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Unpacking a treasure trove of collected
items from the 1950s to the modern
day, through FenaaPhone we examine
the emergence of a Saudi popular music
scene and investigate some of the
reasons for its lasting success.

We present a curated dialogue in five
sections by exploring the unique and
expanding ephemera acquired by Saudi
artist Dr. Saad Al Howede over the past
decade.

Folk to Formal explores the earliest
music and its structural shifts; Tuning
from Within expands on the beginnings
of the local music industry; We Are
Now Live walks us through a maturing
regional and global music scene; Make
it Pop! showcases the influence of print
and its critical coverage of events; and
finally, Voices of the Current considers
the scene in contemporary times.

With FenaaPhone, we invite viewers to
reflect on Saudi popular music through
the ages and to consider its importance
today.

Curation: Sawtasura
Scenography: StudioBound
Collection courtesy of Dr. Saad Al
Howede from Studio Wasm
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FOLK TO FORMAL
[PRE-1960s]

The Saudi Song is a genre that arose during a period
of significant urban, social, and infrastructural
development and a need for a new style of music to
move and unite a prospering nation. Worldwide, the
musical pillars of rhythm and lyric are rooted within
native forms of poetry and composition performed
initially to serve various social functions, including
nightly entertainment, eulogy, and rites of passage
such as marriage or death.

In Saudi and regional music, the introduction of the
oud to these occasions is a long-disputed and almost
mythological topic. In The King of Tarab for the
Arabs, Tariq Abdul Hakim introduces many theories
behind the oud’s origin while expanding on its uses,
technicalities, and widespread emergence across the

popular music scene as it travels through the region.

Fahad bin S'ayyed, Mukhled Atheyabi, Abdullah
Alsalloum, Musfer Algathami, Taher Alahsa’l, and
Bashir Shannan are all great examples of folk
musicians whose use of the oud distinguished their
work. Their music was recorded and distributed in the
early 1960s yet is not readily found in the Kingdom
today. Hence, the importance of archiving musical

records as a part of our heritage.

Other contemporary folk music recordings can be
found from as far back as the late 19th century. In
common with early visual records of the region, those
maintained largely result from orientalist explorations
and studies before native stewardship took hold in

various ways.

In this section, we have a rare magnetic wire
recording of folk artist Isaa Al Ahsa’l as he performs
the song On the Road of Prayers at some point during
the 1950s . Precise information about when and
where this recording was made is unknown. However,
we can learn from the sound that it was recorded

in an informal setting and performed with the
standard folk instruments of human voice, string, and
percussion. At the time, it was rare for the oud to be
heard.

The transformation of this folk form developed from
an event that occurred sometime in the middle of the
lost century in Taif's Army Club . During a ceremony
held and attended by King Abdulaziz Al Seud and

his sons, the orchestra, led by Tariq Abdul Hakim,
performed enthusiastic and emotional songs. So
impressed was the crowd that the Minister of Defense
at the time, Prince Mansour bin Abdulaziz, requested
Tariq be sent to Egypt on a musical scholarship.

Upon graduating and returning to the Kingdom in
1954 , Tariq founded the Saudi Army Music School in
Taif.

This period in Saudi Arabia’s musical history heralded
the establishment of alternative radio stations - such
as Abdallah Al Ouaid’s Al Tami Radio - through which
a new local audience of listeners emerged.
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TUNING FROM
WITHIN [MID-1960s
T0 LATE 1970s)

By the mid-1960s, nationalized media platforms
encouraged the opening of record stores, affording
the culture of music its first populace and, for the first
time, taking music beyond traditional neighborhoods
where it was customarily enjoyed in parks, small
alleys, and on rooftops.

The first phases of Saudi Arabia’s urban sprawl
brought with it an influx of city-dwellers, which grew
this new music's audience.

As witnessed through the vinyl records displayed in
the exhibition, three main regions were involved with
the production of Saudi vinyl: Lebanon, Greece, and
Pakistan. Their distribution was primarily facilitated
by Kuwait's Bou Zaid Phone - a studio that provided
recording, production, and distribution to Arab artists
— Saudi accounted for the largest share of its non-
Kuwaiti records.

In this section, we draw from The History of Arts,
referencing Bou Zaid Phone’s establishment in the
1950s, its zenith a decade later, and its subsequent
decline and closure in the 1990s. The second page
displays legal documents concerned with the
exchange of creative rights between artist and studio,
shifting the production process from private homes

towards the commercial sphere.

Highlighted is the emergence of a competitive streak
in establishing private artist-owned studios and

a local wave of Saudi-owned record companies in
spaces such as Mohammed Abdu’s Sawt Al Jazira,
Abadi Al Jawhar's Awtar, and Funoon Al Jazira. The
latter's ownership was ultimately transferred to

Rashed Al Majed.

We display here a series of vinyl from the then-
popular Ash-Sharg Records and Donia Al Fann in
partnership with Suhail Distribution, with its oil rig
and palm tree graphics referencing its location in the
Eastern city of Dammam, although at the time, still
importing vinyl from Greece.

In the early 1960s, Tarig Abdul Hakim traveled

to Beirut with forty-two Saudi folk and modern
compositions. His trip, intended for recording music
for Saudi radio, opened a decade-long channel of
influence with musicians and singers in Lebanon.

In 1964, Tariq was among the company of pioneering
artists, including Sabah, Wadih al Safi, and Farid
Atrash. Atrash requested that Tarig sing a Saudi folk
song. Tariq chose the words of Antarah bin Shadad
in the poem La wa Aiynaik , impressing the crowd so
much that this song was then arranged and recorded
by Wadih Al Safi.

WOMEN IN MUSIC

This period shows a parallel in women’s access to
recording studios. In many instances, women played
a pivotal role in the music scene as writers and
instrumentalists. From the 1960s, musicians such as
Toha had been actively composing and playing their
music in the informal contexts of folk celebrations.

Examples of Toha's records in this collection go as far
back as the 1970s when vinyl was pressed in Greece
and distributed in the Kingdom, revealing her early
popularity and participation in the scene despite a
focus on performing in the folk form. Women's albums
from the 1970s onwards, including from al Jawhara,
Ashwagq al Hasan, and Mary Saeed, accompany an
early Sanyo playing device in the exhibition.
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WE ARE NOW LIVE
(1983 ONWARDS]

A film of Mohammed Abdu’s 1983 London concert
launches our exploration into audiovisual and print
material of the 1980s. The focus of the press and
its eagerness to understand the impact of emerging
media helped foster a dynamic connection between
cultural audiences.

The delightful studio-shot portraits and
documentation of the artist Abu Bakr Salem as

he prepares for a concert in London are exhibited
alongside a 1987 interview in which he addresses his
loyalty and passion for preserving the ‘Khalegji’ song
- highlighting the dynamism and influence of Saudi
artists in the formation of this music’s popularity.

Several opinion pieces also offer an insight into the
passion society developed for decoding contemporary
artists’ dialogue. The emergence and inclusion of
novice poets and consequent lyrical shifts in song
stand witness to the increased advocacy for poetry
as a form of creative authorship.

Commercially, advertisements for listening and
televisual devices are displayed alongside opinion
pieces responding to how the ancient art form of
sung poetry was changing, pushed by the tides of
modernism. Such analogies point to an organized and
dynamic market driven primarily by a society

of intellects, artists, and writers within the Kingdom.

Significantly, this also marks an era of contrasts
between public and private music culture across the
Kingdom. Despite shifting social opinions surrounding
music at home, many regional and international
stages enthusiastically welcomed Saudi talents

to new and expanded horizons, a testament to

the Saudi’s rootedness and strength in musical
expression.
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PUBLIC / PRIVATE MUSICAL
SPACES

Since the 1980s, most concerts have been held in
private spaces or men’s sports clubs such as Al

Ahli Club, the venue in which artist Abdel Majeed
Abdallah’s career was launched at the age of thirteen,
as mentioned in a 2007 article in Shumoou Magazine
available in the archive.

In the 1990s, Janadriyah, an annual folk festival,
became the largest public music event, with various
folk bands and collectives performing and which
remain popular in Saudi group celebrations today.
Musicians such as Talal Maddah, Abdel Majeed
Abdallah, Rabih Al Sagr, Abadi Al Johar, and
Mohammed Abdu have contributed to this national
festival's success.

A shift in lyrical form was pioneered by the literary
advocate, writer, and poet Prince Badr bin Abdul
Mohsen, who collaborated with prominent voices
through several albums illustrating the sound of a
revitalized scene. A 1986 interview in Cinema Wal
Nas magazine with poet Saud Al Sharbatly bears
testament to Prince Badr's influence on sung poetry
of the time. It expresses the lasting impact of live
performances over recordings.

During this period, the maestro Tariq Abdul Hakim
published a collection of folk musical songs and
books to support the nation’s continued investment in
music. Indeed, the strength of the harmonious spirit
is reinforced in this era, and a true test of popularity
unfolds as the press of neighboring nations competes
for stories about Saudi popular music.

4 ppi
Ay kit Wy g
Ty Wt A g

.E-"

dolell ixduugall olclaall
anlall /

tudungall o lanll dold] cxcldr «osbyilodll Aio
anniall aunliyll ayaidll J gl dnla wlcla J Lg,J.U.LEIJ
a0l ac gliall aio 3.1.h.|| oAl L,lx:t\_ll l5JL1.|IS Jol
{0 Bpc uthInguUstJg unJI pJLc oll all lue
@lao alach 2ai 42007 chp.n Jlao wuway goell
.y Ul tgJ_tng.nJI £9uis

Sl aypaliall Ub}g,n l:_u.nl WOlipewill 9g
tolc auduugo dulled i aundaill axdla i Ugml.l

lia g 8nniia 6ac wlegoaog §)9 Lgad Jjlii

Uy 0 dewlg dueds (il Jliy g «auwgoll cgill
palw 1dg 6Sloall § gl dupaloall o Vlaiayl
ailjg «alil auc 20l g «alaall JUb JLiof ygilié
ulaygall e alai § oatc 10109 Jagall Galieg gon
.sthall

Oludl 888 ablidll quaall ue g1 ja) polll gls
cluyl § Glghll al djedg 7 delll Wuw ghlillg
123 ilie pou lhd pyadiig yeddl aflaall gl
aleie el ooall pmi olgnly 6ac wlogui ay ¢sjan
agouw jebidl ¢aaig auduugod| dalwdl el el
Loiuwll daa § 1986 pI&IIgduhbngulumdl
elli g Giliell peadl e jar modll pili ge yulillg
d &l wagsell aSsii Gl p.lIJJIJ.l_JI (g dudall
Audlisll @il &ijlao yugaill

dcgoqn gsall ae gylh jlapugall janf biall lli §
0 waa Gl wisllg ayaaill adla il oliedl o
ngLmJI g 8Slaoll jlpaiwl pca ] LglUa
yusliig Lauugall aguisall Jlmajlgely . iuugall
tuhoi ,le lgidlgig 6yglaall Jgall § pilc Ul Jiluwg
79 ga lgildledq duageudl i l_\,nuugnJIJhJI
Jeally lajlai el 0agga gi Lle Jula

PRINT MEDIA AND PUBLIC
OPINION

Print media was the primary platform for mediating
public opinion — a space where the cultural need

for anonymity and expression fostered audience
interaction. While television was mass consumed, it
primarily showcased pre-recorded and live musical
performances, such as Jameel Mohmoud's Watar wa
Samar from 1982, streaming via Saudi First Channel.

We draw heavily in our selection from the Kuwaiti
News Archive, a rare collection bearing testimony to
various commercial and social trends. The articles
promote record players for use in Kuwaiti homes,
influencing their consumerism in Saudi homes. Other
promotional tools attracted fans by affiliating their
messages with famous artists. A «Song of the Week»
column acted as an early social mediator between
budding lyricists and poets who dedicated their songs
to specific artists, such as the published words of the
poetess Reem of the Desert in 1985._

The beginnings of Saudi critical public discourse and
opinion appear in local newspapers such as Al Riyadh
and the seasonal journal Al Yamama, still running
today, as well as Asdaf magazine dedicated to folk
poetry, now shut down. The interviews and opinion
pieces in the exhibition attest to the importance of
community within the scene and reflect the maturity
of Saudi musicianship and musical experience.
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MAKE IT POP! A
DECADE OF SAUDI
POP STORIES IN
ARAB PRINT

Here, we display selected magazines published in
Cairo (Al Cinema Wa Al Nas) and Lebanon (Fann,
Alwan), highlighting events and reports between 1982
and 1992. It is worth noting that this marks a time
when such magazines were considered novel items to
fill a gap in Saudi>s visual print platforms. Many of the
selected articles point to Etab, whose contributions to
the popular scene expanded the image of Saudi music
across the region, embodied by her charming persona.
Alongside, we exhibit locally produced posters with
graphic illustrations representing visual print within
the Saudi market.

ETAB: QUEEN
OF SAUDI POP

A socialite in Cairo — and champion of women in
music and the arts - Etab is a Saudi who achieved
regional stardom as a singer and actress. She was

a precursor of the female-led popular music scene
from within, bearing witness to her timeless symbol of
success amongst women.

While all women singers in this exhibition began
performing in weddings before making it to recording
studios or, occasionally, going live on stage, Etab is
the only one to have risen to stardom across all media
of the time. She is by far the Queen of the Saudi
popular song. Other Saudi women artists have yet to
match her accomplishments and global reach.
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VOICES OF THE
CURRENT

In this section, we invite a fresh take from the
sawtasura team into the fold of the exhibition
narrative, encouraging emerging Saudi designers,
curators, and writers to engage within a space of
active contribution.

RE-IMAGINING
A GRAPHIC ERA

A SELECTION OF POSTERS BY ARCHIVE ASSISTANT
SARA AL OURFI, DESIGNED BY LINA AMER

The concept of re-imagination arises from the
intention to preserve the essence of the original
design while celebrating popular artists through

a youthful lens. Sara’s selection drew from a
conversation with Dr. Saad Howede and points to
influential Saudi artists who shaped the music scene
and act as visual evidence of significant changes

in production, marketing, and commercial practices
between the 60s and 90s.

Initially, companies like Donya Alfann opted not to
include an artist's image on their posters, instead
focusing on displaying the company name and
distributor, with the artist’s name in small text. A shift
occurred when Saudi recordings gained influence in
Egypt, replacing the previous dominance of Kuwait
and Bahrain. The Egyptian poster designs from

the 1920s and 1930s, renowned for their impact in
theaters and films, played a role in shaping the new
direction of poster design. Artists became essential
marketing tools, and their images began to feature
prominently in newspaper advertisements alongside
mentions of their songs. This marked a notable
transformation in the visual representation of artists
and their promotional strategies.

The 14 posters include artists such as Tarig Abdul

Hakim, Talal Maddah and Mohammed Abdu, o duo that

transformed the Saudi Song; Etab and Mary Saeed,
who broke the norms with female voices; Rashed
Al-Majed, who redefined Saudi music in the 90s; Abadi
Al-Johar, one of the masters of the oud; and Hassan
Masoud, who was prominent in the non-tarab scene.
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LISTENING TO THE PRESENT
A REFLECTION AND
CURATED PLAYLIST BY
RESEARCH ASSISTANT NOUF
ABDELKARIM

To mirror the selection of old posters, we close this
essay with Nouf’s reflective words as she helps us
ponder the contemporary sound of Saudi Arabia’s
rapidly evolving music scene with a curated playlist
of 14 songs.

To re-live poetry and melodies, and to contemplate...

is to believe that words have power, that their sound can pass through
soul and place.

is to believe that melodies have a butterfly effect that rebalances the
cosmos with every flap of a wing, and to meditate on how we hear
them...

To wonder...is to be firee of all vestrictions...
it is to ponder on your likeness to the voice you are listening is to you?

To hope...is to live within a liminal and safe space between you and
nostalgia...

it is a respectful savoring of the past, and to leave a space of
experimentation that takes you on a journey where the origin of the
past, the newness of today and the hopes of tomorrow are all met in one
moment ...

Let these songs manifest this hope, for experience is the greatest witness!
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A NEW WAVE
OF SAUDI MUSIC
PLAYLIST
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