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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

Bahrain:
Through January 27

Festival City takes place at Bah-
rain Bay and includes a selec-
tion of activities and attractions 
suitable for various age groups. 
Among the events are live con-
certs, street exhibitions, games 
and entertainment.

Dubai:
January 26-27

The Quoz Arts Fest, at Alserkal 
Avenue, features a dance pro-
gramme performed and created 
by local artists, in addition to 
live art exhibitions, murals, 
workshops, film screenings, gal-
lery openings and live music.

Marrakech:
January 28

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

Dubai:
February 2

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

Amman:
February 7-May

As part of Friends of Jordan Fes-
tivals, Al Hussein Cultural Cen-
tre will host a Classical Concerts 
Cycle with acts from Japan, 
France, the Czech Republic and 
other countries.

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 pro-
motes 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 Documentaries 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 
traditional food.

Tripoli, Lebanon

A 

visit to the old city of 
Tripoli in northern Leba-
non — with its medieval 
caravanserais, hammams 
and crowded souks — is a 

sweet experience with a bitter taste.
While a visitor admires the carved 

wooden mashrabiya windows 
adorning the old stone buildings that 
overlook vaulted shops where tradi-
tional crafts are being performed in 
a lively and chaotic ambiance, the 
decaying state of the city’s heritage 
strikes a sad reality.

Tripoli’s old centre had the creden-
tials to figure on UNESCO’s World 
Heritage List but poor urban plan-
ning, government neglect and dilapi-
dation have prevented the city from 
qualifying, said architect Khaled 
Tadmori, a specialist in heritage 
restoration and urban conservation 
and a member of Tripoli’s Municipal 
Council.

“Old Tripoli is a living museum be-
cause it has been inhabited since it 
was built by the Mamluks in the 13th 
century. It hosts more than 185 his-
torical monuments and it is the only 
place in Lebanon where visitors can 

have a feel of the Orient,” Tadmori 
said.

Old buildings bordering the Abu 
Ali River were razed by the govern-
ment following flooding in the 1950s 
to enlarge the river’s bed, which was 
transformed into a concrete water-
way.

“The river used to sinuate be-
tween the buildings, reminiscent of 
Venice,” Tadmori said, pointing at 
an old black-and-white photo of the 
city. “Unfortunately, the govern-
ment built roads for cars to access 
the old city, removing many build-
ings along the way.”

“The civil war (1975-90) was a 
blessing in a way because other-
wise the plan was to remove the old 
souks and keep the main edifices 
that would have become islands sur-
rounded by modern structure with-
out the urban fabric of the old city, 
as it happened in Beirut’s old down-
town,” Tadmori added.

Sitting at the foot of the crusader’s 
Citadel of Saint Gilles, Tripoli’s old 
medina is a tight tangle of alleyways 
and dead ends designed to thwart a 
military invasion.

“Unlike other medieval Arab cit-
ies, old Tripoli did not have walls 
and ramparts but it was built as a for-
tified labyrinth,” Tadmori explained. 
“Invaders are easily lost in the maze 

of alleyways. They cannot enter in 
big numbers in the narrow passages; 
roofs are connected enabling dwell-
ers to flee and porches are low and 
cannot be accessed on horseback.”

The old souks, named after the 
crafts that were commonplace, 
branch out of the central Grand al-
Mansouri Mosque, which was the 
main gathering place in the city. The 
location of the souks was carefully 
chosen. The coppersmiths’ market 
was far from the mosque because of 
the noise, as was the tanners’ souk 
because of the smell. The mosque’s 
gates opened on al-attarine (perfume 
makers) souk, the golden souk and 
Khan al Saboun — the soap souk — 
which also served as a caravanserai.

Tripoli was famous throughout 
history for its soap-making, a craft 
that lives on with inherited recipes 
blended in the traditional way. Soaps 
of different colours, shapes and fra-
grances are smartly displayed in 
Khan al Saboun. However, the place 
was built in the 16th century and is 
in desperate need of restoration, like 
most heritage sites in the city.

“We have beautiful heritage in 
Tripoli that is falling into ruins. It 
needs preservation and a (func-
tional) government to save it. Unfor-
tunately, it is all fading away amid 
total government indifference,” said 
Jamal Najem, who owns a shop in 
Khan al Saboun.

A few sites have been renovated in 
the last few years, including Khan al 
Askar (soldiers’ caravanserai), Khan 
al-Khayateen (tailors’ market) and 
Hammam (Turkish bath) Izzedine, 
thanks to foreign funding.

Tripoli’s only functioning ham-
mam, Hammam al Abed, has served 
clientele for more than 500 years. 
It has the typical pierced domes of 
Mamluk and Ottoman era public 
baths. The interior, with its cush-

ions, central fountain, traditional fit-
tings and towels hanging on lines, is 
a living museum.

Abu Rashed said he has been 
working in the hammam for 40 
years. “I was a young man when I 
started here,” he said. “I must have 
scrubbed and washed more than  
5 million people since.”

The place is open daily for men. 
For $21, a customer gets the full treat 
of a modern spa, including sauna 
and massage in a traditional routine 
and surrounding. Women need to 
book an appointment at the ham-
mam in advance.

The Syrian conflict next door and 
the influx of refugees have kept for-
eign visitors from Tripoli but Brigitte 
Basset, a Swiss tourist, said she 
could not resist the attraction of the 
old city’s oriental features.

“What attracted most to the souks 
are the people and the lively and 
chaotic movement that we do not 
have at home. It is about the colours, 
the noise and the smells as well as 
the artisanal crafts, which we have 
lost in my country,” Basset said.

The old souks of Tripoli continue 
to play their traditional role, even 
though little has been done to pre-
serve and renovate their architecture 
or infrastructure.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Tripoli’s old souks in Lebanon 
offer bittersweet experience
Samar Kadi

Khan al-Saboun in the old city of Tripoli.                        (Samar Kadi) The gold souk in the old city of Tripoli.  (Samar Kadi)

Hammam al-Abed in the old city of Tripoli.                            (Samar Kadi)

An artisan carves soap at Khan al-Saboun in the old city of Tripoli. (Samar Kadi)

The old souks of Tripoli 
continue to play their 
traditional role, even 
though little has been 
done to preserve and 
renovate their 
architecture or 
infrastructure.
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