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Saturdays in Music
A Professional Concert Series in Bethlehem

By Tom Suarez

Sixty-six years of Israeli occupation, 
displacement, and cultural-identity 
theft have failed to destroy Palestinian 
musical life. Israel, nonetheless, saddled 
Palestinian musicians with a web of 
obstacles against which they have 
relentlessly struggled. The traditional 
music of Palestine persevered under 
the oppression of occupied villages and 
the squalor of refugee camps, while 
more formal and large-scale musical 
endeavours were stifled.

Foundat ions for  a  nat ion-wide 
Palestinian musical institution were 
laid in 1993, with the establishment 
of  the Nat ional  Conservatory of 
Music in Ramallah, which has now 
blossomed into the Edward Said National 
Conservatory of Music (ESNCM) with 
branches in Ramallah, Bethlehem, 
Nablus, Jerusalem, and Gaza City – this 
last branch particularly important in 
defying Israel’s severing of the Gaza 
Strip from the rest of the planet. Their 
implicit statement of Palestinian national 
identity has been strengthened by the 
conservatory’s several Arabic music 
ensembles, and its orchestral projects, 
notably the Palestine Youth Orchestra, 
the ESNCM Orchestra, and the flagship 
Palestine National Orchestra.

But with this renaissance, Academic 
Director Michele Cantoni saw that the 
conservatory was turning out dedicated 
musicians into a Palestine that offered 
little hope of regular performance 
opportunity or employment, and a public 
unaccustomed to opportunities of regular 
concert-going. In response, he organised 
Palestine’s first professional, regular 
music series, Saturdays in Music, a 
series of diverse concerts taking place 
in Bethlehem through May 24. The 
project is funded by the John Paul II 
Foundation and supported by Bethlehem 
Municipality; care has been taken to 
avoid tainted sources such as USAID. 

Ultimately, the goal is to create a home-
grown, professional symphony orchestra 
in Bethlehem, and to bring the fruits of the 
project to other parts of Palestine.

The 2014 Saturdays in Music has 
already featured some of Palestine’s 
finest talents: the Palestinian clarinettist 
and composer Mohamed Najem, the 
winners of the “Nikolaus de la Flüe” 
Piano Competition, the Palestinian flutist 
and singer Nai Barghouti, and the vocal 
quartet of Jerusalem-born singer and 
theory teacher Maya Khaldi.

On April 5, Saturdays in Music will 
present a chamber music concert at 
Bethlehem’s Peace Center, featuring 
a piano trio (piano, violin, cello) by the 
Palestinian composer Donia Jarrar, a 
string quartet by this writer, and works 
for quartet by two twentieth-century 
American composers, Heitor Villa-Lobos 
(Brazil) and Charles Ives (United States). 
Donia Jarrar is first- prize-winner of the 
Marcel Khalife Composition Prize of the 
Palestine National Music Competition. 
Ms. Jarrar taught theory and piano at 
the Said Conservatory, and worked 
with Palestinian youth from refugee 
camps and various villages across 
the West Bank under the auspices of 
the Ramallah-based organisation Al-
Kamandjati. She is currently pursuing a 
doctoral degree in composition from the 
University of Michigan.

The ESNCM String Quartet wil l 
perform the premiere of this writer’s 
work Peregrinations, completed in 
Bethlehem last December and soon 
to be published by Fountayne Editions 
(London). The title refers to the general 
concept of displacement and longing, 
and while the piece is not programmatic 
it is doubtfully coincidence that I began 
sketches of it at the same time I was 
transcribing Palestinian music for string 
trio for performances in West Bank 

refugee camps. The other two members 
of the trio, both members of the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra, were later 
suspended by the LPO without pay 
for seven months for signing a letter 
advocating the boycott of the Israel 
Philharmonic.

I conceived Peregrinations as a 
wandering through distant realms, 
accompanied only by memories, 
introspection of that left behind. This 
keepsake of home, represented by the 
quartet’s core motif, is ever-present, 
as if memory were the “æther” that 
binds together the universe, or an 
amulet that protects from the pain of 
displacement. It resurfaces throughout 
the piece, ever-changing. That the piece 
begins with a solo viola playing this 
motif has proven unexpectedly poetic 
because the quartet’s violist, Mathilde 

Vittu, will be playing it on a superb viola 
made by the Palestinian luthier Aaref 
Sayed. Sayed studied in Cremona 
(Italy) and Markneukirchen (Germany), 
and now has a workshop at the National 
Conservatory’s Beit Sahour branch.

Musicians from abroad, such as this 
writer, are forever subject to the whims 
of Israeli control of Palestine’s “borders,” 
so Palestinians’ collaboration with their 
foreign colleagues is never predictable.

(Last fall, two chamber music performances 
in which I was involved were cancelled due 
to Israeli interference.) More seriously, 
Israel blocks Palestinians themselves from 
large areas that lie on the Palestinian side 
of the Green Line, notably the important 
musical venues in Palestinian Jerusalem, 
despite seven UN Resolutions (1968–1980) 
demanding that Israel cease its aggression 
there. Thus Saturdays in Music is not only 
an ambitious music project, a watershed 
event for Palestine’s cultural life, but also 
an act of resistance, Palestinians defying 
Israel’s myriad mechanisms to thwart 
achievement and normal civilian life.

A full schedule of past and coming concerts 
is available at bethlehem-music.org or 
saturdaysinmusic.com, as well as, of course, 
in TWIP’s events listings. For those unable 
to attend, the concerts are being carried live 
by Radio Mawwal, 101.7 FM (mawwal.ps).

Thomas Suarez, a violin teacher at the 
Said Conservatory’s Jerusalem branch, 
is a product of New York’s Juilliard 
School of Music and has been an active 
musician for more than forty years. He is 
author of the photo narrative Palestine 
Sixty Years Later and two now-standard 
works on the history of cartography. In 
addition to teaching and performing, he 
is currently finishing a book about Zionist 
terrorism during the British Mandate and 
its transition to the Israeli state, to be 
published later this year by Just World 
Books.
Adel Jubran playing the cello. Photo courtesy of Radio Mawwal, 
media sponsor of Saturdays in Music.

Nai Barghouti performing. Photo courtesy of Radio Mawwal, 
media sponsor of Saturdays in Music.


