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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

Madaba

F 

or years, handicrafts and 
antiquities shops in Mada-
ba provided a wide selec-
tion of handmade gifts and 
souvenirs. Today, shops 

lining the city’s most popular street 
face challenges that threaten the ex-
istence of the mosaics artwork for 
which the area is famous.

“Madaba has so many things to 
offer and tourists enjoy visiting the 
city and admiring its (sixth-century) 
Mosaic Map, which covers the floor 
of the Greek Orthodox Church of 
Saint George but lately we don’t 
see many visitors,” said antiquities 
shop owner Salem Twal.

The number of visitors to Mada-
ba, known as the “City of Mosaics” 
30km south-west of Amman, fluc-
tuated in recent years. In 2014, it 
received 208,959 visitors, a figure 
that dropped to 129,485 in 2015 and 
picked up to about 147,900 visitors 
in 2016, the Ministry of Tourism and 
Antiquities said.

“We depend on monthly loans 
from private financial institutions, 
banks and government funds, and 
due to the increase in the cost of 
licensing and lack of tourists who 
are willing to spend money here, we 
have been plagued by debts,” Twal 
said.

Artists in Madaba used 3.5 million 
mosaic pieces to produce The King’s 
Way, at 30 metres long and 6 metres 
wide, the largest mosaic portrait in 
the world. The work displayed the 
famous ancient caravan route from 
the southern port of Aqaba to Bosra 
Sham. The portrait is at Mount Ne-
bo’s new La Storia Museum, which 
is the largest one in the city.

In 2016, Madaba won the World 

Crafts City competition for mosaics 
organised by the World Crafts Coun-
cil, a non-profit non-governmental 
organisation that seeks to strength-
en the status of crafts as a vital part 
of cultural and economic life.

However, despite its unique at-
tractions, Madaba, the fifth most 
populous town in Jordan, is strug-
gling to survive.

“Winning the competition was 
great news for us and for the city 
and we really hoped that we will be 
able to present more of our mosaic 
work but slow tourism had a nega-
tive effect on the industry. That 
forced many artisans to close down 
and find something else to do,” said 

Anas Bani Hani, owner of a mosaic 
handicraft centre.

“There is no doubt that this sec-
tor is suffering and things are not 
the same anymore due to the politi-
cal situation in the region. I used to 
have 40 to 50 employees in 2010 but 
now I have half that number.”

The city once had 60 handicraft 
workshops but more than half have 
closed or stopped producing in the 
past few years, he said.

Bani Hani said he survived the 
crisis thanks to a strong financial 
situation but many others did not 
have that kind of support.

Yahya Ammar closed his mosaic 
shop after ten years in the business 
due to high costs and weak sales.

“I used to hire more hands to ac-
commodate the rush of tourists to 
the shop but lately I had to do the 
work myself after my employees 
quit because I could not afford pay-
ing their salaries,” he said.

While some tourists still head to 
Madaba, Ammar said they spend 
very little time in the shopping area.

“They come in buses for short vis-
its, led by greedy tourist guides who 
take around 30% in commission to 
bring them into your shop. In the 
past, we could afford that but now 
it is a different story,” Ammar said.

Khaled Hourani, who has placed 
his handicraft shop up for sale, 
called on the government to pro-
mote internal tourism to compen-
sate for the drop in the number of 
foreign visitors.

“There are few programmes for 
internal tourism that attract Jorda-
nians to certain touristic sites and 

we believe that due to the political 
situation around us Jordanians will 
focus more on visiting their country 
rather than travelling abroad but 
I fear it is not enough to have a re-
versible impact on our business,” 
said Hourani.

Mosaic portraits in Madaba vary 
in price from $15 to $15,000 depend-
ing on the size, complexity and so-
phistication of the work.

Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art 
and Restoration (MIMAR) trains Jor-
danians in the production and res-
toration of mosaics and offers the 
only diploma programme special-
ised in scientific methods of resto-
ration and conservation to prepare 
students to open their shops and 
work in the field.

Madaba resident Naheda Horani 
said she feels sad about the situa-
tion in the city.

“We used to sit on the porch of 
the house and watch buses filled 
with tourists passing by and even 
tourists walking in the streets but 
nowadays we rarely see any, which 
means things are not going well,” 
Horani said.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Jordan’s ‘City of Mosaics’ 
struggling to preserve its heritage
Roufan Nahhas

Tourists visit Mount Nebo in Madaba town in southern Jordan.                (Reuters)

Replica of an old mosaic set at the Shrine of the Beheading of John 
the Baptist Latin Church in Madaba.                    (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

Artists in Madaba 
produced The King’s 
Way, the largest 
mosaic portrait in 
the world.

Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art and Restoration (MIMAR).        (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)

Dubai:
Through April 13th

Grease the Musical follows the 
budding romance of Danny 
and Sandy with their rebel-
lious high school friends’ 
help. From the 1950s-inspired 
costumes and hairstyles to the 
rock ‘n’ roll songs, Grease the 
Musical brings the music of 
the hit movie to the stage. The 
musical will be performed at 
the Dubai World Trade Centre.

April:
9th-13th

The Culture Summit Abu 
Dhabi 2017 brings together 
leaders from the worlds of 
government, the arts and me-
dia to tackle the role culture 
can play in addressing some 
of the great challenges of our 
time. 

Doha:
Through May 21st

Picasso-Giacometti is an exhi-
bition that begins at the Fire 
Station Artist in Residence 
centre in Doha. The exhibi-
tion includes more than 80 
works from collections of the 
Musée National Picasso and 
the Foundation Giacometti in 
Paris, including The She Goat 
(1950) by Pablo Picasso and Al-
berto Giacometti’s Tall Woman 
(1960).

Beirut:
Through June 1st

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly 
market that hosts more than 
60 producers from across 
Lebanon with food prod-
ucts as well as traditional 
and handmade crafts. Souk 
El Tayeb is open 10am-4pm 
each Thursday at the Village 
Dbayeh.

Beirut:
Through December 28th

Events associated with Sur-
sock Museum Late Nights take 
place noon-9 pm each Thurs-
day at the Sursock Museum. 
The event includes exhibi-
tions, collection displays, 
late-night talks, performances 
and screenings.

Algeria:
During May

The 18th European Cultural 
Festival in Algeria brings to-
gether artists from more than 
a dozen countries to perform 
traditional rhythms, jazz and 
flamenco. It takes place in 
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constan-
tine.

Palestinian territories:
May 13th-18th

The tenth Palestine Festival of 
Literature — PalFest — takes 
place across historic Palestine. 
The annual travelling festival 
includes free public events, 
such as readings, workshops, 
music performances, debates, 
meetings with authors and art-
ists and visits to historic sites.

Dubai:
May 17th-20th

The ninth Dubai Tango Festival 
is scheduled for the Meydan 
Hotel and includes various 
tango workshops, milongas 
along with famous tango danc-
ers and singers.


