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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Amman:
Through June 30th

Amman is welcoming visitors 
from all over the world to cel-
ebrate traditional Arab culture at 
the Citadel Nights Festival. As the 
city comes to life each night dur-
ing Ramadan, guests enjoy tra-
ditional Arab dishes, authentic 
souks and classical Arab music.

Marrakech:
Through June 30th

One of the oldest festivals in 
Morocco, the Marrakech Festi-
val of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan traditional 
music, dance and costumes. 
Visitors are invited to attend 
concerts, exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Tunis:
June 10th-July 2nd

The Festival of the Medina of 
Tunis takes place at the Tunis 
Convention Centre (Palais des 
Congrès) and the more tradi-
tional setting of Dar Lasram. The 
event includes cultural events, 
presentations by Salatine al-
Tarab from Syria and the Afincao 
band from Cuba. Tunisian sing-
ers Lotfi Bouchnak and Sofia 
Sadek are to perform. More than 
a dozen artistic performances 
will take place in the streets of 
the Old Medina and downtown 
Tunis.

Beirut:
June 27th-July 3rd

Biennale de Paris in Beirut, cre-
ated in 1959, is a global project 
of the Institut des hautes études 
en arts plastiques (Iheap) along 
with Lebanese partners and 
affiliates. Nearly three dozen art 
projects are to be exhibited and 
27 artists from 12 countries will 
participate.

Zouk Mikael:
July and August

Set in a renovated old souk in 
Zouk Mikael, Lebanon, the an-
nual Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features Arab 
and international artists. All 
styles of music from classical and 
opera to blues and jazz can be 
heard at the 2,500-seat Roman-
style amphitheatre.

Carthage:
July and August  

The Carthage International Festi-
val is one of the most compelling 
arts and cultural events in North 
Africa, drawing a mix of local 
and international performers to 
Tunisia over a period of sev-
eral weeks. It takes place at the 
Carthage amphitheatre.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the TV 
series Game of Thrones in Es-
saouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, digital 
video installations and other 
events.

The Zitouna mosque, a landmark 
of Tunisia and Islamic history
Roua Khlifi

Tunis
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hen walking in the 
Medina of Tunis 
during the prayer 
time, a visitor 
might get caught up 

not only in the maze of the alleys 
making up the old city but also in 
echoes of the simultaneous prayer 
calls resonating from the nearby 
mosques.

Distinct from all the rest is the 
sound of the prayer call from the 
Great Mosque of Zitouna. Silence 
falls outside as loud merchants, 
noisy visitors and even children 
playing in the alleys turn to the se-
renity of prayer. During Ramadan, 
the mosque welcomes hundreds of 
Muslims in the evening as believers 
seek spiritual growth and a place to 
worship.

At the heart of the Medina lies 
the second oldest mosque in Africa, 
expanding over an area of 5,000 sq. 
metres. Most historians agree that 
the mosque was founded in 689AD 
under the direction of Hassan ibn-
Nouaman, who was the leader of 
the Islamic conquest of Tunis and 
Carthage.

The minaret of the mosque 
guides visitors to the centre of 
Medina as the mosque oversees the 
landscape of shops and quiet old 
Tunisian houses serving as cafés or 
cultural centres. Built in 1894, the 
minaret rises 43 metres from the 
north-west corner of the courtyard.

The original mosque is believed 
to be built on the site of a Christian 
basilica.

“Tunis was conquered in 689 by 
Hassan ibn Nouaman,” said Tuni-
sian historian Abdelaziz Daoulatli. 
“He built the mosque on an old 
site that used to exist here. This 
contributed to the myth that the 
mosque was built on the shrine of 
St Olivia, contributing to the sa-
credness of the place.

Stretching over hundreds of 
years, the construction of the 
mosque continued as each ruling 
caliph of Tunis attempted to leave 
his mark by renovating and recon-
structing the mosque. The mosque 
in its present form was refurbished 
in 864 under the direction of the 
Abbasid caliph al-Musta’in Billah.

“At the base of the mihrab, there 

is an inscription that states that 
Fathallah, the builder of the Ab-
basid caliph, Musta’in Billah, built 
the mosque,” Daoulatli said.

“The importance of the history 
of the mosque,” according to Daou-
latli, “is reflected by the number of 
caliphs and princes who were asso-
ciated with the building of Zitouna, 
ranging from the Abbasid to the Fa-
timid and Hafsid dynasties.

“There are 53 names of states-
men inscribed on the stones. No 
prince ever passed by Tunis and 
did not try to leave their trace in 
their mosque.”

In addition to its rich history, the 
mosque of Zitouna is an architec-
tural masterpiece that displays the 
diverse influences of Islamic art of 
several centuries. The mosque’s 
architecture resembles that of the 
mosque of Kairouan, with a vast 
courtyard leading to a hall made up 
of stone pillars and wood beams. It 
has 160 columns brought from the 
ruins of the old city of Carthage. 
The roof covers an area of 1,344 sq. 
metres.

The dome is visible as the most 
important feature of the mosque. 
Adorned with fine details, the 
dome testifies to the art of Umayy-
ad era. The mosque has nine doors 
that connect the quiet courtyard to 
busy traditional markets outside.

“Zitouna mosque is a master-
piece of architecture. It is the ulti-
mate expression of Tunisian archi-
tecture of ten centuries. The stones 
of the mosque serve as record of 
the history of architectural art in 
Tunisia,” Daoulatli said.

He added: “The mosque had the 
imprints of pre-Islamic art like Ro-
man scriptures and Christian art in 
addition to Islamic art. There was 
no rupture between the two eras. 
There was an artistic continuity 
which can be seen in the stones. 
The mosque shows the history of 
ten centuries of architecture in 
Tunisia from the ninth to the 19th 
century.”

The mosque is also the first uni-
versity in the history of Islam play-
ing a prominent scholarly role 
hosting students of religious 
sciences. Many renowned Mus-
lim scholars studied in Zitouna, 
including Imam Sahnoun, 
Imam Mohammed ibn Ara-
fa and Ibn Khaldoun.

“Many leading reli-
gious figures taught 
at the University of 
Zitouna too like Ma-
liki scholar Ibn Abi 
Zied and physician 
Ibn Nafiss. Also, ju-
rist and theologian 
Asad ibn al-Furat 
pursued his studies 
in Zitouna,” Daou-
latli said.

The mosque edu-
cated leaders of 

religious reformism such as Imam 
Tahar ibn Achour and played a 
pivotal role in the struggle against 
French colonisation.

“The mosque of Zitouna promot-
ed an open system of education. 
Tunisian society was open thanks 
to that reform movement, which 
started at Zitouna,” Daoulatli said.

He added: “Graduates of Zitou-
na were leaders of the national 
movement to fight off the colo-

nisation along with others. 
After the independence, 
the Zitouna graduates 
worked on implementing 
Arabic language.”

Not only was the 
mosque a host of Mus-
lim scholars but it also 
opened one of the first 
branches for female stu-
dents. Ikbal Gharbi, an 
anthropologist and uni-
versity professor, points 
out that Zitouna encour-

aged women’s education.
“The first female Zitouna school 

opened in 1949. A group of women 
went to Fadhel ben Achour, the 
great imam of Zitouna mosque, 
and asked that women study in Zi-
touna, too, as well as men,” Gharbi 
said.

“What is amazing is that when 
you look at the photos of that first 
class, you will see that the female 
students of Zitouna did not even 
wear a veil while taking classes 
with the greatest religious scholars 
of the mosque.”

She concluded: “One of the first 
female students is Ismat Eddine 
Karkar, who was the first woman 
from Zitouna to pursue her studies 
and get her PhD in Tunisia.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based 
in Tunis.

A man feeds pigeons in the Zitouna mosque during the month of 
Ramadan in Tunis.

At the heart of 
the Medina lies 
the second oldest 
mosque in Africa, 
expanding over 
an area of 5,000 
sq. metres.

The courtyard of the Zitouna mosque.

The shadow of the minaret of the Zitouna Mosque in the Old City 
of Tunis.


