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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

Algiers:
Through November 20th

The National Museum of 
Modern and Contemporary 
Art in Algiers is the site 
of the seventh National 
Photography Festival, an 
event that includes pho-
tography professionals and 
amateurs from across the 
world, to exhibit and share 
experiences.

Dubai:
Through April 8th

Global Village is a large 
seasonal cultural event in 
Dubai that offers an array 
of festivals, shopping 
and entertainment in an 
open-air theme park. This 
entertainment and shop-
ping destination includes 
more than 75 participating 
countries, dozens of fun 
rides and 26 restaurants 
offering food.

Beirut:
November 13th

The 14th Beirut Marathon 
includes runners from 
many countries.  They will 
zigzag through the city on 
a 42.2km route that passes 
historic monuments and 
medieval buildings.

Beirut:
November 17th-19th

The sixth Beirut Cooking 
Festival will take place at 
the Biel Pavillon Royal. 
The event brings together 
the best in cuisine, wines, 
beer and spirits. Celebrity 
chefs will be present to 
meet people and share rec-
ipes, entertaining dishes, 
cocktail courses and new 
trends in cooking,

Dubai:
November 22nd-26th

The Complete Works of 
William Shakespeare 
(Abridged)  is a fast-paced 
theatrical romp through all 
37 of Shakespeare’s plays. 
The 97-minute show fea-
tures Shakespeare as never 
seen before, including 
Othello presented as a rap 
song. The show is sched-
uled to take place at the 
Dubai Community Theatre 
and Arts Centre.

Marrakech:
December 2nd-10th

The Marrakech Interna-
tional Film Festival show-
cases some of the year’s 
most important cinematic 
works from within the 
region and internationally. 
The programme includes 
tributes, conferences and 
debates in addition to the 
official film competition. 
Hungarian film-maker 
Bela Tarr will serve as jury 
president.

Dubai:
December 7th-14th

Dubai International Film 
Festival is a celebration of 
Arab and international cin-
ema. The festival showcas-
es films from Hollywood, 
Bollywood and beyond. A 
parallel programme will 
include seminars, debates 
and meetings.
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eirut’s National Museum 
has opened its basement 
of ancient treasures for 
the first time in four dec-
ades to show the public 

its stunning array of funerary art, 
including the world’s largest collec-
tion of anthropoid sarcophagi.

The exhibition’s 520 pieces range 
from the Palaeolithic period to the 
Ottoman empire. They include 
Phoenician stelae and rare medieval 
Christian mummies along with the 
anthropoid coffins, which display a 
human face on the sarcophagus and 
were long a standard for the elite.

Some of the items have nev-
er been on public display. Other 
pieces have not been shown since 
the 1970s, when the museum shut 
down because it sat on the front 

line that ran through the city during 
Lebanon’s 1975-90 civil war.

“This is a lesson in courage and 
hope because 41 years after the mu-
seum was closed in 1975, we today 
are able to receive visitors on three 
floors,” said museum director Anne-
Marie Maila Afeiche.

The archaeological museum was 
renovated after the years of fighting 
and shelling damaged its building 
and exhibits and reopened in the 
1990s. The current exhibit, howev-
er, is the first time its basement has 
been open since the civil war.

Among the treasures of often 
breathtaking beauty is a fragment of 
a Roman sarcophagus found in Bei-
rut that depicts the myth of Icarus, 
who is shown alongside his father, 
Daedalus, making his ill-fated 
wings.

Another gem is an extraordi-
nary hypogeum — an underground 
tomb — accidentally discovered by 
a farmer in the Tyre region in 1937.

It is covered with restored fres-
coes inspired by Greek mythology, 
including a scene of Priam on bend-
ed knee begging Achilles to return 
the body of Hector.

“It was essential to show the pub-
lic this heritage, which belongs to 
Lebanon and humanity, that was ly-
ing in our storage,” said Afeiche.

All the exhibits on display were 
excavated across Lebanon, which 
is rich with historical sites and arte-
facts. They include a premolar from 
70,000BC belonging to the first 
known example of a Homo sapiens 
in Lebanon and stretch through to 
an 1830 Ottoman stele adorned with 
a turban.

Among the collection’s flagship 
displays is a series of Phoenician 
sarcophagi dating from between the 
sixth and fourth centuries BC that 
were found in the southern region 
of Sidon.

“We’re exhibiting 31 of these sar-
cophagi at the moment”, which 
mix Greek and Egyptian styles, said 
Afeiche, noting that some of the 
sarcophagi found in Sidon are dis-
played in the Louvre.

This is “the largest collection 
of anthropoid sarcophagi in the 
world,” she added.

Perhaps the most striking part of 
the exhibit is the unprecedented 
display of three mummies found in 
1989 by cavers in the Qadisha Val-
ley. The area is a UNESCO World 
Heritage site and its cave-pocked 
sheer rock faces provided refuge 
for Maronite Christians persecuted 
during the Mamluk and Byzantine 
eras.

“They were discovered in a cave 
along with eight naturally mummi-
fied bodies” wearing the clothes of 
women and children, in some cases 
the 13th-century silk embroidery is 
still intact.

Around them were nuts, onion 
skins, ceramics, bronze tools and 
documents written in Arabic and 
Syriac.

“They were psalms and liturgical 
chants that showed that these were 
Christians who had taken refuge in 
this cave,” said Afeiche.

The mummified bodies are par-
ticularly rare as Lebanon does not 
have a tradition of mummification, 
said Marco Samadelli, director of 
the EURAC centre in Italy, who of-
fered his expertise to help conserve 
the unique mummies.

Italy contributed $1.1 million to 
the project of restoring the mu-
seum’s basement and collection, 
along with the expertise of leading 
archaeologists, including Antonio 
Giannarusti.

Even with the basement open, 
the museum’s storage areas contain 
plenty of undisplayed pieces and 
the Culture Ministry has plans for 
a new history museum in Beirut as 
well as museums in Sidon and Tyre.

The new exhibition provides a 
timeline of burial techniques, from 
a 6000BC Neolithic cradle tomb to a 
4BC Chalcolithic burial jar found in 
Byblos.

Phoenician urns holding cremat-
ed remains are exhibited alongside 
a Byzantine-era tomb decorated 
with the face of the Virgin Mary 
from 440AD.

“We believe this is the oldest rep-
resentation of the Virgin discovered 
to date in Lebanon,” said Afeiche.

The largest is the hypogeum from 
Tyre, with frescos reminiscent of 
Pompeii. One of its sides features an 
inscription: “Be brave, no one is im-
mortal.”

The exhibition’s 520 
pieces range from the 
Palaeolithic period to 
the Ottoman empire.

The treasures of Lebanon’s 
national museum revealed

Agence France-Presse

The tomb of Tyre and its restored frescos on display in the newly 
inaugurated basement section of Beirut’s National Museum.
                           (AFP)

A sacrophagus depicting a sailing boat, displayed in the newly 
inaugurated basement section of Beirut’s National Museum.       (AFP)

The tomb of Tyre and its restored frescos on display in the newly inaugurated basement section of Beirut’s National Museum.               (AFP)

Funerary items on display in the newly inaugurated basement 
section of Beirut’s National Museum. 
                            (AFP)


