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“I 

t’s a struggle.” The com-
plaint is common among 
frustrated Egyptian singers 
who choose to perform in 
a language other than Ara-

bic, which has limited their popu-
larity and chances of finding work.

International genres, which were 
once popular in upper- and middle-
class circles, are gradually being 
outstripped by Arabic music.

“The general taste is so different 
from what it used to be in the 1970s 
when international live music dom-
inated nightclubs,” said Shehab 
Kasseb, a singer who rose to fame 15 
years ago as the front man of popu-
lar rock band Screwdriver.

“Rock bands were the main at-
traction and Arabic singers and 
dancers were only given short per-
formances but now international 
music fans have become a minor-
ity,” he said.

Western and other foreign music 
is rarely played at Egyptian wed-
dings because Arabic songs “get the 
party going” more than other gen-
res. People favour the music for-
mula introduced in the late 1980s, 
which features hand claps and per-
cussion in every Arabic song and 
style.

Bassist Ezz Shahwan said inter-
national songs lost their popularity 
in Egypt because few people spoke 
foreign languages.

“This has affected the general 
music culture,” Shahwan said. 
“Simple people are the vast major-

ity of Egyptians. They don’t speak 
English, so they will not under-
stand the lyrics and, even if they 
did, they will not relate to the top-
ics of the songs.”

This led Shahwan to shift his fo-
cus and play songs with the famous 
Arabic band Salalem. Countless 
other singers face a similar chal-
lenge: They strive to perform in for-
eign languages but find very little 
demand for the genres. Some end 
up singing in Arabic and the result 
is rarely impressive.

Kasseb’s band occasionally per-
forms at weddings during which he 
sings jazz at the request of brides 
and bridegrooms but most Egyp-
tians are not familiar with the gen-
re.

“This is why I have to add my 
own touch,” he said. “I sing more 
modern songs by rock bands like 
Bon Jovi and Oasis but in swing or 
bebop styles and people enjoy that 
because they know the songs.”

In some of these venues, how-
ever, Kasseb is asked to play Arabic 
songs.

Kasseb does not sing in hotels an-
ymore because, he said, his band is 
underpaid, poorly appreciated and 
discouraged by hotel managers.

Instead, the hotels prefer to hire 
female singers who wear short 
dresses and sing in Arabic and Eng-
lish to perform in lobby bars, re-
gardless of their artistic standards. 
“In the old days, managers knew 
a lot about music and some even 
were musicians, so they knew how 
to choose performers and also how 
to treat them,” Kasseb said.

Even agents fail to get artists like 
Kasseb good deals, focusing instead 

on Arabic singers.
Artists such as veteran singer Amr 

Yehia still see a ray of hope. Yehia, 
who emerged in the 1980s and be-
came one of Egypt’s best vocalists, 
sings rock and pop with Amr & the 
Big Bang Boogie Band, and jazz 
with the Cairo Big Band Society.

He said it was unfair to expect 
those who sing in foreign languages 
to be as popular as those singing in 
their mother tongue.

“We can’t deny that Egyptians 
have a good ear for music and ap-
preciate quality,” Yehia said. “For 
instance, Julio Iglesias was very 
popular here despite singing in 

languages most Egyptians didn’t 
speak. People felt the sincerity in 
his singing, which proves that if 
you sing with real feelings you will 
be listened to, regardless of the lan-
guage.”

He acknowledged, however, that 
finding regular contracts is not 
easy, even for Arabic singers com-
peting over attractive venues.

The shrinking of the Western-
inspired middle class in Egypt is 
largely linked to the drop in popu-
larity of Western music, music spe-
cialists said.

Years ago, each of Egypt’s venues 
had to have a band that played pop, 

rock, jazz, blues and even Broad-
way show tunes. That lasted until 
the late 1980s but gradually prefer-
ences changed with the dwindling 
of the middle class. By the end of 
that decade, rock bands were al-
most non-existent in nightclubs.

Yehia, however, said he tries to 
perform as frequently as he can. He 
sings at weddings.

“This shows that some people are 
still willing to listen to international 
music on their very special occa-
sions,” he said.

Amr Hussein is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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Western and other 
foreign music genres 
are rarely played in 
Egyptian weddings.

Pop and rock singers 
are forced to shift to 
Arabic singing to be 
able to work.

Ray of hope. Veteran singer Amr Yehia performing on stage.                                                              (Amr Hussein)

Vibrant heritage. Gnaoua carnival at the opening ceremony of the festival.                              (Saad Guerraoui)                                                                   

Essaouira celebrates 
20 years of Gnaoua and 
World Music Festival
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T 

he southern Moroccan 
city of Essaouira cel-
ebrated the 20th Gnaoua 
and World Music Festival 
with a blend of continen-

tal styles to the delight of audienc-
es that totalled hundreds of thou-
sands of music lovers.

Neila Tazi, the festival’s founder 
and producer, said the event sig-
nificantly contributes to the reha-
bilitation of an important heritage 
of Morocco, which is the Gnaoui 
culture, strongly anchored in a rich 
African heritage.

Gnaoua music originated in West 
Africa and has become one of the 
most spiritual music genres in Mo-
rocco thanks to a combination of 
poetry invoking saints, rhythmic 
melodies and acrobatic dancing 
that are believed to drive out evil.

Gnaoua music has blended with 
other music styles, such as blues 
and jazz, building bridges between 
different cultures through an en-
riched music scene.

“In 20 years of existence, the 
journey has been considerable and 
we wish to recall how, beyond the 
cultural dimension, the Gnaoua 
and World Music Festival in Es-
saouira revealed the face of a new 
Morocco, authentic and modern, 
singular and universal and reso-

lutely African,” Tazi said.
The festival featured a rich mu-

sical programme, which started 
a few months prior with perfor-
mances throughout the world. 
Gnaoua musicians were invited to 
perform at the Bataclan in Paris, 
the Barbican in London and Lin-
coln Centre in New York due to 
their increasing popularity.

Some renowned names in the 
music scene took part in the festi-
val, including Lucky Peterson, Bill 
Laurance, Ray Lema and Carlinhos 
Brown along with Moroccan musi-
cians.

Band of Gnawa, which mixes 
Gnaoua and rock styles, returned 
to Essaouira to perform at the 
Moulay Hassan stage on June 29 
ten years after being created at the 
festival.

Loy Ehrlich, artistic director of 
the band, said he chose the group’s 
name as a tribute to Jimi Hendrix’s 
album Band of Gypsys, recorded in 
1969.

“I never imagined that all this 
would happen, that the Gnaoua 
would be on the big scenes and 
that fusions would be made… It’s 
good to see Gnaoua music lasting 
in a world where traditions have 
tendencies to be lost,” said Ehrlich.

The festival shed light on Mo-
rocco’s African roots.

“This Africa that we are so proud 

of today in its political and eco-
nomic dimension is materialised 
in its cultural dimension,” said 
Tazi.

Moroccan painter Najia Meh-
adji’s exhibition Gnawa Soul is 
on display through July 22 at the 
French Institute in Essaouira on 
the sidelines of the festival.

“I have been living between 
Paris and Essaouira for the last 30 
years, which allowed me to know 
more about Gnaoua and their cus-
toms in their shrines,” Mehadji 
said. “This gave me the desire to 
create artworks about Gnaoua’s 
culture.”

Mehadji’s monochromatic paint-
ings depict Gnaoua costumes flow-
ing like ocean waves and acrobatic 
dances.

Mehadji said that three years ago 
she felt the need to create works 
capturing the “flow of vitality” de-
livered by the Gnaoua, particularly 
during their trance nights.

“I know this work quite well be-
cause we hosted Mehadji at the 
opening of the French Institute in 
Essaouira,” said Anne Dubourg, 
director of the French Institute. 
“The colours used in the paintings 
are the colours that are evoked in 
Gnaoua trance nights.”

More than 450,000 people were 
expected to attend this year’s 
Gnaoua and World Music Festival, 
which is growing in popularity 
worldwide.

In 2015, Morocco submitted a 
formal request to UNESCO for the 
inscription of the Gnaoua culture 
in the world of oral and intangible 
heritage.

Essaouira is classified as a UN-
ESCO World Heritage Site for its 
rich history and monuments, 
which will likely boost Gna-
oua’s chances to be inscribed in  
the Lists of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage.

Essaouira is 
classified as a 
UNESCO World 
Heritage Site for 
its rich history 
and monuments.

The festival shed 
light on Morocco’s 
African roots.


