactured by the community blacksmith. This would be fitted into the skull and with the proper handling by the person holding the camel's head, it could open and close. The head was fitted on the edge of a sizeable piece of wood. This would be held by a person located in the front part of the curve made by the frame-skeleton of the «animal» and operated the mechanism of the mandibles. This system constituted the neck of the camel and was so long as on one hand to appear like a real camel's neck and on the other to function as taunt for the audience, as the occasion dictated. It was covered with animal skins that were sewn in a seemingly real way. The main body consisted of a rectangular wooden or  metal frame, on which a curved metal device was fitted, like the one, carts and oxen-drawn carriages had, in order to protect the people and goods they carried. In the empty space created by the frame, stood four to six people, who carried the camel to its course. For that reason, a group of escorts that followed the procession with smudged faces, often entered from beneath to replace those who got exhausted and vice versa. The metal frame was properly built to depict the «hump» of the camel, covered with textiles, quilts and other coverings, such as animal skins, in a pursuit of a harmonic synthesis, so that it was obvious what animal was depicted. The procession was led by the camel owner. For his disguise,soot from cooking gear or alternately black shoe polish was used. He held a long curved sword (scimitar/yataghan) that he swung threateningly and spoke in a comical, vulgar, demeaning and serious manner, addressing the audience who watched the passing of the camel. His words were mostly incomprehensible, a mixture of Arabic, Greek and the local dialect. At times, he would stop and addressing persons in the audience known to him, he would utter phrases and words that related to them and brought forth laughter and ironic comments on the part of attendees. In his other hand he would hold the rope that was tied to the camel's head (as in real caravans). Whenever he wanted the procession to resume its course, or likewise whenever he wanted to punish the «animal» for some sort of deviation, he would pull the rope, giving the signal to move on, or else he would let it loose to its comical movement, while he would perform his improvisations. 

Extending our analysis to this more recent to us evolutionary phase of this happening, that we can locate chronically as occurring  after the end of the  2nd World War and more specifically in the1950-1960 decade (Varvounis 2003: 58), we can mention that: As an authentic popular event, «Jamalla» is subjected to the effects of time and space, the mentality and psychology of the individuals it concerns and immediately expresses, and thus, as in any other type of popular cultural creation, it evolves, differentiates and alters progressively, responding every time to the needs and issues of the audience it immediately addresses. The geo-political and historic alterations that took place through the exchange of population and the emigration of a great number of residents of some regions that no longer belong to Greece (Eastern Thrace, Southern Bulgaria), to other regions within the Greek domain, brought forth changes in development, and even in the content of the event, affecting catalytically  the formation of the latest, more recent phase, in which the custom is encountered.

These last changes have a definitive effect on the nature of the custom, as the transportation of the event from the villages of Eastern Romylia and Eastern Thrace to Western Thrace, Macedonia and Lesvos as well, definitely contributed to a respective differentiation, under the new circumstances, with the different experiences and culture of the new audience. There was however the preservation of the same principles and values that diachronically constitute the concept of “tradition”, since the same evolutionary mechanisms were in function, as they appear through the ages to govern the popular cultural creation, especially its theatrical aspect: austere respect to ritual, adherence to the traditional rules, hierarchical and value- related definition of data, uniformity of the expectation horizon, social uniformity and empathy(common sufferings) of society, and more. Based on these commonly acceptable characteristics, individual differences are set up to produce a gradual evolution, which, in retrospect creates a sense of the “authentic” and the “traditional”, as despite its novelty, compared to a previous evolutionary phase, it “mutatis mutandis” expresses the same principles, is based on common data and responds to the society's collective needs. Thus, in an era when the life cycle of the inhabitants of the particular area was identical and equivalent for all, the expectations and needs were similar, the concepts and frames of mind common, the happening retained its fertility and ritualistic character, since it was essential for the successful outcome of certain functions of a particular nature. Sowing and the wish for a “good harvest”, as well as the success of every kind of agricultural work, was everyone's burning desire. The ritual mediates for the achievement of this goal, bearing a fertility - and as such ritualistic - character for the communal needs. This is the reason why the quality of the custom has remained unaltered through time, despite any alterations in its form, whether it took place in Eastern or Western Thrace. In parallel, however, to this primary level of significance, the event functioned as a means of popular recreation and entertainment in an era when living conditions were extremely hard and free time was limited to the point of non-existence.  «Jamalla», like the other happenings of the region, constituted an opportunity for the redeeming impact of laughter,for group festivity that diverted the monotony of daily life and constituted a milestone for the classification and comprehension of the flow of time, outside its calendar dimension. With the evolution of civilization and the creation of new conditions, radical changes are taking place, that substantially differentiate man’s present from past. These changes concern the way of life and entertainment, in its transformation of the social web and the evolution of traditional enclosed agricultural and farming communities into modern forms of a non homogeneous coexistence of individuals in a semi urbanized residential environment. The differentiation of the work cycle, with the introduction of the machine and the use of modern technology in agriculture, has subverted manual labour and rendered every fertility event inactive and devoid of content, despite its lengthy presence and the experiential relationship connecting the people with it (Merakles 1972: 115-124). Communication, information, the Mass Media, created a massive culture that has acted catalytically on the traditional significance of «popular» culture, has weakened its primal functions, overthrown its referenciality and broken apart its structural features, transmuting the «popular» into «folklore» (Merakles 1972: 27-38), and this in turn, into «mass» tourist attraction (Grammatas 2004: 22-23, Lykoudis 2004: 125-130), in economic and social terms. This particular event, like any other, not only in the region of Lesbos and Thrace, but everywhere could not escape the whirlwind of evolution. All kinds of associations (cultural, educational, female, youth) and institutions (local authorities, cooperatives), are taking over the «marketing» of cultural products of their locality for consumption by tourists-spectators. All forms of genuine and authentic expression can no longer resist the maelstrom of sweeping evolution, becomes at times distorted and alternately undermined; it definitely though, undergoes a qualitative modification so that its newly appearing form may occasionally relate only typically to its archetype, constituting its simulation and its virtual reality within the contemporary multicultural and globalized society of spectacle.
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