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Beirut skyline captures religious 
rivalry and harmony
Tom Perry

Beirut

I 

n Beirut’s rapidly evolving 
skyline, a newly built cathe-
dral bell tower has risen next 
to the soaring minarets of a 
landmark mosque, symbolis-

ing both religious coexistence and 
competition in a city split by sec-
tarian war from 1975 to 1990.

The new bell tower of the 19th-
century Saint George Maronite 
Cathedral is Beirut’s tallest at 72 
metres — the same height as the 
four minarets of the Mohammad 
al-Amin mosque that has domi-
nated the city skyline for more 
than a decade.

Topped with an enormous cross 
that lights up at night, the bell 
tower was inaugurated in Novem-
ber after a decade of construction.

Both the church and mosque 
are prominent features of the Bei-
rut city centre, which is still being 
rebuilt from the civil war, and are 
near the front line that divided 
Christian east Beirut from Muslim 
west Beirut during the conflict.

Archbishop Paul Matar said the 
idea of building a bell tower at 
the cathedral was a dream since 

its construction in 1894. It was 
originally to be 75 metres high, the 
same size as the tower at Rome’s 
Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore 
that inspired the cathedral’s de-
sign.

Instead, Matar said he shaved 3 
metres off the design in what he 
described as a message of coexist-
ence.

“When the mosque was built, 
we were happy there would be a 
mosque and a church near each 
other. This is the slogan of Leba-
non,” he said in an interview at his 
offices in Beirut. “So, therefore, I 
wanted the tower’s height to be at 
the same height as the mosque, so 
there is solidarity and harmony,” 
he said.

The cathedral belongs to Leba-
non’s Maronite Christian church, 
the biggest Christian community 
in the country.

After the guns fell silent, years 
were spent rebuilding the cathe-
dral and dozens of other damaged 
churches in Beirut, holding up the 
start of work on the tower, Matar 
said.

In terms of their size, al-Amin 
mosque and tower have broken 
new ground for religious buildings 
in Beirut. 

Critics say both are out of scale 
with the city’s other places of wor-
ship.

Some Christians saw al-Amin 
mosque as an affront to their com-
munity. Its size, compared to near-
by Christian places of worship, 
was jarring for some Maronites, 
who emerged as the political los-
ers of the civil war.

The mosque’s imperial Otto-
man style, not found anywhere 
else in Lebanon, was in line with 
the wishes of its financier, the late 
statesman Rafik Hariri, who was 
assassinated in 2005.

It was built on the site of a small 
prayer corner with the same name.

Hariri, who was buried next to 
the mosque, personally oversaw 
elements of the construction, in-
cluding picking the shade of blue 
for the dome. A decade ago, the 
mosque, on a corner of Beirut’s 
Martyrs’ Square, featured regu-
larly in the news during a wave of 
protests triggered by Hariri’s kill-
ing.

The bell tower’s intended mes-
sage of interfaith solidarity and 
unity has not reached everyone. 
George Arbid, director of the Bei-
rut-based Arab Centre for Archi-
tecture, said that it pointed to lin-
gering sectarian rivalry in the city.

“It is clear that it is a type of 
competition — be it positive or 
negative — with the minarets of 
al-Amin mosque that is next to it,” 
he said. “It is a continuation of a 
type of competition that emerged 
before this time, a competition be-
tween the sects for their presence 
in the city.”

(Reuters)

Exhibition sheds light on legacy of Tunisia’s beys
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A 

short distance from Tu-
nis’s world-class Bardo 
National Museum, stands 
the largely unnoticed 
palace of Ksar Said, the 

former residence of the Bey Dynasty 
of Tunisia. The palace was recently 
brought out of the oblivion that had 
shrouded it since the monarchy was 
abolished and Tunisia was declared 
a republic in 1957.

The palace, which dates to the 
early half of the 19th century, treats 
visitors to a journey into the lives 
and contributions of the beys, show-
casing a unique collection of arte-
facts and manuscripts.

The exhibition titled The Rise of 
the Nation: Art at the Dawn of Mod-
ern Tunisia (1837-1881) was organ-
ised by the Foundation Rambourg 
and the Tunisian National Heritage 
Institute.

“The exhibition is a unique event 
that will set in context the process 
by which the modern Tunisian state 
was formed during a little-known 
period of its history, namely the pe-
riod of great reform,” said curator 
Ridha Moumni.

While the palace of Ksar Said is an 
architectural jewel that combines 
European and Arab-Andalusian in-
fluences, the seat of power of the 
Tunisian monarchy was also the 
site of events that shaped the mod-
ern state, such as abolishing slavery 
and the signing of the Bardo Treaty, 
which allowed the French protec-
torate to be established in Tunisia.

“During this complex period of 
European imperial expansion in the 
face of declining Ottoman power, 
Tunisia undertook the modernisa-

tion of its state through a series of 
reforms which saw the country as-
sume its autonomy and equip itself 
with an enduring framework,” said 
Moumni.

“Unprecedented socio-cultural 
advances left a permanent mark on 
the history of the nation and saw the 
publication of the first legal texts 
granting equal rights and religious 
freedom to every Tunisian citizen, 
as proclaimed in the constitution 
of 1861, the first constitution in the 
Arab and Muslim world.”

The exhibition features 300 works 
and objects, ranging from historical 
paintings to manuscripts, drawings, 
medals and costumes as well as ar-
chival documents of the founding 
texts of the Tunisian state.

“We wanted these works to illus-
trate the transformation undergone 
by the country and bear strong po-
litical significance… The paintings 
from history and the portraits ex-
hibited represent a historical dis-
course which has been overlooked 
and which needs to be revisited both 
on grounds of artistic merit and as a 
contribution to history,” Moumni 
said in a news release.

Historians Brahim Belgacem and 
Salwa Houidi, who specialise in 
19th-century Tunisia, stressed the 
significance of the exhibition in 
shedding light on reforms that are 
still relevant to modern Tunisia.

“The exhibition highlights the 
current conflict around democracy 
and the leaders of reform in Tunisia 
as well as the nature of the Tunisian 
society, especially in the current 
identity crisis. There is a fear of los-
ing sense of identity amid political 
conflicts. This requires reminding 
people of Tunisia’s leading history,” 
Belgacem said.

Not only does the exhibition serve 
as a reminder to Tunisians of an of-
ten-forgotten part of the country’s 
identity, it also calls to mind the 
importance of that period in under-
standing today’s volatile political 
scene.

“We don’t know our history. After 
the revolution, Tunisians felt that 
they ignored a lot of things about 

their identity and history to be able 
to understand how things are like 
today. The system was dissected 
after the revolution, which created 
a conflict. The socio-political needs 
reconstruction, which required peo-
ple to look for their true identity,” 
Houidi said.

“Today, there is confrontation be-
tween two groups of different ideol-
ogies. Before, it was [President Ha-
bib] Bourguiba and his opposition. 
One cannot understand the differ-
ent components of today’s political 
dynamics unless we obtain a thor-
ough knowledge of the important 
political developments that took 

place in the previous century, those 
of the beys namely.”

Belgacem also stressed that the 
reforms highlighted in the exhibi-
tion, including protecting social and 
religious rights as well as abolishing 
slavery, were not only ahead of their 
time but were at the centre of the 
foundation of Tunisian’s modern 
state.

“Tunisia was a leading country as 
it had the first constitution of 1861, 
which is in many ways even more 
advanced than the present consti-
tution. There is a fear and concern 
about the country’s situation and 
future, which drove people to grow 
interest in that period of time again 
to study and research and sensitise 
people about the reforms that are 
ahead of their times.”

Belgacem said: “Even the reforms 
introduced during Bourguiba’s time 
are a continuation of the reforms 
carried out by the beys. Tunisian so-

ciety would not have been ready to 
accept them if it wouldn’t have been 
for the beys’ reforms.”

Upon entering the palace, visitors 
might marvel at the unique details 
of the ceilings and patterns of the 
tiles. Stairways lead to the upper 
floors where there are artwork and 
documents, including the Bardo 
treatise abolishing slavery as well as 
the early versions of legislative and 
judicial laws.

“This is about the reconciliation 
with the past. Seeing those manu-
scripts and paintings is just fascina-
tion and it gives you that sense of 
belonging… an identity that we do 
need in times when we lose confi-
dence in ourselves and trust in our 
government” said Afef Messaoud, a 
school teacher visiting the exhibit.

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

 The palace of Ksar 
Said combines both 
European and Arab-
Andalusian 
influences.

Visitors looking at the portrait of Sadok Bey.         (L’eveil d ’une nation)

The newly built 72m bell tower of the Maronite Saint George 
cathedral is seen between the four minarets of Mohammed 
al-Amin mosque in downtown Beirut.                                                 (AFP)

The bell tower’s 
intended message of 
interfaith solidarity 
and unity has not 
reached everyone.

Some Christians saw 
al-Amin mosque as 
an affront to their 
community.

 The exhibition is 
titled The Rise of the 
Nation: Art at the 
Dawn of Modern 
Tunisia (1837-1881).


