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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

Beiteddine: 
July 8th-August 9th

The Beiteddine Art Festival, in 
picturesque Beiteddine in the 
Chouf mountains, has a variety 
of performances, including 
opera, concerts, theatre and 
art exhibitions. The festival 
welcomes more than 50,000 
visitors, as well as numerous 
star performers. Buika, Seal and 
Kadim Al Sahir are to perform at 
this year’s festival.

Agadir:
July 13th-16th

The 13th Timitar Festival will 
take place in Rabat and feature 
international and local perform-
ers. The event includes interna-
tional artists and bands such as 
Idir, Nass El Ghiwane and many 
others.

Carthage: 
July 13th-August 20th  

The Carthage International Fes-
tival is one of the most compel-
ling arts and cultural events in 
North Africa, drawing a mix of 
local and international perform-
ers to Tunisia over a period of 
several weeks. It takes place at 
the Carthage amphitheatre.

Jerash:
July 21st-30th

The Jerash Festival of Culture 
and Arts, first put on in 1980, 
transforms the ancient city of 
Jerash into one of the world’s 
liveliest cultural events. With 
singers, poetry readings, bal-
let performances, symphony 
orchestras and art shows, the 
festival showcases Jordanian 
culture in a host of different 
venues.

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.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival takes 
place in Edde Sands with more 
than 90 artists from around 
the world. Dance workshops 
will be given in Salsa, Bachata, 
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip-hop, 
Samba, Lambada, Oriental, 
Dabke and Afro-Cubano. Perfor-
mances are also scheduled.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the 
TV series Game of Thrones in 
Essaouira, 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, digi-
tal video installations and other 
events.

Great Mosque of Damascus:
A destination for tourists and popes
Damascus
 

W 

hen pope John Paul 
II travelled to Syria 
in 2001, he visited 
the Great Mosque of 
Damascus, known 

as the Umayyad Mosque, the fourth 
oldest sanctuary of Islam. His visit 
to the main tourist attraction in 
the heart of old Damascus was the 
first by a Roman Catholic pope to a 
mosque.

In addition to being a magnificent 
structure celebrating Islamic and 
Arab architecture, the mosque is be-
lieved to enshrine the head of John 
the Baptist. The site was an impor-
tant pilgrimage destination in the 
Byzantine era before the mosque 
was built by Umayyad Caliph al-
Walid on the ruins of an old church.

“The Umayyad Mosque is among 
the most important Islamic land-
marks in the world,” said archae-
ologist Mahmoud al-Sayyed. “It 
is, in fact, the only comprehensive 
monument that remains untouched 
from the era of Umayyad rule and 
the oldest Islamic building that is 
still conserved as is, without ma-
jor modifications, since it was first 
erected centuries ago.”

Built in the early eighth century, 
the Umayyad Mosque was the first 
mosque to include an alcove, remi-
niscent of its Christian origins. It 
features the first minaret in Islam, 
al-Arous, a square minaret, the 
model that became widespread in 
mosques in southern Spain and 

North Africa.
“Few mosques have been pre-

served in the same structure and 
the same original architectural fea-
tures without additions or modifi-
cations,” Sayyed said. “The Umayy-
ad Mosque is one of them.”

The spot where the mosque 
stands originally had a temple dedi-
cated to the Aramaean idol Hadad 
about 3,000 years ago. When the 
Romans ruled Damascus, a temple 
was built for the worship of Jupiter. 
It became a Christian church dedi-
cated to John the Baptist in the Byz-
antine era.

Before the construction of the 
mosque, Muslims and Christians 
shared the building for worship, 
each praying in different sections of 
the structure. The collective use was 
stopped under the reign of Walid, 
when the prayer space became in-
adequate both in terms of capacity 
and the need for an architectural 
monument to represent Islam.

The caliph negotiated with Chris-
tian leaders to take over the space 
and, in return, promised that all 
other churches in the city would be 
safe.

A unique feature of the Umayyad 
Mosque is that the call for prayer — 
the Azan — is done collectively by 
more than one muezzin. The norm 
is to have a single person doing the 
call. “There are 23 muezzins in the 
mosque but at the time of prayer 
(five times a day) there are at least 
eight to do the collective Azan,” ex-
plained mosque director Issam Suk-
kar.

“The reason is that the mosque 
is so large and the muezzins would 

each stand on a corner of the roof 
to make the call heard in all the sur-
rounding area. In the past, a big red 
balloon was raised above the mina-
ret of al-Arous to indicate the times 
of prayer for those living far from 
the mosque and who could not hear 
the call. With the introduction of 
electricity in the middle of the last 
century the balloon tradition was 
stopped while collective Azan re-
mained.”

The majestic mosque boasts three 
minarets, including al-Arous to the 
north, Issa to the south-east and the 
Qaitbay, in reference to the Mamluk 
sultan, to the south-west.

“The minaret of Issa was origi-
nally built on a tower of the old 
(Roman) temple,” Sukkar said. “It is 
the highest with an elevation of 77 
metres. Qaitbay, which is an octago-
nal minaret, was largely destroyed 
when Tamerlane conquered Damas-
cus in 1401. It was rebuilt by Sultan 
Qaitbay according to the Mamluk 
style.”

After more than five years of 
a devastating war in Syria, the 
mosque has become a site for prom-
enade and family outings more 
than a place of worship or a tourist 

spot. Every day hundreds of fami-
lies flock to the mosque, sit on mats 
spread on the marble floors of the 
main courtyard and spend hours 
chatting, playing and having a good 
time.

“Old Damascus has become the 
only breathing space that is relative-
ly safe and where people can go for a 
stroll and have some time out,” said 
Ibrahim Issa, who was displaced 
from his home on the front-line Da-
mascus neighbourhood of Jobar.

“I often bring my wife and chil-
dren to the mosque and (adjacent) 
Hamidiya souks. At least there is 
space for the children to play, un-
like the flat we are renting, a mere 
35 square metres with no sunlight.”

Majida Abdel Aziz, a teacher in 
Damascus, said visiting the Umayy-
ad Mosque has been a weekly ritual 
since childhood. “This place has its 
own sanctity and spirituality,” she 
said. “It is a meeting place for all — 
the rich and the poor, residents and 
foreigners.”

The mosque’s courtyard once 
served as a public place for serving 
iftar, the sunset fast-breaking meal, 
during Ramadan. Charities and rich 
people offer free meals to the poor. 
However, the ritual under which 
up to 15,000 people were fed daily 
stopped with the onset of war in 
2011.

“In the past few years, the 
mosque was hit by seven shells, 
causing minor damage but we hope 
places of worship would be spared 
by fighters, so that we can relegate 
such beautiful monuments for fu-
ture generations to be proud of,” 
Sukkar said.

Outside the Umayyad Mosque in the Syrian capital, Damascus.

Before the 
construction of the 
mosque, Muslims 
and Christians 
shared the building 
for worship.
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