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Bil Afrah, a celebration of Lebanese heritage in Brooklyn
Jeffrey Sipe

New York

T 

he Lutheran Church of 
the Good Shepherd is on 
Fourth Avenue in Bay 
Ridge, Brooklyn, a neigh-
bourhood whose resi-

dents range from long-time New 
Yorkers to recently arrived Arabs 
and Turks.

One recent evening, this tra-
ditional church resonated with 
a twist: An 11-member ensemble 
with oud, violin, qanun, buzuq and 
other instruments representing the 
traditions of Arabic music.

The occasion was the 40th an-
niversary of the release of the 
Lebanese album Bil Afrah, a suite 
of songs recorded by Muslim and 
Christian musicians as they wit-
nessed the initial battles of Leba-
non’s sectarian civil war that would 
continue for 15 years.

The songs on Bil Afrah were a 
combination of tunes written by the 
Rahbani brothers and performed 
by an ensemble gathered by a very 
young Ziad Rahbani, who would 
become one of Lebanon’s most re-
nowned composers, writers, politi-
cal commentators and actors.

The songs were popular favour-
ites in Lebanon, known to both 
Muslims and Christians, and the 
musicians united to celebrate their 
common heritage and culture as 
embodied by the music.

The performance in Bay Ridge 
was the culmination of 18 months 
of practice by local musicians who 
dubbed themselves the Bil Afrah 
Project. Composed of professional 
musicians and talented non-pro-
fessionals, the group became ac-
quainted with one another through 
studies with master teachers of 
Arabic music in New York and at 
the annual Arabic Music Retreat, a 
week-long event in Massachusetts 
directed by the Palestinian oud/vio-
lin virtuoso Simon Shaheen. Others 
met through the New York Arabic 
Orchestra led by Bassam Saba, also 
an off-shoot of the retreat.

“It just sort of happened on its 

own,” said Brian Prunka, one of the 
Bil Afrah Project’s oud players, ex-
plaining how the musicians came 
together to practise and perform an 
album made 40 years ago.

“All the musicians involved in-
dependently fell in love with this 
record and we feel it’s a really great 
piece for introducing new audi-
ences to Arabic music because even 
if you’re not familiar with Arabic 
traditions, the joy of this music still 
comes through.”

Josh Farrar, a writer of young 
adult books and a guitarist who 
said he received an oud as a gift 
during a visit to his mother-in-law 
in Damascus a few years ago, ech-
oed those sentiments. “Bil Afrah is 
sort of a gateway drug for someone 
who doesn’t know anything about 
Arabic music,” he said, “because it 
is significantly more accessible to 
a typical Western listener. Some 
Arabic music is very complicated. 

Umm Kulthum performed pieces 
that might be 30, 40 or 50 minutes 
long, with different parts that could 
be compared to a symphony. Bil Af-
rah is more like chamber music.”

Prunka, a trained jazz musician, 
and Farrar are representative of the 
diversity of the Bil Afrah Project. 
Some performers —  Simon Moush-
abeck (accordion), Tareq Rantisi 
(percussion), Tony Barhoum (qa-
nun) — are of Arab ancestry and 
have played alongside some of the 
great names of maqam.

Marandi Hostetter is Jewish and 
a classically trained violinist, as is 
Insia Malek, a Pakistani-American, 
who plays alongside Hostetter in 
the Detroit-based National Arab 
Orchestra. Percussionist Vin Scialla 
has a jazz background and Bridget 
Robbins is an ethnomusicologist 
who plays the nay. Bass player 
Sprocket Royer is well-known in lo-
cal music circles for his rock roots 

as well as for his instrument repair 
shop tucked away in Lower Man-
hattan.

The best-known of the 11 musi-
cians is percussionist Michel Mer-
hej, a long-time New York resident 
who played on the original album 
in 1975. Merhej’s résumé includes 
gigs with legendary figures such 
as Umm Kulthum, Fairouz, Farid 
al-Atrash and Mohamed Abdel Wa-
hab.

“I’ve been doing this for 65 years,” 
Merhej, 86, said following the Bay 
Ridge performance. “Playing music 
is what I do. I’m happy to be able to 
join with younger musicians to play 
these old songs. It’s different now 
because we’re just playing the mu-
sic. When the original album was 
made, we were full of emotion, full 
of passion for what we were doing.”

Rahbani, son of Lebanese singer 
Fairouz and her composer hus-
band, Assi Rahbani, recognised, 

at the age of 19 the significance of 
the violence overtaking Beirut. 
Although he would become some-
thing of a firebrand — a well-known 
communist, atheist and radio com-
mentator — Bil Afrah was not a con-
frontational political statement. It 
was an attempt to impress on Leba-
non’s diverse communities that 
they could unite under the banner 
of their shared culture.

The audience at the Bay Ridge 
performance, possibly the first 
time the entire suite of songs has 
been played in public, mirrored the 
composition of the ensemble: A di-
verse group in terms of ethnicity, 
religion, gender and age. Although 
the original recording was not able 
to prevent the civil war, it has sur-
vived, bringing its message to a 
population ready to receive it.

Jeffrey Sipe is a New York-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

The New York-based Bil Afrah Project. 

Tradition of falconry struggles 
against neglect in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

F 

alconry — the art of hunt-
ing with falcons as the lov-
ers of this tradition love to 
call it — is a deep-rooted 
practice in the Cap Bon 

Peninsula in far north-eastern Tuni-
sia. Falconry is a valuable tradition 
in terms of history and heritage. 
However, experts and falconry lov-
ers are concerned about neglect of 
the documentation of this heritage.

Experts said falconry has had an 
elevated status in ancient and re-
cent history of Tunisia. Research 
about the cultural heritage of fal-
conry in the Cap Bon Peninsula 
amounts to an exploration of the 
intangible heritage and an exami-
nation of the emotional and non-
emotional collective memory of the 
local community.

The legacy of ancestors and the 
collective memory provide a valu-
able source of information about 
the skills, techniques, varieties and 
different practices of falconry. Oral 
tradition, poetry, tales, stories and 

anecdotes underline a rich expe-
rience and provide researchers 

with valuable references and 
facts about the various 

practices of hunting with 
birds of prey.

The Tunisian Cap Bon 
Peninsula is known as a major path-
way for migratory birds travelling 
between Europe, Africa and Asia. 

The passage of different species of 
birds and hawks commonly occurs 
from El Haouaria, at the tip of the 
peninsula, towards the island of 
Sicily.

There in far north-eastern Tuni-
sia, falconers use different tools, 
techniques, methods and skills. An 
Arab influence can be seen in the 
adoption of names of hawks and 
falconry expressions.

The training and use of birds of 
prey to hunt is an ancient tradi-
tion that came under the influence 
of many civilisations and cultures. 
Eventually, falconry in Tunisia ac-
quired a distinctiveness with spe-
cial characteristics that turned the 
sport into one of the symbols of the 
republic.

Since Tunisian independence, fal-
conry has been celebrated through a 
number of festivals.

Organised each year at the end of 
the spring hunting season, the Spar-
rowhawk Festival in El Haouaria re-
flects the attachment of the locals to 
their heritage. The 2016 theme was: 
With Culture, We Raise Generations.

“The festival promotes ecological 
tourism as it showcases the spar-
rowhawk as well as the caves and 
other bird populations in the area. 
You can find the bird in the whole 

region and even in every house. It 
is that steeped in our culture,” said 
Mohamed Ayad, vice-president of 
the festival.

The festival, which began in 1967, 
attracts tourists from all over, espe-
cially those who want to discover 
the art of traditional falconry in ad-
dition to enjoying the cultural herit-
age of El Haouaria.

“Hunting with falcons is part of 
the cultural heritage. We inherited 
this from our great-grandfathers. 
The belief is that we inherited this 
from the Ottoman empire as we 
share the same hunting method 
with the Turks,” said Hedi ben Fraj, 
president of the Falconers’ Associa-
tion.

The festival’s main event is a 
competition that determines the 
best falconer. Falconry consists of 
catching a sparrowhawk in March 
and training it to hunt quail.

“The falcon is a migratory bird. 
It spends the winter in South Af-
rica then flies to Europe when the 
weather is warmer. El Haouaria is 
on the circuit of the migration of the 
bird. When the weather is not suit-
able for migration, the birds nest in 
El Haouaria,” ben Fraj explained.

“During that time, we have li-
cence to catch the bird using traps 
made of nets with a passerine serv-
ing as bait. They are only borrowed 
to hunt with during the season of 
hunting quail. It is trained for a 
month; then after the hunting sea-
son is over the birds are released, as 
we did.”

Ben Fraj emphasised that fal-

conry is a delicate art that is to be 
learnt under the guidance of a good 
falconer. He pointed out that spar-
rowhawks are precious birds that 
need to be treated carefully and pre-
served for future generations.

“Not everyone can train the bird. 
We make sure they have a men-
tor to help them learn…,” ben Fraj 
said. “We cannot accept that a per-
son who has no prior knowledge or 
training acquires a licence to catch a 
falcon for hunting.”

At El Haouaria anyone can prac-
tice falconry if he receives the nec-
essary training and mentoring from 
experienced falconers.

In addition to the Sparrowhawks 
Festival in El Haouaria, there was 
the Hunting Festival in Kelibia but 
shortly after the Tunisian revolu-
tion, the organisation that put on 
the festival was abandoned. How-
ever, hunting and heritage lovers 
have since launched a new youth 
society, the Association for the Pres-
ervation of Birds of Prey in Kelibia.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis. Iman 
Zayat in Tunis contributed to this 
article.

Falconer at the El Haouaria 
festival.

Experts said falconry 
has had an elevated 
status in ancient and 
recent history of 
Tunisia.

Since Tunisian 
independence, 
falconry has been 
celebrated through a 
number of festivals.


