Action in Tel Aviv, atmosphere in Jerusalem…? – no more! 

The nation’s capital now has, not only fairy-tale like illuminated buildings and walls and an atmosphere that can only be found in ancient cities, twinkling with magic and history; it also has a vibrant nightlife that once centered primarily around excellent restaurants and quaint cafés, but now includes bars, discotheques and any kind of performance venue that a seasoned night-owl may crave. 

In keeping with the city’s by-now-classic demarcation into neighborhoods – each with its own special character, Holy-City-style nightlife is also characterized by region. Four major enclaves – each catering to a different mood – have seen, over the years, a steady crescendo into the current affluence of Dionysian and Bacchalian activities. 

The Train enclave is the city’s newest entertainment area. Located on and around the site of the city’s old train station, it centers on the Lab – the New Center for Performing Arts – located in a renovated warehouse. One is greeted at the door by scientists bearing test-tubes containing spirits of the imbibable type, and, upon entering, it is difficult to discern which of two focal-points is the central attraction – the bar or the ‘performance’ area. The train-yard in front hosts various events, such as the annual book-fair; and across from the parking lot are a number of bars and restaurants, some situated in re-designed pillboxes and other converted structures. From here, we may emerge into the trendy German Colony, with its up-market residential area, small Soho-like stores and the nearby Emek Refa’im St., with its trendy restaurants and cafés. Here, Jerusalemites come to enjoy a pre-party drink and snack. 

Many Israelis mark the establishment of Haoman 17 as the birth-date of Jerusalem nightlife. The first dance-club that Tel Aviv residents actually drove uphill for on a Friday night, it is internationally renowned, hosts the world’s leading DJs and is located in the city’s Talpiot Industrial Zone. Since the 1990s, it has been joined by a host of additional venues, such as Ha-Taasiya, Campus and the Yellow Submarine; and nowadays, on a weekend evening, finding parking in Talpiot as just as impossible by night as it is by day (actually, by day it is much easier). 

For the people-watchers amongst us, the Ben Yehudah Street pedestrian-mall and Zion Square used to be the places to be seen in. Nowadays, the area hosts an informal happening on Saturday night – populated by skateboarders and preachers… Not far away on either side, however, are the totally 'in' places in the Russian Compound – with its bars – and the alleys off Zion Square – loosely called the Nahlat Shiv’a area, where one may find small, cozy restaurants and more bars. During the British Mandate period, the area of the Feingold Courtyard was a favorite haunt for lonesome British soldiers, but for the past 30 years, it has been synonymous with excellent restaurants and bars. The courtyard connects Jaffa St. with the Hatulim (Cats) Square, scene of constant student demonstrations during the 1980s against “closing the city down on Friday nights”… Behind Nahlat Shiv’a – along the main streets – one may also find the multi-roomed Underground (popular with kibbutz volunteers), the legendary Mike’s Place, Syndrome with its live music entertainment, Zanzibar and the Q-Bar, which has a mixed gay/straight clientele. 

The Russian Compound is where the university crowd is mostly to be found, and most establishments here will see the light of dawn. Many of the city’s finer restaurants were to be found here, at the start of Jerusalem’s nocturnal renaissance. Most of these have since moved to other areas, and the municipality has taken great care to renovate most of the building facades and streets, to lend the area a more genteel atmosphere. Site of the Jerusalem local penitentiary, courthouses and bordering on the Municipality complex, by day – by night, bars such as Cavalier and Chakra rule, and the sound of excellent Jazz and contemporary Israeli fusion wafts through the Jerusalem night air, as the city’s more dedicated bon vivants nurse their beers and savor the music.
