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Birzeit festival immortalises Palestinian heritage
Malak Hasan

Birzeit

A

s the sun sets over
Birzeit, a small town
north of Ramallah, hundreds of Palestinian
families from across the
West Bank flock into the historically Christian town to take part in
Heritage Week.
Held annually since 2007 by the
Rozana Association for the Development of Architectural Heritage,
the festival observes Palestinian traditions, customs and historic
professions struggling to withstand
industrial evolution and the test of
time.
The festival began with a huge
traditional wedding of four couples, some of whom were already
married. Although the weddings
were staged for the occasion, the
emotions could not have been more
genuine.
The brides wore Palestinian
dresses, handcrafted, long-sleeved
and colourfully embroidered clothing, which traditionally reflected
a woman’s economic and marital
status and her town or district of
origin.

Hundreds of people
followed the wedding
procession, known as
zaffa, which wound
through the streets of
Birzeit.
Although less rich in colours and
patterns, the bridegrooms wore
white shirts, headwear, goldenlined black cloaks known as abaya,
and sirwals, cotton trousers baggy
from the waist down but tailored
tight around the calves or ankles.
A dozen elderly women danced
in a circle in front of the couples
while carrying copper trays filled
with wild flowers planted in homemade henna paste, a dye prepared
to stain the brides’ and grooms’
hands.

Some accounts indicate that
unique shapes were painted on a
bride’s hands the night before the
wedding, known as henna night, to
avoid bride swaps. The majority describe it as a practice to express joy
and bring good luck to the couple.
The women sang traditional
songs with lyrics that celebrate the
beauty, chastity and good upbringing of the bride and the groom’s
luck, courage and chivalry.

The festival is held
annually since 2007 by
the Rozana
Association for the
Development of
Architectural
Heritage.
Hundreds of people followed
the wedding procession, known as
zaffa, which wound through the
streets of Birzeit. Although such
processions are a common part of
Palestinian weddings, other aspects, including the clothing, music
and transport have been slowly replaced by less traditional ones.
Aside from the festival’s significance as a window to the past, it
also offered a chance for home-run
businesses to display their products, many of which have been
sidelined by mass production.
In a tent between the town’s olive
groves, Umm Raed kicked off wornout leather slippers and kneeled
in her black abaya over a primitive
wool-weaving machine.
With strength unexpected from
a small, aged body, she worked
her fingers through the threads to
weave a red and black carpet. Visitors, including foreigners, watched
in fascination as she created an item
usually seen only on television programmes depicting Bedouin life.
For the woman with piercing
green eyes that contrast with a
much darker skin, this is simply
her life. Umm Raed said: “I have
been weaving wool since I was a
very young girl. My mother learned
it from her mother and I passed it
along to my daughter, who is now

A Palestinian woman dances while holding a tray of henna during a wedding march marking the
beginning of Birzeit Heritage Week. (Photo credit: Mohammad Farraj)
in university.”
Umm Raed travelled from
Samou’, about 50km from Birzeit,
to display her work and teach new
Palestinian generations and foreigners about “the art of weaving
wool”.
“An average-sized carpet takes
roughly 20 days to complete,” she
said. “This festival is a valuable
opportunity for me to remind people to appreciate hand-made wool
carpets and to revive our heritage
that is struggling against time and
Israel’s stealing attempts.”
On the other side of the old city,
where dozens of kiosks were set up
to allow business owners to showcase their products, Ayat Mardawi
and Remah Abbas, two women

from Jenin, 47km from Birzeit, sold
homemade olive pickles, honey
and olive oil.
They said they take part in the
festival every year, relying on the
word of mouth and personal connections to market their products.
While many Palestinian families
continue to produce their own olive oil and pickles, a large percentage relies on less expensive factory
products.
“The festival is a chance to meet
new customers, dealers and make
connections, which might help us
expand our businesses,” said Abbas.
Other products at the festival included embroidered clothing, bags,
accessories, plants, drinks, furni-

ture, pottery, sweets, soap and ceramics. Several local, but non-traditional businesses — such as beer,
tattoos and piercings — promoted
their products and services.
Rozana Association Chairman
Raed Saadeh said the festival is
an effort to encourage sustainable
rural development and local businesses and empower women and
youth through existing and obtainable resources.
“It presents a model of sustainable rural development, based on
available cultural resources, competencies and energies of Palestinian youth and women,” he said.
Malak Hasan is a reporter based in
Ramallah.

Ifriqiyya Electrique: When electric guitars meet Sufi music
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he sound of traditional
tablas ascended and the
muffled resonance of the
bass guitar resonated in
the background. Modern
guitar performance intermingled
with the religious chants of Sufi
musicians of the renowned Sidi
Marzouk Tozeur Banga created a
surreal atmosphere.
This was the introductory piece
of the world premiere concert/road
movie of Ifriqiyya Electrique, a project that combines modern rhythm
of guitars with the trance music of
the Banga of Tozeur, a group of Sufi
musicians.

“The Banga is
different from the
other Sufi genres. It
is about the
community as they
act together and
they do things
together.”
French guitarist
François Cambuzat
Traditional Tunisian music has
been making a comeback as projects combining traditional music
with modern vibes have drawn
young audiences.
Banga of Tozeur is a music ritual
that revolves around the veneration of the Sufi saints of southern
Tunisia. It considers music a healing process that provides a trancelike state for the listener. This

attracted the interest of French
guitarist François Cambuzat, who
founded Ifriqiyya Electrique.
“The real spirit of the music
was to heal people. I was curious
to understand how people can attain that phase of trance. I wanted
to experience something that is
strictly related to music-induced
trance, which the Banga of Tozeur
provided,” Cambuzat said.
“The real social function of the
Banga of Tozeur was healing people. It was true and real. It was authentic. It was about being together
and being kind to each other.”
Tarek Sultan, a member of the
Banga of Tozeur, emphasised that
it adds a modern touch to one of
the oldest forms of music that remained authentic in Tunisia.
Ifriqiyya Electrique aims to merge
the traditional influences of Banga
with the vibes brought by electric and bass guitars to create the
trance-like state musicians were
famous for in the rituals of the Banga of Tozeur. Cambuzat noted that
the music, though ancient, carries
modern influences that relate to
young or older audiences.
“The music of Banga is very modern,” Cambuzat said. “The rhythm
of the music is something we can
hear somewhere else. It is like a
natural dub, the same rhythm. The
Banga is different from the other
Sufi genres. It is about the community as they act together and they
do things together.
“Unlike the others, it remained
based on the good of the community. Families would call them when
they are not OK to have a show at
their place and the whole community comes together for that. It

Ifriqiyya Electrique during a performance in Tunis (Photo courtesy of
Institut Français de Tunisie Facebook page)
is trance music and it is a form of
music therapy.”
“When I heard about the idea of
the documentary and the concert,
I was enthusiastic,” Sultan said. “I
really liked the idea even though it

was weird or strange at the beginning. It also required a lot of hard
work as it was difficult to find the
right technical balance between
the instruments.”
The musicians said the experi-

ence allowed them to immerse
themselves in the community as
well as the music to get an authentic sound identifying the region.
The project also seeks to preserve
ancestral roots by recording the different styles of Banga.
“We spent three months in
Tozeur filming and working on recording the music. We dedicated
the first month to only recording
the music. The recordings are a
patrimony that needed to be preserved,” Cambuzat said.
Bass player Gianna Greco added:
“The doors were open for me and
everyone was welcoming and willing to work hard.”
“It is nothing like any of the music we heard before. The combination of the old Tunisian sounds
with rock music was amazing and
I would love to hear more of this,”
said Emna Said, a student who attended the band’s concert.
In addition to the Ifriqiyya Electrique collaborations, Cambuzat
also teamed with Tunisian pop
singer Lotfi Bouchnak on a religious song featuring metal and
rock music that went viral on social
media.
“Lotfi Bouchnak wanted to record a religious song with a modern
vibe and we were of the same mind
about this. We were worried some
people would think it is disrespectful to Islam. The amazing thing was
that Lotfi showed it to the imam of
the Zitouna mosque, who thought
it was a decent song,” Cambuzat
said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

