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Culture

For You Baalbeck: 
A tribute to Middle East’s 
oldest international festival
Samar Kadi

Beirut

U
nder the slogan of Ilik Ya 
Baalbeck — For You Baal-
beck — Lebanon’s world-
renowned Baalbeck In-
ternational Festival will 

take place at the majestic temples 
of the Roman acropolis, defying 
security challenges on the porous 
Lebanese-Syrian border, just a few 
kilometres away.

The 2015 edition of the oldest 
and most prestigious cultural event 
in the Middle East is scheduled to 
kick off July 31st with a special trib-
ute to the city. About a dozen in-
ternationally prominent Lebanese 
musicians, writers and composers, 
including Gabriel Yared and Abdel 
Rahman El Bacha, created original 
works dedicated to Baalbeck.

“It is a cultural battle that we have 
been waging for years,” Nayla De 
Freij, chairwoman of the festival’s 
committee, said in an interview 
with The Arab Weekly. “Challenges 
related to security and unpredicted 
developments in Lebanon have ex-
isted for many years. Nonetheless, 
we have always prepared the event 
with the mindset of holding it in its 
original venue, the temples of Baal-
beck.”

In the past two years, the spillo-
ver of border violence from neigh-
bouring Syria led to moving the 
festival from its majestic venue 
to the more secure premises of an 
old silk factory on the outskirts of 

Beirut. The festival was half way 
through in Baalbeck last year when 
a battle broke out in the adjacent 
border town of Arsal between the 
Lebanese Army and Syrian Islam-
ist rebels, in which 17 soldiers were 
killed and 27 taken hostage.

The festival’s ensuing shows were 
relocated to places nearer Beirut.

“We got used to facing and adapt-
ing to permanent challenges. It is 
not only this year… when there is 
a difficult situation, it is in all of 
Lebanon, not in Baalbeck only,” De 
Freij said, stressing that the festi-
val’s mission is to keep alive artistic 
endeavours, even in an unstable ge-
opolitical environment. “Our role is 
to put up a cultural resistance in or-
der to keep this city lively.”

Baalbeck Mayor Hamad Hassan 
sounded upbeat about the safety 
of the upcoming festival. “The se-
curity situation has significantly 
improved and the security threats 
which had prevented the organis-
ers from holding the festival inside 
the ruins in the past two years do 
not exist anymore,” Hassan said 
confidently.

“The (Syrian) Qalamoun area, 
from which a few rockets were fired 
at Baalbeck in the past, is now safe 
and secured by the Lebanese Army 
and Hezbollah, which means that 
there is no real or serious threat 
for the festival,” he told The Arab 
Weekly.

Syria’s Qalamoun region, which 
straddles the eastern border with 
Lebanon, was the site of recent 
clashes during which fighters of 
the Lebanese Shia group Hezbol-
lah beat back Syria’s Islamist rebels. 
The Iranian-backed Hezbollah, a 
staunch ally of Syrian President 

Bashar Assad, has been fighting 
on the side of the regime forces for 
more than two years.

“The fact that the festival will be 
held in Baalbeck is in itself a good 
indicator that the security situation 
is under control,” Hassan said.

Baalbeck Governor Bachir Khodr 
pointed out that exceptional securi-
ty measures would be implemented 
during the festival, which is sched-
uled for July 31st through August 
30th. “Security forces and the army 
will be deployed on the road lead-
ing into the city,” Khodr told The 
Arab Weekly. “We definitely do not 
need such high (security) measures 
but it gives extra assurance for visi-
tors during the festival.”

The festival was established in 
Lebanon’s “Golden Age” in 1956 
and has hosted a number of the 
greatest artists in the West and the 
Arab world, including Ella Fitzger-
ald, Nina Simone, Sting and Arab 
diva Oum Kalthoum, and saw the 
debut of Lebanese singer Fairuz. 

The concerts are normally staged 
in impressive, well-preserved Ro-
man temples dedicated to Bacchus 
and Jupiter.

From 1975, the festival was inter-
rupted as the country plunged into 
its 15-year civil war. It resumed in 
1997 but was dramatically disrupt-
ed in 2006 when Israeli bombard-
ments began on the night of the 
pre-opening performance that is 
traditionally dedicated for the peo-
ple of Baalbeck. It was the start of 
a 33-day war that killed more than 
1,200 people and devastated the 
Lebanese infrastructure.

Finding artists of international 
portfolio to perform in Baalbeck, 
a Hezbollah hotbed, has proved to 
be tricky. De Freij explained that 
the committee has developed a 
tendency to approach artists who 
have affinities or existing ties with 
Lebanon. 

“It is not only about Lebanon, you 
also have performers who prefer to 

stay away from the whole region,” 
she said. The festival’s 2015 edi-
tion is to feature jazz legend Rich-
ard Bona, Moroccan tango vocalist 
Hindi Zahra, oriental diva Mayyada 
el Hennawi and world-famous dis-
co and funk music band, the Earth 
Wind & Fire Experience.

Baalbeck’s residents are said to 
be looking forward to the event, 
which they hope will attract thou-
sands of visitors and tourists, who 
have been kept away by poor secu-
rity.

“We await the festival season 
each year with the hope that it will 
revive the economic activity in the 
city and compensate for slower 

days during the year,” said Ihab 
Raad, owner of a souvenir shop 
near the citadel.

To his neighbour, Mohammed 
Shouman who runs a tourism ser-
vices agency, the festival “will sure-
ly have a positive impact on the city 
and encourage the people to come 
to Baalbeck”.

On the eve of the 60th anniver-
sary of the Baalbeck International 
Festival, the Aix-en-Provence Festi-
val in France has scheduled a spe-
cial evening on July 6th to pay trib-
ute to the “resilience” of Baalbeck.

When the lights go up at the Tem-
ple of Bacchus on July 31st and the 
festival’s opening act of Ilik Ya Baal-
beck starts with the sounds of the 
Lebanese Philharmonic Orchestra, 
a collective show of joy and happi-
ness is the least one could expect.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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The Road to Mosul: Reporting from the frontline with ISIS

London

“T
he Kurds have grown up 
in war…. We are here to 
defend our people… We 
will smack the Islamic 
state’s religion out of 

their heads. Not a day goes by with-
out constant fighting.”

These comments by a Kurd-
ish peshmerga fighter on the front 
line with the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
northern Iraq, provide penetrating 
insight into the stalemate in the war. 
The comments are excerpts from 
a 45-minute, action-packed war 
documentary The Road to Mosul by 
Vice TV News reporter Aris Roussi-
nos, who was with the peshmerga 
as they held ISIS at bay in Sinjar and 
Keske junction, the Islamist group’s 
main supply line between Iraq’s 
Mosul and their capital of Raqqa in 
Syria.

The documentary, which inter-
sperses powerful background music 
and frequent gunfire, begins with 
comments by Roussinos, “Last Au-
gust, the peshmerga forces garrison-
ing in Iraq’s Sinjar range crumbled 
under an ISIS offensive leaving only 
a small force of fighters from Kurdis-
tan Workers Party (PKK) and Yazidi 

militias to defend the mountain.”
But now the peshmerga are back 

and have set their eye on recaptur-
ing Sinjar.

The first part of the film concen-
trates on the desolate Sinjar moun-
tain, showing pershmerga fighters 
in hilltop positions, watching ISIS 
supply convoys move through Sin-
jar.

“Everyone knows the final battle 
for Sinjar will be difficult and costly 
and until the Iraqi central govern-
ment in Baghdad begins to pur-
sue the war effectively the under-
equipped peshmerga volunteers 
will be stuck defending these posi-
tions for many months to come,” 
Roussinos says in the film.

A drive along the Syrian border 
road follows. “It is a long stretch 
of territory that the peshmerga re-
cently captured from the Islamic 
State and for the whole the road was 
punctuated with dozens of burned 
out vehicles. The [US-led] air strikes 
have had a significant effect on the 
ISIS strength. Everywhere they tried 
to make a stand, they have been de-
stroyed and the peshmerga have 
moved forward and taken more 
ground,” Roussinos explains.

In the village of Hadran, recently 
captured from ISIS, a 70-year-old 
man, pain etched on his proud 
face, shows Roussinos the ruins of 
his house destroyed by explosives. 
Thirty-eight members of his family 
are missing. Yazidi men from the 
village were executed and the wom-
en taken as sex slaves.

The documentary includes a 
gruesome visit to a grave site, one of 
many in Sinjar, discovered by pesh-

merga in January. “With the border 
with the Islamic State less than a 
mile away, international forensic 
teams are unlikely to excavate the 
site for a long time yet,” Roussinos 
comments. Asked if it will be diffi-
cult to live with Sunni Muslims in 
the future, the old Yazidi man retort-
ed: “Our people were killed because 
they are Yazidis. They slaughtered 
us. How can we live with them?”

The final scenes of the documen-
tary are from Keske junction. By 
capturing the strategic spot and for-
tifying the surrounding hilltops, the 
peshmerga have weakened ISIS abil-
ity to defend Mosul.

Roussinos talked to Abu Rish, the 
peshmerga commander in the Zer-
bani division, who called for arming 
the pershmerga. “The only issue we 
face is not having enough ammuni-
tion. Fighting is no problem,” Abu 
Rish said.

Introducing a discussion at Lon-
don’s Frontline Club, which hosted 
a recent screening of the docu-
mentary, Kevin Sutcliffe, the head 
of news programming for Vice EU, 
said he hoped the film would be a 
springboard for exchanging views 
about Syria and Iraq.

“It provides amazing insights and 
on-the-ground experience of two of 
the countries which now appear to 
be just a strange war zone,” he said. 
“We tried to understand what was 
about to happen in Mosul and Sin-
jar.”

Veteran Middle East correspond-
ent Patrick Cockburn, author of The 
Rise of Islamic State: ISIS and the 
New Sunni Revolution, applauded 
the documentary saying, “It is a 
very perceptive portraying of what 
is happening.

“What comes across is how tough 
ISIS is. They are not just a bunch of 

crazy, depraved gunmen. 
People are leaving the Islamic 

State because their children are be-
ing conscripted into the ISIS forces. 
Last year it was pretty obvious that 
ISIS could freely operate in an area 
from Aleppo to the Iranian fron-
tier.”

Anthony Loyd, roving foreign 
correspondent for the Times, 
warned that there is an acceptance 
in the West that the war is going to 
go on for a very long time. “Some-
how it is seen as an Iraqi and Syrian 
problem and it does not matter as 
long as we can protect Britain from 
terrorist attacks,” he said.

 “But time is not neutral when it 
comes to ISIS. The longer they are 
there, the more kids they take and 
train and the better they prepare for 
attacks against the West.”

Professor Toby Dodge of the 
Middle East Centre at the London 
School of Economics described ISIS 
as a military terrorist organisation 
that has grown as a result of the fail-
ure of the Iraqi and Syrian states.

“This has created deep pools of 
insecurity and resentment which 
has then driven ISIS recruitment. 
It has now dawned on the US that 
their policy of air power and prox-
ies is not going to work but the 
US can work with the status quo,” 
Dodge said. 
The Road to Mosul can be seen on 
Vice News website: https://news.
vice.com/.
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