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Dear readers,

Ramadan Mubarak. The holy month of Ramadan is the annual time for Muslims 

around the world to reflect, and this year we have chosen to  reflect on a significant 

dimension of our lives here in the Gulf region: Our folklore. 

In this issue of Sekka Magazine, we shed a light on elements from our rich and 

wide-encompassing Khaleeji folklore, including customs, dances, music, folk stories 

and cultural beliefs that we have inherited generation upon generation, through a 

new lens. We ask where these stand in 2021, particularly for the new generation of 

Khaleejis, the youth. What does folklore mean to them today? How are they 

preserving and carrying it forward in a fast-changing and increasingly globalized 

world? What elements are they foregoing and why? As you read through the issue, 

you will meet a variety of creatives from the region who each answer these questions 

in their own ways and through different mediums, such as dance, art, photography 

and writing.

 

Elsewhere in the issue, we also highlight and celebrate the diversity that exists in 

our cosmopolitan region, born out of historical connections with Persia, Balochistan 

and East Africa (amongst others) through a variety of stories that we have curated 

for you. Together, they touch upon but a drop in the sea of our rich culture, and 

which diving into is always more necessary. 

We sincerely hope you enjoy reading this issue of Sekka.

Lots of love, 

Manar and Sharifah Alhinai

Letter from the editors 

The Storyteller In Chief of Sekka Manar Alhinai, and the Managing Storyteller of Sekka Sharifah Alhinai. 
Illustration: Hatty Pedder. 
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How Marwa Al Hinai uses 
Indian art to tell Oman’s 

stories
Maryam Al Shehhi speaks with the rising 
Omani artist about her unconventional 

art that bridges the Indian and  the 
Omani civilizations.

 her art journey, she recalls her multiple visits 

to the Association of Rural Women with her 

mother and twin sister during her childhood, 

where she was trained in traditional arts such 

as “sewing, weaving wool and macrame, 

making flowers and ceramics,” so that she 

would not to be ignorant about the traditional 

arts girls her age practiced. It was through 

handicrafts that Marwa learned of the 

capabilities of her two small talented hands, 

after which she says, “a passion for the arts was 

ignited in me through handicrafts.” And the 

bigger Marwa's hands grew, the more her 

passion for arts increased, which eventually led 

her to specialize in multimedia design in 

university in order to continue her journey of 

learning about arts that were different from the 

traditional ones she had received training in, 

such as the visual arts.

Marwa meets madhubani art

Her story with madhubani art began as an 

unforgettable coincidence. After she graduated 

from university, Marwa continued to immerse 

herself in the world of visual arts as she 

searched for a job that would fulfill her passion 

by sharing her artworks on her social media 

 

will be drawn in our minds, with colors unlike 

the one imagined by the person sitting right 

next to us. But most of what we would 

imagine would most likely be a painting in a 

museum or a mundane frame hung on the wall 

because unconventional art requires a bridge to 

lead us to it, especially when it combines the 

richness of Omani history with its vibrant 

present through an Indian medium. This is 

where the art of Marwa Al Hinai comes in. It 

forms a bridge through which she takes us to 

the uncoventional.

Marwa Al Hinai is an Omani artist with a 

background in multimedia design who has 

been a member of the Oman House of Fine 

Art since 2020. What distinguishes 

Marwa  from other artists is her unparalleled 

passion for telling  the stories of Oman and 

portraying its traditions and folklore through 

Indian arts, such as madhubani art, which she 

is becoming known for in the Omani art 

community.

Traditional beginnings

Marwa was first introduced to the world of 

arts through handicrafts.  As she looks back at

If we take a minute to think of the word 

“art,” different images and geometric shapes 

Features 
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channels. During that time, Marwa came 

across a leaflet containing a stunning 

geometric design, and her curious 

fingertips pulled her towards simulating it 

and searching for hours about  the 

geometric design, where she met the art of 

mandala. Native to Tibet, and 

characterized by drawing circular 

geometric shapes that describe the 

metaphysical universe, mandala art took 

her on another journey of discovering the 

world of painted Indian folklore, through 

which she learned about the madhubani 

art (as well as warli art) that the women of 

India drew on the walls of their homes to 

depict  life in India.

Marwa passionately describes madhubani 

art as, “art that tells a story that within an 

ornate frame. Every element of the story 

drawn is heavily decorated, and any 

unadorned space is not acceptable in the 

work. Characters should have large or 

puffy eyes and a sharp nose and the artist 

must be generous with their colors. This 

art does not pay attention to the tiny 

details of drawing the character, however, 

and is satisfied with what just indicates its 

features.” 

Creating bridges through art

Through her art, Marwa paints a bridge 

between the Indian and the Omani 

civilizations, which are interconnected by 

“a historical relationship that is witnessed 

by the coasts between the two lands ... and 

the  impact of this is clear, especially when 

you look at  women's clothing, since many 

women from ancient times until today  

have incorporated Indian fabrics and 

embroidery into their traditional outfits,” 

she says.  

Her art ignites me to ask how she 

integrates the Indian and Omani 

civilization through it, to 

which  Marwa  responds: “I actually 

depict  the Arab and Islamic civilizations 

before the Omani - which it is, of course, a 

part of - in my attempt to express that we 

are a single cultural force that I present to 

the world in an Indian style.” She draws 

“women dressed in hijab and men light-

colored clothes,” and she moves away from 

whatever “contradicts the path of the land 

she belongs to, whether in beliefs or 

customs.” 

“When my artwork is seen,” she says, “it 

will be said that it portrays the civilization 

in Arab and Muslim countries." Marwa 

realizes that she has adopted "an artistic 

style and language that not many are 

accustomed to,” she says, but it is what she 

has chosen to share stories about Oman.

Marwa’s madhubani art depicts Arabic, 

Islamic and Omani elements. For example, 

Marwa highlights the natural Omani 

environment, and objects heavily present in 

traditional Omani life such as al-mabkhara, 

al-mandoos and al-dallah. Depictions of 

Omani women in their traditional clothing 

engaged in different activities are also 

strongly present throughout Marwa’s art . 

When  I ask her about the reason behind 

this she says, " Being an Omani woman is 

my identity. I describe myself as an Omani 

woman first and foremost, and when I 
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Imagining Oman in the 
Future by Marwa Al Hinai.



open my eyes I see my [late] grandmother 

in the eyes of all the beautiful Omani 

women- the mothers, the scientists and the 

courageous leaders over the centuries. 

Thus, I feel obligated to depict her in the 

best way possible.” 

Producing  hope in the midst of global 

challenges 

 

Although the Covid-19 pandemic has 

paused  lives all around the world, yet 

Marwa has not stopped working since the 

onset of the crisis. She has used the time to 

invest her energies into submitting her 

artworks to be showcased at various 

exhibitions and art fairs around the Arab 

world that, due to the pandemic causing 

many to go digital, she was able to 

participate in, such as her first  event 

abroad: The Fez Electronic Festival for 

Arabic Calligraphy, Decoration and 

Miniatures. She has also participated in 

virtual exhibitions, such as November's 

Pen and Feather. Although the pandemic 

has stood in the way of several sectors, it 

has also benefited the creative people like 

Marwa, who won’t stop discovering and 

dreaming.

As our interview comes to a close, Marwa 

reflects on the influence that the Indian 

arts, especially  madhubani art, has had on 

her and her journey of self-discovery as an 

artist, and shares a few words of wisdom 

with other artists. “Artists need to be 

familiar with the visual arts. They have to 

nourish themselves with knowledge as well 

as nourish their lives socially and 

emotionally,  fill in the gaps that exist in 

our art world and go against what everyone 

around them does. If they do not they 

 

will not add anything unique to art 

museums, nor will they have a 

resonant voice in their work and their 

culture will not be richer for it,” she 

tells me. “Speaking from my 

experience, the effect that madhubani 

art had on my followers was higher 

than the effect of mandala art because 

mandala art is not a new form of art 

to my society. There are many who 

have mastered art that is relatively 

common, and people get bored of 

repetition, myself included. As for 

madhubani art, its strangeness is what 

has made it receive a lot of attention, 

and compelled people to research 

more about its origins, which in itself 

drives me towards development and 

continuation.” 

 

Today, Marwa is working on her five-

year plan, which is translating  our 

Arab and Islamic civilizations to a 

number of artistic mediums, 

including  through warli art.
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Al-samree

By Omani artist Enaam Ahmed.
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Shareefa Al Zayani is on a mission 
to preserve Khaleeji women folk 
dances

Folk dance is an essential part of any country’s folklore, so essential that it is 

amongst the categories that form an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity 

at the UNESCO. In fact, several dances around the world have been successfully 

added to the representative list, including traditional male dances f rom the Gulf 

region such as al-ardah al-najdiyah f rom Saudi Arabia and al-razfa f rom Oman 

and the UAE. 

However, what is notably missing f rom the  list are Khaleeji female dances, or 

those that females traditionally partake in in the Gulf ,despite the existence of 

many different types of folk dances across the region. While working as a DJ in 

her home-country of Bahrain, Shareefa Al Zayani noticed that young women in 

segregated weddings and celebrations did not know to dance these traditional 

dances, or simply would not dance at all. This worried the 40-year-old. In order 

 

In order for Bahraini and Khaleeji dances not to die with the 
demise of many of the older generations who still practice them, 
Shareefa Al Zayani took it up on herself to research, learn and 
teach these dances.

Features 
 

Bahraini dance instructor Shareefa Al Zayani. Illustration: Sekka.
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for Bahraini and Khaleeji dances not to die with the demise of many of the 

older generations who still practice them, Shareefa  took it up on herself to 

research, learn and teach these dances. Today, alongside her job as a 

physical education teacher by day and a DJ by night, she instructs women 

on how to dance Khaleeji in locations like Bahrain’s Ballet Center, and she 

also shares instruction videos on her Instagram page.

We speak to Shareefa  about her beginnings in dance, her career as a dance 

instructor and discuss the challenges she faces as one of the small number of 

Khaleeji instructors in the region to do this, and to do this relatively 

publicly in the region.

To start with, what is Khaleeji dance? What distinguishes it?

Shareefa Al Zayani: It is the dance of the people of the Arabian Gulf 

region, the people of the desert and the sea. Khaleeji dance shows the 

similarity between the dances of Bedouin Arabs and the Arabs of the sea. 

Examples of the former are the al-marada dance, the al-samree dance and 

the al-khayl or al-faras dance. Examples of the latter are the al-laywa and 

al-tanboora dances, which developed due to influences f rom the African and 

Indian coasts. The al-basta dance arose f rom Iraqi influence, especially the 

influence of the people of Basra. I am interested in the dances of the 

women of the region, such as the al-samree and al-khammaree dances, which 

simultaneously showcase women’s modesty and sense of romance. 

What inspired you to start teaching women Khaleeji dance?

 

Shareefa Al Zayani: I have enjoyed performing ever since I was in middle 

school, when I used to participate in national day celebrations, and my love 

for performance only grew with time and as I took part in more 

performances in high school. Being a P.E. teacher, my environment also 

encourages me to always be active, move around and dance. But my decision 

to teach women to dance really came about when I began working as a DJ. I 

noticed that young women don’t generally dance a lot in weddings and 
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I am interested in the dances of the women of the region...which 
simultaneously showcase women’s modesty and sense of romance. 



celebrations, and that [when they do] they prefer hip hop, zumba, mamba 

and salsa. With time, I realized that many either don’t like Khaleeji dance, 

or don’t know how to dance Khaleeji. Others still don’t dance because they 

believe it is aib (shameful), haram (forbidden), or immodest.

Who taught you how to dance?

Shareefa Al Zayani: I learned by watching my aunts and other family 

members dance at weddings and other occasions when I was young. I also 

learned by watching dances on Bahrain TV, which I used to record, play 

and replay until I mastered them. Observing local bands perform, as well as 

watching the Kuwaiti operetta of the 1980s, also helped.

What are some of the dances you teach, and can you give us some 

background about each?

Shareefa Al Zayani: One of the dances I teach is the al-samree dance. It is a 

slow dance that expresses modesty, sadness and longing for the beloved. 

Women who perform it wear an abaya  (cloak) or a Khaleeji thoub (dress). 

Another dance is the al-khayl or al-faras dance. It is a Bedouin dance that 

every tribe has a slightly different version of. However, it is generally 

characterized by the movement of the hands, the swinging of the hair and 

the paced movement of the dancer f rom one space to another. Women who 

perform it usually wear a niqab (face cover), shaila (headscarf ), jalabiya 

(dress), sirwal (pants) and belt. Al-marada is another originally Bedouin 

dance that I teach. It literally means going back and forth, and is usually 

performed when many girls and women are gathered together on 

celebrations like Eid because it requires a relatively large number of females 

to be performed.  I also teach al-basta, which is a very light and joyous 

dance that expresses happiness.

Who are your students? From what backgrounds do they hail, and what ’s 

the most requested dance you are asked to teach?

Shareefa Al Zayani: Many of my students are Bahraini women who come in 

for classes before their family weddings. There are also Bahraini women 

who come in to perfect their performances, or to learn the al-samree dance. 

Then there are those who just want to learn how to dance Khaleeji for fun. I 

also have students who are non-Bahraini who've lived in Bahrain for years
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and so would like to get to know the country’s culture more. Others yet are 

professional dancers who have to learn all kinds of dances for their 

respective jobs. 

What is your favorite dance?

 

Shareefa Al Zayani: Al-basta because it allows me to express my fun and 

cheerful personality, and it allows me to be active. I also love the al-samree 

dance because it showcases the Khaleeji woman’s modesty and emotions.

What are some of the reactions you have received from people when you 

tell them that you teach Khaleeji dance?

 

Shareefa Al Zayani:  There are men and women who are encouraging when 

they find out, there are those who get shocked and then there are those who 

simply do not care. We live in a patriarchal and masculine society, thus 

anything creative, especially if it is done by a Khaleeji woman, is viewed 

with suspicion despite the fact that women used to dance in the past, 

sometimes even alongside men. However, it must be noted that is beginning 

to change, and I hope we will strike more of a balance between positive 

masculinity and positive femininity as a society. 

When you first opened your Instagram dance account, you taught dance 

through it by giving written instructions, and then you took videos that 

mostly only show the movement of your feet. Tell us more about the 

reason behind that.

 

Shareefa Al Zayani: I believe in doing things slowly. Putting full videos of 

myself dancing would have shocked society. So, I did it that way in order to 

see how I felt about things based on people’s responses, and determine how 

I could move forward.  In addition, women usually start practicing at home, 

and this way makes it easier for them to begin learning the basic steps, 

which can take a long time.

What are some of the challenges you face, and how do you deal with 

them?

 

Shareefa Al Zayani:  As a researcher, I face the challenge of being unable to 

find a lot of information due to the dearth of resources out there. In    
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addition, there are disagreements between artists about the kind of beat 

each dance should be danced to, or what it should be called. What I do 

when that arises is that I take the opinion of the majority, or I continue 

researching, or I come up with a name based on my observations. Another 

challenge stems f rom the fact that the number of female performers in the 

country that I could resort to is small.  Luckily, some men f rom the local 

bands have been helpful due to their knowledge about women’s dances and 

by virtue of the women they know, and so has YouTube. The last challenge I 

face is being bullied on social media for my profession and for putting it out 

there on social media, which is something Khaleeji women don’t normally 

take up or at least state publicly. When that happens, I just delete the 

negative comments or I don’t read them in the first place, and I tell myself 

“It ’s none of my business.” However, I also got an attorney to resort to 

when necessary.

 

 

 How does your work contribute to preserving Bahraini and Khaleeji 

folklore, especially in a globalized world? And why is it important to 

preserve our traditional dances?

 

Shareefa Al Zayani: Documenting our folklore through mediums like social 

media is important because of the cultural imperialism we’re facing on so 

many areas, not just dance, and so that the next generations will get to 

know their folklore and traditional dances. Translating our folklore is also 

important so that it reaches the West in an organized way, so that they may 

use it in their research.

 

What are you future plans?

 

Shareefa Al Zayani:  One of my goals is to visit other Gulf countries to 

learn, document and eventually teach their female dances.

 

 
18

We live in a patriarchal and masculine society, thus anything 

creative, especially if it is done by a Khaleeji woman, is 

viewed with suspicion despite the fact that women used to 

dance in the past, sometimes even alongside men.

 



Old Dubai, courtesy of The 
National Archives of Abu 

Dhabi



The African
influence on Khaleeji music

This article, written by Sekka's co-founder and 
managing storyteller Sharifah Alhinai, was 
originally published on Sekka in February of 

2018.

The majority of the participants in this dance 

are Khaleejis of African descent, or 

“Gulfricans” as they have come to be referred 

to by some scholars. In fact, the Khaleeji music 

industry has been dominated by Gulfrican 

dancers, musicians, and singers since its 

emergence in the 20th century. Examples 

include the late Kuwaiti singer Aisha al-Marta, 

the late Saudi singer Etab, and members of the 

Kuwaiti band “Miami.” 

 

What is the reason behind this dominance? 

And who is this Fairuz that the al-laywa 

chanters sing about, and why is he so 

important? To answer these questions, we have 

to go back in history.  

The Arabian Gulf Region and Africa: A brief 

history 

 

The relationship between the Arabian Gulf 

region and the African continent is a tale as 

old as time. With only a sea separating them, 

Arabs have travelled to Africa for thousands of 

years for the purpose of trade or to seek a 

better livelihood and vice versa. Push and pull 

factors for each varied during different time 

periods. 

 

of the Arabian Gulf, chances are you’ve come 

across  al-laywa, one of the numerous 

traditional dances that have been performed in 

the region for more than a century. It begins 

with the sound of the serannay (a clarinet-like 

instrument), which is played for a few minutes 

by an entranced soloist. One by one, the 

listening men begin to form a circle around the 

soloist. Barefooted and moving in a counter- 

clockwise direction, they take two steps 

forward, two steps back, two steps forward, 

two steps back...while chanting along to the 

music. It is said that it is this circular 

movement that gives the al-laywa its name. 

 

The lyrics of al-laywa chants vary and are 

often barely fathomable or even completely 

unfathomable at times. Chants that have 

historically been sung in laywas in the region 

include: 

 

 

Beloved Fairuz, they went to sell him 

Oh Allah, let the western winds blow and return 

him 

I
f you frequently attend heritage festivals or 

national day celebrations in the countries of
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In the second half of the 19th century and 

the first quarter of the 20th century, the 

slave trade was a significant push factor. 

“As global markets for dates and pearls 

expanded, so too did demand for slave 

labor and much of this labor was drawn 

from East Africa,” explains Matthew S. 

Hopper in Slaves of One Master: 

Globalization and Slavery in Arabia in the 

Age of Empire. “As a result, the African 

diaspora in the Gulf grew dramatically 

during this period, accounting for nearly a 

fifth of eastern Arabia’s population by the 

turn of the twentieth century.” 

 

African men mainly worked in the pearl 

diving industry in the summers and in 

shipyards, fishing grounds and agricultural 

lands in the winters. They eventually 

assimilated into life in the Khaleej, 

mastering the Arabic language and the 

locals’ speech patterns, and the non-

Muslims of them converted to Islam. In 

the early 20th century, British officers and 

travelers alike described the population of 

Khaleeji coastal towns like Dubai’s as 

homogenous, for example, noting that 

Africans and their descendants were 

“indistinguishable from the local 

population in dress or speech.” 

Music as a form of connection to Africa 

 

Although they assimilated, Africans 

“remained connected to the one most 

African identifying element besides their 

skin [color]: their music,” says Emirati Dr. 

Aisha Bilkhair. With a PhD in the social 

history of Dubai, one of Dr. Bilkhair’s 

main areas of research has been the 

Gulfrican experience, especially the “Afro-

 

Emirati” experience, as she calls it. She has 

spent years researching and documenting 

the history and experiences of Emiratis of 

African descent and has published more 

than four research papers on this topic 

alone. 

 

“The al-laywa is one of a number of art 

forms that came from Africa to the 

Arabian Gulf region,” says Dr. Bilkhair. “It 

is still practiced [in the region] in the same 

way it is practiced in African countries 

such as Tanzania and Kenya.” 

 

Another is al-nuban, she says, which 

originated in Nubia.  Al-nuban is a dance 

that is characterized by the use of al-

tanboora (tanpura) and drums to create a 

rhythmic beat to which the raqis al-

manyoor dances (raqis means male dancer 

and al-manyoor is a belt made out of sheep 

or goat hooves that is worn around the 

dancer’s waist to produce a musical rattling 

sound). 

 

“For Gulfricans, music [historically] served 

several purposes,” explains Dr. Bilkhair. “It 

kept them connected to their ancestors,” as

much of it was traditionally performed in 

their native African languages (primarily 

Swahili), which makes some of the chants 

unfathomable to Arabic speakers.  

 They also used it express themselves and 

to share knowledge and experiences.” she 

adds, referring to the al-laywa 

chant  mentioned earlier as an example 

of  spreading knowledge about an 

occurrence within the community, namely 

that a man named Fairuz was sold into 

slavery and sent away from his loved ones. 
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Top: African men mainly worked in the pearl diving industry in the summers and in shipyards, fishing grounds and 
agricultural lands in the winters. Bottom: A Gulfrican musician performing. Images:Courtesy of the National Archives of 
Abu Dhabi.
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Some divers, upon returning from the 

diving season, went directly to the 

headquarters of the musical groups, even 

before seeing their wives and children; 

such was their nostalgia for music, a 

phenomenon that was not observed with 

non-African divers,” notes Dr. Bilkhair. 

 

Cross-cultural participation in the arts 

 

Gulfricans, however, allowed non-

Gulfricans to observe and participate in 

their types of art and “the majority liked 

the taste of African music because it was 

celebratory and entertaining,” says Dr. 

Bilkhair. 

 

However, many Khaleejis refrained from 

participation because it was generally 

culturally frowned upon for men and 

women to sing and dance without purpose. 

Notably, traditional Khaleeji art forms are 

characterized primarily by acapella singing 

to ease work or to express pride in one’s 

tribe/people and their strength and power 

in times of war. Of course, this has 

changed today. On the other hand, “Africa 

was known for having an event for every 

celebration,” chuckles Dr. Bilkhair. 

Similarly, Khaleejis also included 

Gulfricans in their own art forms. In 

Oman and the UAE, in particular, 

Gulfricans participated in the native art 

forms of al-ayyalah (call to war), al-yola (a 

dance exhibiting the use and mastery of 

weapons when one is provoked to war) 

and al-razfa ( a dance celebrating victory in 

war). They also participated in  the 

included the al-nahma, an art form that 

was popular in the region in the days of 

sailing and pearl diving.  The al-nahham 

  

chanter that went on-board sailing ships 

and his sole job was to sing and chant day 

in and day out in order to ease the work 

on-board of the ship, motivate the sailors 

and divers if they were feelingdiscouraged, 

and give them hope on a tough day at sea,” 

explains Dr. Bilkhair. Though many al-

nahhams were African in identity because 

of their superior lung capacities and deep 

voices, “the job required them to sing in a 

language that was different than his native 

one (Arabic). However, they were able to 

put their feelings and native flavor into it. 

So the al-nahham had an African taste 

with Gulf lyrics.” 

Gulfricans’ artistic legacy 

 

Gulfricans added zest to art forms in the 

region, remarks Dr. Bilkhair, through their 

rhythm, their usage of the pentatonic 

percussion, the instruments they brought 

with them from Africa or made and used 

(certain types of drums and lyres that are 

still played today), or the dances they 

performed. They also normalized singing 

and dancing across it,” she adds.  Gulfrican 

men and especially women such as [20th 

century] singers Ayesha al-Marta in 

Kuwait, Moza Saeed in the UAE, Moza 

Khamees in Oman and Etab in Saudi 

Arabia challenged their time,” says Dr. 

Bilkhair. “It wasn’t acceptable in this 

society for women to appear in front of 

men and the world to sing. Now, the sky’s 

the limit. These pioneers opened the doors 

for others to come.”

 

“These days, young musicians who sing 

and perform modern music are considered 

trendy,” she adds. Contemporary Khaleeji 

singers such as Hussain al-Jasmi and 

Balqees Fathi are examples. 
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Ahmed Al-Refaie: Celebrating 
Arab culture through art
 

Ahmed Al-Refaie studied English 

Literature in university, but after 

graduating he pursued the passion that he 

first discovered when he was only 10 years 

old: art.  After a series of trials and failures 

over the years, he eventually found his 

calling in digital illustration and graphic 

design.  Today, the 34-year-old Kuwaiti 

(who is more popularly known as 

Owaikeo)  is one of the Gulf region’s 

leading professional digital illustrators and 

graphic designers who is best-known for 

his creative and fresh representation of 

Gulf and wider Arab culture in his 

illustrations. He has collaborated with 

companies such as Snap Chat, and given 

talks at Apple, Saudi Culture Week and 

more.

Amongst his artworks are the Villains from 

Middle Eastern Folklore Series and the 

Traditional Professions from the Arab World 

Series. In the former,  he depicts evil 

characters from famous tales in the 

regional folklore, such as those of Umm al-

Saaf Wal Leef, Bu Deryah and al-Tantal. In 

the latter, he sheds a light on occupations 

that have long existed in the Arabian 

region, such as being a herbalist or a 

seamstress, for viewers to appreciate them. 

I speak with Ahmed about what inspires 

his noteworthy work, what folklore means 

to him and how he documents and depicts 

it in his art. This interview has been edited 

for length and clarity. 

What inspires your illustrations? 

 

Ahmed Al- Refaie: I have a common 

theme in my work, which is that I want to 

capture the Gulf and Arab region as I feel 

there is little to no representation in the

"I cover all kinds of topics but I 
always have a message in all 
my work."

Spotlight

 is Kuwaiti digital artist's work represents the culture of the 
Gulf and wider Arab world writes Sekka's co-founder and 
managing storyteller Sharifah Alhinai. 

Ahmed Al-Refaie. Image: Courtesy 
of Ahmed Al-Refaie.
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digital art form. Such dedication has made me 

learn so much about different cultures and 

traditions. I find inspiration in events, 

traditions, things that happen to me and even 

the little things, but then I exaggerate them. I 

cover all kinds of topics, but I always have a 

message in all my work. 

Your illustrations frequently depict Gulf 

and wider Arab culture. Tell us more about 

the reason behind that.

 

Ahmed Al- Refaie: Prior to 2016, I was 

drawing nothing and everything. I felt that I 
had no common goal or identity. That was the 

case as I drew fan art, then characters inspired 

by the West like cowboys, or even depictions of 

aliens. I grew tired and started to look for 

something new, something even though I am 

Kuwaiti, had felt distant towards, and that was 

our culture. We grew up watching dubbed 

Japanese cartoons and studying an English 

curriculum that we missed what was in front of 

us.  

Our theme for this issue is folklore. You have 

depicted Khaleeji and Arab folklore in your 

illustrations, such as through the Villains from 

Middle Eastern Folklore Series and the 

Traditional Professions from the Arab 

World  Series. What inspired these and what 

does Arab folklore mean to you?

 

Ahmed Al- Refaie: Folklore is interesting to 

me as it is rooted in history but it is clearly 

something made up. With the stories of the 

past and these villains in the case of my series, I 

felt the need to learn more about their origins 

and how they came to be. Although they are 

villains, their stories are genius. Storytelling is 

 

 

" I like to reinvent by putting my 
own stamp on things."

Illustrations by 
Ahmed Al-Refaie.

Illustrations by 
Ahmed Al-Refaie.
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Bu Deryah

 By Ahmed Al-Refaie.
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Umm al- Saaf Wal Leef

 By Ahmed Al-Refaie.
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Al-Tantal

 By Ahmed Al-Refaie.
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interesting but I was interested in the past, 

and I wanted to put a “face” to these tales. 

This mindset is what inspires me to dig into 

the past and learn more as our history is more 

than just camels and tents. Furthermore, 

Arabic folklore is a great source of inspiration 

when creating characters. I can be inspired by 

the theme, setting and more.

What are some of your favorite stories from 

our folklore? How have they shaped you 

today?

 

Ahmed Al- Refaie: Folklore stories are made 

for a particular goal, and in the case of my 

series of villains, they were created to scare 

people. For example, parents wanted to 

prevent their children from going out at 

certain times. But there are also tales that 

were sparked for other unknown reasons like 

Bu Deryah  (or Bu al-bahar), who is perhaps 

my favorite as he/it is deeply rooted in our 

culture. The story goes that a creature (Bu 

Deryah ) pretends to drown near a pearl 

diving ship in order to catch his prey. What I 

find interesting is that the story is rooted in 

our culture, as it combines the sea and 

previous profession of pearl diving. My 

depiction of the creature is somewhat funny as 

I imagined him to be a man with fish-like 

features. To me, he’s been in the sea for so 

long that he has become a part of it!

Your illustrations both document and 

reinvent. For example, you document 

traditional professions through your series 

and you reinvent the way villains are 

depicted. How important is documentation 

and reinvention through art to you?
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Ahmed Al- Refaie: This is essential to what I 

do: I like to reinvent by putting my own 

stamp on things. This is mainly why I stay 

away from fan art and drawing real people; I 

do not want to just recreate, I want to take 

things further and appreciate art for the art 

first and foremost. I do not want the main 

subject or the recreation of the illustration to 

be at the center stage. This also goes back to 

my main goal of making these Arabic topics 

modernized and approachable to more 

generations as Arabic themes are always 

confined to Ramadan.

  

 

 

The Herbalist, from the "Traditional Professions in the 
Arab World Series" by Ahmed Al-Refaie.



Yara Ayoob: Making abayat al-ras 
appeal to the Khaleeji youth
 

Amongst her 61.2 thousand followers on 

Instagram, Yara Ayoob has become known 

as the go-to person for all things brows-

related, especially after  the 24-year-old 

content creator and makeup artist became 

Benefit Middle East’s regional brow artist 

and spokesperson in 2019. But what has 

also made her stand out amongst the 

virtual crowds—aside from  her ability to 

achieve the perfect brows— is her 

commitment to representing Bahraini, and 

wider Khaleeji culture, by wearing abayat al 

ras in  many of the quirky photoshoots 

that she regularly holds to produce beauty 

(and non-beauty) related social media 

content.

Abayat al-ras is a loose-fitting black 

cloak  that women across the Gulf region 

have worn for centuries. What 

distinguishes it in style from the black 

cloak, or abaya, that is more commonly 

worn by Khaleeji women today is that 

abayat al-ras —as its name in Arabic 

suggests—rests on the head rather than on 

the shoulders. In addition, it is usually 

worn by older generations of Gulf women, 

and is noticeably less popular amongst 

young women who opt for more fashion-

forward abayat that rest on the shoulders, 

or none at all. 

 

Yara feels differently, however. For this 

Bahraini millennial, who grew up seeing 

many of the elders of her family wearing it, 

abayat al-ras, “Symbolizes elegance, 

history, culture and warmth. I always feel a 

sense of warmth whenever I wear it.” 

“I love my abayat al-ras because it belongs 

to my grandmother and it always 

transports me to a different era. It makes 

me feel closer to my roots and my 

country,” says the young content creator, 

who lives in the UAE.  “I truly believe that 

it is a 

Spotlight

e traditional Khaleeji garment is a focal point in this content 
maker's photoshoots.

Yara Ayoob. Image: Courtesy of Yara Ayoob. 
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Farasha, courtesy of Yara 
Ayoob.



Gloob, courtesy of Yara 
Ayoob.



Yummah, courtesy of Yara 
Ayoob.



symbolic piece of our traditions that we 

should celebrate and keep for future 

generations to come.” 

Through her photographs, which she takes by 

herself and with the help of her siblings, Yara 

combines her love for her culture with more 

modern aspects of her everyday life, from 

colorful makeup to trendy accessories to foods 

that she enjoys.“My love for my culture, art 

and makeup are definitely what drive me to be 

more creative and to push myself to be as 

extravagant as I can with every post,” she says 

when we ask her where she derives her 

inspiration for her photoshoots from. 

As she takes us through her photographs and 

photoshoots, she notes that it was her 

photograph Um Nufaish, which she took in 

2018 was what encouraged Yara “to think 

outside the box and celebrate my abayat al-ras 

more,” because it received positive reactions 

from her family, friends and numerous others. 

Thus, one of her main goals today is to 

“normalize wearing it [abayat al-ras] out 

more”  as a way to preserve the tradition that so 

many Khaleeji women before have maintained 

across time, and to popularize it amongst the 

youth, as well as to generally "encourage people 

to celebrate their culture more.

 

 

Desert Scarecrow, 
courtesy of Yara Ayoob.

Um Nufaish, 
courtesy of Yara 
Ayoob.
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Wrood, courtesy 
of Yara Ayoob.



Ain Min Allah Khair 

 By Abdulaziz Alhosni.
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Ain Min Allah Khair 

 By Abdulaziz Alhosni.
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Abdulaziz Alhosni: Connecting 
the youth across time 

Over the last decade in particular, Oman 

has given birth to a new generation of 

talented photographers and artists 

including Haitham Al Farsi, Chendy, 

Mahmood Al Zadjali, Mujahid Al Malki, 

Tariq Al Hajri and H.H. Sayyida Meyyan 

Shihab Al Said, to name but a few. 

Another name that is  now also rising to 

national and regional recognition is that of 

21-year-old Omani photographer 

Abdulaziz Alhosni. 

 

Though his photography journey began 

only in recent years, the graphic design 

student’s photographs, which tackle social 

issues, especially those of the youth, are 

already garnering the attention of 

thousands of Oman’s 

predominantly  young population. In fact, 

it is the youth and “the youth’s untapped 

potential” that inspires much of 

Abdulaziz’s photography and art, 

something that is particularly evident in 

the first few works he has shared through 

his Instagram page such as Release Your 

Energy and 3000.

“I consider my work to be very reality-

based. I derive my inspiration from what I 

see and  experience every day, and I try to 

depict reality and my concepts within my 

photography,” says the self-taught 

photographer. Amongst his most 

noteworthy series is Habayib Club. One of 

the photographs of the series features 

Abdulaziz donning a pink kummah 

(traditional headpiece) with hearts 

embroidered on it, while resting on a 

couch in a pink and blue room with a glass 

full of a blood-red love potion in his hand. 

Another features the same glass broken 

with the words “Long lives love” alongside 

it in Arabic. “Habayib Club is an imagined 

club for people who are afraid to express

Spotlight

is Omani photographer and artist is dedicated to depicting the 
issues of the youth and representing them. 

Abdulaziz Alhosni.. Image: Courtesy of Abdulaziz 
Alhosni.
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their feelings and emotions,” he explains, 

something that, based on his observations, is 

not only common amongst the Omani youth 

but also amongst the youth of the wider Arab 

world. “Every element in Habayib Club 

represents and expresses something specific. 

For example, the kummah that is embroidered 

with hearts shows that love, traditional clothes 

and traditions as a whole, are in sync. The 

drink is a magical love potion that gives its 

consumer the courage to express their 

emotions.”

Similarly, Ain Min Allah Khair features 

Abdulaziz and  another young man gathered 

over traditional Arabic coffee, with both 

wearing traditional Omani dress but Abdulaziz 

pairing it with black sneakers. Not only does 

that series celebrate coffee, its Arabness and its 

ability to bring people together, it also once 

again shows how tradition and modernity can 

blend in well together, a theme that is 

important for Abdulaziz. “The Omani youth 

are generally distant from the past, and we 

often forget that the past had its own youth 

who went through  things that are similar to 

what  we go through today,” he adds. “Through 

my work I try to embody the youth of the past 

while adding my own contemporary twist as a 

young man in 2021.” 

From Habayib Club by Abdulaziz Alhosni.

From Habayib Club 
by Abdulaziz 
Alhosni.
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Photography by Fatima 
Dashty.
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Like other Arab Gulf States, 

Bahrain has undergone a rapid 

process of modernization over the 

last 100 years. But that has not 

stopped the new generations from 

embracing the past and celebrating 

it in their own creative ways. 

Fatima Dashty is one such 

millennial.  Using her Canon R 

Mirrorless Camera, the 30-year-old 

self-taught photographer has been 

capturing and recreating scenes that 

depict the Kingdom’s traditional 

ways of life, as well as customary, 

religious and national celebrations 

like Gergaon, Eid and Bahraini 

National Day, for the last seven 

years.

Keeping the 
past alive: The 
photography 
of Fatima 
Dashty

Up close & personal

In explaining the passion behind 

her drive she says, “I love this type 

of photography and it’s close to 

my heart because its represents my 

country’s customs and traditions, 

and [through it] I would like to 

show the beauty of our lifestyle.” 

It normally takes Fatima one week 

to work on each photography 

series, which she captures in 

locations such as Bahrain’s 

Heritage Village, Jarada Island 

and Karzakan, with collaborators.
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Fatima Dashty. Image: Courtesy of Fatima Dashty.
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What it means to 
grow up a Persian-
Khaleeji
By Aleya

As a Persian-Khaleeji who has grown up in 

the Gulf, I  have been accustomed to 

blending different cultures in my day-to-day 

life. This has meant talking in dialect Persian 

with my grandparents, greeting and 

conversing with guests in Arabic, chatting 

away with friends in English and discussing 

matters with our help in Hindi. When guests 

come for a visit, we would serve a selection of 

beverages, from gahwa to karak to red tea 

with a side of sugar cubes, or ghand, and 

Persian saffron infused rock candy, or nabat. 

On the longest night of the year, we would 

gather on the cold marble floored talar of my 

grandparents’ place and cut open a fresh 

watermelon, signaling the start of spring. 

Nothing beats indulging in some kashk on a 

warm afternoon, pretending it’s a jawbreaker 

like the ones from my favorite cartoon 

network show, “Ed, Edd n Eddy.” And don’t 

get me started on our Ramadan spreads, 

which were nothing short of flavor. From 

lugaimat to crispy pakora and velvety 

abgoosht stew, every culture gets  a 

respectable nod during our nightly feasts. I 

also remember listening to Moein in the car 

on my way to school every morning, and 

practicing Farsi sentences in the evening to 

improve my pronunciation. There is 

something about the delicateness of the 

language as it rolls off the tongue. 

During the Indian Ocean Tsunami incident 

of 2004, I happened to pass by the living 

room one evening where all the adults were 

 

gathered around the television watching the 

news, which was reporting the effects of the 

tsunami on the neighboring country of 

Oman. As a child, I was horrified and 

restless at the thought of having a country so 

close to us experience such an incident. That 

night, my mother and grandmother gathered 

us in our room to put us to sleep, since we 

had school the next day. My mother, 

realizing my nervousness that night, decided 

to recite an age-old bedtime story for my 

brother and me. My mother sat on the right 

edge of my bed, while my grandmother sat 

on the left side, both taking turns to retell 

verses of the famous Zangor Mangor folktale. 

It had been years since I had last heard that 

story, and I remember grinning from ear to 

ear as my mother sang the famous lines of 

the tale. It follows the story of a mother goat 

and her two children, Zangor and Mangor. 

As she leaves her children at home to grab 

food from the market, the sly wolf makes his 

way to her residence, knocks the door and 

fools the children into believing he is their 

mother. The children, naive and innocent, 

open the door and end up being devoured by 

the wolf. When the mother goat returns 

home to the tragic incident, she moves from 

one house to the next asking the neighbors 

about her children. When she finds out 

about the wolf ’s doings, she sharpens her 

horn and challenges the wolf to a battle. He, 

in return, sharpens his teeth and charges 

towards her. Her motherly strength takes 

over 
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and she pierces the wolf right in the 

stomach, opening it up and freeing her 

children.

It sounds gruesome, I know, but the 

beautiful words accompanied by the comical 

songs made the story all the more enjoyable. 

Passed down from grandmother, to mother, 

to daughter, to grandchild, I lay there 

listening to the stories that shaped the 

moments of my youth. It was right then and 

there that I realized that I had been given the 

opportunity to live in two very different 

worlds simultaneously, and bringing 

them together has been an exceptional 

journey of self-discovery and growth. 

Living in a part of the world that houses 

a diverse society, being a Persian-Khaleeji 

has been a rich and endearing 

experience. And by sharing bits of our 

world with each other, we create an 

additional welcoming space at  the 

dinner table.

Persian Literary History:  Painting of a king being entertained. Image: McGill Library via Unsplash.
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Why we need to remove the 
stigma around female dance
By Dana Al Rashid

Dance is an essential part of any culture’s 

folklore. “Folk” means the people, and “lore” 

is the body of knowledge, so dance is a 

crucial aspect of this formula both literally 

and metaphorically, as we store all those 

things we cannot articulate in the flesh.

However, dance seems to have been largely 

forgotten in the Gulf region. At best, it is 

pushed aside as some ‘secondary thing,’ 

reserved for people perceived to have no 

dignified jobs or families. Historically, some 

of the entertainers who performed these  

 

folk dances were gypsies, also known as 

Kawliya or Romani. The gypsies originally 

migrated from India and settled mostly in 

Iraq, while some of them have moved to the 

Gulf states. There was also a population of 

Africans who were slaves but stayed later on 

and some worked as dancers, musicians and 

entertainers. Being poor, with dance as their 

main trade, dancing began to generally have 

an unfavorable link to lower classes and 

immorality in the minds of the public— a 

sad stereotype as many of the gypsies and 

Khaleejis of African origins are skilled 

dancers and talented musicians.  

 

It seems that at some point, folk dance 

became hyper-masculine, practiced only by 

men to show their national pride and express 

their cultural identity. From the mid 1980s 

onwards, as conservatism became prominent 

in the region, we began to see less and less 

portrayal of women in the media and 

theaters dancing in their thoubs (national 

dresses). Oftentimes they were replaced by 

children (of both genders), or their dances by 

a more masculine, tribal dance. Female folk 

dances, both Khaleeji and Arabic, seem to 

have moved primarily into the category of 

commercial music video clips, which often 

portray a negative image both of women and 

dance. In the meantime, women were still 
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Bedouin Woman 
Holding Sword for 
Sword Dance. Image: 
Library of Congress.



dancing in private gatherings and segregated 

weddings in many parts of the Gulf.

I find traditional male dances to be beautiful, 

with many examples existing from the Gulf 

region such as al-ardha and al-ayyala. 

Masculine dance is an essential expression of 

cultural identity, and I am happy to see the 

high standard of the dance reached in 

countries such as the UAE, where the 

weapon dance al-yowla has been taken to a 

whole new impressive level, revived and 

preserved through regularly held national 

competitions. 

 

The question here is: Why is women 

dancing their traditional dances publicly 

considered a bad thing? Some may say that 

female dancing should be limited to homes 

and the traditionally segregated weddings to 

avoid provoking men. But who is viewing the 

dance and female body as provocative? It is 

only so according to the uncultivated male 

gaze. 

So we argue fine, maybe one has  a point if 

the female performer is wearing revealing 

clothes. However, this is not the case with 

most folk dances in the region, in which a 

long, flowing gown is the traditional dance 

costume, usually with a form of head cover as 

well. Yet again some say that it is not the 

clothing, but the movement itself that is 

provocative despite the movements being 

quite modest in the Gulf, oftentimes 

consisting mainly of head and hair 

movements, or dancing with the veil such as 

 

 

in the al-khammaree dance. Here I wonder, 

are we policing women’s every little move in 

fear of it becoming too suggestive? All the 

while men of virtually all Arab backgrounds 

are free to express themselves through dance 

as they please, from break dance to hip 

hop  to traditional dances. I find this to be 

entirely unfair to women. The feminine body 

needs to be perceived from a broader, more 

encompassing lens; a lens free of scrutiny 

and judgment, in order for our dances to stay 

alive and evolve. 

 

I remember the days when dance musicals 

used to be aired in Ramadan as part of the 

family friendly TV programs. These 

musicals, also known as fawazeer, were  30-

episode shows that ran  throughout the holy 

month, and which featured a puzzle or a 

question per episode for participants to 

answer and win valuable prizes. Egyptian 

performers Sherihan and Nelly are the most 

popular fawazeer idols, and are adored and 

appreciated by many people from different 

age groups and backgrounds. Najwa Fouad, 

who is a well-known belly dancer, also did 

her own version of the fawazeer in the past, 

and it was also considered quite acceptable 

and even enjoyable at the time.

These women portrayed international dances 

of the world in a fun and friendly way that 

was accessible to all. Again, some may argue 

that Egypt has always been more open than 

the Gulf in that sense. And I agree; that is 

true. But, in the past, we also had portrayal
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“If we do not practice our own folk dances, they will fade 
away into oblivion.”



 of women’s dance on national TV, especially 

in the Kuwaiti Operetta, in celebration of 

national and independence days, as well as 

respectful portrayals of traditional women’s 

dance in musical performances. Old dance 

forms, such as al-khammaree and al-

samree  are multilayered, and even have a 

spiritual aspect to them that is yet to be 

properly documented and explored. 

 Today, folk dance is being taught, 

performed and recognized worldwide, and it 

is even being documented as part of the  

 

 

intangible heritage by the UNESCO. If we 

do not practice our own folk dances, they 

will fade away into oblivion. And if we,

the younger generation, shun our own folk 

dances as inferior and deeming western and 

contemporary styles as of a “higher class” by 

giving them priority in dance studios and 

performances, then we are partaking in our 

own orientalism. Until then, we as women, 

shall continue to dance in wedding 

celebrations, female gatherings and dance 

studios, until the world is ready for us. 

"The question here is: Why is women dancing their 
traditional dances publicly considered a bad thing?"
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Bedouin Sword Dance. Image: Library of Congress. 



The Khaleeji Ghost 

Photography by Khalifa Al Rowaiei, Khawla Al Rowaiei and Saeeda Thani.
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Why I love our djinn 
stories
By Laila Mostafa 

“Make sure you’re home before maghrib 

(sunset), okay? That’s when the djinn come 

out, you know.”

 

“Don’t take too long in the shower; the djinn 

will see you.”

 

“Don’t step into that house after midnight! 

The djinn are everywhere then.”

 

Although we cannot see them, djinn, or evil 

spirits and demons, and their stories have 

very much been a part of our lives for 

generations. For many of us in the Arab 

region (and beyond), djinn have represented 

all that is bad and evil about the world. Our 

ideas about and fear of the djinn were formed 

by the horror stories and cautionary tales we 

grew up with as children, whether it was the 

stories of Umm al-Subyan, a djinn who is 

believed to abduct children that are left 

alone, or Khattaf Rafay, a djinn who is 

believed to drown people at sea. As an 

Egyptian who grew up in the UAE, the folk 

tale that I heard time and again in my 

childhood in my family was that of El 

Naddaha or “The Caller,” a modern legend 

and female-like djinn who is said to call men 

to the Nile River in Egypt and lure them to 

their death. 

Other than the fact that each of us has heard 

stories about them from our families and 

family friends, djinn have also dictated many 

of our lives and determined the way we live 

them. Personally, I know that the djinn still 

dictates the way my friends and I live our 

lives as we are forced to be back home and 

not go out during sunset, and this is just one 

instance out of many. And some of us have 

grown to resent this. 

Of course, I cannot blame our parents and 

families for believing such stories about the 

djinn as these tales were passed down from 

our grandparents and the multiple 

generations before them. But whether we 

like it or not, these horror stories and late-

night campfire tales make us what we are; 

they tie us together as a culture, and form a 

part of our oral heritage. Taking this into 

account along with arts, music and other 

forms of oral traditions, these stories are part 

of what make us Arabs, so why should they 

bother us?

 

While we could argue that these 

superstitions are limiting our lives and 

surrendering them to the mercy of a few 

stories, we could also choose to look at the 

bright side and notice how positively they 

impact us as an Arab community. We could 

focus on how djinn-related stories shape our 

culture and expand our minds’ creativity and 

logic. We could see how such stories inspire 

us as creators and cause us to feature them in 

horror movies, short stories, movies and 

more. Personally, I feel proud whenever
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 I see our horror-related tales featured in 

Arabic movies and shows like Netflix’s 

"Paranormal," that was based on a series of 

short stories by the late Egyptian author 

Ahmad Khaled Tawfik. I also feel happy 

whenever I read that tourists have come a 

long way to take a look at our alleged 

haunted houses or spooky palaces. I feel 

empowered whenever I see articles and 

stories being written about Arabs and our 

culture. 

Of course, I also understand why some 

people would hate to see djinn stories being 

spread around and represented as a part of 

our culture. For one, it may cause people to 

54

see us as a "backward-thinking" 

community. e fact that they negatively 

dictate a lot of our lives is no picnic 

either. Nevertheless, I think we should 

understand that no matter how it affects 

us, djinn and their tales form a big part 

of our folklore and without them, there 

would be a huge chunk missing in the 

big puzzle that is our identity. For that 

very reason, I believe that we should 

celebrate our grandparents and the past 

generations for passing their stories 

down to us, impacting the world and 

shaping us into the culture-packed 

community we are today.

"Djinn and their tales form a big part of our folklore,"writes Laila Mostafa. Image: Unsplash.
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Balochi 
Dress In 
Oman



e Jalar Dress

 

 Photography by Omani photographer 

Adnan Al Baloushi.
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e Balochi Ward Makeena Dress

 Photography  by Omani photographer 

Adnan Al Baloushi.
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Kanj Dotsh Dress (also known as the Siyah Dotsh Dress)

 Photography by Omani photographer 

 Adnan Al Baloushi.
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e Barka Jeek Dress (Regular)

 Photography by Omani photographer 

Adnan Al Baloushi.
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e Barka Jeek Dress ( Modernized)

 Photography by Omani photographer 

Adnan Al Baloushi.
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Inside the creative world of Faisal 
Alkheriji
We speak with the young Saudi artist about his latest solo exhibition at the Khaleeji Art Museum.

Earlier this month, the Khaleeji Art Museum unveiled its second solo exhibition of 

the year,  Representing Culture Differently. The digital exhibition showcases 19 

paintings by  26-year-old emerging Saudi artist Faisal Alkheriji that present 

Saudi  culture in a new light. 

Amongst the artworks on display in the artist’s first digital solo gallery are 

REEMALisa and The Men of Saudi Arabia, which were inspired by Leonardo Da 

Vinci’s Mona Lisa and Pablo Picasso’s Women of Algiers, respectively, and which 

showcase the influence great artists have had on Faisal from childhood and his 

talent in creating art that speaks across different cultures. For instance, his 

REEMALisa depicts a Saudi woman named Reema dressed in traditional Hijazi 

dress, and The Men of Saudi Arabia depicts Saudi men camping in a tent in the 

desert, a leisurely practice known in the Kingdom as a kashta.

Though he pursued a degree in management and marketing, and works in the field, 

the artist is also deeply passionate about the arts, and has showcased his  paintings 

across different exhibitions and events in Boston, London and Jeddah. He also has 

a permanent gallery in the basement of his home in Saudi Arabia. 

Saudi Aroma and Farida by Faisal Alkheriji, now exhibited in the Khaleeji Art Museum's "Representing 
Culture Differently." 

What's on the Khaleeji Art 
Museum
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Faisal Alkheriji

Image: Courtesy of Faisal Alkheriji.



We speak  with the young artist about his 

beginnings, his art style and routine,  his 

digital exhibition at the Khaleeji Art 

Museum and his future plans. This 

interview has been edited for length and 

clarity.

When and how did your art journey begin? 

And how did you learn how to paint?

Faisal Alkheriji: It began when I was six 

years old, when I started going to an art 

class for a year. [Painting] grew with me as a 

hobby, and I was self-taught after that. But 

my real journey began when I studied 

abroad because that’s when I started 

spending much more time on painting and 

trying new techniques and styles. 

What inspires your paintings?

Faisal Alkheriji: I get inspired by my 

culture, patterns related to my culture and I 

also get inspired by other artists, globally and 

locally. 

Who are some of the artists you look up to?

Faisal Alkheriji: My top two artists are 

Pablo Picasso and George Condo, both for 

their exceptional talent in the styles of 

cubism and surrealism, respectively. I try to 

study their work and learn from it as much as 

I can. 

Your artworks frequently depict Saudi and 

wider Arab culture, and some are also 

inspired by paintings of the artists you look 

up to, but which you give a local twist to. 

Tell us more about the reasons behind that.

 

Faisal Alkheriji: Originally, I started 

painting when I was young by copying other 

artists and imitating their artworks. Then, 
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REEMALisa and Mada7 by Faisal Alkheriji, now exhibited in the Khaleeji Art Museum's "Representing 
Culture Differently." 



results. But I’m still very new to it and I’m 

learning as I go.

Tell us about the basement gallery in your 

house.

Faisal Alkheriji: I would call it a mini 

gallery. I have many of my pieces 

hanging  there for display mostly for my own 

enjoyment and the enjoyment of my friends 

and family when they come over. However, 

I’ve also had many guests who have requested 

to see my paintings come over and see them 

there.

What is the role of an artist, in your 

opinion?

Faisal Alkheriji: To express and show their 

talent, and enjoy the process of doing so. I 

refuse to say that artists’ work must have 

meaning. I believe art shouldn’t always be 

meaningful and sometimes artists can do 

things that don’t have any purpose, as long as 

they feel good when they do them.
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as I grew, my style started to shift to paintings 

that reflect my culture. I’m still inspired by 

other artists, but that’s part of the journey, and 

as an artist grows, their style will change and 

evolve with them.

Tell us about the artworks you have selected 

to be showcased at the Khaleeji Art 

Museum, and the inspiration behind the 

theme Representing Culture Differently.

Faisal Alkheriji: Mostly they are of surreal 

characters painted in a cubism style, but you 

will always find something in them or their 

outfits that represents my culture. And that’s 

the point of representing culture differently: 

to present elements of my culture with a twist 

and in a different way. 

We noticed that all the paintings that are 

currently being showcased in the 

Khaleeji  Art Museum are acrylic on canvas. 

Why acrylic on canvas?

Faisal Alkheriji: It’s just how I started, but 

I’m trying to learn how to paint with oil as 

well as I believe it could provide better 

 

Untitled IV, Shahrazad I and by Faisal Alkheriji, now exhibited in the Khaleeji Art Museum's "Representing 
Culture Differently." 



What is your art routine like?

Faisal Alkheriji: Usually I paint at night. After a long day of work, I use painting 

as therapy. I got so used to painting late night that it’s now hard for me to do it 

during the day. It has to be at the end of the day, when I have nothing on my 

mind other than art. And I always need music to focus and I need to be alone; I 

don’t like painting when others are around. 

Which painting(s) of yours are you most proud of and why?

Faisal Alkheriji: I would say my latest artwork, Men of Saudi Arabia, is the one 

I’m proud of the most because of how much it shows of my culture rather than 

just in the outfits of the characters I usually paint. But I’m also proud of all my 

other works.

What are your thoughts on the art scene in the Gulf and wider Arab world 

today?

Faisal Alkheriji: It’s definitely gaining more attention and becoming more 

popular. But I still think there is a long way to go, especially when it comes to art 

education and what art means, as I think today there isn’t proper understanding 

of what art is.

 

 

 In your opinion, what more could be done to better support artists in the Gulf 

and wider Arab region?

 

Faisal Alkheriji: We need more galleries and more attention to be paid to artists, 

similar to what you are doing with this magazine and this feature, which I’m very 

thankful for. 

What advice would you give to emerging artists in the Gulf and wider Arab 

world?

 

Faisal Alkheriji: My advice is for them to ignore what others describe as  art, and 

just try to learn and do whatever they like and not what they think other people 

will like.
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We have a very rich and historical culture that I don't feel we 

do justice.
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Men of Saudi Arabia

By Faisal Alkheriji.



What message would you like viewers to get from your gallery at the 

Khaleeji Art Museum? Or what message would you like to send them?

Faisal Alkheriji: I would like to send a message about the beauty of our 

culture and emphasize that we need to embrace it and show it to the world. 

We have a very rich and historical culture that I don’t feel we do justice, and 

it is our job to show it to the world and keep our culture alive in any way 

possible. Art is one of those ways, and I’m sure there are amazing artists or 

designers who will be able to show our culture very beautifully. 

 What are your future plans?

Faisal Alkheriji: My future plans are to shape my style a bit more, practice 

other mediums, try new painting styles, participate in more galleries locally 

and globally and hopefully be able to represent my culture and represent the 

local talent we have in the region. 

To see Faisal Alkheriji’s f irst solo digital exhibition in the Khaleeji Art Museum 

visit: www.khaleejiartmuseum.com .
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Faisal Alkheriji in his mini gallery in his home in Saudi Arabia. Image: Courtesy of Faisal 
Alkheriji. 



Once In An Arabian Night

By Iraqi artist Batool Al Tamimi.
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Poem: 1001 nights with my 
Jida
It was time to get ready 

Teeth brushed and faces washed, we 

switched on our bedside lights 

Prepped to be in bed by 8:30

Mama and Baba came in to wish us good 

night 

Right as they left, Jida walked in 

With a stack of books reaching the skies

“Let’s give these stories a spin”

And excitement lit up in our eyes

We all ran to our bed

Pillows propped upright, us laying beneath 

our blankets 

She laid out the books end to end 

And showed us all the stories enchanted

“is one! No, this one! No, this one!”

Each choice contradictory

On which seemed most exciting and fun

“How about this one? It seems like a 

mystery!” 

Ah! A ousand and One Nights 

Its cover littered with stars, buildings and 

characters

Blue, black and gold, so dark yet so bright 

My eyes grazed across, ready to listen to the 

stories together

Jida flipped open the book, starting to read, 

and into the stories we sail 

“Aladdin’s Wonderful Lamp,” “Ali Baba and 

the Forty ieves”, "e Fisherman and the 

Jinni,” each one a different tale

All 200 stories, one each night, all of which 

we receive 

 

 I watched her as she took the time

Line by line, one by one, story by story

e magic in her voice, still sublime

rough generations of retelling, such a 

glory

“Jida?” I hear and I open my eyes

My own granddaughter along with her two 

brothers are calling for me

8:30 on the dot, “Yes habibti, I’m coming” 

and I rise

I tuck them in their beds, one, two and 

three

I bring the same stack of books and lay 

them out on the bed

My granddaughter reaches for one without 

delay

For the one we have already read, the one at 

the end

e one I recognize straight away

With A ousand and One Nights in hand

I watch my grandchildren and see joy 

e same joy I had, I come to understand

Retelling the same story told to me by my 

Jida, something I enjoy

As I remember her words, I’m smitten

Her words like music to my ears, in what 

seemed like a lifetime

I look at my own three grandchildren

“Are you ready for storytime?”  

 

By Sarah Zahaf

Creative
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Image: Shutterstock.



Poem: Black Riding Hood

is poem gives the familiar story of Little 

Red Riding Hood a colloquial, 

contemporary twist. ere is a nursery 

rhyme that is common in the Gulf 

region  about a crying girl named Salwa 

that was hit by her mother. In this poem, 

it is swapped with Laila, the Arab name 

for Little Red Riding Hood.

 

e song goes: Laila ya Laila

Why are you crying? 

is time her mother didn’t hit her,

She opened her mouth and began her 

horror tale:

Once upon a time 

and time and time again 

Laila went out of the house 

To the outside world filled with men

Her mother warned her to stay inside- 

at leaving was dangerous

She warned her of men in the shadows 

Hungry eyes, loud voices, dark skin

They hunt girls like you for a living

So Laila, oh Laila, please stay hidden 

She needed to go to deliver a present 

Laila left the house and didn’t listen  

ey are monsters Laila, not like us

ey don’t fear Allah these Indians*

ey don’t fear Allah these Indians

ey don’t fear Allah these Indians

In the store was the assistant 

He sold her the basket of goodies 

And said, “please shop with us again!”

She left the store with a smile 

But that is not where the night ends

 In her car, Laila thought she was safe 

Parked next to a street lamp that was 

broken 

e parking lot was empty

Only a few steps until she releases a 

tornado of breaths

ey came out of the shadows 

A smile, a hello, “can we be your friends?”

She looked down and ignored them 

But men have egos, and they liked to win

e voices increased to four, no five, six 

She reached her door, but she was cornered 

in 

Laila turned around to face the wolves 

eir faces weren’t dark like her mother 

said

 

  

By Amna Alharmoodi

Creative
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Each had a different skin tone, eyes and 

noses

She put on a brave face and lifted her chin

ey laughed in her face and used their 

hands 

To rip away her black shaila that did not 

offer protection 

So, Laila ya Laila, why are you crying? 

It’s because this will happen time and time 

again

Turns out Mama was wrong 

Monsters aren’t necessarily dark-skinned 

Indians 

ey had Arab noses, red hair, and blue 

eyes

We feared a skin color, when it can be 

anyone 

Once upon a time, today, and tomorrow 

Little girls and women in hoods must 

beware of all men

                        all men

                                                    all 

                                                         men.

*Unfortunately, in the Gulf, "Indians" is an 

ignorant label used to refer to all South 

Asians or brown individuals.
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Arabi: The Scarecrowd

By Osamah Al-Shubbar and Rakan Hamad.
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Arabi: The Scarecrowd

By Osamah Al-Shubbar and Rakan Hamad.
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Arabi: The Scarecrowd by 
Osamah Al-Shubbar and 

Rakan Hamad.



Arabi, The 
Scarecrowd
e story behind the 

series

"It is as if the Arab person is used as a ‘scarecrowd’ by 
the Western media"

Arabi, the Scarecrowd is a collaborative 

effort between Saudi photographer Osamah 

Al-Shubbar and  Saudi artist Rakan Hamad, 

who use their cultural backgrounds and 

traditional stories to make  characters come 

to life. e concept behind this photography 

series, which was originally shot for 

Halloween, “was that the Arabic traditional 

style can trigger fear in some people’s minds 

as a result of ignorance and misinformation 

about Arabs in the media. It is as if the Arab 

person is used as a ‘scarecrowd’ by the 

Western media,” says 29-year-old Osamah, 

unpacking the clever wordplay of of the 

series’ title. 

It was Rakan who came up with the idea of 

the costume, which was entirely styled and 

made by Rakan says Osamah, and which 

comprised of a thoub, ghutra, a belt holding 

corn and a  mask. Osamah scouted the 

location in Safwa, Saudi Arabia, “In order to 

achieve the effect of the scarecrow, I knew I 

needed a location that looked like a field, 

but  was also deserted and abandoned. So, I 

scouted my city and found this empty land 

with one big tree in it which was perfect for 

the shoot.”

Behind the photos

Osamah Al-Shubbar. 
Image: Courtesy of Osamah 
Al-Shubbar.
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