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Omar Souleyman:
The global appeal of a Syrian
wedding singer
Noah Habeeb

Washington

B

erlin-based
electronic
music label Monkeytown
Records is known for
techno acts such as the
German duo Modeselektor but one of its newest artists,
Omar Souleyman, certainly does
not fit that description.
Souleyman, a middle-aged wedding singer from the north-eastern
Syrian town of Tal Tamr, has slowly brought Levantine dabke music
to American and European ears
with the help of electronic musicians such as Modeselektor and
Four Tet, as well as Seattle’s Sublime Frequencies records.
His first studio album, Wenu
Wenu, was released by Ribbon Music in 2013 and his second effort,
Bahdeni Nami, has a July 28th release scheduled. While these are
his first studio albums, to say so
is somewhat misleading about his
body of work; Souleyman has reportedly recorded more than 500
tapes, mostly live performances at
weddings in Syria.
Souleyman’s template, dabke, is
a traditional folk music and dance
of Levantine Arab cultures. Syrian
dabke typically features relentless
male vocals, long instrumental
passages performed on mizwij —
a traditional reed clarinet — and
beats that are appealing to Western
ears due to their similarity with
electronic music.
But Souleyman’s dabke is far
from traditional. Souleyman may
walk on stage in jalabiya and keffiyeh, but his band replaces the miz-

wij with synthesised sounds from
a Yamaha keyboard. And instead of
tablah drums, Souleyman’s band
taps out beats on electronic drum
pads, instrumentation that is familiar to electronic music fans.
Some refer to the more electronic dabke music of recent years
as “New Wave dabke“, a version
of the traditional genre infused
by globalisation. In addition to
modern instrumentation, Souleyman also incorporates elements
of Turkish, Kurdish and Iraqi music heard in the north-eastern region of Syria. The final product is
a culturally hybrid form of Syrian
dabke.

Souleyman appeals
to trendy, young
hipsters and
electronic music
fans
But those who have seen Souleyman at his numerous performances
at European and North American
music festivals probably know little
of this. In the last few years Souleyman has performed at the Pitchfork
Music Festival in Paris, the famous
English music festival Glastonbury
and the trend-setting CMJ Showcase in New York.
For an Arab-language performer,
let alone a Syrian wedding singer, to
perform on these stages is unheard
of. Arab musicians have found popularity before with North American
audiences but not in the same way.
Renowned Lebanese singer Fairuz, for example, had many fans in
North America but mostly among
Arab diaspora communities. Other
musicians, such as Oum Kalthoum,

are universally respected but generally
by those familiar with
Middle Eastern or world music.
Souleyman has found a
different niche — neither
Arab Americans nor listeners well-versed in world
music. Instead, he appeals
to trendy, young hipsters
and electronic music fans.
Sublime Frequencies,
which released four compilations of his work, introduced Souleyman to
North American audiences
in 2007. Sublime Frequencies is self-described as “a
collective of explorers dedicated to acquiring and exposing
obscure sights and sounds from
modern and traditional urban and
rural frontiers”. Souleyman’s first
releases, including Dabke 2020,
Jazeera Nights and Highway to Hassake, all featured previously recorded tracks or live recordings.
In 2013 Souleyman released
Wenu Wenu, his first studio album.
Produced by English musician Kieran Hebden — known by his stage
name Four Tet — Wenu Wenu made
inroads with electronic fans. Other than an improved production
quality, Wenu Wenu faithfully preserved the sound that Souleyman
had spent years perfecting.
Souleyman’s forthcoming album
features more collaborations with
Hebden, including the title-track,
Bahdeni Nami.
The album also features collaborations with German duo Modeselektor, BBC Radio Six DJ Gilles
Peterson, and a remix by Cole Al-
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Omar Souleyman at Perth International Arts Festival 2011.
exander of the Atlanta-based garage rock band Black Lips. Bahdeni
Nami, however, was not recorded
in a Brooklyn studio but in Istanbul and still features long-time
collaborators Khaled Youssef on
the oud-like saz and Rizan Sa’id on
keyboards, as well as poet and lyricist Ahmad Alsamer. The conflict in
Syria has affected Souleyman and
his family, forcing him to relocate
to Turkey. Yet, the war has never
become central to his music. As
Monkeytown Records puts it, “Despite the world’s insistence to associate him with his home country’s
unending war, Omar gives back
nothing but love.” And this “love”,
rather than the novelty of listening

to a musician from a war-ravaged
state, seems to be central to his popularity abroad. Still, exactly why
Souleyman has earned such a following among hip North American
and European musicians and fans
is unclear. Modeselektor, curators
of Monkeytown Records, offered its
own explanation in a statement on
Souleyman’s signing with the label:
“They say that we, Modeselektor,
play at an awful lot of parties. Omar
Souleyman has sung at a very, very
large number of parties — wedding
parties. We reckon that fits!”
Noah Habeeb, based in Washington
and Boston, is an editor of Sound
of Boston.

Prize-winning Tunisia’s Memoir evokes beauty and brutality
Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

W

ith its natural beauty, rich history and
democratic transition, Tunisia has
everything going for
it. Yet, its progress belies simmering pockets of dissent; more than
3,000 young Tunisians are said to
have joined the Islamic State (ISIS)
and terrorists have attacked tourists
at the Bardo Museum and in Sousse.
After launching the “Arab spring”,
which withered everywhere else,
Tunisia, the poster child for progress, now grasps tightly the reins
of forward momentum.
Before the terrorists struck, ISIS
brazenly tweeted “two lions are on
the attack”. Indeed, lions starred in
some ugly ancient Tunisian history;
72 kilometres south in the coastal
town of El Djem, third-century
Romans released lions to kill each
other or gladiator slaves for sport in
an amphitheatre that seated 35,000
people.
This vast venue of ghoulish entertainment remains largely intact and
is a World Heritage Site. In heraldic decor worldwide, lions convey
bravery, strength and royalty. Indeed Tunisia’s coat of arms features
a lion holding a sword representing
order. And so, the lion’s image conjures both positive and negative
connotations.
Tunisia’s Memoir, a stunning
work by glass artist Corinne Whitlatch, has just been awarded third
place in the 2015 Juried Regional
Exhibition at the Hill Center Galleries in Washington. The judge was
Mark Leithauser, senior curator and

chief of design at Washington’s National Gallery of Art, who selected
Whitlatch’s work out of 100 pieces
on show.
“Corinne’s work is inspirational,”
said Hill Center Director Nicky Cymrot. “It reflects not only her exquisite artist’s sensibility but impressive craftsmanship to use minute
pieces of glass and other materials
and make it look seamless.”
At about 80 centimetres and
framed in interlocking 8-point
stars, Tunisia’s Memoir features an
imposing mosaic lion as the focal
point, based on one Whitlatch saw
years ago at Tunis’s Bardo Museum.
“The lion is a powerful symbol,” she
said. “Of all the incredible mosaics
I saw in Tunisia, this image struck
me as so evocative of both the beauty and brutality of Roman rule in
Tunisia, so I knew I needed to build
this composition around it.”
The hammered and pierced brass
and copper are characteristic elements of her work. Whitlatch explained that carved plaster in the

Mausoleum of Sidi Sahbi inspired
the interlaced Islamic design. The
indigo pigment acknowledges the
indigenous Tuareg Berber people.
The pressed plants were preserved
in her guidebook, and she collected
the gypsum, metal trinkets and ceramics. Other
shards are from Turkey
and Jerusalem. She
found the aqua
slab glass, ingeniously attached
to a “hand of Fatima”, on a beach
near Caesarea
and guessed it
may be from ancient glass-making
along the Lebanese
coast.
The
materials’
origins offer surprising stories:
the coral came from a necklace given to her by PLO Chairman
Yasser Arafat, whom she met in Tunis in 1987 when travelling with a
peace activist group. Whitlatch vis-

Corinne Whitlatch with Tunisia’s Memoir Artwork Select

ited Tunisia again in 2010. “When
the ‘Arab spring’ started,” she said,
“I thought that given the level of
education of the people we’d met,
political reform had the greatest
chance to succeed in Tunisia, and I
still haven’t given up hope.”
Whitlatch worked for 21
years as director of
Churches for Middle
East Peace (CMEP).
Representing
numerous Christian
denominations,
she
promoted
awareness about
Middle East issues and advocated
CMEP’s policy platform: justice for Palestinians, a shared Jerusalem and comprehensive
peace.
Whitlatch led delegations to
Egypt, Iran, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the Palestinian territories, Tunisia and Turkey to meet
religious and political leaders, including Syrian President Bashar
Assad at the request of Syria’s
Christian community. Beyond the
agenda, she ensured that members
experienced the national culture,
through home-stays, day-trips and
museum visits.
In 1998 she also spent a twomonth sabbatical in Bethlehem,
teaching adult students to craft
items for the tourist market using
broken bottles and glass.
Whitlatch’s artwork reflects her
study of Islamic ornamentation,
appreciation of Middle Eastern culture and a deep sadness about the
region’s intractable turmoil. She
brilliantly weaves “found objects”
into her artwork, evoking the region’s diversity, conflicts and cul-

tural heritage.
Damascus Inflamed is a dramatic
interpretation of Syria’s wartime
violence and destruction. Whitlatch
celebrates Syrian marquetry and
brass arts with the 12 points representing different communities and
the focal point celebrating the old
city’s architecture.
Hebron Architecture of Fire and
Water evokes the story of God saving Abraham from Nimrod’s pyre
by transforming fire into water and
embers into fish; fruits signify hope
for abundance. The outer white
arches reflect old city architecture.
Scraps of broken cobalt, cast medallions and fish were gifts from local
glassblowers.

Whitlatch’s artwork
reflects her study of
Islamic
ornamentation
Beit Jala Besieged memorialises
the destruction of homes during
fighting across the West Bank’s Gilo
ravine in 1991 including shards of a
broken vase from the floor of the Orthodox Youth Centre.
Jerusalem addresses Israel’s sovereign claim. The blue surrounding
the Star of David symbolises the
Dome of the Rock and the diminutive lamb represents the shrinking
Christian community as flames leap
from the rose medallion.
Whitlatch’s artwork appears in
numerous juried exhibitions. She
accepts private commissions. Her
work can be seen online at www.
corinnewhitlatch.com.
Najwa Margaret Saad is a
Washington correspondent for The
Arab Weekly.

