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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

Beirut:
Through February 4

The 24th European Film Festival 
is taking place at Cinema Me-
tropolis Empire Sofil in Beirut. 
The festival is organised by the 
Delegation of the European Union 
and showcases movies from Eu-
ropean countries.

Muscat: 
Through 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.

Bahrain: 
Through March 7

The Bahrain Fine Arts Exhibition 
is an annual event that celebrates 
art in Bahrain. Every year, the art 
community gathers to present 
work through different media of 
expression. In its 44th edition, 
the exhibition is presenting a col-
lection of local and international 
artists residing in Bahrain.

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.

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, Leba-
non and Egypt are to perform at 
the festival.

Amman: 
February 7-May

As part of Friends of Jordan Fes-
tivals, Al Hussein Cultural Centre 
will host a Classical Concerts Cy-
cle 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 promotes 
music from all over the world 
and includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera and 
dance.

Tizi Ouzou: 
February 24-28

The National Amazigh Film 
Festival in Tizi Ouzou, Algeria, 
showcases full-length feature 
films, documentaries, 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.

Cairo

B 

ab al-Wazir — the Minis-
ter’s Gate — is among the 
few remaining gates of 
old Cairo and part of a gi-
gantic fence built by the 

Mamluks, who ruled Egypt for al-
most 300 years, to protect the city 
against invading armies.

Inaugurated in 1341 by Mamluk 
Minister Negm al-Din Muhammad, 
Bab al-Wazir has been restored 
dozens of times since then.

Behind the gate, clocks seem to 
have stopped ticking. The build-
ings are the same, even as they 
were refurbished several times, 
giving visitors an insight into life in 
old Cairo.

“This area will continue to bear 
witness to life in Cairo hundreds of 
years back,” said Mohamed Khalil, 
the head of the Downtown Cairo 
Section at the Ministry of Antiqui-
ties. “It defied time and the chang-
es that have affected every aspect 
of Egyptian life.”

The alleyways, the homes, the 
buildings and the names of places 
have remained the same since they 
were constructed.

Among the landmarks is Abu 
Heriba Mosque, which was built 
in 1480. Named after one of the 
sheikhs who looked after it and 
was buried under its dome in the 
1850s, the mosque is featured on 
the Egyptian 50-pound note.

It is one of Islamic Cairo’s archi-
tectural wonders. Its mausoleum 
and dome are on its right side and 
the building was designed in har-

mony with surrounding roads and 
alleyways. This explains why some 
parts of the mosque, including the 
ablution area and the library, are 
opposite the building.

The interior of the mihrab (a 
semi-circular niche in mosque wall 
that indicates the prayer direction) 
is adorned with colourful pieces of 
marble and verses from the Quran.

The minbar, the mosque pulpit 
where the imam delivers sermons, 
is made of wood and decorated 
with ivory.

“These are historical wonders 
in the form of buildings,” said Mo-
hamed Abdo, a history researcher 

who gives tours to visitors. “I have 
seen nobody who came to this area 
and was not infatuated with the 
amount of history, art and beauty 
it exhibits.”

Many visitors to Bab al-Wazir 
district, which is only half an hour 
drive from the Egyptian Museum 
in downtown Cairo and the Sala-
din Citadel in the southern part of 
the city, are Egyptian history and 
art students. The gate is in Cairo’s 
most crowded part near al-Azhar 
Mosque and the ancient Khan al-
Khalili bazaar.

“Nowhere in Egypt — and prob-
ably in the world — is there this 

over-concentration of (Islamic) his-
tory and art,” Abdo said.

The public fountain built in 1744 
and the nearby madrassa of Kat-
khuda are among the must-visit 
landmarks in the area. The two 
constructions are bright models of 
Ottoman and Mamluk architecture. 
Known to Egyptians as the “Sabil of 
Katkhuda,” the fountain was made 
to provide fresh water for passers-
by.

Built on two levels, the fountain’s 
facade is covered with grey and 
white stones protruded by pieces 
of marble, a Mamluk style that con-
tinued to be an architectural norm, 
even during the subsequent Otto-
man era.

Volunteers would go to the foun-
tain every hour, fill their leather 
bags with water and tour the dis-
trict to give free water to thirsty 
people passing by or workers in the 
shops.

Other landmarks of Bab al-Wazir 
district include the mosque of Amir 
al-Tinbugha al-Maridani. When it 
was built in 1340, the mosque had 
the first fully octagonal minaret in 
Cairo and an unusually large dome.

The Egyptian Ministry of Antiq-
uities recently announced the com-
pletion of a multimillion-dollar res-
toration process of some buildings 
in the district.

However, many buildings remain 
in need of restoration, having been 
neglected for decades. Khalil said 
their restoration would take place 
as soon as the necessary funds 
were secured.

Eman Mahmud, a 19-year-old 
art student, says she only comes in 
contact with Cairo’s Islamic history 
when she visits Bab al-Wazir.

“It is a real joy to visit this place 
and immerse in all this history,” 
Mahmud said. “It costs almost 
nothing to visit Bab al-Wazir but 
such a visit is always an eye-opener 
and enjoyable.”

Several cafes and arts centres 
that popped up in the district re-
cently offer space for Mahmud and 
other students to sit comfortably 
while making sketches of the old 
buildings.

With her classmates, Mahmud 
spends hours admiring the build-
ings and strolling in the alleyways. 
“Every visit is a memorable time 
and an opportunity to plunge into 
Islamic art,” she said.

Bab al-Wazir, an authentic testimony 
to Cairo’s unique Islamic heritage
Ahmed Megahid

Al-Razaz Home, one of the oldest 
homes in Bab al-Wazir district.

 (Ahmed Megahid)

The interior of the Mosque of 
Amir Altinbugha al-Maridani.

(Ahmed Megahid)

The interior of Taqy al-Din Bastami eatery that used to offer free food to the poor during the Mamluk era. 
(Ahmed Megahid)

The ancient hospital in Bab al-Wazir.                                                   (Ahmed Megahid)

The public fountain 
built in 1744 and the 
nearby madrassa of 
Katkhuda are among 
the must-visit 
landmarks in the area. 
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