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This activity guide provides an opportunity to explore Gahwa
or Arabic coffee, a cultural practice and a pillar of hospitality
traditions in the United Arab Emirates and Arab region as a
whole.

The importance of Gahwa in the traditional culture of the
United Arab Emirates led to it's inscription on the UNESCO
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural

Heritage of Humanity in 2015.

Explore this element of Emirati hospitality and its meaning
in social and cultural terms. Gahwa is a tradition that has
been passed down for generations and is a representation of
hospitality, a welcome reception of longstanding values. The
serving of Gahwa is a recognised symbol of generosity, and
it is at the forefront of Emirati majlis customs. It is served
at all occasions, including social and national celebrations.

Learn more about Gahwa as a symbol of Emirati hospitality;
the history of its discovery; its preparation and etiquette; its
references in the writings of travellers, in poetry and popular
proverbs; and its inscription on the UNESCO Representative
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. We also
invite you to join in the discussion and to write and draw in
the guide.
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Gahwa: A Symbol of Emirati
Hospitality

The serving of Gahwa is one of the most important cultural
practices in the heritage of the United Arab Emirates. It
represents the spirit of Emirati hospitality and the values of
kinship and social communication. Served daily throughout
the Emirates, you can find Gahwa in every home, majlis or
social event.

The serving and drinking of Gahwa follows specific social
customs. Drinking one finjan (a small coffee cup) can be the
basis of a reconciliation or an engagement, or even a means
of settling disputes. Gahwa represents social, ethical and
cultural values, whether in a city or rural village.

Did You Know?

Gahwa is a celebrated cultural heritage in the United Arab
Emirates- it is an expression of generosity and hospitality
that has been inherited by generations for centuries. The
subject of Arabic coffee has a rich presence in oral history.
It features in poetry, storytelling, narratives, folktales and
traditional performing arts. Its inherited rituals reflect
Emirati culture and lifestyle, whether in social spaces, homes,
nomadic dwellings or on a trip.
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Preparation of Gahwa

Gahwa is prepared using a group of utensils called ma'amel,
and it begins with roasting green coffee beans in a tawa
pan, stirring them with a mehmas (long ladle).The beans are
roasted until they become golden or dark brown in colour.

The beans are then cooled and the husks removed using a
flat basket called Almebradah. Then the beans are ground
using a mortar and pestle- a menhaz and a reshad. During
this time, water is boiled in the dallat alkhamra pot. The hot
water is then added from the dallat alkhamra to the dallat al
talgeema, where two small cups of ground coffee are added
to the boiling water, and the coffee is left to boil for 10
minutes.

As soon as the coffee is brewed in the dallat al talgeema,
palm fibres are placed in the spout to filter the coffee as it
is poured into another, smaller pot called dallat almazalah,
in which some gnad or spices are added. These are usually
saffron, cardamom seeds, cinnamon, rose water, nutmeg
or cloves. The coffee is left in the dallat almazalah for some
time to rest and is filtered again by placing palm fibres in the
spout of the dallah upon serving it.

Did You Know?

Traditionally, leftover ground coffee was added to the
water in the dallat al khamrah to obtain a stronger and more
concentrated coffee.

Label the tools used in Gahwa preparation
using the text above
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Preparation of Gahwa

(1) MJJI
Roasting
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Roast the coffee from green to a golden brown colour
in the tawa and stir it with the mehmas.

The tawa is a cast iron pan and the mehmas is a stirring
tool (along thin spoon) used for roasting coffee beans.
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Boil hot water in dallat alkhamrah.

Pour the hot water into the dallat al talgeema, then
add the freshly roasted ground coffee and boil for 10
minutes.

Dallat alkhamrah is the first coffee pot used for boiling
the water. It can hold two to four litres of water, and it
is made of red or yellow brass.
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Filtering
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Place the leefah (a batch of palm tree fibers) in the

spout of the dallat al talgeemah to filter the coffee
when pouring it into dallat almazalah.
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Seasoning
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A selection of spices are placed in dallat almazalah
(the serving pot), and the brewed coffee from dallat
altalgeema is poured into dallat altalgeema which

is then left to boil for an additional 2 minutes, at
which point the coffee will be ready to serve.
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Grinding
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Cooling
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Jlxiallo sl palm leaves used for cooling and
getting rid of the beans' shells.
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Grind the coffee beans or spices
using the reshad and menhaz.

The reshad and the menhaz are
a mortar and pestle made of
brass used to grind the coffee
beans and spices.
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Serving
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The megahwi (coffee server) holds dallat almazalah with the
left hand and the finjan or coffee cup in the right hand.

Gahwa must be served and presented using the right hand.
It is customary to fill the finjan a third full. Guests should
signal to the server when they have had enough Gahwa by
slightly tilting the finyal from side to side.

The dallat almazalah is made of brass, and it is the pot used
to serve Arabic coffee to guests. A leefah is placed in the
spout to filter the coffee when pouring.




Serving Etiquette

The serving of Gahwa is an integral part of majlis etiquette
in the United Arab Emirates. The majlis is a social space in
the home where guests are received. The person serving
the Gahwa holds the coffee pot with his left hand and the
fanajeen (plural for finjan) with his right hand.

The coffee is served to the oldest or most important guests
first, and then continues to the other guests, starting from
the right side of the majlis and moving towards the left.
Each finyal is filled to about a quarter and then served to
the guest. Usually, after drinking one cup (and no more than
three), the guest signals they have had enough coffee by
shaking the finyal.

The person serving the Gahwa must not ignore or skip any
of the guests, nor turn his back on them, and must remain
standing until the process of serving coffee to everyone
has been completed. At the same time, the host focuses
on welcoming the guests and on chatting with them on
various aspects of life. This hospitality concludes with the
burning of oud incense. The oud is placed in a burner and
served to the guests using the right hand.
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,‘A—‘Gahwa in the ertlngs
> of Travellers ’

o Forelgn travellers who visited Abu Dhabi before‘the modern-
~era recorded their observatlons of the sheikhs’ majalis and :
the nature of dally life among resrdents espeCIaIIy the customs ‘

o ‘and tradltlons of preparlng and servmg Arablc coffee :

“The most prominent ofthe travellers to record observations“ _
~on Arabic coﬁee was the Bnttsh explorer Wllfred The5|ger e

. named Mubarak bin London, who was a guest of the late
Z ShEIkh Zayed bln Sultan Al Nahyan in Al Ain. Oasis in 1948, Cae

: and who spent a ‘month in his hospltallty The5|ger ‘was

e accompamed by Bedouinsas he travelled through the Empty~ _
; _Quarter. He lived among them and learnt about the nature =

- of their nomadic life during his expedltlons the details of
Sk _whlch are documented in hIS book Arablan Sands

. Thesiger Wro'tev about Arabic coffee as: “As | was dee'p in.
A;thought one n’i"ght huddled by the fire, a little Iater; :
1 would hear bell- Ilke notes as someone (one of my .

o Bedoum companlons) pounded coffee ina brass mortar,

: varymg hIS stroke to produce the semblance of a tune. |

= would get up- We would drink: coﬂ’ee, which was bltter,‘
-and would have dates. The coffee drlnklng was a formal =

business, not tobe hurried. The server stood as he poured

s hn few drops into asmall chma cup It was not customary i

to take more than three cups.”
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Through the photographs and memoirs of Wilfred
Theisger we are able to document the historic

importance of daily practices such as Gahwa, which is -

still relevant today.

Write an entry about your day. What do you do daily
that you think will still be relevant 6o years from now?
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Passing Down Heritage

The knowledge and customs surrounding Gahwa are
represented by a set of values, traditions and skills, passed
on to generations through social observation and practice.
This knowledge is considered an essential component of the
Emirati cultural identity and personality, and is associated
with generosity, hospitality and integrity.

Emiratis have passed on the cultural traditions inherited
from their ancestors and so have helped to preserve and
revitalise them. Even Emirati children are familiar with
the rituals, customs and etiquette of serving and drinking
Gahwa, and with its inherent values in their culture.

Cultural organisations across the United Arab Emirates
have devoted considerable effort to protecting Emirati
heritage and promoting it. The Department of Culture
and Tourism - Abu Dhabi launched a unique initiative to
revive the traditions of Arabic coffee with ‘Bait Al Gahwa,
a model experience in the region that not only creates the
atmosphere and practices of preparing and serving Arabic
coffee but transfers this knowledge and customs to future
generations.
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Gahwain Poetry and Proverbs sl JUoVlg puidl 9 5908l

Arabic coﬁ’ee holds a special place in o troirad mlim whloYl 8 il u)yl (58 cu.:).zll og.e,&” culss>
literature and is often the subject of many writers and poets. ML,LU b_g l,..s |)-*—’> sl)g|||”9 SL,_)yl L) _»_9|9 ol
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Write a poem about Gahwa, or your favorite
beverage



References in Emirati Proverbs

"He who does not own a dallah will be called on by no one"
This means that a house whose owner does not serve coffee
will not receive any guests.

“It’s not the person serving the coffee who matters, but the person
who has selected the beans and roasted them"

This means that the quality of the coffee is not represented by
the person serving it, but by the person who has prepared it.

"A finyal at dawn is finer than a thulool camel”

This signifies the importance of having a cup of coffee at
dawn among the people of the United Arab Emirates, as
they consider it better than owning a thulool camel, which
is the finest breed of all camels.

"Your coffee is consumed"
This is a metaphor for expressing thanks, which is said by a
guest following the polite refusal of a finjan of coffee.

&3

What proverbs or quotes can you find about
coffee? Use the internet and record below
proverbs about coffee from different cultures.
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_ UNESCO Listing of
 Arabic Coffee

‘The Unifed Arab Emirates successfurlly led .
efforts to mscnbe Arabic coﬂ"ee on the
UNESCO Representatlve LlSt of the Intangible =

: Cultural Herrtage of Humanity, in 2015.

= The inscription helps to preserve and transfer
the knowledge, skills and values associated

~ with Gahwa from one generation to the next.

~ The "'ins,cripti'o”n contributes  towards °
; ‘strengthening the Emrratr national |dent|ty,
= among the younger generatlons

It represents part of the heritage of humanity
- and contributes to embracmg other cultures
~and establrshrng respect, understandmg and -

‘ peace among peoples
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DEPARTMENT OF CULTURE
AND TOURISM

ABU DHABI CULTURE




