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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

Amman:
During June 

Starting on the third night of 
Ramadan, Amman celebrates 
traditional Arab culture with 
the Citadel Nights Festival. The 
city comes to life each night 
of Ramadan with concerts, 
recitals of classical Arab music, 
traditional dishes and authen-
tic souks.

Dubai:
Through July 27

Modernist Women of Egypt, 
an exhibit of work by Egyp-
tian female artists, takes place 
at the Green Art Gallery on 
Alserkal Avenue in Dubai. The 
works on display date from 
1950-70 and show the evolu-
tion of styles that shape the 
Egyptian identity of today and 
reflect the direct and emotion-
al effects of political unrest in 
Egypt and the rest of the world 
at the time.

Jounieh:
June 24-August 15

The Jounieh Summer Festival, 
set near Jounieh Bay north of 
Beirut, kicks off with spectacu-
lar fireworks on the beach. The 
festival includes performances 
from international artists such 
as Michael Bolton.

Marrakech:
July 1-31

The Marrakech Festival of 
Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan tradi-
tions, music, dance and 
costumes through the ages. 
There are concerts, exhibitions 
and Moroccan street troupe 
performances.

Beiteddine:
July 1-August 12

The Beiteddine Art Festival, 
in Lebanon’s Chouf Moun-
tains, includes a variety of 
performances from opera 
and concerts, to theatre and 
art exhibitions. The festival 
welcomes more than 50,000 
visitors as well as numer-
ous star performers. Majida 
el-Roumi, Pink Martini and 
Kadim al-Sahir are to perform 
at this year’s festival.

Zouk Mikael:
July 4-6

Set in a renovated Lebanese 
souk 14km north of Beirut, 
the Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features Arab 
and international artists.

Hammamet:
July 8-August 26

Hammamet, a Tunisian town 
on the northern edge of the 
Gulf of Hammamet, hosts the 
53rd Hammamet International 
Festival. Concerts and plays 
are scheduled for more than a 
month.

Tabarka:
July 21-29

The Tabarka Jazz Festival 
in Tunisia is returning with 
renowned international and 
local jazz artists such as Beth 
Hart, Roberto Fonseca, Stanley 
Jordan and Oum. Concerts take 
place at La Basilique of Tabar-
ka but guests also may attend 
free street performances.

Jerusalem

T 

he highlight of Ramadan 
is my annual visit to Je-
rusalem, to al-Haram al-
Sharif — the Noble Sanc-
tuary — which houses 

al-Aqsa mosque and the Dome of 
the Rock. Every holy month, visi-
tors from near and far make the 
journey to the sacred destination.

The first sight of the Dome of the 
Rock, its golden cupola shining as 
sunset nears, creates a sense of 
urgency, compelling onlookers to 
get as close to it as quickly as pos-
sible. After leaving the bus stop, 
visitors pass through Bab al-Amud, 
also known as the Damascus Gate. 
Completed in 1542 by Ottoman 
Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, 
it is the arched entrance through 
which visitors enter the Muslim 
quarter of Jerusalem’s Old City.

Upon entering the Old City, one 
is automatically transported to 
a magical place. Steeped in the 
charm of history and tradition, the 
quarter’s cobblestoned pathways 
lead to al-Haram al-Sharif and the 
holy sites within.

It is from this site that the Proph-
et Mohammad is said to have tak-
en his Night Journey known as 
Isra and Mi’raj, when he travelled 
on the steed Buraq to the farthest 
mosque (al-Aqsa). There, legend 
has it, he led other prophets in 
prayer and ascended to the heav-
ens where he spoke to God. It is Is-
lam’s third most important shrine, 
following Mecca and Medina.

Under the ancient arches are 
dark alleys that lead to other parts 
of the Old City. Faint light streams 
through them, creating shadows 
on the paths. Coloured lights, dec-
orations for Ramadan, stretch high 
over the cobblestone walkways.

It is the people, however, who 
are the life and soul of the Old City. 
The streets are lively as visitors 
and locals walk through the mar-
ket. The shops, which line each 
side of the pathway, are bustling. 
Shop owners try to lure those hur-
riedly passing by into their shops, 
which boast items ranging from 
clothing, including colourful head 
scarves and prayer clothing, to 
household items, toys, souvenirs 
and spices. Between the shops, the 
scent of delicious Palestinian food 
from restaurants and stalls fills the 
air.

As adhan — the sunset call to 
prayer — approaches and the hours 
of the day-long fast turn to min-
utes, the tension becomes tangible 
and hungry shoppers rush to make 
last-minute purchases of falafel, 
freshly squeezed juices and sweets 
covered in syrup, such as kanafeh 
or katayif.

Suddenly the busy marketplace 
is deserted. Upon reaching the end 
of the pathway, the market ends 
and the spiritual journey for Mus-
lims begins.

When one enters al-Haram al-
Sharif compound, one finds one-
self facing the Dome of the Rock. 
Situated on a raised platform, the 
shrine was built by the Umayyad 
Caliph Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan in 
the late seventh century. With its 
gold dome, blue tiles, arches and 
verses from the Quran written in 
Arabic calligraphy, it is breathtak-
ingly beautiful. Its beauty contin-
ues inside with more Quranic vers-
es written in calligraphy, marble 
pillars and more intricate Islamic 
designs.

Al-Aqsa mosque is in the south-

ern part of the sanctuary, separat-
ed by a series of arches and stairs. 
When the time arrived for adhan, 
worshippers took their seats on the 
cold, hard floor of al-Haram al-Sha-
rif. Preceded by the loud bang of a 
cannon, the call to prayer rang out.

As I sat to take my first bite, the 
oneness of the thousands of peo-
ple gathered there for the same 
purpose — to pray — struck me. 
How humbled I felt to be part of 
this. How humbled I felt to be in 
this place where the Prophet Mo-
hammad had once stood, a place 
where one can only feel awe.

The heat of the day was replaced 
by a cool breeze. Women remained 
at the Dome of the Rock to pray 
the taraweeh, a prayer reserved for 
Ramadan, and the men gathered 
a few feet away at al-Aqsa. During 
the nightly taraweeh, the Quran is 
read in its entirety over the course 
of the month. Standing shoulder 
to shoulder, women repeated the 
same prayers.

The prayers finish late in the 
night. As worshippers file out of 
al-Haram al-Sharif, they re-enter 
the market of the Old City. Stalls 
of sweets, toys, juices, corn on the 
cob and Palestinian souvenirs are 
abundant. The smell of the nargila 
(water pipe) fills the air.

Some stay within the walls to 
enjoy the rest of the evening and 
others sit on the stairs outside the 
walls of the ancient Old City.

A sense of contentment, power 
and love filled me as I left the holy 
site that brings so many together as 
one. Until next year. I will be back!

Noreen Sadik is a 
Palestinian-American journalist 
based in Israel.
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A Palestinian boy adjusts Ramadan lights in the Old City of 
Jerusalem.   (AFP)

Palestinian children pose 
with a Ramadan lantern 
in front of the Dome of the 
Rock at al-Aqsa Mosque 
compound.                       (AFP)

A Palestinian baker shows traditional date-filled cookies at a bakery in Jerusalem’s Old City.       (AFP)

With its gold dome, 
blue tiles, arches 
and verses from the 
Quran written in 
Arabic calligraphy, 
the Dome of the Rock 
is breathtakingly 
beautiful.


