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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

Doha:
Through April 25

Souq Waqif Spring Festival brings 
together street performers, pup-
pet and musical shows, along 
with African circus performers, 
magicians and a range of slightly 
surreal one-off events, including 
a human cannonball and bungee 
jumping.

Muscat:
January 18-February 10

The annual Muscat Festival takes 
place in Amerat Park and Naseem 
Gardens. The programme in-
cludes poetry sessions, lectures, 
forums, concerts, storytelling 
evenings, plays, art exhibitions 
and other shows.

Dubai:
January 26-27

The Quoz Arts Fest, at Alserkal 
Avenue, features a performance-
based dance programme per-
formed and created by local 
artists, in addition to live art 
exhibitions, murals, workshops, 
film screenings, gallery openings 
and live music.

Marrakech:
January 28

More than 8,000 runners are 
expected for the 29th Marrakech 
International Marathon. Interna-
tionally renowned sports figures 
are scheduled to be present and 
tourist activities and street shows 
will take place.

Dubai:
February 2

The second Wasla alternative 
Arabic music festival will include 
a wide variety of genres such as 
rock, folk, jazz and electronica. 
Bands from Algeria, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Egypt are to perform at 
the festival.

Beirut:
February 13-March 21

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing Arts 
is a musical celebration in Beirut. 
With an emphasis on chamber 
music, the festival promotes 
music from all over the world 
and includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera and 
dance.

Tizi Ouzou:
February 24-28

Taking place in Tizi Ouzou,  
Algeria, the National Amazigh 
Film Festival showcases full-
length feature films, documen-
taries, shorts and animation that 
celebrate the Amazigh culture.

Luxor:
March 16-22

The Luxor African Film Festival is 
an annual event in Luxor, Egypt. 
In its seventh year, the festival 
will screen long and short films 
produced in African countries in 
Long Narratives, Long Documen-
taries and Short Films categories.

Zammour, Tunisia: 
March 17-20

The second Zammour Fest takes 
place in a Berber village in the 
Tunisian Sahara. Over four days 
and three nights, visitors camp in 
Bedouin tents, trek or bike in the 
village, visit mountains, attend 
folklore parties and enjoy tradi-
tional food.

Matmata

A 

long, dusty road unfolds 
before travellers’ eyes 
as they make their way 
through the desert and 
into Matmata, an old 

Berber village in southern Tunisia. 
Best known for its underground 
houses carved into the stone, Mat-
mata’s unique architectural struc-
ture and treasured Berber heritage 
make it a popular tourist spot.

“Like many other villages and 
towns across Tunisia, Matmata has 
witnessed the succession of many 
civilisations which enriched its cul-
tural heritage,” said Abderrahman 
Lachheb, president of the Asso-
ciation for the Safeguarding of Old 
Matmata.

“It has preserved the Amazigh 
language, which makes it unique 
among other towns but its history 
remains unclear.”

He added: “The town has a pano-
ramic view of its surroundings as it 
is 450 metres above the sea level. 
Located between the eastern coast 
of Tunisia and the desert, the town 
is a connecting point for the sur-
rounding towns, which are Gabes, 
Kebili, Medenine and Tataouine, all 

major towns of southern Tunisia.”
Matmata is famous for its unu-

sual housing structure, known as 
“troglodyte.” Carved in the form 
of a pit, houses in Matmata are dug 
up in the perimeter to form caves, 
which are used as rooms and homes 
connected through passageways. 
About 1,200 of the homes have 
been preserved and some are still 
used by locals. Others have been 
converted into hotels and guest-
houses.

“Half a century ago, visitors to 
the town of Matmata would not 
see anything on the ground. Eve-
rything was built underground and 
families would gather in the pits or 
the yards of their homes. All these 
newly built houses came recently,” 
Lachheb said.

Historians said the houses were 
structured to help the old town’s 
mostly Berber inhabitants cope 
with hot weather because the cave-
like dwellings moderated tempera-
tures and shielded off the sun. The 
homes could have doubled as for-
tresses during attacks from neigh-
bouring tribes, some noted. Dur-
ing the era of French colonisation, 
houses in Matmata were used to 
hide resistance fighters.

“The Berber tribes often resorted 
to the hills to use it as fortresses and 
shields against enemies,” Lachheb 
said. “They used the mountains as 
homes and there are 17 fortresses 
preserved in the mountains. When 
they left the mountains, they built 
these houses carved in the ground.”

He added: “They dug pits of 10 
metres and expanded the perim-
eter from 15 to 20 metres then they 
built the exit and they carved the 
rooms in the perimeter of the pit 

with rooms for family members as 
the father was the head of the fam-
ily. Everything happens under the 
ground even the olive oil mill was 
dug into the ground.”

One of the few remaining Ber-
ber villages in Tunisia, Matmata is 
thought to be named after a tribe 
that sought refuge in the moun-
tains during the Islamic conquest.

“The town used to be called 
Athwab in Amazigh, which means 
‘the land of happiness and well-
being’,” said Lachheb. “All religious 
components used to live together, 
which (is shown through) the dif-
ferent religious monuments that 
the town has, such as the Quranic 
school, Jewish temples and other 
monuments that were preserved 
through the years.”

Thanks to its unique architecture 
and scenery, Matmata is featured 
in several popular films, including 
two “Star Wars” episodes. It is the 
site of the annual Athwab Festival 
of Cinema, which was started by 
locals to celebrate the town’s con-
tribution to film-making.

In Matmata, “Star Wars” fans can 
even spend a night in the home of 
Luke Skywalker. The cave-home 
featured in the movie was turned 
into the Hotel Sidi Driss, a popular 
stopping point.

In addition to film sites, Matmata 
hosts important historical and reli-
gious monuments and is known for 
its distinctive olive oil, which is a 
staple of the local economy.

Among its key sites is Sidi Mous-
sa El Jemni, a shrine that contains 
“highly precious and rare manu-
scripts,” Lachheb said.

Much like its underground  
houses, Matmata’s beauty and 
serenity unravel before visitors. 
Whether visiting traditional hous-
es, exploring the town’s Berber her-
itage or enjoying the breathtaking 
scenery, Matmata is one of south-
ern Tunisia’s most treasured spots.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Matmata’s unique 
architectural gem 
in southern Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

A Matmata sign at the entrance of 
the village in southern Tunisia.

 (Wikimedia Commons)

A troglodyte house in Matmata.                                     (Wikimedia Commons)

A traditional cave-like dwelling in Matmata.                                                                                 (Wikimedia Commons)

One of the few 
remaining Berber 
villages in Tunisia, 
Matmata is famous 
for its unusual 
housing structure, 
known as 
“troglodyte.”
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