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This activity guide, designed for visitors of all
ages, especially those aged 7-12 years, offers
an opportunity to explore Al Ayala, a traditional
performing art in the United Arab Emirates. Al
Ayala is highly valued amongst UAE Nationals as it
reflects a part of an authentic artistic heritage and
traditions of both urban and rural communities
across the country. Al Ayala is performed in social
and national occasions as a sincere expression
of life, customs, and traditions, accompanied by
chanted or sung poetry along with dancing and
drumming.

If you have the opportunity to watch Al Ayala,
try to participate in its performance too, so you
can feel the harmony of this unique art form. Try
following along with the harmonious movements
of the performing art, immersing yourself in its
wonderful traditional rhythms.

This activity guide explores Al Ayala, from its
origins, its different styles, performers, its poetry
and chants, to its inscription on UNESCOs list of
Intangible Cultural Heritage. We invite you to
discuss, draw, and write in this activity guide.




Al Ayala

Al Ayala is a unique traditional art performed in
the UAE. It has been the UAE’s primary form of
national and cultural expression, seen by rulers,
dignitaries, and the public.

Historically, Al Ayala was associated with the
culture and chivalry of the nomadic bedouins,
or ‘desert dwellers'. It is a heritage and cultural
tradition symbolizing the UAE's past, as well as its
contemporary identity. More recently, Al Ayala
has become a popular means of celebration in
weddings and other social gatherings.

Discuss with a family member or a friend:

What is your favourite traditional dance?

Ask afamily memberiftheyhave ever participated

in Al Ayala.
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If you are not from the UAE, what are the .
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similarities and differences between Al Ayala and
a traditional performance in your country?
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What words would you use to describe Al Ayala?




Ayyala is performed in coastal reg|

from the city of Abu Dhabi to Fu;airah This
style includes three rhyt'hmlc tunes and dancing
~whichisaccompanied by percussion instruments
such as the Al-Kaasir (large drums), Al-Rahmani
(smaller drums), Al-Defuf (tambourines), and
Al-Tous (brass cymbals).
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0 Ayala practiced below:




Performances

Al Ayala performances simulate a battle scene,
with performers forming two rows opposite each
other, carrying thin bamboo sticks to represent
spears or swords. Each row of performers

engages in alternate moves, signifying victory or

defeat; they chant poetic lyrics and move their
heads and sticks in sync with the rhythm and
drum beat.

Al Ayala performances are governed by a fixed
set of rules and have a leading figure, called Al
Abu (the father) or Al Ras (the head). Between
the two rows are drummers, Ahl Alzana and Al
Yaweela, who move around in a circular fashion,
holding swords or guns that they occasionally
hurl to the sky and catch. A row of women, called
Al Na'ashat, stand at the head of the group.
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Performers

Al Ayala is practiced by both professional and
amateur performers from various members
of the regional community. The participation
of rulers and officials in Al Ayala performances
‘during national occasions is notable, as it reflects
their personal commitment to showcasing Al
Ayala as a highly relevant local pastime that
embodies the national heritage of the UAE.
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Al Na'ashat

Al Na'ashat is a dance performed within Al Ayala.
Distinguished by their long hair, Al Na'ashat
performers are an important element in Al Ayala
who follow the rhythmic movements of the
performance. In this dance, young women stand
in front of the two rows of men and rhythmically
toss their long hair from side to side, signifying
their faith in protection offered by chivalrous
male performers. ‘

Dancers sometimes cover their faces with their
long hair while tossing their heads left and
right. The young women wear ornate regional
dresses called Al Mekhwar and often wear gold
and jewelry such as Murta'asha, Murreya, and
other accessories.
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Decorate the traditional dress below with your
own patterns and colours:
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Did you know?

Itisclaimedthattheorigin
of Al Na'ashat within
Al Ayala performances
can be traced back to
wars and raids in ancient
times. Back then, young
women went out of their
houses and removed their
head coverings to raise
the spirit of the men,
in order to motivate
them to defend the
honour of the tribe.



Poetry Chanting

As one of the most significant regional
performing arts, Al Ayala is based on popular
poetry. Al Ayala performers recite historic poems
describing the UAE’s most prominent heroic
acts, as well as songs expressing pride, loyalty,
and love for the country. These poems are of a
social nature and uphold the moral and behavioral
values of the people.

Al Abu (the father) recites poems in a deep tone
during the performance while the two rows of
male performers bow towards each other in a
series of actions that simulate repelling enemy
attacks. These poems are accompanied by calming
rhythms, enabling the audience to memorize and
inherit them for future generations.

A popular poem performed in Al Ayala:

Girl, release your heavy hair

Dye your fingertips with henna

Trust Zayed's people, those of noble traits
Known for untangling disputes

Fighters gather when the sound of the battle rises

Those of close brotherhood and relation
Find their son victorious in times of difficulties
With flames blazing from his eyes
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What poem would you write to be recited in an
Al Ayala performance? Write it below:
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Did you know?

Nabatipoetry, alsoknown
as Al Qaseed, is colloquial
poetry recited in local or
Bedouin dialects with
metric rhythmes.

The tune of Nabati
poetry simulates historic
Arabic poetry of the
pre-Islamic era.



Al Ayala Skills

Al Ayala performers use a variety of skills during
their performance to express feelings of national
pride, identity, and patriotism, all in tune to the
music played and poetry recited. '
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For example, some Al Ayala performers:

® Use specificlanguage to inspire feelings
from the audience.

® Harmonize their physical performance
with the recital of poetry and music played.

® Play percussion instruments (sticks,
drums and more) to demonstrate their
skills and talent.
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Percussion Instruments

Al Ayala uses a number of different percussion
instruments to support vibrant lyrics with
appropriate rhythms. Al ras are large drums with
adeep sound, Al Takhameer are smaller drums, Al
Defuf are hand-beaten tambourines, in addition
to other supporting instruments such as brass
cymbals, known as Al Tous, and bamboo sticks.

The drum is an ancient percussion instrument that
comes in different shapes and sizes, the head of
which is made out of goatskin. The drumhead, or
skin, is normally used to produce various sounds
and perform different functions. It is commonly
played by hand or using a stick made out of palm
fronds.
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Al Ayala and UNESCO

The UAE successfully recorded Al Ayala on
UNESCOs Representative List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage in November 2014, in
cooperation with Oman. The UAE has also
recorded other elements with UNESCO such as
Falconry, Sadu, and Taghroudah. Being a part
of this important list will contribute towards
reviving and promoting Al Ayala as part of the
region's national identity and instilling pride in
the heritage of humanity as a whole.

In addition, Al Ayala highlights the UAE’s
cultural heritage and raises awareness about
its importance. Moreover, this listing helps in
transferring knowledge, skills, and the values of
Al Ayala from one generation to another, and
contributes towards achieving respect, mutual
understanding, and peace amongst the people
of the UAE.

What does recording Al Ayala on UNESCOs list
of Intangible Cultural Heritage mean to you?
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Al Ayala’s Legacy

Today, art and heritage centers transfer the
knowledge and the skills of Al Ayala to future
generations, encouraging participants of all
ages to be involved. After being trained by skilled
practitioners of this performing art, younger
generations can acquire these heritage traditions
first-hand. In addition, social media plays a
significant role in promoting and spreading the
influence of this performing art.

One of the strengths of Al Ayala is that it actively
promotes the value of collective participation,
enabling the audience to participate with the
main performing troupe.
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