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Abstract

This study examines the historical and social processes through which Af-
rican-connected musical and dance forms took shape in Yemen, particularly in
Aden, Lahj, Hadramawt and Tihama. It challenges linear diffusion models that
imagine a complete artistic form moving from an African “origin” to a passive Ara-
bian recipient. Instead, it approaches the Red Sea and the western Indian Ocean
as an interconnected maritime field in which people, instruments, rhythms, lyrics
and ritual practices circulated in multiple directions. Sailors, merchants, pilgrims,
migrants, workers, soldiers and enslaved people participated in these movements,
while coastal communities reworked incoming elements according to local lan-
guages, social settings and aesthetic preferences.

The study combines historical comparison with qualitative analysis of writ-
ten sources, archival recordings and available ethnographic descriptions. It revisits
earlier material on the tanbura, liwa, bambila, darbuka and zar in light of recent
scholarship on Indian Ocean musical circulation, Hadrami diaspora, slavery, mi-
gration and intangible-heritage policy. Rather than claiming a single origin for
every form, it distinguishes evidence derived from organology, rhythm and tonal
structure, language, oral narratives and performance contexts.

The study argues that Afro-Yemeni music is neither a foreign margin nor a
fossilized remnant of migrant groups. It is a constitutive layer of the history of
Yemen’s coastal towns and ports. Tanbura, simsimiyya, liwa, zar and darbuka em-
body histories of forced and voluntary mobility and demonstrate the agency of
local and African-descended communities in transforming work, healing, celebra-
tion and difficult memories into durable artistic forms. War, institutional collapse
and the loss of tradition bearers now place this heritage at risk. Safeguarding it
requires a national sound archive, participatory documentation, protection of per-
formers’ rights and policies that preserve social context rather than reducing living
practices to decontextualized folklore.

Keywords: Yemen, East Africa, Aden, Hadramawt, Tihama, tanbura, liwa, zar, sim-

simiyya, Indian Ocean, intangible heritage.
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