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Letter from the editors 
At the end of every year, we sit 

together with our team to discuss 

and set the themes that the 

quarterly issues of Sekka Magazine 

will tackle in the  following year. 

Last year, our discussion was unlike 

any other we had had before, not 

only because we were conducting 

our big annual meeting virtually, 

but because 2020 had been an 

exceptional year, and we knew that 

2021 would be too. As we 

collectively reflected on current 

events and the discussions the 

people (especially the youth) of the 

Arab Gulf States and wider Arab 

world have engaged in, as we 

normally do, one theme 

continuously surfaced and 

resurfaced during our 

conversations: love.

Al hub. Ishq. Piyar. L’Amour. Love. 

There are hundreds of languages 

and even more expressions to 

verbally communicate love to our 

partners, family members, friends, 

fellow humans and pets, but at the 

end of the day, it is a universal 

emotion that any of us can 

understand without words, and it is 

one that has been an essential 

feature of the COVID-19 crisis. 

We all personally know or have 

heard of individuals who have put 

themselves in self-quarantine since 

the onset of the crisis, depriving 

themselves from the physical 

company of their friends, 

attending social or other personally 

important events, or accepting 

opportunities in order to protect 

The Storyteller In Chief of Sekka Manar Alhinai. Illustration: Hatty Pedder. 
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more vulnerable loved ones at 

home. You may have even been 

that person yourself. Here at 

Sekka, all of our team members 

(ourselves included) have at times 

spent months in a row at home in 

order to keep their loved ones as 

safe as possible. And when they 

have ventured out into the outside 

world, they have primarily done so 

on behalf of their more at risk 

loved ones, and have put their own 

lives to conduct their tasks.

Whether we have realized it or 

not, for more than a year now, our 

lives have been increasingly 

dictated by love, whether it’s 

through our mobility, immobility, 

action, or inaction . Thus, through 

this issue, we are honoring love, 

the emotion that has kept us going 

through these challenging times 

just like it has during wars, natural 

disasters and difficult conditions 

prior.   

All of the stories that have been 

carefully curated for the issue, from 

our feature story that explore the 

different worlds of love in the Arab 

region, to our profile interview 

with H.H. Sayyida Meyyan Shihab 

Al Said from Oman on her first 

solo digital gallery in our sister 

venture, the Khaleeji Art Museum, 

explore the theme of love in their 

own unique way. We present them 

to you, for the first time in Sekka’s 

history, in a downloadable digital 

issue format, allowing you to read 

the issue anywhere, at any time.

We hope that you enjoy this issue. 

As always, we look forward to your 

suggestions and feedback on how 

we could further improve your 

experience with us at Sekka. 

Much love, 

Manar and Sharifah Alhinai

The Managing Storyteller of Sekka Sharifah Alhinai. Illustration: Hatty Pedder.
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"Al Anzaroot 
Family," a series by 
conceptual Kuwaiti 
photographer Hajer 

Al Mutairi. For 
more art by Arab 

artists, turn to 
page 29







Witchcraft:
 The promise of love and 

marriage online
Love related solutions are the 

most prominent services 
offered by “spiritual sheikhs” 

writes Aisha Alqahtani.

This woman’s story is not new. Across time, 

many people have resorted to witchcraft and 

sorcery when they felt that there was no other 

solution to their problems. People have 

practiced sorcery for thousands of years, and 

some countries like Morocco, Indonesia, 

Tanzania, India, Egypt and South America, 

amongst others, have a reputation for it. 

People have resorted to witchcraft and sorcery 

in various matters related to health, revenge, 

finding employment, financial abundance, 

undoing hexes and nullifying the effect of envy. 

But matters of the heart and love are perhaps 

the most popular “solutions” offered 

by  “spiritual sheikhs.”

Not so long ago, to seek the help of  "spiritual 

sheikhs" one had to visit them in their 

respective homes, which the media and movies 

have always depicted as isolated, dark and 

frightening places. But the situation today is 

very different, as people do not even have to 

leave their own homes to resort to them. In 

fact, nowadays they are the ones who resort to 

us and market their services as any business 

would on social media.

a woman who resorted to witchcraft to marry 

the man of her dreams when I was younger. 

The woman said that she fell in love with a 

married man, and wanted him to divorce his 

wife and marry her. Since she did not know 

him personally and she knew of no way to get 

acquainted with him, she resorted to a self-

described "sheikh rouhani" (a “spiritual 

sheikh”) who promised to get her this man 

even if he was in love with his wife and had 

children with her. Eventually; the woman 

married the man and had children with him, 

but soon she began to feel that her husband 

was with her against his will and did not really 

love her. 

You must be wondering what the point of the 

interview was. The woman was desperate to 

get her husband to reciprocate her feelings for 

him out of his own volition. The presenter was 

surprised and the listeners were amazed at her 

story and of her feeling that she was the victim 

in this case. How could she have believed that 

she was the victim of her story, after she was 

the one that had broken her husband's house, 

they wondered?

I
still vividly remember the night I listened to 

an interview  on an Arab channel with a 
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Two years ago, my colleague told me about 

the numerous requests she receives on 

Instagram from “spiritual sheikhs” who 

advertise their services on social media, 

which range from manifesting a lover, to 

reuniting an ex-husband with his ex-

wife.  My colleague, who was not married 

at the time, used to joke that perhaps these 

“spiritual sheikhs” had somehow known 

she was single and therefore wanted to reel 

her in as a customer because of her status. I 

used to think my colleague was 

exaggerating when she told me that she 

received almost daily requests on social 

media from “spiritual sheikhs,” but it soon 

happened to me too. From Umm so-and-

so to Abo such-and-such, "spiritual 

sheikhs" - who usually do not use their real 

names - offer their services through 

professionally designed pages that include 

a link to their website, which provides 

more information, and an electronic and 

confidential payment method.

Umm Flan (a pseudonym) provides her 

services through her website, which is 

designed in a sleek and professional 

manner that enables customers to 

communicate with her directly through 

WhatsApp or through FaceTime. Umm 

Flan describes herself as a "spiritual 

sheikha" who specializes in the luminous 

sciences and practices a science that 

“conforms with Islamic law”(as she says). 

Among the services and spiritual remedies, 

she provides are "bringing a lover within an 

hour with proof,"undoing hexes and 

discipling a spouse.

Umm Flan is so confident of her ability 

that she asks customers to pay her only 

after getting the guaranteed result. Service 

prices range from hundreds to thousands 

of dollars depending on the problem and 

the experience of the “spiritual sheikh.”

As for the “spiritual sheikh” Abu Fulan (a 

pseudonym), he is active on Twitter and 

has thousands of followers. The sheikh is 

proud of his ability to undo all kinds of 

magic and envy, to facilitate the marriage 

of spinsters and to solve all problems that 

disrupt marriages, and he provides his 

services through Whatsapp and Imo, and 

he shares with his followers on Twitter the 

success stories of his customers.

We may understand why people in ancient 

times resorted to witchcraft and sorcery, 

when ignorance was more rampant, but 

why do they resort to it now when there 

are many solutions and opportunities for 

various issues, such as treatments from 

diseases? And why do people still resort to 

magic and sorcery in matters of love? 

In poor countries like Haiti, the causes 

may be money-related. Some people resort 

to sorcery for treatment of diseases because 

it is comparatively cheaper to modern 

medical treatment, especially with regards 

to mental and mysterious diseases. 
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When it comes to love, popular culture 

may be a major reason for this. A field 

study related to witchcraft and sorcery 

conducted in Sharjah, United Arab 

Emirates in 2014 by the Family 

Development Center of the Supreme 

Council for Family Affairs revealed that 

92.7 per cent of the research sample did 

not mind resorting to witchcraft and 

sorcery as a means of treating incurable 

diseases. A number of people from the 

study sample admitted resorting to 

witchcraft to find love, attract a marriage 

and resolve marital issues. Regarding the 

reasons that lead people to resort to magic 

for a solution in the first place, the 

influence of popular culture came in at 84 

per cent. Cultural beliefs, such as that 

witchcraft could help resolves issues, is 

popular in some Arab cultures, and 

amongst certain communities within them.

As for people who resort to “spiritual 

sheikhs” to attract a specific person or 

separate them from their spouses, Dr. 

Justin Thomas, professor of psychology at 

Zayed University in Abu Dhabi, suggests 

the reasons behind this to be the "disease 

of love," and reaching a stage of love that 

may lead to psychological disorders that 

could cause others harm. He adds that in 

some cases, love may exceed the healthy 

limits and turn into an obsession, and Dr. 

Justin adds that resorting to harming 

people through this method may provide a 

way for the perpetrators to salvation if 

the matter of their indictment reaches the 

judges, as they may try to blame their 

psychological state on their bad actions.

In an interview with the Emirati 

newspaper Al-Bayan, Dr. Abdullatif Al-

Azazi, a family and educational expert, 

attributed the reasons behind people 

resorting to “spiritual sheikhs” to people’s 

desperation and to their rush to get quick 

results.

It seems that despair, love and quick results 

are the main reasons why people turn to 

“spiritual leaders.” For example, how would 

the life of the woman whom I spoke about 

at the beginning of the article would have 

changed if she had met another person and 

lived with him a true love story in which 

the two parties exchanged sincere feelings 

without manipulation or juggling? This 

matter leads us to wonder if people would 

have gotten everything they had wished if 

they had not. If they were a little more 

patient or if they believed that there was 

enough out there for everyone in the world 

to enjoy, and that life was not limited to a 

specific person or thing, perhaps their lives 

would not have taken such a turn.
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Amal Al Sahlawi: The poet who 
writes us

You may have come across her writings while you were browsing through social 

media, or a f riend may have shared an extract of one of her poems with you. 

Amal Al Sahlawi is an Emirati poet and writer whose Arabic writings and poems 

touch something in the soul of every reader. Sometimes I could almost  swear 

that I was the subject of her poems, or that she had felt a feeling inside of me 

and put it on paper. Often, the young poet translates, with the beauty of her 

words, the emotions and feelings many of us cannot easily express. So, it was not 

surprising that when she published her collection of Arabic poetry, Kan Alaya An 

Oajilak (I Had to Postpone You) at the Sharjah International Book Fair in late 

2020, that her book was immediately popular with young readers in particular.

Amal’s writing career was not something she had planned. She began writing 

poetry at the age of 16 as a way of expressing herself, but she never meant to 

continue down the writing path. Growing up, Amal had always loved poetry and 

even began reading it at a very early age, but it was only ten years ago when she 

took writing more seriously and began to see it as a journey to discover herself 

 

Sekka's Storyteller In Chief Manar Alhinai speaks to the 
Emirati author about her latest book, and the role of female 
Arab poets today.

Features 
 

Emirati poet and author Amal Al Sahlawi. Image: courtesy.
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more, and describes how beautifully it got out of her control. I speak with 

the young poet and writer about her love for poetry, her writing routine and 

her recent book. Amal also reveals what love means to her, and discusses the 

responsibility that rests on the shoulders of female Arab poets, such as 

herself, today.

Why poetry?

 

Amal Al Sahlawi: Because it is the way to be, because it is a true and 

sincere way of expression. I cannot not write. I write all the time, and when 

I am not writing poetry I read poetry. Poetry is the music of life, its 

rhythm, its drums, its lament, its celebration ... How can a person live 

without poetry?

 

What inspires you to write?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I can get inspired by a word someone says unconsciously, 

or f rom a long walk that revitalizes me or gives me the ability to observe 

life. I can get inspired  f rom a song, movie or story. Often, I get inspired 

because I live inside my mind most of the time, where a loud world exists.

What is your writing routine like?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I set aside three to four hours a day for writing and 

reading. This is sometimes cut short due to my commitments, and when 

that happens, I make up for it at the end of the week. But, generally, I am 

committed to the hours and divide them over the day. The longest period I 

write in is at dawn, that ’s when I can best enjoy the calm I need. However, I 

am used to writing in worse and more busy conditions. No matter how loud 

the noise around me is, I can forget everything and write.

Which of your poems is the closest to your heart?

Amal Al Sahlawi: Each poem embodies a certain feeling that is still present 

in it when I reread it. I don’t know if I have a favorite poem of mine. My 

poems are my secrets; all of them are incredibly urgent and important.
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Tell us about your book, I Had to Postpone You? How and when did you 

start working on it, and what is it about?

Amal Al Sahlawi: This book has been a long postponed project of mine, 

and although I worked on it for years, its production in the current form 

took place over a short period of time thanks to the cooperation of 

Rawashen Publishing. I think it is a book that glorifies the individual, their 

anxieties, thoughts and the feeling of being lost that envelopes the modern 

person. Perhaps it would be appropriate for many people to read, regardless 

of their cultural backgrounds and occupations. After all, we all need a book 

on our nightstand to postpone reading, right?

Tell us a little bit about the title of the book.

Amal Al Sahlawi: The title was taken f rom a poem that begins with the 

same sentence, and that seemed appropriate because it was a work that I 

had postponed for a long time.

Some of your poems, including the poem that begins with "I had to 

postpone you," center on love that does not flourish because of one's 

preoccupations. Tell us about that more. What is the story behind these 

poems?

Amal Al Sahlawi: The poem may be perceived as a call for postponement, 

or a call for a person to be courageous and express their love in this fast-

paced world, in which we do not have the time to express our feelings or 

even explore them. But the issue is greater than that. It is a metaphor for 

the act of human postponement that is practiced by individuals in all areas 

of life in order to achieve the goals or forms of success that are considered 

acceptable by society. And  the price of doing that is abandoning all the 

small things that mean the most to them.

I noticed that your poems, both inside and outside your book, are 

titleless. Is there a reason for this?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I really wanted this to be an opportunity for my readers 

to share their own titles with me, and the interaction was great and I 

published some of their suggested titles. I believe that different readings of 

each poem will produce different titles for every reader, and I consider that 

to be a work of art in and of itself.
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A number of your poems revolve around comforting strangers / others, 

and getting to know them more. What was the inspiration behind them?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I am curious when I walk; I like to watch life as it 

happens to others, and I find great consolation in that. The strangers that 

we do not know are us in other situations, strangers are the other, and they 

are the other side, and they are the horizon to which we extend our hands 

to to escape, or share our stories or to achieve any kind of human 

intersection.                    

At the end of your book, you say that you present contemporary feminist, 

philosophical and existential issues through your poetry, and that you try 

to touch upon the concerns of contemporary person and tell their story. 

Tell us about that more. What are some of the concerns of modern 

person, and why is it necessary for us to tell their story?

Amal Al Sahlawi: What is the use of writing if one does not address the 

concerns of their time? We live in a fast-paced world, and things may seem 

fine on the outside, but the insides of us are being eroded by various factors, 

the most important of which is the acceleration of the pace of everything in 

such a way that a person cannot stop a little and take a deep breath to 

analyze their motives or feelings ... I want to write about the little things 

that concern all of us, the fears that no one talks about, about being a 

woman and being a person who leans on their isolation in a world that is 

geared towards communication; a world that glorifies positivity no matter 

how much pressure it places on us. I need to talk about anxiety, sadness and 

the ups and downs of the journey. We need to express our human 

weaknesses even if it is just on paper. 
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Since the theme of Sekka’s issue is love, what is love to you?

Amal Al Sahlawi: Love, in its broadest sense, is finding acceptance in the 

other, which creates the feeling of reassurance, which is the ultimate hope 

of every human being. Love is what a person works toward, changes 

themselves for, strives for and fights for.

 

 In your opinion, are there challenges that Arab women face when writing 

poetry about love, that their male counterparts do not face?

Amal Al Sahlawi: Love poems are not a pressing genre of poetry for me to 

write in. However, I think that our society has overcome these challenges. 

Many wonderful female poets I know write about love in a beautiful and 

captivating way, but I find it to be a very expendable genre.

 

 

 Why is it important to have more female Arab poets, especially today?

Amal Al Sahlawi: Arab women's identity is subject to specific challenges 

that are ignored or neglected due to the multitude of other pressing issues. 

An Arab woman must write constantly in order to pave the path for others, 

because when she paves a path she not only allows for her own self-

expression, but she encourages many other women to have the courage to 

hold the pen and move the world with their words. Nothing is more 

powerful than the written word. The Arab woman needs the written word, 

and the written word needs her voice.

What do you think are the topics that are of most interest to your readers?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I like to write about what occupies my mind, and I do 

not usually focus on topics that would interest a reader in order to preserve 

the sincerity of my writings. But I have observed a recurring pattern, which 

is readers’ attraction to love poems, or poems that depict sadness and 

anxiety. 
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Have social media platforms affected readers’ taste and consumption, in 

your opinion?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I think that social media platforms are  fire and ash at 

the same time. On the one hand, social media platforms have awakened a 

poetic sense in many. But, on the other hand, they have flattened the level 

and depth of what is written. In any case, it is an enriching experience 

nonetheless. 

What is the responsibility that falls on female Arab poets today?

 Amal Al Sahlawi: Continuing to write, writing with heartbreaking honesty 

and writing loudly.

Who are the poets that inspire you?

Amal Al Sahlawi: Oh gosh, there are so many! 

 I read the poetry of al-Mutanabbi, Ibn Zaidoun,

 Wallada, Badr Shakir al-Sayyab, al-Hallaj, Mah-

moud Darwish, Ahmed Abdel Muti Hijazi, 

Fadwa Tuqan, Nazik al-Malaika, Lamia Abbas 

 Amara, and many other contemporary poets.

 

What are your future plans?

Amal Al Sahlawi: I am currently working 

 on new poetic publications. I  am also ex-

perimenting with other literary forms, as 

 well as collaborating on a joint literary 

 work with other writers.

 

You can purchase “I Had to Postpone You” 

 f rom Rawashen Publishing House here.

 
"I Had  to Postpone You." Image: Rawashen 
Publishing.
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Meet the Khaleeji artist who 
depicts love between the elderly
 

Alia Al Hammadi is part of the growing 

wave of digital artists in the Arab Gulf 

States that have found a creative outlet and 

a following in the thousands in social 

media channels such as Instagram, Twitter 

and Snapchat. And in a densely populated 

virtual world where the competition for 

eyeballs is the order of the day, the Sharjah 

based artist (who is known as @aliaslens 

on Instagram) has managed to establish 

and distinguish herself as an artist through 

her digital illustrations of  elderly Emirati 

couples engaging in fun activities like 

riding scooters, ballroom dancing, playing 

on a swing, or giddily eating ice cream- 

while still very much in love.  The various 

couples have become Alia’s trademark, and 

have even  appeared on special cookie 

boxes by UAE bakery Arocolate, and Eid 

and Ramadan greetings by Sekka.

Such is Alia’s commitment to portraying 

elderly couples happily in love that have 

become a part of our virtual lives for 

approximately two years that we felt 

compelled to ask the 26-year-old artist if 

they are based on real individuals, to which 

she replied “No, it is more of a hopeful 

wish that, by the time we’re old, life and 

the world aren’t so messed up that we can’t 

enjoy an ice cream cone with our life 

partner. I think, as a society, we’re very 

embarrassed by emotions being displayed 

in public. To me, elderly people embody 

finally letting go of that pressure of having 

to behave a certain way.” In one 

illustration, an elderly husband looks 

adoringly at his wife as she puts on her 

burqa (traditional face covering), “ I am 

drawn to artwork that is deeply personal, 

tender and genuine, and those are the kind 

of emotions I like to portray in my own art 

as well.”  For the young artist, love is 

“comfort, understanding, support and 

trust.”

"Digital art... is the reason 
why many artists are 
encouraged to start their 
journey."

Spotlight

is UAE-based  artist has a distinct style 

Illustration by Alia Al Hammadi
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Alia’s journey into the world of art began long 

before the advent of social media, when she 

started scribbling on the tables of her family 

home as a child. With time, she eventually 

moved from using her house as a canvas to 

painting and blank ink on paper, the latter of 

which remains a favored artistic medium  for 

Alia, alongside digital art.  “Digital art, I 

think, is the reason many young artists are 

encouraged to start their journey. It’s 

forgiving and offers you endless options, 

whereas traditional art will teach you to take 

things slower and learn to appreciate the 

imperfect creations you come up with” the 

self-taught artist explains.

 More recently, Alia has married her love for 

black ink on paper and her digital art skills by 

taking part in the second edition of the comic 

book anthology Corniche 2  by Sharjah Art 

Foundation, which pays homage to the Sharjah 

Corniche through 23 comics in English and 

Arabic created by UAE-based artists. “My 

comic [“Hazy Memory”] is reminiscent of 

times in my life I’m not fond of, told with a 

little bit of bitter comedy” she tells us. 

Corniche 2 will soon be available on Jamalon.

 

"To me, elderly people embody finally 
letting go of that pressure of having 
to behave a certain way."

 Alia Al Hammadi 
as photographed 
by Ola Allouz. 

Illustration for 
Arocolate by Alia Al 
Hammadi

Illustration by Alia 
Al Hammadi
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A Family Affair
e photography of 

Ismail Zaidy

"e purest love is the love between a mother and her 
children"

Ismail Zaidy has become a force to be 

reckoned not only in Morocco, but the wider 

Arab world. At just 23 years old, the rising 

Morrocan photographer’s stunning work has 

been featured on the pages of the Middle 

East editions of Vogue, GQ, Grazia and 

WIRED, and has led him to become the 

most recent recipient of the Contemporary 

African Photography Prize. e common 

thread between his photographs- which are 

set in the natural Moroccan landscape- is not 

only its minimalism, vibrance and powerful 

symbolism, but also the element of family. 

Ismail’s mother, sister Fatima Zahra Zaidy 

and brother Othmane Zaidy frequently 

feature in his photographs, and they also 

help him in the artistic process. Ismail's 

mother- a photography enthusiast, and one 

of the main reasons why Ismail ventured into 

the world 

of photography in the first place- is in charge 

of styling for photoshoots and his brother 

helps with photography. In addition to that, 

his photography frequently tackles the 

themes of unity, solidarity and family love. “I 

believe that the purest love is the love 

between a mother and her children; it is a 

relationship built on giving without waiting 

for anything in return, unlike other types of 

relationships,” he says.  “However, 

unfortunately it is the type of love that gets 

the least attention in our societies. erefore, 

it is my duty to shed a light on it.” In 2020, 

Ismail held his first solo exhibition- Family- 

in Marrakech, in which he showcased some 

of the photographs featured here, and he is 

currently working on the second part of the 

project.   

Up close & personal

Ismail Zaidy. Image: 
courtesy.
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Love in
Arab Art



e Father (2020, acrylic on canvas) by 

Saudi Arabian artist Tagreed Albagshi
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Self-appreciation (2017, pastels and 

markers) by Omani artist Mays Al 

Moosawi

31



Family (Stay Together) (2020, oil on 

canvas) by Iraqi artist Abeer Al Edani
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Burj al-Hub (2020) by Omani artist 

Marwa Alhinai.
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Meeting (2021, acrylic on canvas) by 

Emirati artist Fatma Lootah
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Self-love (2020, acrylic and oil pastels on 

canvas  by Kuwaiti artist Fatemah Dashti.
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The greatest Arabian love 
story: Man and camel
By Ghada Almuhanna Abalkhail

Yet I have means to fly from grief, when such 

pursues me, on a lean high beast which paces 

swiftly by day and night.

 

A camel sure of foot, f irm and thin as the planks 

of a bier, whom I guide surely over the trodden 

ways, ways etches in earth as texture is in cloth

 

A she-camel, rival of the best, swift as an ostrich. 

When she trots, her hind feet fall in the marks of 

her forefeet on the beaten road 

– Tarafah ibn al-Abd

When one thinks of an Arabian dweller, one 

cannot help but think of their elegant 

companion standing right by its side – the 

camel. The relationship between the two is 

one that transcends all other connections 

man might have with an animal. It is one 

that can be traced back thousands of years 

and is so deeply engraved into our ancestors’ 

memories that it has become immortal. 

 

It is a unique love that began thousands of 

years ago in the heart of the Arabian 

Peninsula – a bond that grew from the 

scorching heat of the sun and the vastness of 

the desert, where the two species, man and 

camel, suffer and exult as one from it. 

 

Each depended on the other in different 

ways. Camels provided transport across lands 

for the dweller and carried much of their 

load. They fed them through their milk and 

provided dwellers shelter from their hair, 

which would be woven into blankets and 

tents. And as dwellers’  lives centered on 

movement, land held no value but camels 

became a measure of wealth. In return, the 

dwellers took care of the camels by feeding 

them and nursing their young,  by sticking to 

their side throughout their lives and 

providing them with the attention they 

deserved.   
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A fascinating kind of relationship, they both 

express it in their own ways. For a camel that 

loves its owner will remember their voice, 

even if many years passed and will rush to 

their side once they see them, rubbing their 

heads on their body as an expression of love. 

Whereas a dweller will express his love for 

the animal through actions and more 

importantly through words, as did the poet 

Labid in his ode, in which an old man 

praises his elderly camel:

Break ... with a lean camel to ride on, that 

many journeyings

have f ined to a bare thinness of spine and 

shrunken hump,

one that, when her flesh is fallen away and her 

strength is spent

and her ankle-thongs are worn to ribbons of 

long fatigue,

yet rejoices in her bridle, and runs still as if she 

were

 a roseate cloud, rain-emptied, that flies with the 

south wind

And camels cannot be praised enough, as 

their existence is deeply rooted in the 

Arabian life and soul in every way 

imaginable. For a camel is so loyal to its 

person that it would fiercely defend them in 

times of war by harming those who harmed 

their owner. And this did not go unnoticed, 

because camels became a tool poets used to 

describe their deepest emotions and were 

used as metaphorical examples. As al-Khansa 

wrote, describing herself as a camel who had 

lost her child while she was grieving her 

brother: 

 

A bereft camel is circling her little one

Two yearnings she has, revealed and hidden

She grazes and gazes until she remembers hers

Then starts longing as she comes and goes 

 

It can truly be said that the bond is of utmost 

importance to Arabian identity that no stage 

in a camel's life, no moment of growth, 

escaped attention. A whole vocabulary of 

distinctions arose to describe them – for 

example red camels are called Asayel and 

darker ones are called Majahim. A female 

camel whose fowl has died and yearns for it 

is called Khuluj, and a female that is superior 

to all others in all things is called al-Fahiya. 

No other animal has received such attention 

as the camel – for its most precious name is 

Ata’ Allah – Gift from Allah.

 

And so when one thinks of this relationship 

and how it transferred from one generation 

to another, one wonders about how it will 

grow further and prosper in the future. It 

must be admitted that times have changed 

and nomad life as we all know has become an 

exception. However, it must be said this 

beautiful ancient bond between man and 

camel that used to transcend all aspects of 

life cannot be forgotten nor should it be 

broken.

 

For it is what is owed to these majestic 

animals that have been by our ancestors’ side 

for centuries, living through every joyous and 

sad moment – eventually becoming an 

inseparable part of our identity and history. 
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Are Arabs romantic?
By Sharifah Alhinai

When it comes to romance, the French have 

an international reputation for being 

passionate lovers, having exported their 

famous kiss to all the corners of the world. 

Americans are known for their heartfelt, 

grand public gestures. With the word 

“romance” stemming from the Latin word 

romanicus, meaning “of Roman style,” 

Italians boast that Italy is the birthplace of 

romance itself and that they are therefore the 

planet’s most romantic people. We have all 

heard people say “as romantic as the French” 

or “as romantic as the Italians,” but we have 

yet to hear someone say “as romantic as the 

Arabs.”

A 2012 article by CNN Travel came close. 

Titled the “World’s most romantic 

nationalities,” amongst the 10 listed were the 

Americans, French, and Italians, a 

solidification of their reputed positions. The 

Spanish, Argentinians, and Brazilians were 

also included. Interestingly, the Lebanese 

(the only Arabs to make it on the list), came 

in sixth place, causing several Arab media 

channels to (perhaps shockingly or proudly) 

cite or circulate the article for the next four 

years. However, the article quickly classifies 

the Lebanese as being “different from the 

rest of the Arab world,” effectively 

presuming that the rest of the Arabs are not 

romantic. 

 Why is the perception so? Is there any truth 

to it? Perhaps it’s related to how love is 

expressed in the Arab world.

 

A closer look at love

There is no doubt that love is a universal 

sentiment. However, as social psychologists 

have put forth before, how it is defined and 

expressed is culturally determined. Romance 

in Western countries such as the United 

States, France, Italy, and the Latin American 

nations of Brazil and Argentina, is generally 

expressed through open courtship, public 

displays of affection, and passionate dance, 

which is not traditionally the case in the 

Arab world, in which romance is a more 

private affair, usually kept just between the 

two in love. Measuring Arabs’ romanticness 

by those standards, they will surely be seen as 

unromantic. However, the relative liberality 

found in Beirut, due to the city’s long, 

historical exposure to and adoption of 

modern, Western lifestyles (including 

romantic lifestyles), must have qualified the 

Lebanese as Ali Jihad Racy, Professor of 

Ethnomusicology at UCLA, has observed:
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“Beirut is an old city, historically and socially 

linked with traditional values and institutions 

of the Near East…this Mediterranean port 

community has been known for its distinctly 

modern character and long exposure to 

Western ways of life.”

You may not see romance in the Arab world, 

but you will constantly hear and read about 

it. The vast majority of Arabic music today 

revolves around love. So are the poems, 

written and publicly recited. Arabic romance 

novels are consistently amongst the 

bestsellers in bookstores. With public 

displays of affection long considered aib 

(shameful) or haram (forbidden) by many 

Arabs, language, literature, and music have 

historically been and continue to be cathartic 

outlets for public expressions of love, as 

scholar Michael J. Oghia previously touched 

upon in his research.

Language

The Arabic vocabulary has long contained 

more than 20 words for love and its stages, 

beginning with alhawa (which also means 

wind, suggesting the unstableness of this 

early stage of love), to alkalaf (the strong, 

physically painful feeling of longing for the 

beloved), and finally reaching alhuyaam (in 

this stage, love is at most extreme and all 

reason is lost by the lovers).

The creation and usage of a multitude of 

words to describe one thing demonstrates a 

people’s preoccupation with it. Eskimos have 

30 words for snow because “it is a life-and-

death matter to them to have exact 

information about the element they live with 

so intimately,” says author Robert Johnson. 

 

Similarly, Arabs’ development of this many 

words to describe love and its various phases 

with remarkable precision indicates that they 

have lived intimately with romance and that 

they value love. The words’ heavy usage in 

poetry throughout history, at least since the 

pre-Islamic days of al-Jahiliyya to today, 

demonstrates a continuity of this kind of 

living.

Literature

Shi’r or poetry has played an important role 

in Arabs’ lives over the centuries, being their 

diwan or record of their experiences 

throughout history. Whether or not a poem 

was memorized and shared with others 

depended not only on its literary beauty and 

skilled composition but also on the perceived 

importance of the information it contained 

or the message it delivered. Notably, much of 

the poems that have been composed and 

have survived the test of time, from the 

Jahiliyya period to modernity, either fall 

under the category of ghazal (love–themed 

poetry) or at least make mention of love or a 

beloved at some point, as Emeel Yacqoub, an 

Arabic language researcher and author, states 

in his book Ahla al-Kalam.

 

Noteworthy examples include the ghazal and 

poems of the renowned pre-Islamic poet 

Imru’ Al Qays, whose famous verse:
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was once proudly hung by the people of 

Makkah on the holy Kaaba for the world to 

read, the heart-wrenching ghazal 7th century 

poet Qays Ibn al-Mulawwah composed 

about his forbidden love Layla, the bold 8th-

15th century ghazal poetry of the Arab 

female poets of Andalusia,  the ghazal and 

poetry of 20th century poets Alakhtal Al 

Saghir, Khalil Gibran, and Nizar Qabbani 

(also known as "The Poet of Love and 

Women"), as well as the popular, 

contemporary poems of Prince Bader bin 

Abdulmohsen Al Saud and Sheikh Hamdan 

bin Mohammed Al Maktoum, the Crown 

Prince of Dubai, UAE. 

The romantic subject-matter of a substantial 

chunk of Arabic poetry, the preservation of 

these poems throughout time, and their 

continued popularity today indicates the 

significant position love and its expression 

through language and poetry has occupied in 

the historical Arab experience and collective 

memory.  Romantic novels, such as popular 

and best-selling Algerian author Ahlam 

Mosteghanemi’s, have also increasingly 

emerged in the 20th century as outlets for 

romantic expression.

Music

Another medium for romantic expression 

 that has also gained more prominence in 

this part of the world in the last century is 

music. In the Arabian context, "music" 

involves both the instrumental and singing 

aspect as, unlike in other numerous other 

cultures, in the Arabic musical tradition 

there is scarcely any music without song.

At least as early as 5th century Arabia, music 

produced by instruments such as al-Oud or 

al-Tanboor accompanied the recitation and 

singing of poetry in social gatherings and 

royal courts in order to evoke intense 

emotions amongst the listeners, noted 

celebrated Lebanese scholar and writer 

Ahmad Faris Shidyaq in the 19th century. 

The combination of strong, emotive words 

from poetry, with touching music that was 

"concerned entirely with tenderness and 

love,” he said, sent listeners into tarab, a state 

of entrancement and musical intoxication 

that has no equivalent in the English 

language, in which they emotionally relate to 

the similarly entranced performer. 

This was perhaps most evident in the 20th 

century concerts of the legendary late 

Egyptian singer Umm Kulthum. Not only 

did her lengthy concerts, in which she 

predominantly sang earnestly about love, its 

turmoil and joys, empty out the bustling 

streets of Cairo when they aired on the radio 

on the first Thursday of every month, they 

sent the concert attendees ( Arab royals, 

dignitaries, and members of the upper-class) 

into an emotional frenzy. The normally stoic 
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and held together elite, reminded by Umm 

Kulthum’s singing of their own romantic 

experiences, gains, and losses, were reduced 

to less-refined, but more expressive versions 

of themselves as they sighed, shouted in 

longing and begged Umm Kulthum to repeat 

her wholeheartedly sung verses so that they 

could feel love again. Similar occurrences 

happened in the concerts of fellow Egyptian 

singer Abdel Halim Hafez and Lebanese 

singer Fairuz.

Though Arabic music has significantly 

evolved in recent decades, becoming more 

diversified in style and pace because of 

globalization, love continues to be the 

dominant theme in 

songs.                                                             

                      

What emerges from this brief examination 

of the Arabic language, literature, and music, 

and their cultural role as cathartic channels 

for expressions of romantic love, is an image 

of a softer, more tender-hearted Arab people 

whose collective soul has been more centred 

on love for the past centuries than most 

people expect.

Love has occupied such an important 

position for Arabs that dozens of words were 

invented just to express it, verses of it were 

hung on the holiest of spaces, its experiences 

occupied much of their diwan, and its power 

overwhelmed and continues to overwhelm 

even the most stoic of people.It is a reminder 

that when we try to measure and determine a 

people’s level of romanticness, their culture 

must be taken into account.

 When you are loved by an Arab, he or she 

may not kiss you, dance with you, or court 

you in public, but an Arab will listen to songs 

for decades looking for you; to feel you 

again. 

 He may even spend his whole life 

immortalizing you in poems like Qays did, 

or she may write novels about you and make 

generations fall in love with you, too, like 

Ahlam Mosteghanemi does. When you are 

loved by an Arab, what you get is an eternity, 

not just a few ephemeral moments.

 

But, with new and foreign discourses on love 

and romantic expression flooding into the 

Arabian region in an increasingly globalized 

era, what will the future of love look like in 

this part of the world in a few decades? 

What shape will romantic expression take? A 

look at social media – to an extent, a mirror 

of society – suggests a current lean towards 

the Western ideal. Still, only time will tell…

This article was originally published in Sekka's 

Diversity Issue in 2018.
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The story behind H.H. Sayyida 
Meyyan Shihab Al Said’s passion 

for surreal digital art

Our Storyteller In Chief, Manar Alhinai,  speaks to H.H. Sayyida Meyyan 

Shihab Al Said, a rising photographer and digital artist from Oman, about her 

first digital solo art gallery in the Khaleeji Art Museum and out of Oman, and 

why it is important now more than ever to increase the representation of female 

photographers and artists across the industry. 

“My artwork is but fragments of 
my vast imagination.”

Photography and art by H.H. Sayyida Meyyan Shihab Al Said, now exhibited in the Khaleeji Art Museum's 
"Reflections" Gallery.



I was first introduced to H.H. Sayyida 

Meyyan Shihab Al Said’s work through 

social media a few years ago. They say that 

“beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” and 

her work is nothing but the reflection of the 

beauty she captures across Oman’s terrains, 

and the natural landscapes around the 

world. 

 

 One of my favorite works by her titled 

"Where there is light follow it," features a 

man at sea standing on a kayak, floating on 

clouds and a blue sky, against a bright yellow 

horizon. The reflection and the merging of 

the sky and sea, has the man and his kayak 

floating in a serene setting, and it washes me 

with calmness every time I look at it. 

 

The focus on nature, reflections and 

colourful landscapes is evident throughout 

Sayyida Meyyan’s work. A combination of 

digital art and photography, her work 

transports the viewer to a surreal parallel 

universe, one where imagination is 

unbounded, and appreciation for nature is 

great.

Sayyida Meyyan has always been fascinated 

by the idea of being able to capture and 

forever record the beauty of the scenes she 

visits, especially in her favorite locations in 

Oman: Salalah and Al Jabal Al Akhdar. Her 

photography journey  began with a special 

gift from her father over a decade ago.

“When I was a teenager, my father gave me 

“Throughout history, horses and flowers have possessed a 
magical symbolism only known by the ancestors of the land"

What's on the Khaleeji Art 
Museum
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"Reflections" Gallery.



Photography and art by H.H. Sayyida Meyyan Shihab Al Said, 
 now exhibited in the Khaleeji Art Museum's "Reflections" Gallery.

"Women possess a strong sense of spirituality, connection 
with nature and others. They understand the importance 

of creativity and imagination." 

 technique have evolved throughout the 

years, just like the surroundings she 

continuously explores. She loves to 

experiment with photo editing, especially 

with incorporating text and digital art in her 

photography. To best illustrate the evolution 

of her style, she borrows the following quote 

by Alice from Lewis Carroll’s Alice in 

Wonderland: “I know who I was when I got 

up this morning, but I think I must have 

changed several times since then.” She adds 

to that by stating, “My work definitely 

developed through multiple trials and error 

phases until it became what it is today.”

With an educational background in interior 

design and design strategy, Sayyida Meyyan 

explains how her education impacted her 

photography whether consciously or 

subconsciously. “Design and innovation both 

require creativity and out of the box thinking, 

and so this is reflected in the way I produce a 

digital photography piece,” she says.

What's on the Khaleeji Art 
Museum
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 my first camera that I took on a road trip 

through the terrains of the Sultanate, and I 

was addicted to cameras ever since,” she tells 

me.

While nature is the main focus of Sayyida 

Meyyan’s work, horses and flowers in 

particular are recurring subjects, and perhaps 

one of the first things a visitor to her 

Instagram page, in which she showcases her 

work, would notice. “roughout history, 

horses and flowers have possessed a magical 

symbolism only known by the ancestors of the 

land,” she says, adding that living in a tech-

savvy day and age has unfortunately made 

many of us forget the symbolism behind the 

things around us. “Horses usually represent 

power, endurance and freedom, as they are 

wild spirits…while flowers usually represent 

dedication, flexibility, luck and prosperity, 

amongst other things,” she explains. 

 Sayyida Meyyan discusses how her work and



Sayyida Meyyan’s "Reflections" – her first solo digital art gallery, 

and the first to be held outside of Oman in the Khaleeji Art 

Museum, is inspired by Oman’s landscapes, elements of nature 

and the human mind and its ability to imagine the 

unimaginable. “Each area of Oman has been blessed with a 

different kind of beauty and there is always a story to tell,” she 

says. “My artwork is but fragments of my vast imagination.”

With 13 works currently on display in the Khaleeji Art 

Museum, Sayyida Meyyan discusses how it is difficult to point 

out one particular favourite, because each has a story or a special 

memory associated with it. “If I were to choose, it would be 

Eternal…It reminds me of all that is ethereal and wonderful in 

this life, which to me is mostly ever evolving colours and shapes 

of nature. The paper boat in the picture represents us humans 

who ‘float’ along this life of wonderment not knowing where 

it’ll take us to next,” she reveals.

Sayyida Meyyan’s latest art gallery reminds us that nature’s 

elements, no matter how far apart in distance they may seem to 

be, are interconnected, and are reflections of each other. The 

artworks on display in the Museum have been taken across 

different countries in the world, with some works incorporating 

elements of photographs taken in two or three different 

countries, merged perfectly into one work, thus proving that the 

integration of different elements of photographs taken in two or 

three different countries, merged perfectly into one work, thus 

proving that the integration of different elements always results 

in a beautiful work of art.
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Where There Is Light Follow It 
By H.H. Sayyida Meyyan Shihab Al Said 



Infinite Bloom 

By H.H. Sayyida Meyyan Shihab 

Al Said 
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Gratitude  

By H.H. Sayyida Meyyan Shihab 

Al Said 
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The young photographer says she is blessed that her photography journey, 

and that of other female photographers in Oman, has been supported. The 

Photographic Society in Oman organizes an annual exhibition to celebrate 

the work of female photographers in Oman. Sayyida Meyyan has 

participated twice, and her work has been selected as the best one on 

display in 2016. She admires the works of fellow Omani photographers 

including the late Marwa Al Tamimi, Abdulrahman Al Hinai and Hind Al 

Hajri.

But while female photographers in Oman are supported, women in the arts 

around the world are still underrepresented with many advocating to 

increase the representation of female artists in galleries and museums. In a 

stubbornly male-dominated field worldwide, a study by Artnet, an art 

market information company, have found that only 11 per cent of arts 

acquired by America’s top museums were those by women.

Given that, Sayyida Meyyan believes that it is essential to exhibit more 

work by female photographers, especially those from the Arab Gulf States. 

“Women possess a strong sense of spirituality, connection with nature and 

others. They understand the importance of creativity and imagination. 

Females have been chosen by God himself to bear the miracle of life… so if 

they have the ability to bring new life into this world, then they also have 

the ability to exhibit marvellous works of art that the world needs to see,” 

she advocates.

What's on the Khaleeji Art 
Museum
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One way to empower more female photographers in the Arab Gulf States 

is through a joined collaborative effort by different institutions across these 

countries, suggests Sayyida Meyyan, to ensure that there is an equal 

representation of female photographers to males across different 

exhibitions. “They could set a standard quota in the Gulf region for which 

there has to be an equal number of female photographers to males. This 

will encourage more females to step up and exhibit their work and set a just 

and balanced standard for all,” she tells me. 

 

She also adds that the solutions are simple, and that it is just a matter of 

implementing them and spreading more awareness about the importance 

of having more females contributing to the arts.

This is also where the role of education institutions, and their 

encouragement to foster creativity at a young age for the future 

generations, is vital. Sayyida Meyyan believes that different forms of arts 

should be taught at schools and be given equal importance to the sciences, 

as this would help enhance creativity, problem-solving skills and will equip 

students with the right skills and mindset to be innovative.

In a world where many things are bound to surrender to change, Sayyida 

Meyyan’s fascination with nature is one that remains constant. Her dream 

photography locations to explore include the black sand beaches of Iceland, 

and the white sand beaches of Grace Bay, in Turks and Caicos.

As for the visitors who would be exploring her work in her first digital art 

gallery, Sayyida Meyyan hopes that “that these works inspire you and give 

you hope to look for beauty in everything you see, do and hear.”

You can visit Sayyida Meyyan’s Reflections Gallery on 

www.khaleejiartmuseum.com.
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Poem: Loves Me, Loves Me Not

A gathering of roses sat in the garden 

Patiently awaiting their death 

Crying dew behind their petal curtain 

Sighing into the air with their lovely 

perfumed breath 

It is known that love is built on sacrifice 

It is a lesson taught to everyone since 

childhood 

e Rose,    the teacher that will pay the 

price

at teaches the lesson only years later 

understood

Pick that lovely flower, it is yours to take 

Make it forget its roots, tear it from its 

home

Ask it, what is love? Give it a little shake

And then through its soft petals let your 

fingers comb 

It will tell you, with every bleeding red 

petal to the ground: 

it is very easy to define love when we are 

young 

But we forget that what goes around comes 

around

We only ask it, loves me, loves me not, pain 

and petals flung

We tore that Rose apart with almost 

vindictive pleasure

Perhaps it gave us a sense of control 

 

To slowly tear off the petals with leisure 

It didn’t matter how much we bruised the 

Rose’s soul

All that mattered is that we got our answer 

We laughed with joy at “loves me” and 

groaned in despair at “loves me not”

We expressed many emotions, joy, fear, 

excitement and anger 

We didn’t give the Rose a second thought 

We then skipped away, leaving the birds to 

hold a funeral for the corpse 

Little did we realize that the now broken 

Rose is love

If we did, would we have shattered it? Who 

knows?

Certainly not the mourning white dove 

Years later we realize, it doesn’t matter if it 

is  love’s me or not, 

e correct answer is that we mutilated life, 

to give it a meaning of our own 

e true lesson that the Rose has valiantly 

taught 

Is that Love would blossom and bloom 

when left alone 

 

We never stopped to think, that we happily 

clutched a petal 

When we could have had a whole 

By Hawra'a Ali
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Poem: 23 Days

Your last words, 

they burned right through me,

you said, “I don’t love you anymore,”

but how could that be?

the memories, the photographs, 

did they fade away?

were they all gone like the half-lit cigarette 

you smoked that day? 

in the heat of it all, 

you left me confused, 

I didn’t understand, 

was I the fuel? 

I took a deep breath, 

and hacked it all out, 

I didn’t think much of them, 

but, later, I understood my doubts,

I saw your smoke, 

how it clouded my judgement, 

but I tucked my concerns away, 

I guess I was too excited about the 

engagement, 

I saw your fire, 

how it ignited my passion, 

but you polluted my heart,

all with your possessive and controlling 

actions,

you loved me into hating myself,

becoming someone I’m not,

but I’m glad I found out, 

what was it, twenty-three days before we 

tied the knot?

could you have imagined it? 

a full-blown wedding crumbling to dust, 

of course you could, but that’s okay, 

it’s going to be easy to adjust,

you cannot control me anymore, 

or tell me how to think, 

you thought you had the keys, 

well, guess who’s back in the driver’s seat?

I cannot help but thank you, though,

because I did learn a lot, 

I guess, in a way, 

I won, but you certainly did not,

what’s the prize, you ask?

that would be me, 

a hidden treasure, 

wouldn’t you agree?

the burns, the scars, 

they don’t bother me anymore, 

wanna know why?

because you made me explore, 

explore what, you ask?

myself and my heart,

By Laila Mostafa 
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and you know what? 

I’m off to a great start, 

I’ve got a fresh canvas, 

and a clean slate, 

I feel so much stronger, 

now that I’ve no longer got you on 

 my plate, 

you didn’t realize, 

but you were heavy, 

you’re the man I once idealized, 

but if you were, how could I 

 have forgotten you already? 

I must thank you again, 

because I feel great, 

you should be proud, too, 

for I am the strong woman you 

 helped create 

Poem: Fog and 
Roses
By Laura Albast
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Use me, darling, 
Scar my soul,
 
Feel lips parting,
Claim your theft; a kiss you stole.
 
Seize me, darkling, 
Take control,
 
Touch me, charring 
Burn and scrawl.
 
When a poet
falls for another poet
know
that the pandemonium of reality has 
become 
beautiful.
 
It fades, though,
like fog and roses,
Oh Romeo,
the theatre closes,
Row by row, tombstones, you know?
 
Love melts,
then apart we go.



Poem: Life's 
embrace
By Anas Al Balushi
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Being in love with life betrayed me  
I was the lion, overly protected 
I was the victim of the hyenas’ laughs
For ten years
  

In the last two, I became the mountain 
underous clouds surrounded me, 
Yet I never flinched  
I never moved
Not even to where I wanted to

en, I was admitted into the holy land 
With promises  
With proud smiles 
For their promises I have paid 
Most of what I had saved  
In four months, it was all to be returned

Now, more than five years passed
And my pocket is empty  
As empty as my soul

Each day marks a fight between them  

Each night for me is the hell everyone hears 
about 
But never saw  
Each struggle I fought alone 
Not the lion I took myself to be
Not the mountain I strived to be 

Alone 
I am the hollow trunk
Of a solid tree
Many are around me in the forests of life
But no one is with me

Still, I love them
I love  life  
It is just that 
In our embrace 
Life stabs my back



Poem: Viral Lovers
By Fatema Alzari

A virus is not a living thing. A virus is a 

complicated assembly of bonds looking for 

a host. A virus is infectious. A virus is 

measured across space and time, across 

selves and species, across nature and 

manufacture. A virus too wears a mask. 

People fear the virus. People pretend 

it  doesn’t exist. Some people take all 

precautions against a virus, and say, “Look 

I’m alone and healthy.” We want to believe 

that our bodies won’t betray us. But the 

virus will find its way; it does not 

discriminate. A virus is neutral without a 

living cell to inhabit. But a virus is also 

sometimes asymptomatic. No virus looks 

the same but all novel viruses can cause an 

outbreak. e world is crowded with 

bodies used as footrests and the virus is 

hardly a virus at all.

Love is not a living thing. Love is a 

complicated assembly of bonds looking for 

a host. Love is infectious. Love is 

measured across space and time, across 

selves and species, across nature and 

manufacture. Love too wears a mask. 

People fear love. People pretend  it doesn’t 

exist. Some people take all precautions 

against love, and say, “Look I’m alone and 

healthy.” We want to believe that our 

bodies won’t betray us. But love will find 

its way;  it does not discriminate. Love is 

neutral without a living cell to inhabit. But 

love is also sometimes asymptomatic. No 

love looks the same but all novel loves can 

cause an outbreak. e world is crowded 

with bodies used as footrests and love is 

hardly love at all. 
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Fiction: Tiny Things

His eyes snapped open exactly one hour 

before the alarm went off. He looked up at 

the ceiling, then turned to look at her. 

Asleep, her head lolled over to one side. 

Aisha, his wife, looked comical and 

beautiful all at once. She was undeniably 

human, fallible in so many ways. He wasn’t 

about to describe her as the light at the end 

of a moonless eve, nor as the perfume 

waiting at the heart of the rose. But he 

loved her regardless.

 

Assim stood up quietly, and smiled to 

himself. He unlocked his phone as he left 

their sparsely furnished bedroom. He was a 

true planner, a man whose heart was made 

of excel sheets. Today, his checklist 

contained five special things to do for her. 

Before working on it, however, he made 

sure to block Aisha on WhatsApp, making 

it difficult for her to contact him 

throughout the day.

 

His first task involved a piece of paper and 

a pen. He found a beautiful love note 

online and tried to copy it exactly onto the 

page. He agonized over the calligraphy, and 

inevitably smudged the note here and there. 

He bit his lips and closed one eye to check 

his writing. Anti al ishk, hatta indama 

yantahi dam il qalb.  

You are my passion, even when my 

lifeblood is spent. Good. Assim grabbed a 

magnet from the kitchen counter and stuck 

the note to their battered second-hand 

fridge which rumbled worryingly on most 

days, and reminded himself that they will 

be able to afford a better model someday.

 

For his second task, Assim went towards 

the pans and, as quietly as possible, took to 

making his wife’s favorite breakfast, 

shakshuka. He fried the tomatoes slowly, 

and carefully, adjusted the spices just the 

way she had liked them at the small, 

flower-filled Egyptian restaurant they’d 

visited a month ago. With the breakfast 

cooked and steaming softly on the stove, 

Assim quickly hopped into the shower, put 

on his dishdasha and tied his masar around 

his head, and left the apartment.

 e third task on Assim’s list took place at 

8:45 in the morning, at the office where he 

worked as a low-time accountant at a 

nameless company. “Hey guys, do you mind 

if I turn on a song?” he asked. His office 

mates in the other cubicles were confused, 

but shrugged their approval. Assim chose a 

song he knew she would like. At around 

the 

By Ammar Al Naaimi
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one minute mark-  the chorus she sang 

along to- he recorded the music as a voice 

note, then whispered “You look good 

today,” into his mobile phone’s microphone. 

He unblocked his wife just long enough to 

send her the voice note, then blocked her 

again quickly before she could reply.

 

e fourth task on the list took place at 5 

PM, when Assim walked out of the office. 

He climbed into his creaking car and drove 

off, not in the direction of the house, but 

towards Al Qurum Natural Park where, 

three months ago, Aisha had commented 

on the beauty of a particular type of flower. 

He picked five of these and then tied them 

around with a string, creating the tiniest 

bouquet in Muscat. Finally, he drove home, 

passing by the glistening waves and 

crowded beaches.

At the apartment, Assim walked in to see 

Aisha fretting over his whereabouts. “I 

couldn’t reach you!” she complained, but 

with a smile on her face. She knew him to 

be eccentric at times.

 

Assim responded by handing her the 

flowers and showing her the note. “I 

wanted to do something nice,” he said  

 

sheepishly, running a hand over his 

disappearing hairline. “Five things, for five 

years of marriage.” Aisha laughed and 

embraced him. “So next year, it’s six?” she 

teased.

 

“I look forward to the year I do fifty,” he 

replied. “So now, the fifth thing: I promise 

that one day, I’ll have a better car for you to 

drive, that the fridge will be fixed and that I 

will buy you real bouquets of flowers, all 

sourced from Holland. For now, is it 

enough that I love you?” he asked. Aisha 

went quiet in his hands. “I love you too. 

Now and forever and no matter how much 

money you make,” she whispered 

passionately.  

 

Later that night, Assim worked on an excel 

sheet in bed. Aisha slept bathed in the light 

of his screen, and he watched her with a 

small smile, his heart aching. Yes, she was 

utterly, beautifully human. Just a person. 

She wasn’t the light at the end of a 

moonless eve, nor the perfume waiting at 

the heart of the rose. But she was his light. 

She was his rose. Even if he couldn’t afford 

the big gestures, Assim would do the tiny 

things to make her happy.
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Fiction: Torn
By Amna Alharmoodi

He needn’t mention how the women in his 

life  prayed for his happiness in life and 

marriage and sent jokes in the family group 

about him-the youngest in the family- as a 

husband; it was typical of Emirati women. 

It was the men, however, who caught him 

by surprise. His uncles at the mosque 

mentioned their prayers for a good match, 

and even a coworker who was friends with 

his cousin mentioned he had a few 

unmarried relatives. Hamad’s future seemed 

to be everyone’s business, but true to his 

nature, he rejected every girl that was 

recommended to him, for they were girls, 

younger than him and shared the same 

addiction that everyone around him had: 

gossip. e only girl that was an exception 

was Salama. What a woman she was. e 

first time he saw her was at work, where his 

desk was in close proximity to where the 

women at his work sat to chat but mainly 

spoke about other people. He overheard 

them beginning to poke fun at the secretary 

of their department when he heard an 

enchanting voice say, “I don’t think it’s right 

to talk about her that way.” How unlike the 

women that surrounded him she was. 

 

Yet, his family advocated for the marriage 

of such young girls engaged in frivolity. 

With each no, his mother would ask for his 

type and even asked if he wanted younger. 

“Mom, find me a wife,” is not the typical 

beginning of a love story, but in this case 

Hamad used it as a strategic tool. Since he 

turned 23, Hamad has had countless phone 

screens held to his face of hijab-covered 

women. us far, his answer had always 

been no, until today. He uttered the phrase 

that released the sounds of ululations and 

wishful prayers, as if his whole life came to 

this moment and after being tied to a wife, 

he would finally be fulfilled in his family’s 

eyes. “Who do you want?” One of his 

sisters, Jameela, asked, “Is it the young and 

beautiful Athba? Is it our cousin Afra? Tell 

us what type of girl you’d like and we’ll 

have a list of options ready  for you before 

you know it.” 

 

“I don’t like frivolous, young girls.” 

Hamad’s answer led to an exchange of 

glances between his family members. 

Jameela rolled her eyes. 

“Don’t worry,” his mother said, “I’ve 

married off three of my sons, I know how 

to pick a bride.”

Hamad never liked being the center of 

attention, and that’s all he was since he 

broke the news to his family. All his social 

circles in Al Ain hinted to Hamad about 

their knowledge of his private life. 
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 His mother belonged to an older 

generation of thinking, in which men 

married women younger than them for 

fertility reasons as well as their allure. Yet, 

this notion of marrying a woman younger 

than a man still managed to survive to this 

modern age, and everyone treated it as if it 

were perfectly normal. He disagreed with 

the notion completely, especially after he 

had managed to hold a conversation with 

Salama, and she only grew to be more 

interesting to him that day. He talked to 

her, at first, about the workplace, then  the 

conversation flowed into topics of family, 

religion, and funnily enough they liked, not 

only the same music, but also the same 

Quran reader. He convinced her to give 

him her number and they soon found 

themselves in an intimate relationship. She 

was different from any girl he ever knew, or 

even tried to talk to in a romantic capacity. 

She never ignored his calls or was 

unreasonably jealous when he interacted 

with other women, she was the one for 

him, but he knew she wasn’t the bride his 

family had ever pictured. 

After a week had passed since he asked his 

mother to find him a wife, he decided it 

was time to let them know exactly what his 

thoughts were. He came home from work 

and walked over to the women’s majlis that 

was separate from the villa. He knocked 

and approached his family who sat

on the red cushions that lined the border of 

the room with saffron tea, cardamom 

coffee, and burning incense arranged on the 

table in the center. His sisters were seated 

around his mother, as well as a few of his 

brothers’ wives and a nephew who waddled 

over to him. 

Hamad picked up his nephew who, with 

his chubby hands, played with Hamad’s 

trimmed beard. “I already have a woman I 

want to marry in mind.” Hamad’s words 

froze the majlis in shock and anticipation 

of what he had to say next. “Her name is 

Salama.” 

His mother replied with, “well, why didn’t 

you speak up earlier, son? You could have 

saved us the trouble of looking around.” 

Jameela had to chime in, “yeah, Hamad, 

why did you have us call people if you knew 

who you wanted in the first place?” 

His mother sighed and rubbed the spot 

between her eyebrows, “we don’t even have 

a Salama in the family. You know how I’d 

prefer if she were from the family.” 

 

“She’s not.” His mother removed the burqa 

that covered her  face, putting her 

dissatisfaction on fully on display. She did 

not need to say anything; her creased 

mouth and squinting kohl lined eyes said it 

all. Despite that, she waved her hands   
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and said, “it’s no matter, just give me a 

number and we’ll move things forward.”

Hamad took his mother’s older generation 

iPhone and entered the number while 

completely aware of the uncertain gazes 

being exchanged among the women. 

Jameela threw a hateful glance towards 

Hamad and whispered something into 

another sister sitting next to her, all the 

while looking at Hamad. He handed the 

phone back and said, “Let me know what 

happens,” as he set his nephew down, and 

then proceeded to walk  out. 

Hamad got into his car and called a contact 

with the red heart emoji. “Hey,” he greeted 

softly once hearing the voice on the other 

line. “So, I told them about you and your 

mother should be expecting a call soon... 

She's too old? en let your sister handle 

that call once it comes in. I can’t wait until 

you’re my wife. No… I didn’t tell them your 

age. Either way, it doesn’t matter to me, 

why should it matter to them?”

A week had passed by and his mother 

walked into Hamad’s room exasperated, 

“what were you thinking?” She  held a blue 

mask in her henna decorated hands, and 

the  crystal crusted  jalabiya that she 

reserved for special outings on. It had a 

larger decorated neckline of the 

embroidered flowers, resembling the 

patterns of the silk fabric. “What do you 

mean?” he inquired while sitting up 

properly from his bed and setting 

  

aside the laptop he was previously 

preoccupied with. “How could you let me 

walk in there to ask if their forty year old 

daughter would marry my twenty three year 

old son!” 

 

“She’s not forty-"

 

“How could you do this to me? What 

would people think!? What would they 

say!?”

 “Who cares what people think-"

 “You will not marry her,” she firmly said as 

she tried to walk away, but Hamad quickly 

stood up and held her hand.

 “Mother, I don’t ask for much and I love 

her dearly.” Hamad wasn’t a man of many 

words, especially when it came to affection. 

 “Son, this isn’t the way things are done.”

 “What am I supposed to do? Marry a 

child? at’s acceptable?”

 “ey’re not children, they’re twenty!”

 

“Well, they act like they’re in middle 

school.”

 “Son I love you, but the people-"

“So you care more about people’s feelings 

than mine?”

His mother walked away and Hamad 
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stood in the hallway in front of his 

bedroom torn between the woman he 

wanted to marry and the woman who 

wouldn’t let him. “If they can’t love the 

woman that I love, then they’re not family 

to me.” Jameela walked into the halls at the 

exact moment Hamad made up his mind 

and said aloud, “I’m leaving.”

 “Where?” Jameela said in an aggressive 

tone, “off to meet your grandma girlfriend?”

 “You know what, yeah I am. I’m leaving to 

get married and I won’t come back.”

 Her eyes widened and she just looked at 

him. She unfroze after he went back into 

his room with a mission. “You can’t, we’re 

your family.”

“I know a family to be supportive.” He 

grunted out as he hauled his suitcase onto 

his bed and started throwing items in there. 

Jameela panicked and headed out the room 

and into the hall to call on their mother. 

Hamad, however, didn’t feel like talking to 

anyone or waiting until his mother came. 

He zipped his suitcase closed, moved 

quickly down the stairs, and headed out of 

the villa to his car. He threw his suitcase 

into the back seat, seated himself into the 

driver’s seat, and drove off watching as a 

crowd of his relatives grew by the front 

door of his family’s villa.

He called the person who he wanted 

to  create a home with, “Aloo?”

“Halla, Hamad, your family was just over to 

see us… ey didn’t look too keen,” 

Salama’s low voice and low mood was 

impossible to miss, especially to Hamad. 

 “Forget them, I don’t need my family. 

You’re all I need.”

 e line on the other end grew silent for a 

moment. “Say bismillah, and come to the 

spot. We should talk about this.”

 Hamad couldn’t drive up to her house, 

what would her family think of an 

unmarried woman receiving a male visitor? 

Even if he was in the process of asking for 

her hand. So they have a spot. On the 

drive, Hamad would usually play romantic 

songs that made his heart full and excited 

to see his love, but this car ride only had 

the musical company of his ringer. His 

mother was calling him nonstop, but it did 

not deter him from rebelling against the 

unjust treatment towards him and the 

woman he wanted to marry. A fine woman, 

unlike the women that often popped up on 

his Instagram feed with their lips done and 

their hair peeking through their hijab. He 

parked his car and could see Salama 

parking hers next to him. She left her car 

and walked up to the driver’s window. e 

sun was in her eyes, so she was squinting 

and her crows feet adorned her dark eyes 

that left Hamad breathless in a way 

millennials' eyeliner never could.He looked 

at her a bit before rolling down  
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his window, she furrows her untouched 

eyebrows which made her look funny to 

him. Her brown edged lips were more 

alluring than any red glossed ones, and her 

hijab barely allowed for a centimeter’s 

worth of hair to show on her head. He 

loved her modesty.

He rolled down the window, “Halla 

Salamy.” She hated her nickname. 

“Now is not the time for Salamy, Hamad,” 

she rolled her eyes at the name jokingly but 

he knew she was about to be serious. “You 

can’t abandon your family like this.”

 “But their thinking is so backwards.”

“e Prophet said that Heaven lies beneath 

the soles of your mother’s feet, why would 

you disobey her like this?”

 “Why is this only applicable to me? I am 

hurt as well.”

“Regardless, they’re your family… if I 

become your family and make a decision 

you won’t like, would you leave me as well?”

 “I wouldn’t.”

 “en prove it.”

She was right, and Hamad knew it. e 

only way he could prove it was to go back 

home. He smiled at her, “this is why  

you’re the only one for me, anyone else 

would have told me to forget them.” She 

stepped back and waved him off as he 

reversed and drove off from where he came. 

He parked his car in front of the empty 

driveway, and as he slammed the car door 

shut did the incessant ringing stop. He 

inhaled a deep breath, said bismillah, and 

once more entered the lionesses’ den. He 

entered the majlis where his whole family 

was gathered, the women were in hijabs 

because even his brothers were standing 

around. ey looked at him and right 

before anyone could break the silence, 

Hamad spoke, “I came back because you 

are my family, and I think that your way of 

thinking is wrong. Why should you care 

about what people think and speak? People 

will talk either way. Or are you willing to 

lose me?” Hamad stood there waiting for 

their responses. His mother stood up and 

embraced her son. 

 “Habibi, never leave again.” She looked up 

at him in almost a knowing glance, and 

with a low voice, “did she convince you to 

come back?” 

 Hamad nodded which made her nod in 

turn. Still holding onto his arms, she 

looked behind her shoulders at her 

daughters, in-laws and sons, “So, what do 

you lot have to say for yourselves?”

 “Uh,” Jameela hesitated, “I know a good 

catering company..?”
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One of his brother’s wives suggested a tent 

in the courtyard. Another sister spoke 

about a tailor. One by one, the women of 

Hamad’s family had almost planned the 

entire event. His mother stood up and held 

Hamad’s hands, “if it’s one thing we can’t 

afford to lose, son, it’s you, and not our 

reputation 

amongst people. If you love her, then we 

love her too. e gossip will be there, but it 

doesn’t matter as long as you’re there too.” 

Hamad was speechless by their act of 

support and especially from his mother. He 

could only kiss her head and say, “I’ll tell 

Salama the good news.”
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