[image: image1.png]






Thursday 27 September 2007

There is something magical, elemental, about sleeping under the stars, and it’s something I’m determined to do again before I die, preferably in the desert. World Routes on Saturday (Radio Three) gave us tantalising insights into the extraordinary experience of being in a desert landscape, scoured only by wind and sand. Moshe Morad took us to Jordan, 85 per cent of which is desert, to discover the strange, haunting sound of Bedouin music.

Morad joined a group of musicians as they travelled deep into Wadi Rum to conjure up a hafla, an evening of singing and dancing and music-making. The tents were pitched, fires lit, coffee put on to boil, and then the music began, strings rattling and wailing, as if conjuring up a desert storm. After a while a single voice joined in, followed by another, and then another, each singer following one from another in a set order and to a set rhythm. It’s a form of storytelling, said Morad, which mimics the swaying rhythm of a caravan of camels.

Every so often, though, the pulsating, hypnotic music was brutally interrupted by an electronic burble as yet another mobile phone went off. There are still Bedouin living as semi-nomads, but many of them now go away to college. They usually return, still in awe of the desert, but with the accoutrements of the West. Lawrence (of Arabia) now would find himself among an army of 4x4s and a battery of electronic gadgetry. Not a camel in sight.

In other respects the Bedouin people are holding fast to their ancient way of life. If it had not been for Morad (and Radio Three) I would never have been able to hear the sound of Bedouin music. Women play no part in such creative work. They are not allowed to sit with the men, or to join in with the hafla. At least it forces the men to make their own coffee.

