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<festival ambi>

For two weeks every summer, the National Mall is packed with tents and stages for the Smithsonian Folklife Festival.  But this is the first year that the cultural presentations have featured an Arab nation - the Sultanate of Oman.  

Richard Kennedy is the Deputy Director of the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and curator of the Oman program.   He took refuge from the heat in an air conditioned trailer to talk about what the festival has to offer.  

<This is an opportunity to broaden images of Arabs. Not just broaden, but show Arabs as they are> [Duration:0'07"]
The broader imaged is based in the way the festival is set up.   Each Omani tent presents a different part of daily life - their food, their handicrafts, their music and dance.  And the people demonstrating everything are from Oman, so when visitors ask questions, they know that the answers come directly from the source.  

And nothing is out of reach - people can touch the cloth being woven, taste the food being cooked, and dance along with the music.   

<fade in music - al Mitharia Ensemble>

One of the presenters is Mubak Al Dawodi, from Qurat, Oman.  He is with the Al Mitharia, or "ideal group", which plays music from the coastal regions - the music of sailors and of fishermen.   For him, it was important that visitors get a real view of the people of Oman.

<you won't see this on tv. The tv will not give you this. The officials or the ambassadors or anybody cannot give you the real picture of the people. We are not here representing the government or representing any authority, we are representing the people of Oman. 0:18> [Duration:0'18"]
A short distance from the music stage, but not out of earshot, are the craft tents.  In the embroidery and adornment pavilion, Muna Richie sits among piles of intricate needlework, explaining the traditions of embroidery in Omani clothing.  She hoped that visitors would learn a larger lesson about Oman from the festival.  

< I think I'd like people to take away with a sense of the hospitality for which the Omanis are recognized for within the gulf itself> [Duration:0'07"]
<Alba ambi - interaction with silversmiths>

Alba Mercado is an intern with the Center for Folklife, working with the Forest Service exhibits.  But this was her time off, and she came to visit the Omani tents.

 < apparently I've made friends with some of the metal workers and, very nice people, I like to mingle with them.  So usually I come in and drink some coffee, we take some pictures, put on some of the dress, and eat some dates.> [Duration:0'12"]
Alba speaks no Arabic, and the Omani silversmiths speak little English, but they still manage to sit and drink a cup of coffee together. 

<I think it's different when you're actually spending the day with the people and sorta living the everyday lifestyle that they have.  that's different from reading it, reading about it in a book or you know watching national geographics or something like that (laugh)> [Duration:0'15"]
<music up>

The festival tries to be a unique experience - different than what visitors could get anywhere else - on TV, in books, or in the news. 

Richard Kennedy particularly hopes that the the broader image that the festival presents will help dispel some of the negative images of the Arab world.

<I think everyone realizes that the images of of Arabs in this country now and what is on tv and what is news is very two dimensional, it is it is crisis and tragedy. And if anything I would say in the last three years we've taken many steps back in understanding a full fleshed out view of Arab people and Arab nations> [Duration:0'23"]
But seeing the festival and watching how Americans and Omani's interact gives Kennedy hope for the future.  

<music up in the middle of the quote>

<If you just take a look out there and you see Americans up dancing with Omanis…I mean you just can't beat that (laughs) you just can't beat it>[Duration:0'09"]
The festival is a place where culture is put on display, but it isn't just about watching, it's about doing.  And it's not just about listening, it's about dancing.

 For NPR's intern edition, I'm Claire Blaustein.

