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Interview

GABRIEL LAVIN

	 	a 	 l 	 a 	 	 ll	 h 	 fi 	 -
plexities of life and living into the two-dimen-

sional medium of writing. It only takes interviewing 
someone like Nizar Ghanem, a poet, musician, and 
physician with the family history, life experience, 
and encyclopaedic knowledge to be reminded of 
this fact. Born in Crater, Aden in 1958 as the young-
est child of Munira Luqman, daughter of Muham-
a 	 l 	 a 	a 	 h 	 w 	 	a 	 -
a 	M ha a 	 h	 ha 	N a 	wa 	 a 	

in a home that was an apex of Aden’s intellectual 
and artistic life.

Although Munira Luqman did not have a formal 
education due to the absence of women’s education 
during the early twentieth century, being the daugh-
	 	 h 	fig h a 	 	 	 l gh 	 -

vided an alternative sort of schooling. While grow-
ing up she met everyone from Mahatma Gandhi to 
Arab political reformers who were greeted by her 
father when passing through Aden, then one of the 
busiest ports in the world, that brought in as much 

ll al	 a 	 a 	 	 	 h g 	 M ha a 	
h	 ha 	 ha l 	 	 a	 a l 	 	 sada (pl. 

of sayyid) that traced their ancestry to Prophet Mu-
hammad, and was a pioneering lyricist in South Ara-
bia, coining the ‘Adeni’ style of colloquial song and 
la 	 l h g	a	 al	 h 	 	 a a a 	 g	
at the University of London when Nizar was a child. 
Muhammad was also Director of Education in Aden 

g	 h 	la 	 l al	 	 h 	fi 	 	 ha 	 -
sition had been occupied by an Arab, and would go on 
	 a h	a 	 h 	 	 	 ha 	a 	 a aa 	

Although at the forefront of intellectual life in South 
Arabia, Nizar Ghanem’s family legacy would grow 
to encompass not only all of Yemen, but also many 
places beyond the nation’s borders, and particularly 
Sudan. 

I met Nizar in Khartoum during March 2017 
through the late Sudanese poet Muhammad Taha 
al-Qaddal, who invited me to perform in the Sec-
ond Khartoum Festival for the Oud. Although Nizar 
is professionally trained as a physician with multi-
l 	 al fi a 	 	 a al	 a 	 	

health, he is one of the most widely cited authorities 

on Yemeni music, having published many books and 
articles that are foundational to the work of Arab 
and non-Arab scholars alike. Furthermore, the rea-
son Nizar Ghanem currently resides in Khartoum 
h 	 h 	 a h 	 ha 	 fi a 	 h 	 h 	
a 	l a 	 	 a a a 	 	 ha 	 	h 	 a la 	
scholarly endeavours: he was granted Sudanese citi-
zenship in honour of his book, A Bridge of Sentiment 
Between Yemen and Sudan (Jisr al-Wijdan bayna al-
Yaman wa-l-Sudan), which was inspired by the Suda-
nese–Yemeni cultural society he established, called 
‘Sumaniyya.’ Having spent his young adult life in 
Sudan and later served as a cultural attaché for the 
Yemeni Embassy there, Nizar’s scholarship on Yem-
eni music has naturally gravitated towards explor-
ing the country’s musical and literary connections 
to the outside world in Africa, India, Turkey, and the 
Gulf Arab states. This work has greatly inspired my 
own doctoral research, so I was eager to meet Nizar 
when the opportunity arose.

Continued conversations between us inspired 
my article for the previous issue of this Journal ‘Mu-
sic in Colonial Aden,’1 in addition to the virtual talk 
I gave to the Society in December 2021 about my 
BYS-sponsored research at the British Library. Nizar 
Ghanem has also received support from the BYS over 
the years for the Non-Governmental Organisation 
(NGO) he established in 1992, a Free Musician’s Clin-
	 	 a a a	 ha 	 la 	 a 	 	 	 ha a 	

Ibb, and al-Shihr. In 2002, the BYS invited Nizar to 
give a concert in London that was a capstone for the 
Seminar of Arabian Studies. What follows here are 
excerpts from a long conversation we had about his 
early life, picking up on some of the themes from my 
recent BYS article.2

1 See: British Yemeni Society Journal 29 (2021), 12–20
2 The interview was conducted virtually on 3 August, 2022 via 
Zoom

I
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N a 	w h	h 	 a 	M ha a 	 h	
Ghanem and Munira Luqman in Aden, 1990 
(Illustrations courtesy of Nizar Ghanem, apart 
from those indicated)
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You were born during a dynamic time towards the 
end of the colonial era: many of the political move-
ments of your parents’ generation were coming to a 
head with the activities of southern Yemeni nation-
alists, Marxists, Nasserists, and North-South union-
ists. How did these varying movements play out in 
the musical and cultural fields?
I can think of many examples where the weight of 
l 	 ha 	 a	 l a 	 	 	 al	 a 	 	

course, around the decade I was born there were 
various musical associations appearing such as the 
al-Na wa	al-M a	al- a a [The Adeni Music 
Club] in 1949 and its competitor, al-Rabita al-Musiqa 
al- a a [The Adeni Music League] in 1951. My 
father was a centre-point between the two associa-
tions, whose members sang his poetry and featured 
poets like Yusif Mahiyub Sultan who would imitate 
his style. The establishment of these associations 
also coincided with that of political parties like Rab-
a	al- a 	al- a  [South Arabian League — SAL], 

which had a clear cultural agenda and later estab-
lished organisations in Lahj and Abyan. The empha-
	 	 g al	 l al	 	wa 	al 	 	
	 ah 	 g 	w 	 	 	 h a 	 a hl	al- -

dali, well known as ‘al-Qumandan,’ and more subtly 
in the work of certain Hadhrami musicians. Even 
later in my own lifetime, Hadhrami intellectuals like 
the lawyer Shaykhan al-Habshi would claim that ‘the 
South' and 'Hadhramaut' embodied distinct and sep-
a a 	 l 	 	 h gh	h 	wa 	a	 a h 	a 	 h 	

l 	a 	a a 	 	 a - a 	 fi a
In early 1955 when Farid al-Atrash performed in 
	 h 	Ma 	a 	 allah	 a h 	 	

Farid al-Atrash’s presence as a ‘fallacious move’ to-
wards women’s liberation.3 According to his Marxist 
views, western dress and belly dancing were not the 

	 	a	 	w 	 l 	 	 w 	 a 	al-
Atrash caused a hell of a stir. Even June Knox-Mawer 
in The Sultans Come to Tea (1961) mentions how her 
husband, then a judge in Aden, witnessed a peak in 
divorces because so many Adeni women insisted on 
seeing their ‘Casanova,’ al-Atrash. Farid’s visit from 
Egypt took place three years after Nasser’s revolu-

3 Farid al-Atrash was a Syrian singer and oud player based in Cairo 
who became one of the most famous musicians of the mid-twen-
tieth century Arab world

Nizar (far right) with the famous Hadhrami 
lyricist and poet, Husayn Abu Bakr al-Mihdhar 
(second from left) in Hadhramaut, 1993

Nizar performs for the British Yemeni Society in 
London, 2002 (courtesy of Paul Hughes-Smith)
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4 Muhammad Murshid Naji was a well-known musician in Aden sin-
ce the 1950s, and later throughout all of Yemen and the Arabian 
Peninsula. He authored a number of books on the history of Yemeni 
music. See: Adel Aulaqi, ‘Mohammad Murshed Nagi: A Major Yeme-
ni Musician,’ BYSJ 21 (2013): 40–46
5 Khalil Muhammad Khalil is known as the father of modern Adeni 
musical composition since 1949

tion, so there were clear pan-Arab implications to 
his popularity. But BaDhib was of a minority opinion 
that Farid’s performances did not represent the true 

l a a 	a 	 ha 	 	wa 	a 	 l 	 g 	a a 	
True liberation would be a grassroots movement. In 
any case, Farid al-Atrash remained incredibly pop-
ular throughout all of Yemen, especially due to the 

la 	 	h 	 	 	 	 a 	 	fi 	 	
son, Farid, after him. 

On the other hand, musicians like Muhammad 
Murshid Naji were criticised for not being Adeni 
enough.4 It was said that he was singing too much 
a a a 	 	 	 h 	fi 	 	 	h 	 	Our 

Popular Songs (Aghanina al- ha a 	 l h 	 	
1959, Naji responded that music from the North was 
a part of a shared Yemeni heritage, unlike the Egyp-
tian and Indian songs many Adenis would perform. 
He was responding as a political activist that be-
lieved in a single united Yemen, which was the call 
of the Jabha al-Wataniyya al-Muttahida [United Na-
tional Front] party established in 1955 in opposition 
to the SAL and the Aden Association, the latter the 
brainchild of my maternal grandfather, Muhammad 
l 	 a 	Na 	 ll	 ha 	 g a 	 	 	 	

musicians, including Khalil Muhammad Khalil who 
wa 	h a l 	 	 	 g a 	a 	 a 	 -
sic.5  I knew Muhammad Murshid Naji well and he 
w l 	 	 	 l 	a 	 	h 	 	 a a a 	 	
told me he loved my father’s poetry, and wanted to 
sing poems written by me, but I do not write poetry 
for songs.

How did the socialist political agenda of the Peo-
ple’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) affect 
the Adeni music scene established during the late 
colonial period?
In the PDRY they thought about everything ideolog-
all 	 	 	wh 	 	 al 	 a 	 l 	

(Salmin) came to power in 1969 two years after in-
dependence. He began his regime by canceling the 
broadcast of Khalil Muhammad Khalil’s song The 
Red Rose (al-Warda al-Hamra), which was a nice Ad-

	l 	 g 	 	fi 	 al 	 a 	 ha 	 hal l	
change the song’s main lyric to say ‘the red star’ in-
stead of ‘the red rose.’ When Khalil told the presi-
dent that the song would no longer make sense and 
perhaps another poem could better articulate social-
ist sentiments, Salmin retorted, ‘get out! Don’t edu-
cate me, you agent of imperialism!’ My brother Isam 
Ghanem discussed this exchange in his book, Beer 
Poetry in Yemen, 1945–1989 published in 1989 in Lon-

	 	 h 	 ha 	 h 	 	h w	 g	

M ha a 	 l 	 a 	 gh 	a 	M ha a 	
h	 ha 	 l 	 	

Nizar (second from left) and his siblings, Qais,
a 	 h ha 	a 	 a 	 	a	 a l	 -

a g	 h 	 a h 	 	 a a a 	

N a 	 a h 	M ha a 	 h	 ha 	
playing the oud in London, 1986

BYSJ 2022
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the early years of the PDRY, the songs of many art-
ists who represented the ‘Adeni’ style were banned 
because the authorities had a grudge against them. 
At the same time, the state propagated Lahji music 
and artists, including Muhammad Muhsin Atrush 
because he wrote revolutionary songs.

Your family was representative of the elite Adeni 
class who were targeted by PDRY policies and these 
‘grudges.’ How did this affect everyone?
h 	 a 	wa 	 l 	 	 l 	 	 	 	 	

many others who eventually left South Yemen. At this 
time, there was a growing diaspora of the South’s in-
telligentsia, including much of my extended family, 
in the Gulf and North Yemen. I think this brain drain 
contributed to Aden’s decline as a regional cultural 
and economic hub. Even the former prime minister 
	N h	 	 	al- a 	al- a 	 la 	 ha 	

sixty to seventy percent of the North’s infrastructure 
and human resource development during the 1970s 
was thanks to the work and labour of migrants from 
h 	 h 	 allah	 a h 	wh 	 	 h 	 	 h 	ha 	

become the PDRY’s minister of culture, was a fami-
ly friend and would frequent our home in Aden for 
lunch. He would privately complain to my father how 
he felt that many in the government did not have 
any clue how to establish a true proletariat state. He 
perhaps had a deeper understanding of things; even 
Marx and Engels themselves admitted in their cor-
respondence that the historical situations that gave 
rise to industrial capitalism in Europe did not nec-
essarily apply elsewhere. I think most people who 
worked in the PDRY government would admit now 
that they were wrong about many things. 

By 1972, my family began to leave Aden. My 
brothers, sisters, and father had all received degrees 
in England. Then working as a consultant for the 
courts, my brother Isam began to have an unsteady 
relationship with the South Yemeni president. In a 
police state, the slightest infractions would gather 
lots of attention. My family had a sense that eventu-
ally it would become impossible to leave, and even 
at my school, I felt like I was in the Omar Sharif mov-
ie Doctor Zhivago, with eyes and spies everywhere! 
Many of my classmates came from rural areas and 
families that were given nationalised homes that 
were formerly owned by Adenis. They thought they 
were in paradise. 

a 	 all 	 	 	 h 	N h	al g	w h	 	
mother, who was allowed free passage as a woman. 
My father stayed in London after a medical proce-
dure there and my brother Shihab stayed in Iraq on 
his way back from a visit to North Korea. My sis-
	 a	l 	w h	h 	h a 	 	 	 a 	al- -

	 	M 	 	 g 	 a 	 	 	 	
study in London on scholarship. As for me, I was 
temporarily sent to Lebanon. I had just turned four-
teen. We were not allowed to take any money out of 
the country, so my mother gave me Shihab’s jacket 
a 	 w 	a 	fi 	h 	 lla 	 	 	 	wa 	
so frightened at the airport because security caught 
an Indian man in front of me trying to smuggle gold 
in his eye patch! Thankfully, they didn’t discover my 
money. I wore that coat for months after to keep the 
cash close to me.

g	 	 a 	wa 	 	 l 	a 	 	wa 	 a-
rated from my family and living in a boarding school. 

	 h 	 	ha 	 	 h	 	 	 	 	 	
a 	 a 	 	 al 	 	 	 h 	 fi 	 	
male-female integration (other than my previous 
brief stay in Kilburn, London when my father was 
getting his PhD). I learned French and became ex-
posed to so many new ideas reading the newspapers 
there, and even saw Farid al-Atrash play live in Aley. 
But I had become a burden to my father who was fac-
g	 	fi a al	 l 	a 	 	 	w -

ing as a salesman at his brother’s Seiko watch shop 
	 	 	wa 	 h 	 l 	 	h 	 l 	fi 	 	a 	

one year in Lebanon he moved me to Kuwait and put 
me in boarding school there. But when my mother 
visited me she saw that everyone I was living with 
was much older than me, she sent me back to Leb-
anon for another year to complete the ninth grade. 
During my stay in Lebanon 1972–74 the political jun-
ta in Aden aided by leftists from Lebanon and Pales-
tine managed to assassinate three opposing Yemeni 
politicians in Lebanon.6

The Adeni Music Club’s record label, Kayaphon. This record-
ing features a song written by Nizar’s father called ‘Eye Talk’ 
( ala 	al- ), c.1950s. (courtesy of Department of Special 
Collections, Davidson Library, University of California, Santa 
Barbara)

6 See the BBC World Service’s recent documentary by Mai Noman 
‘Who killed my grandfather?’ on the assassination in Beirut of 
North Yemen’s former Foreign Minister Mohamed Noman in 1974. 
Available as a film on YouTube and as radio broadcast on BBC 
Sounds
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a a a 	 	a 	 ha 	 	M 	 a h 	 l 	 	 -
sic is time,’ and that singing would help me learn, so 
I started to learn some of his ‘Adeni’ songs that I was 
more familiar with. 

My father was also very busy teaching Arabic 
literature at the University, so I tapped into the two 
main Sudanese musical currents at the time: one 
wa 	 h 	 l al	 a 	 g 	 	 h 	 a 	 fi -
note scale] style and the other Western pop music, 
which was artists like Diana Ross, ABBA, Mary Hop-
kins, Tom Jones, the Bee Gees, and Bob Marley. This 
was generally called ‘jazz’ in Sudan, but it is pop, not 
jazz. Black American music in particular had politi-
al	 g fi a 	a 	 h 	 	 	 l 	wh 	wa 	

to identify with pan-Africanism instead of pan-Ara-
bism. I remember when Bob Marely died in the ear-
ly 1980s they had a funeral for him near my house. 
Everyone had dreadlocks and instead of reading the 
fatiha they sang his songs. I went to a Catholic high 
school and many of my classmates played what they 
called ‘jazz.’ 

I also remember listening to Sudanese singers 
l 	 	 a 	al- a h 	a 	 h 	la 	 a a 	al- a-
him. I only had to open my window to hear Ahmad 
Mustafa who lived just down the street.7  He would 
play the oud and sing on his back porch, and I al-
ways used to get my kite stuck in his garden. He was 
a great musical inspiration for me.

So you eventually went back to Yemen in 1985, but 
you didn’t end up settling in your hometown of 
Aden but in Sanaʿa where you stayed until the re-
cent war broke out. The history of North and South 
is fraught with divisions, but it strikes me that 
these do not entirely define your experience. After 
all, you are someone who has gone on to promote 
public health, education, and the arts throughout 
all of Yemen. 
I always knew that I wanted to do something for 
Yemen despite my newly established roots in Su-
dan. I felt I had been disconnected for too long. Af-
ter university, I moved to Dubai for one year. I had 
a l 	 h 	wh 	ha 	 	 	 	 	 	
w 	a 	a	 al	 	 ha 	 a 	 	 	
father, both North and South were always my raison 
d’être 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 a a a 	 l h gh	 	 a-
ther wasn’t involved in politics, he always advocated 
for a cultural unity between North and South. This is 
particularly visible in his theatrical plays about fa-

	 	h al	fig 	a 	 	h 	 	 	
a a a 	 	M 	 h 	wa 	 	 al 	a 	

	 	 	wh h 	 	 	 a a a	 l 	 	
be a ‘home.’

Anyway, I joined the army and eventually be-
a 	fi 	l a 	 h l 	 g	 	al 	 	

a British Council scholarship to get an MSc in oc-
cupational medicine from the University of London. 
But after returning I left the army and moved back 
to Aden, partly out of nostalgia. I also witnessed a 
lot of corruption in the military and wanted to pro-
mote occupational medicine, which I couldn’t in the 

Some readers may be familiar with the historic in-
fluence of Sudanese education on South Yemen, 
but may be surprised to hear that Sudan became a 
refuge for your family because of your father’s work 
as an educator. How did this happen? 
Around the time after I moved back to Lebanon, Pro-
fessor Abdullah El Tayyib, who was the vice chan-
cellor at the University of Khartoum, was prompted 
by R. B. Serjeant to get in touch with my father, who 
had earlier cultivated a friendship with Serjeant in 
Aden. Serjeant knew that my father, a graduate of 
the American University of Beirut and the University 
of London, had become a victim of circumstances at 
h 	 	a 	 a 	 l	 a 	 	 	h 	a	 -

sition as visiting professor at Khartoum. So, in 1974 
my parents and I moved to Sudan.

It must have been difficult moving between many 
different places at such a young age. Did finding 
some stability in Sudan offer you the opportunity 
to pursue your passion for music? 
All this moving around required me to constantly 
a 	 w	 	a 	l a 	all	 h 	 	 a-

lects. After mastering Lebanese, I had to learn Suda-
	 	wa 	al 	 	 	 a 	 	 al	

tastes between Yemen, Kuwait, Lebanon, and Sudan, 
and of course, in all Arab countries Egyptian music 
was playing in the background. At our new home in 
Khartoum, I would often hear my father playing the 

	 	 	 all 	a 	h 	 	 a h	 	 h 	fi 	
h g	h 	 	 	 a h	 	wa 	a	 a a a 	 g 	 	
	 l 	fig 	 	 	 a 	 	ha 	h a 	 h	

7 Al-Bakhit, al-Ibrahim, and Mustafa are all Khartoum-based artists 
who were important to the development of contemporary and 
modern music in Sudan.

Seal for Nizar’s Sudanese–Yemeni cultural society, ‘Sumaniyya’ 
or the ‘Sumaniyyun’.
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N h 	 	 fi a 	 	 all 	l 	 h 	 a 	
and started teaching, but in 1992 I started the Free 
M a 	a 	 a 	 l 	 	 a a a 	 	 w 	
I wrote to the American Performing Arts Medicine 

	a 	 	 h 	 h 	 l 	wa 	 	 	 h 	fi 	 	
h 	w l 	 fi all 	 a 	 	 h	 h 	 h al	

and psychological dimensions of performing arts 
	 h 	fi 	 h	 g	a 	 	

service was established two years after I established 
the clinic in Yemen, so you could say I was ahead of 
my time! Sadly, the Huthis have closed the clinic in 
a a a 	 	 h 	 a h	 	al- h h 	 	 l	 -

cently with support from the Friends of Hadhramaut 
a 	 all 	 h 	 a 	a 	 g a 	 a l

Recent Activities and Future Plans
Nizar later received a PhD in Occupational Health 

	 a a a	 	 	 	w h	a	 a 	 	
the association between obsessive-compulsive dis-
order and occupational performance. He has contin-
ued to promote public health and the arts as a uni-
versity professor, civic activist, and cultural scholar. 
The recent war in Yemen has led him back to his 
second home country of Sudan. He teaches at the 
Ahfad University for Women in Omdurman and is 
wa g	 	h 	 a gh 	 a 	 	fi h	h 	 g 	
in medicine. His eldest daughter Shayma has been 
living in Birmingham for several years now, so he 
w h 	 	fi 	a	wa 	 	 l 	 w 	 	 	 	 h 	
UK, or elsewhere with his wife and daughters due to 
the continued political instability and war rampant 
in his two home countries. He is currently complet-
g	a	 a 	a 	 a 	 	 	 -

ni music building on his previous book, Afro-Yemeni 
Dances.

At the Free Clinic for Musicians and Creatives 
w h	 	 	 	 l 	 ah a	al- h 	
a 	 h 	h a 	 	 a a a	 	 	al- 	
al-Ma al h	 	 a aa 	

Nizar with his son, Farid, and grandson, Ghanem 
in Dubai, 2022

With recent Master’s graduates at Ahfad Universi-
ty, Omdurman, 2015
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