Damascus

Many Damascenes feel their local identity most
keenly at this time of year, where centuries-old
traditions find their way back into modern life. It

M N ; \ u is no wonder, then, that the Ramadan Cannon,
% { ! { 5 ’ { 5 '»"‘ = o A situated in the heart of the city, still makes its
e shots heard at the end of every fasting day. The

man charged with ensuring the cannon lets out

its booming sound —without live ammunition
—on time takes his signal from the minarets that
dot the city's skyline, since they light up after
the call to prayer. Even if this means that the

‘ ‘ ‘ cannon is not a necessity of the holy month, itis
We delve into the rich and veried ‘ -,-r X still an integral part of the Ramadan experience
Ramadan cultures and traditions in Damascus, and no native of the Syrian capital
of three ancient Arab cities; = would ever hear of its end. In that respect, the
Damascus, Muscat and Tunis cannon is very much like the hakawati.

) 2 Hakawatis, or storytellers, were extremely
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w popular in the pre-television days, since they
were one of the few sources of entertainment,
and immensely absorbing ones at that. From
heroism to death, victory to redemption, tales
passed down by hakawatis from generation

‘ 1 to generation continue to the present day.
; "‘-, They are a unique characteristic of Ramadan
and, in the busy coffeehouses of the city, eager
listeners sit spellbound as the stories unfold.
‘The most popular stories, says Rashid al-Hallak,
a hakawati who speaks at the Nora Cafe near
the Umayyad mosque, ‘are about Abu Zayd al-
Hilali, the 10th century Arab leader, and Antarah
Ibn Shaddad, a pre-Islamic warrior and poet
who fell in love with his cousin, Abla. These are
stories that delve into human emotions, but
also allow my audience to use their imagination,
to understand the story through their own
he observance of a holy tradition can be found experiences. This is something that no plasma
infevery continent of the Earth, and ong of the TV could ever do!
4'mostSignificantcelebrations that help believers
T4 G 5 , § Jtranséendithe material happens during the month of
\ \ga@@ where Muslims the world over are united by
Wﬁ%@to many of them a religious obligation: fasting
, R f¥onTSunrise to sunset. Of course, the holy month holds
- “Midre than simply eluding food and drink for the set
¥ time. Those who practice must also hold back on harsh
words, offer wholehearted prayers, and provide a helping
hand to those in need. Ramadan is a time of gathering,
and breaking the fastis an important family tradition,
symbolising the deeply-rooted beliefs of hope and beauty
of the spirit. Such practices have helped create the magic
around the month, and a traveller looking to experience
the wonders of Ramadan firsthand would have to travel
to one of the Arab world's ancient cities. Here, we look
at the Ramadan culture and practices of three of these
outposts of Islam.
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