Al Nahma

Emirati Sea Shanties

Activity Guide




This activity guide offers an opportunity to explore the art
of Al Nahma, traditional sea shanties linked to pearling and
seafaring journeys the waters of the Arabian Gulf before
the discovery of oil.

This guide sheds light on the art of Al Nahma as one of
the traditional vocal arts of the United Arab Emirates.
Al Nahma is an intangible cultural heritage practice that
reflects the identity of Emirati seafarers.

Like other vocal arts, Al Nahma was influenced by cultures
who had economic, social and cultural ties with the United
Arab Emirates. This is why most maritime arts across the
gulf region tend to be similar in terms of the melodies,
rhythms and musical instruments used.

Through this guide, discover the art of Al Nahma, its historic
origins and the way it is performed and sung. You will also
learn about Al Nahham — the main performer of this art at
sea. Examples of Al Nahma songs and chants are included,
as well as information about its place in popular literature
and the efforts being made to safeguard and shed a light
on it. We also invite you to join in the discussion and to
write and draw in the guide.
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The Art of Al Nahma

Al Nahma is a traditional maritime vocal art that is
practised in the United Arab Emirates and throughout the
Arabian Gulf region. It is a type of sea shanty or singing
that accompanies working at sea. When our fathers and
grandfathers voyaged across the seas for pearling and
trading, they would perform Al Nahma. The tradition goes
back hundreds of years.

The name ‘Al Nahma' — pronounced with emphasis on
the 'n’ and with a soft ‘h’ means, striving to accomplish
a mission. In the context of sailing ships, it means a loud
and encouraging singing voice to inspire sailors at work.
Al Nahma maritime chanting raised sailors’ morale and
enabled them to persevere on their journeys and chores
aboard the ships, despite rough seas, storms and the
arduous labour required on board. Al Nahma is performed
according to specific rules and is accompanied by traditional
musical instruments.

The main performer — the Nahham — was the ship’s
designated singer. This creative seafarer would recite
poems and chants related to work on board the ship,
inspiring seamen to carry on with their work with
enthusiasm and motivation. They helped sailors to tolerate
the adversities of life on board at sea. Al Nahma was also
a form of supplication to God so that he might ease the
sailors’ struggles and return them home safely to their
loved ones.
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Did You Know?

Ship captains would always strive to find the
strongest and most skilled sailors and divers
to join their crews. They would also identify
the Nahham with the most resonant,
powerful voice, and would offer competitive
deals and terms in order to attract the best
Nahham for their ships.



The Origin of Al Nahma

Most traditional Al Nahma songs emerged spontaneously
from Gulf sailors’ need for them. With time, Al Nahma evolved
and underwent numerous additions and improvements as it
adjusted to new contexts. This explains why styles vary from
one place to the other and from one Nahham to the other.

There are many similarities in traditional arts, particularly in
the maritime arts of the Arabian Gulf, as travelling by land
and sea was a way of life and a source of livelihood.

The art of Al Nahma, for example, can be likened to that
of Al Yamal, a maritime art in its broadest sense that was
performed by different communities in coastal regions. It
was influenced by Gulf, Indian and African vocal art styles,
through interactions between the people of the Arabian
Gulf and the Indian Ocean. Al Yamal echoed the sounds of
the roaring sea and the creaking of ships’ masts.
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Performing Al Nahma

The performance of Al Nahma took place on board the ship.
The Nahham, in his powerful voice, would start by reciting
poems and chants, usually of two or three poetic verses. The
‘Nahham'’s strong voice would resonate in the spirits and
hearts of the crew, giving them the energy and motivation
to persist and to ignore their tiredness and suffering.

Sailors would listen attentively to the resounding voice of
the Nahham, chiming in for the chorus and singing along in
harmony. This gave them strength and determination and
relieved the burden of being far from home and their loved
ones on these long pearling voyages. The trips could last up
to four months in the summer (from June to September) —
~a period known as Al Ghous Al Kabir (‘the big dive’).

The Nahham was known for the strength and beauty of his
voice, and also for his extensive knowledge of poetry. The
recitals, chants and songs he led would contain vocabulary
‘and content dominated by linguistic aesthetics, wisdom
and supplications to God. His alluring voice encouraged
sailors to interact with him, giving them a positive attitude
of patience and a willingness to work hard.. He also helped
them to turn to God to pray for their welfare and safe arrival
“at their destination.
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Al Nahham
(maestro of nahma and chores)

The Nahham was essential to any form of maritime singing.
He was the main pillar around which the singing and
performance of the rest of the crew was anchored. He is an
integral performer as he sets the rhythm and tone.

The Nahham helps to control the pace of work on the ship,
as the sailors joined in with chanting short melodies and
rhythmic tunes. Each song or chant was linked to a particular
job that the captain — Al Noukhada — instructed the crew
to carry out. The captain's orders were translated by the
Nahham into musical and rhythmic songs, using drums and
brass cymbals. For this same reason, particular songs or
chants were performed at the start of a pearling trip, such
as the weighing of the anchor or the hoisting of the salils,

while others were performed during or towards the end of

the journey.
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Imagme that you are a Naham on the deck of a ship and
would like to recite a shanty. Write it below.
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Types of Al Nahma in Maritime

—— - - -

Al Yamal: a narrative type of singing that is
unaccompanied by percussion instruments.
When the sailors began to pull the oars, they
- chanted "Yahi ya mal” and “Yashi ya mal".
This expressed their yearning to survive the
dangers at sea and to see their families and
loved ones again.

Al Khatfah: a kind of song performed while
hoisting the sails, before heading off in
different directions. It was accompanied by
a rhythmic beat and a vigorous clapping of
the hands.

Al Hadadi: performed by the sailors

after completing a particular job and
accompanied by rhythmic drumbeats. It was
a way of improving the sailors’ morale and
replenishing the body during breaks or

after work.



Shanties and Recitals

At the beginning of the pearling journey, the Nahham's chants:

“Abtadaina b-allah samayna,
Sam b-ism allah ya musami,
Wa atlab allah fe dija lailk.”

The chant is about praying to god that they have a safe journey
to pearl diving.

During the journey or on the way home:

“Huwa y-allah y-allah ba-awlam, huwa y-allah y-allah ba-awlam
Huwa y-allah y-allah ba-awlam yadoor khalooni babda’a fan
Shalaw-bi a'an mahboobi wa-thanoobi a'ala man”

The chant inspires motivation for the dive as well as to do
a great job at pearl diving. The chant also mentions the ache
when parting with loved ones as they start their journey.

When sails go up, different songs are recited to express their
fear of the depth of the sea:

“damna damna, al bahar la tamna
Ya bahar rid fe buhoorak
Ya vahar yakfeena sharoorak.”

The Nahham describes the scary depth of the sea and how
untrustworthy it can be.

When sails are up and the speed picks up:

“ya mal ya mal ooh ya mal,
Ya a’ama al khair la tstaa'ain bl-farga,
Bain wa bain al-ahal labud min al-farga,
Awal shababi balait b a'ama gashra.”

This chant is a dialogue between the diver who struggles
with his mother-in-law because she tried to compromise his
relationship with his wife. The diver expresses his heartache
whenever he leaves for sea and he pleads her not to break his
heart further.
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‘Al-Ayyala Al-Bahrrya’
(Maritime Al-Ayyala)

The Al-Ayyala Al-Bahrrya was a popular form of Al Nahma
by sailors and Al Nahhameen [pl. Al Nahham]. The sailors
performed it on board the ship, guided by the Nahham
with a three-beat rhythm using percussion instruments as
accompaniments. The Nahham would beat a double-sided
cylindrical drum and use expressive movements to symbolise
the swaying of the ship on the waves and when it was at
shore. The Al Ardah performance conveyed images of life at
sea and the actions of the sailors, such as hauling the masts,
hoisting sails or manning the oars, with the tunes and rhythm
performed in harmony.

Several of percussion instruments accompanied the maritime
singing, providing the motivational backing rhythm.
Tabl Al Ras, the main drum, was used during the opening to the
main and subsequent rhythms. A smaller drum, Al Khamari,
accompanied the larger drum. Al Tous (brass cymbals), which
provided rhythmic variations in time with the main beat.
Then there were the Dufouf — small drums beaten by hand.
Sailors would also turn a Jihlah (a clay jar used to store water)
into a percussion instrument, by beating its opening. They
also used pestles and mortars (primarily used for grinding
coffee beans), by beating them on the side to make a sound
that aligned with the other rhythms.
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Draw your own designs on the Al Ras drum below:




Al Nahma and Traditional
Literature

Al Nahma is intricately linked to maritime culture and pearling
trips, as life at sea was so harsh. Poets and writers gave this
type of art its own place in literature and in many sayings,
proverbs, poems, stories and traditional performance arts.

Sayings and Proverbs

One maritime proverb says: “Bakht al nahham sawtah”, which
means that the Nahham, with his melodious voice, motivates
the sailors to work hard and his fine expressive words lifted
their spirits.

Tales and Folklore

Emirati folklore has many tales connected to maritime
societies and especially between coastal communities who
dive, go on long pearl-diving trips, as well as those who go
on fishing trips. Many of the tales have stayed prominent in
societies today and examples of these tales are below:

The “Baba Duryah” tale:

This tale is about a large frightening figure that reveals
itself at night and roams around the ship hunting for
seamen; he then tosses them into the sea against
their will. Captains of ships would normally tell such
tales to spread cautionary tales amongst the seamen.

A few examples of other tales include “Khattaf Raffai” and
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“Umm Al Duwais.”
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Write below your own adventure story or novel.
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