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Abstract

Tunisian women folk songs have not found themselves among those subject matters
enjoying a large amount of interest on the part of scholars,! although attitudes in academic
circles towards this area of folklore differ.? Recently, however, a gradual increase of
interest in folk songs can be noticed.? Researchers have become aware of the importance
of exploring folk songs both with respect to their contents and language. Hopefully this
will lead to an increase in scholarly research in this field.
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Introduction

The main aim of this paper is to discuss some problems related to women’s folk
songs in colloquial Tunisian Arabic. The approach to these songs taken is thus socio-and
ethnolinguistic rather than literary-theoretic although some aspects connected to literature
are considered here. The author does not intend to present a collection of gna songs nor
to present a detailed grammatical analysis of texts of these songs here. A few songs are
briefly presented and the contents discussed, but the primary goal of the article is to
express concern about the danger of this genre of songs disappearing and thus to sensitize
both specialists and public opinion about this subject. The author expresses this fear by

I See e.g. Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, pp. 231-232; Brahem 2013/2014, p. 8.

2 This includes the work of European dialectologist and ethnographers. Most of the works of Tunisian scholars
concentrate on the musical aspects of these songs.

3 See bibliography.
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relying on personal observations as a native belonging to this cultural community and
taking into account similar views of researchers and artists from within the field.* More
precisely the author will focus upon the following points:

(i) The problem of terminology applied to folklore and folk songs,

(i1) The scarcity of sources concerning Tunisian women’s folk songs,

(ii1) An analysis of some aspects of women’s songs.

This article should be viewed as a first approach to this genre of folk songs, and
the intention is first to determine the status (character) of gna bi-t-twil songs within the
broader context of Tunisian folk songs, since their status is ambiguous. This is caused,
among other factors, by a lack of agreement between sources. Researchers’ opinions
vary concerning clearly marked distinctions between these traditional genres of Tunisian
songs. For the sake of brevity the more general term gna is used throughout the text.
The author is planning to continue research on various aspects of these songs including
linguistic analysis. She has already succeeded in collecting a large amount of material and
knows many songs from memory since from her childhood she has attended (and still
attends) performances of these songs together with the inhabitants of her village. Being
interested in the preservation of Tunisian folk culture (folktales, poetry, dance, etc.) she
continues to collect materials and provide workshops and works with others interested
in Tunisian culture.

The methodological principles underlying the current approach to Tunisian folk songs
should become apparent to the reader of this article. Nevertheless, a brief clarification
of these principles, prior to the inquiry proper, may be appropriate. As already hinted at
above, our attention will be limited to a certain fragment of the vast reality of the songs
in question, namely to the songs called gna. However, the domain of gna songs is fairly
diversified, and keeps changing. Being an advantage of the older women, these songs are
hardly practiced by the younger generation of women, and, what is worse, this generation
considers these songs as old fashioned, whence does not show much interest in them.

In spite of many modern adverse circumstances gna songs are still alive, and
they undergo various, not always desirable, changes, keeping pace with the ongoing
metamorphoses in everyday life. In consequence many variants of gna songs are created,
in addition to the geographic diversification, and their being conveyed orally.

Taking into account the dynamic nature of gna, the methodology applied to its
description and elaboration should revolve around the following requirements:

(1) the identification of the original gna songs;

(i1) their multi-dimensional nature, in particular linguistic, socio-and ethno-linguistic and
the recognition of the relations obtaining between songs;

(1i1) the comparison of gna variants, and their classification based on a sufficiently diverse
collection of songs;

(iv) the establishment of types of gna and their distinctive properties.

4 Only a selection of them is presented in this article.
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Of course, in this article, the intended goals could have been accomplished only
partially.

A more advanced approach to the methodology of folkloristics would provide for
making clear the distinction between theoretical and practical folkloristics. However,
we are not going into this fascinating problem here, because such an enterprise, being
relatively demanding, would require more space. We intend to deal with this problem
in the future.

Before the proper analysis, for the sake of clarity, the author would like to provide
the following information:

(1) The notation of Arabic names (cities, towns, villages) will be given in Arabic script
used for administrative purposes, and also in transcription except for “Diiz, Satt
al-Garid, Marazig” which is given in the transliteration applied by Ritt-Benmimoun
in her work mentioned in this article.

(i1) In notating the Arabic names of authors and artists two methods are applied:

(a) If they use a romanization of their names in publications then these forms are

used in the present article.

(b) If the names of authors and artists are given in the Arabic script, then their

names are transcribed by the system used in this article.

(111) Words from Modern Standard Arabic, further on MSA, (titles, terms) will be given
in Arabic script and in transliteration.

(iv) Words from MSA will be translated in English when necessary.

(v) Words from colloquial Tunisian and related to folk culture will not be translated into
English. They will be given in transliteration and in phonetic transcription (IPA) when
necessary, and sometimes in Arabic script.

(vi) Taking into account the lack of unified method for writing colloquial varieties of
Arabic the songs examined in section (5) are transcribed from the sung versions
known by the author. The transcription used is somewhat idealized in the direction
of MSA though some features of local pronunciation are maintained.

1. Problems concerning the terminology of folklore
1.1. Virtues and vices of the term folklore

The term ‘folklore’ was used for the first time in 1846 by William John Thoms to
denote the traditional knowledge of a people, including beliefs, legends, customs, etc.’
However, it subsequently brought about a long scholarly discussion regarding its domain
of reference, that is, the ‘cultural reality’ being designated by it.> This term has been
taken into Arabic as a loan word, and turned out to be expedient and intuitive but it was

> See e.g. Al-‘Antil 1965, pp. 15ff.; Aba Talib 2013, pp. 9f.
6 See e.g. Al-‘Antil 1965, pp. 35ff.; Al-GawharT 1981.
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generally applied to denote rather different kinds of phenomena. The unclear denotation
of the term folklore caused some Arab scholars to utilize other terms, such as fulklir
Sa ‘bi (=5 ) s18), that is, adding the word $a ‘b7 ‘popular’ to the word folklore. This
new term appeared in the titles of articles, books and journals. However it was not
accepted by all because Sa ‘bi repeats in this case the meaning of ‘folk’.” The obscurity
of the term ‘folklore’ as well as its negatively marked usage created a terminologically
misleading situation and reluctance towards using it. As a result the term ‘folklore’ was
replaced by other terms derived from Arabic roots related to ‘folk’ such as:

(1) al-funin as-Sa ‘biyya (duaid ) sdll),

(ii) al-adab as-$a‘br (i) YY),

(iil) al-ma tirat as-Sa ‘biyya (Al ) glall),

(Vi) at-turat as-5a ‘bi (25l &) )8

Although there are differences in the use of these terms by scholars, it can be generally
said that the term al-funiin as-Sa ‘biyya (A=l s3dl)) literally means ‘folk arts” including
dance, songs, music, etc. but it does not include folk tales or proverbs. The term al-adab
as-§a ‘bi (xidl oY) literally means ‘folk literature’, including folk tales, proverbs,
poetry, and the texts of the songs but does not include customs, beliefs, arts or manual
crafts. It is important to add that this term refers only to that folklore which is expressed
orally. The literary meaning of both the terms al-ma tirdt as-Sa ‘biyya (3l <l sl
and at-turat as-Sa ‘bi (=51l &) 1) is ‘popular heritage’, and they are often qualified by
the adjective Safahi — ‘oral’. And some scholars use these terms as synonymous with the
term al-adab as-§a ‘bi (o5 Y1), but actually the range of denotation of each of
the former two terms is broader than the range of the denotation of the latter.”

To recapitulate, it can be said that all the terms discussed above for the sake of
exemplification approximate the denotation of the term ‘folklore’, but they are not entirely
equivalent with it. Others terms have been coined in recent years such as at-turat al-maddi
(el & SNy and ar-turat al-lamaddi (W) &l 10

1.2. No terminological agreement in sight

Generally speaking the term ‘folk song’ is translated into Arabic as ugniya fulkliiriyya
or ugniya Sa ‘biyya. Unfortunately the former term has rather negative connotations.
In contrast, the latter is used more frequently by Arab speakers but it conveys, among
others the following two meanings:

(i) Folk songs handed down by oral tradition describing the real life of common people,

(i1) Folk music, in fact street music and Arabic pop music. It is one of the most popular
forms of music in Arab countries and today it is also mixed with various western
music genres.

7 See Al-Bikr 2009, p. 52.

8 See e.g. Salah 1971; Al-Bikr 2009, pp. 58f.

9 See Al-Bikr 2009, pp. 58-59, 66-71; Abu Talib 2013, pp. 14-16; Salah 2013; Mursi 2001; Fariq 1992.
10° See e.g. Al-Bikr 2009, p. 62.
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In consequence, the term ugniyya Sa ‘biyya in Arabic usage is ambiguous in certain
contexts.!!

In the case of Tunisia, various terms are in actual use in connection with folk songs,
and among them the following:
()  ugniyya $a ‘biyya (4w i) “folk song/popular song’,
(i)  ugniyya turatiyya (35 5 duel) “traditional song’,
(iii) wugniyya $a ‘biyya turdatiyya (3 5 4w ael) “folk song’,
(iv)  ugniyya Sa ‘biyya min at-turdt (<) 53 e dwns 4 f) “folk song’,
(V) ugniyya turatiyya muhaddaba (i3 43 55 45ei) “folk song refined’,
(iv)  ugniya Sa ‘biyya muhaddaba (os dwai dxel) “folk song (refined)/popular song

(polite),

(iv) ugniyya $a ‘biyya badawiyya (s dad i5el) ‘Bedouin folk song’,
(iiiv) fann §a‘bi (=% A) “folk art/folk song/popular song’.!2

The large number of terms indicates significant differences in the approaches taken to
this genre of literature and it also reflects the linguistic situation in Modern Standard Arabic
when applied to the study of folklore. It should also be noticed that all the terms mentioned
above, which are used in Arabic folklore studies for the purpose of denoting types of folk
songs, also convey an evaluation of their contents in either positive or negative terms.

2. Scarcity of sources concerning Tunisian folk songs gna bi-t-twil

The study of Arabic folk songs began to develop in the 20t century, along with the
study of Arabic folklore in general. This in turn resulted changes of attitudes towards this
genre of folk literature. Unfortunately, researchers who specialize in different types of oral
folk literature whether poetry, fairy tales, proverbs or others as well as music and songs
face many problems in carrying out research. In addition to the lexical and other dialect
problems in approaching folk songs researchers are confronted with environmental, social
and technological barriers which impede the direct contact necessary for collecting material.
These difficulties discourage others from engaging with genre of oral literature. This is one
reason that studies concerning Tunisian folk songs gna [yne] pose at times overwhelming
challenges to researchers. In the subsequent review, some of the works consulted are briefly
presented. The selection here is not meant to denigrate those not mentioned.

2.1 Written sources

The book Agant an-nisa’ fi barr Al-Hamama (delegd y A ¢Luil (;'11.(:‘) — “Women’s
songs in Hmama’s land” was published in 2010. The two authors Na‘lma Ganimi
(& 4ani) and Ahmad al-HashisT (e s3uadl) 2aal) collected the material from oral

11 See e.g. Sams Ad-Din 2008, pp. 9f.; Al-‘Antil 1987.
12 These terms are used by scholars and also in radio, TV and newspapers. See also Hmahim 2013, pp. 143-146.
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sources. Doctor Mabrak al-Manna‘T (=l &y ) in his introduction for this book
proposed using the term as-5i 7 al-badawi (s 52 25)) or as-Safawi (s s24)) instead of
as-5i‘r as-Sa ‘bi (=il =28y or al-malhiin (O s—>Lal)) which have negative connotations.
According to him the term as-$i ‘7 as-Safawi (s sl )=&) is the correct translation of
the term ‘poesie orale’ (‘oral poetry’). Al-Manna‘T also insisted in his introduction on the
importance of this genre of literature which should be studied in depth. The material in
this book was collected from older women. All of them knew the songs since childhood.
The researchers were able to collect a rich trove of oral material. They arranged the
songs according to subject matter, including the songs of al-mahfal [sl-mehfel] (Jisdl)).
The book contains also a very rich glossary.

The article by Nawal Galali (> J)s3) was published in 2017 in the journal
“At-Taqafa a§-Sa‘biyya” (Au=ill 48&ll ‘Folk Culture’) and entitled AI-Mar’a wa-at-turat
al-miisigi bi-baldat Al-Qadah as-Samal al-garbr at-tinust (38 saly (& sall Cal il 5 51 yal)
gl ol Jdll) — ‘A study of women and musical heritage in Qadah in northwest
Tunisia’. It concerns women’s wedding songs performed in the village of Qadah (z2-3l!).
This village is located in the Northwest of Tunisia, not far from the border with Algeria.
It is characterized by a geographical location and historical data that have a direct impact
on its cultural characteristics. In particular, the author focused in her analysis on the
cultural and social aspects that characterize women’s songs in these mountainous areas.
And she concluded that an-nigma [on-nizme] (4aaill), was the most important celebration
in Qadah and nearby villages during weddings.

The next study considered here is a series of six articles written by Amal at-Talilt
(3 Jal) and published in the daily newspaper “As-Sada” (saall) from April 20,
2017 to May 25, 2017. The first article of this series was devoted to the definition of
folk songs in general and folk songs in Tunisia more specifically. The author divided
folk songs into two types, urban and rural. The first type has been studied in Tunisia
more than the second type which in turn is divided into two subtypes: one accompanied
by musical instruments and a second one without accompaniment. The next four articles
were dedicated to folk songs in the Tunisian region of Silyana, and consisted of children’s
songs, religious songs and wedding songs. The sixth article of the series is dedicated to
the problem of oral heritage and offers some proposals for preserving it.

The masters (MA) dissertation Al-Agani an-nisa’iyya bi-mintagat Banbala: Dirdsa
igtima ‘iyya wa-tiganiyya (44 s aaclaial 4ul j dly dahia 4l @Lﬁ:;‘i\ — ‘Women’s
songs in Bembla: A social and technical study’) by Aymen Brahem submitted in
2013-2014 in the High Institute of Music in Sousse, presented information on women’s
songs from Bembla. It was just a small village in the past but now it is an agricultural
town in the process of becoming an industrial one. Bembla belongs to the central coast
region of Tunisia, in the Sahel area. The author presented fifty nine songs recorded from
six women. All of them stated that they began to learn this type of songs at the age of
ten to fifteen. In the thesis the songs are written in the Arabic alphabet, not translated
into English or another language, however, some of the local words are translated from
the Bembla dialect into Standard Arabic.
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An article published in 2009 by Veronica Ritt-Benmimon entitled Bedouin Women's
Poetry in Southern Tunisia treats a considerable number of songs, most of which were
recorded in the oasis of Diiz, situated southwest of Satt al-Garid in southern Tunisia.
The analyzed songs are in the Bedouin dialect of the Marazig tribe. The female singers
whose songs are presented in this work were between forty five and seventy eight years
old. It is important to note the fact that most of these songs were recorded during the
period of seven years in the oasis of Diz. Some songs were dictated to the author and
she wrote them down rather than recorded them. The songs are also translated into
English by the author.

2.2 Other sources

In addition to written sources other works have been consulted such as projects by
artists who were working on the revival of the local cultural heritage, especially folk songs
including those of interest for the author. Some of these projects were very successful.
The serious work of the artists in collecting a number of forgotten songs and bringing
them back to life deserves to be highly praised. Their accomplishments deserve attention
and are briefly presented here.

The intention of the artist Abderrahmen Chikhaoui (s saaill Gles )l i) was to
revive the forgotten heritage songs which were still present, although sometimes only
foggily, in the memory of a few people. Born in the region of Al Kaf (—\sl) in northwestern
Tunisia he has devoted himself to digging into old forgotten songs, especially in this region.
This activity resulted in collecting a considerable number of songs, within his projects,
and giving performances such as al-mansiyyat (b—widll) and al-gannaya (b)), It
is significant that he refused to be referred to by other names but gannay [yenne:j] (e,
‘a person who performs traditional gna songs or others similar traditional Tunisian songs;
in some cultural milieus in Tunisia it may have negative connotations’), since for him
being a gannay is not at all inferior to other artists performing other genres of songs.
It should also be emphasized that Abderrahmen Chikhaoui graduated from a theatrical
academy in Tunisia. The knowledge acquired by him there was put it into practice while
shaping old songs in new forms during his performances. The artist is also convinced that
the environment in which he has lived determines also the choice of the genre of songs
he likes to sing. He deeply appreciates the invaluable advice of his mother to collect and
correct texts of songs, based on various songs memorized by her during her childhood.
Unfortunately, the preference of Chikhaoui to sing gnda is neither understood or accepted
by some critics who are of the opinion that he is wasting his talents, because he has an
inborn gift to sing songs belonging to more prestigious genres than gna.!3

Nidal al-Yahyaoui (s bl Juzi), a musician educated in the High Institute of Music
in Tunisia, who returned in 2007 to his home village Ad-Dir Awlad Yahya ( s 2¥ 5 aall)
in the region of Silyana (43w), in his project ‘Bargou’ succeeded in collecting numerous

13" See also internet sources (3, 4 and 5).
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old songs directly from elderly men and women. The results of this work were successfully
presented for the first time in 2013 and later to a large Tunisian public in a number of
performances and festivals. In this project, he engaged musicians from Tunisia, such as
Sofyan Ben Youssef (—aw g (p o), as well as musicians from other countries, like
Tsubasa Hori from Japan who played an instrument very similar to the fabla in Tunisia.
In 2015, the musical group ‘Bargou 08’ as a part of the project ‘Bargou’ began to work
on the album 7orog (‘ways’) which was recorded in a studio made of straw in ‘Bargou’
with cooperation from the inhabitants of the village. The name of the album reflects an
old genre of music which is characteristic of the mountainous regions in the northwest
of Tunisia.'* Al-Yahyaoui describes his project as follows:

I began working on the music of the Rbo® Silyana, because I originate
from this region. I began this work before 2009. I came here to conduct
research on traditional musicians which are still active here. I wanted to
attempt to collect a large number of songs, musical texts, rhythms, and
the like... My music stems thus from Rbo® Silyana.!>

To sum up, it can be stated that all the authors of the works presented above often
emphasized how difficult it was to collect folkloric materials. Most of the women who
knew these songs were old and the young generation was not interested in this type
of songs. Thus, for example, Veronika Ritt-Benmimoun depicts the uneasy situation as
follows:

...women complain that younger women are no longer capable of singing
these songs and do not know the words of ever well-known verses sung at
special occasions, let alone being able to compose verses by themselves.
Women of the younger generation consider these kinds of songs as old-
fashioned and thus pay little attention to them. Consequently the recording
and preserving of women’s poems is an urgent matter because such songs
are on their way to oblivion. When I recorded some marriage songs at

14 See internet sources (7, 8 and 9).
15 See internet source (6).
Ligd Cua 2009 ple Ji Lele i g g Walins ol Aillu @y (e Ul OB e Dlla g g (S 5all e a2di cun
Alalay Gl ggabyy Sidsey Gllie Ad pn aand Glgla Gus iy ) Ued musiciens traditionels e terrain <wes
S5l Lt il ) o (sl RO S
bdit nihdim ‘la I-miizikd mta“ Rbo * Siljana ‘la hatirni and min Rbo* Silyana asli ma‘naha w bdit nihdim ‘ltha
gbal ‘am 2009 git lihnd hdimit ‘terrain’ 'la ‘musiciens traditionels’ lihna illi yihdmii habbit hawilt nagma* barsa
gnayat w miizika w ritmuwat w hagat hakkdya... I-blasa hadr hiyya illi tal it minha [-mizika.

This text is available in oral version. The author transcribed it into Arabic script and in transliteration as
applied to MSA, with some adjustments, however, in order to approximate phonetic transcription. The French
words occurring in this text are left not transliterated. As of yet, there is no agreement among Arabists on the
transliteration of dialect texts. Concerning the transcription of /-miizika, it should be noted that, rather exceptionally,
Tunisian Arabic at times permits long/semi long vowels in final position.
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a wedding, the women told me afterwards that they had only sung because
the electricity was out and the cassette recorder did not work.!¢

And she added in other place:

Since this poetry is not considered very prestigious, it has not received
much attention.!”

A similar opinion was expressed by Aymen Brahem in his work (2013/2014) saying:

We observed a completely ignorant attitude on the part of the younger
generation towards the preservation of this genre of songs, because firstly
they are not interested in these songs and secondly they admire only
contemporary songs.!8

Also Sofiene Ben Youssef, the artistic director of the project ‘Bargou’, who graduated
from the Higher Institute of Music in Tunisia, expressed his conviction that it is extremely
difficult to get access to musical archive in Tunisia:

The musical archive is completely neglected. It is time to digitalize it
in order that everybody can acquaint themselves with it and admire the
unparalleled beauty... Tunisian heritage abounds in beautiful musical
styles, and they need only to be unveiled without additional comment.
Does a beautiful woman need make-up?'?

16 See Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, pp. 217-218.
17" See Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, p. 231.
18 See Brahem 2013/2014, p. 22.
Cum A JLadU el A 13 il dlee Jon clidgall e gl Ua By o ol i e ddaslaall alaty L U
L sl Qs el Do sdall alaia ¥l ¥ 5H 43 sYLall axad cliadl (e g 630 1360 A3IAY QL) Jadad laal 5 U 5 5o Lk
amma fima yata‘allaqu bi-l-muhafazat ‘alda at-turdat min al-inditar tarahna as-su’al ‘ala al-mu’addiyat hawla
‘amaliyyati talgin hada at-turat li-lI-agyal al-lahiga haytu lahaznd ‘uzitfan wadihan li-hifzi al-agyal al-haliyya li-hada
an-naw‘ min al-gind’ li-‘adami al-mubalati bihi awwalan wa-al-ihtimam al-mufrat bi-gina’ gil al-yawm taniyan.
19" See internet source (7).
o Y] () ) 2 gm 8 i Alas AL e WSnly Ol s N e 5 (s sall (Ml dgndl a2 985 sz s
ade LY ganll indi in iy SV Jalgall Gl g gr 0 ) Gl s dag <l il Cindf I SUE i 1 e sl
Aoy Lash dalay (A 5 cdlall A pall Blail fony it il S (58l &) eciuasy n JBs 2055 e 42 A Las el
CSGanbadl e 3 3e ) Aleal) 1 el liag Ja il clila) e (e Lgie S
...wa ‘arraga Ben Youssef wa-huwa hirrigu al-ma ‘had al-"alt li-I-miisigd wa-mugim mundu sanawat bi-Balgika
‘ald noqta salbiyya tatamattalu fi su‘ibati an-nafad ila al-arsif al-miisigi at-tiunist qd’ilan ‘inna arsifa at-turat
muhmal wa-hana al-waqt li-an yiada‘a ‘ald al-hawamil al-iliktraniyya hatta yatasanna li-I-gami* al-ittila“ ‘alayh
wa-at-tamattu’ bi-ma yazharu bihi min rawa’i‘. wa-qala Ben Youssef inna al-mahziin at-turati at-tinisi ya ‘uggu
bi-l-anmat al-misiqiyya al-gamila wa-hiya bi-hdaga faqat li-imatat al-litam ‘anha min gayr idafat mu ‘alligan: “hal
tahtagu al-mar’a al-gamila ild mazid min al-masahiq?”.
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In spite of these adverse conditions, efforts are now being undertaken by Tunisian
scholars and musicians to preserve the local cultural heritage, which is in danger of
vanishing forever.

3. Characterizing the background of women’s songs gna

The women’s songs that are the subject of this article originate from various places
and communities in northwest Tunisia. An adequate examination of these songs requires
taking into consideration geographical, sociolinguistic and cultural factors. The areas
in question are fairly diverse geographically, characterized by a natural beauty found in
surrounding plains, plateaus, mountains, and valleys. The climate is rather severe, with rain
in winter and heat in summer. Most of the inhabitants of these areas live from agriculture.

The northwestern region of Tunisia differs from the rest of the country with respect
to their local dialects. The speech of these regions is to some extent diverse but relatively
uniform and mutually understandable in spite of the vastness of the territory. These
dialectal differences exert their influence on women’s songs, and thereby contribute to
the specifics of the local culture.?

Most of the heritage songs in these regions are associated with stories which may refer
to either real or imagined events. These songs serve on the one hand to express women’s
feelings and pain while describing love or expressing their attitudes to life and death but
on the other hand they accompany women in their everyday life while preparing bread,
pasturing, harvesting, collecting olives and other daily tasks. Consequently, the songs
coupled with everyday life manifesting themselves both in happiness and hardships, in
festivities and toil.?! In these communities there was a considerable difference in education
between women and men — the level of education of women was lower than that of
men. [lliteracy affects many older women even nowadays. And therefore one should
not wonder that the songs sung by women are inherited and performed only orally. It
should also be emphasized that in these songs it is the content and not the form which
is the most important.??

In studying dialectal Tunisian folk songs scholars have attempted to distinguish genres
and subgenres based primarily upon subject matter, structure, and musical features of
the songs. Some songs are named after events such as weddings, circumcision, the Hajj
or the birth of a child. Another classification is based on songs related to customs such
as singing lullabies or songs related to agricultural work such as sowing, harvesting
grains, collecting fruits (olives, dates) or with spinning wool or grinding grains into flour.
Yet another classification is based on musical scales which were often named after the
persons who created them, and sang them or the place from which that manner originates.

20 See also Galali 2017, pp. 141-142; Zikri 2014, pp. 132-133.
21 See also Galali 2017, p. 141; Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, pp. 131-132.
22 See Galalt 2017, p. 141; Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, pp. 131-132; Zikri 2014, pp. 132-133.
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Other researchers grouped songs according to the region in which they were performed
(northern, southern etc) and others grouped them by the names of tribes. In her article,
Talilt presented another classification which divides Tunisian folk songs into groups rural
and urban which in turn can be divided into those which use local musical instruments
and those sung without instrumental accompaniment. According to researchers, depending
on the region singing without accompaniment was allowed both for men and women but
most associate the creation of this genre with women. According to social traditions it was
unacceptable to relate men with singing. The urban type of singing without accompaniment
1s named according to region: fawwahi, gna bi-t-twil or gna bi-s-sut. It is important not
to confuse this genre of songs with Torog songs.?> The classification presented by Talili
turned out expedient for the purposes of this paper.

The present author concentrates on the presentation of only one genre of female
songs, namely gna bi-t-twil, which is endangered and could disappear completely. And,
more importantly, the author herself is emotionally bound to this kind of songs, since
it is her conviction that they abound in traditional beauty which deserves to shed more
light on its exceptionality.

In the communities of northwest Tunisia, gna is a part of daily life and is performed
on important occasions especially weddings, since these are the most important events in
both men’s and women’s lives.2* Wedding customs are generally similar in all the regions
in northwest Tunisia including the villages and small cities belonging to the governments
of Al Kaf (s\S)), Silyana (4:lls), Baga (4ab) and Gandiiba (4 saia). During a traditional
wedding there are different ceremonies. Some of these are organized in the bride’s family
home and others are organized in the bridegroom’s family home.

One of these ceremonies is the hotha (4kad), namely asking for the girl’s hand in
marriage from her parents (first her father) in the name of the bridegroom by sending
a group of people from his family (father, mother and other members of the family). And
for the purpose of this event a meeting of the members of both families is organized
at the bride’s family home. If the family accepts that their daughter marry the man, the
couple is presented to each other. Then they begin preparations for the wedding which is
usually in the summer or beginning of autumn after the harvest is finished and enough
money for the marriage has been collected.

The wedding lasts one week. One of the most important ceremonies in this week is
the henna night ((42all 4L4) [I1lit al-hinne]), during which an old woman called al-hannana
(43Lad)) puts the henna on the hands of the bride and groom. The guests and the members
of both families can also enjoy this tradition. Henna symbolizes joy and protection against
badness, jealousy and the evil eye.

The application of henna is repeated three times during the week before the wedding.
This ritual ends with the ceremony called sahriyyat ahir lyali al-hinnalal-wtiyya ‘the
last night of henna’. During this ceremony the bride is dressed in traditional clothes

23 See internet source (2), Talilt 2017, article 1.
24 See also Galalt 2017, pp. 141-143; Brahem 2013/2014.
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and jewelry, goes to the group of women waiting to present in front of them the henna
designs and is congratulated by those present. In this way family and neighbors say their
farewells to the young bride who will soon move to a new home, at times far away.

As for the groom, henna decorations are limited to one night and his hands are only
symbolically painted at the end of his little finger. The most important part of the entire
ceremony 1is that during the decoration only those closest men to the bridegroom are
present and they are called ‘arrdsa (4<!_e). The task of this group is to give him advice
concerning the wedding night and married life.

The bride is decorated with henna which she receives from the groom’s family several
days before the decorating ceremony. This gift is called goffa (4s8), a name which comes
from the traditional basket made of palm leaves in which the bride receives the henna.
Apart from the henna, the basket contains swak (&l su) ‘tooth cleaning stick’, luban (H)\)
‘olibanum’, khol (J=<) “a traditional eye cosmetic’, mosta (4dai) ‘wooden comb’, mraya
(4 _w), ‘mirror’, bis (o) ‘traditional Tunisian candy’ and other items depending upon the
region. According to tradition when a woman receives goffa she must open it at once in
the presence of guests and praise the contents and share a portion of them with the guests.

The day on which the bride is taken to the new home is called hazzan or giban
al-‘risa (45 2l lus / O #). During this event the faz‘a ((4=_9) [fez‘&]), which is
composed of the members of the two families take the bride from her family home
to her new home. The night of the wedding ((_w_= 4L) [ilit ol-‘iris]) is the biggest
ceremony of the entire wedding celebration — music is played and singing, and dancing
continue late into the night. The ceremonies are called in these regions ngim [n3im]
singular nigma [nizme].?

Nigma is a complete performance in which singing and other social customs are
presented together. The name of the performance is connected with stars because in
the far past it occurred under the light of the moon and stars. As a ritual, nigma has
particular rules and an established order of performing the different parts. In the past it
lasted for 15 nights, over the weeks before and after the wedding, but the most important
ceremony of nigma occurred on the wedding night. The final day of celebration is
connected with the departure of the bride from her new home for the first time since
the wedding and visiting her family home to greet her parents and the rest of her family
as well as to receive their congratulations for getting married. The final day of nigma
is called il-yitm is-sdba /is-saba‘ (gl » 5ll) ‘the seventh day after the marriage’. In
the past nigma began with lighting a fire which was an invitation to the wedding and
the beginning of the wedding celebrations. The invitation was for the whole community,
men, women, regardless of age, although women and children are usually segregated. In
addition men were separated into older and younger. During nigma singers begin their
performances with short religious songs which are devoted to the beginning of the ‘ris
(=) ‘marriage’ celebrations in the name of God and with the blessings of the Prophet.
Nigma still functions within Tunisian society, but for reasons of changing lifestyles the

25 See also Galalt 2017, pp. 143—145; Internet source (2), Talili 2017, article 4.
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length of the rituals has been reduced to seven days and as a result the particulars of
the celebration have changed. In spite of this, depending upon the wishes of the family
these songs may still be found in wedding celebrations. It is also still possible to hear the
voice of a woman saying hayya ya nsa gibii gunnaya! ‘Women shake with the voice’!
to which women answer zgarid (~_\¢ )) and begin singing.

4. Gna and gannaya

The traditional image of gna bi-t-twil encoded in the people’s consciousness can
be described as follows: gna, in the singular gunnaya [yunne:je], is a genre of songs
performed without the accompaniment of musical instruments by an individual female
singer or by a group of singing women. The solo singer known as ganndya [yenne:je]
(4.4e) is accompanied by two women who repeat the song after her and who are called
raddada [radde:de] or Saddada [$edde:de] (salai ol 3212 ,). Among the singing women
there may be found the bride or bridegroom’s family (mother, sisters, cousins, aunts),
as well as non-family members (neighbors, friends, guests). Since the songs are known
only in oral versions the singers must memorize them very well. The role of raddada is
to repeat the refrain and thereby to help the audience to enjoy the songs.

Some contemporary scholars agree with the characterization given previously of gna
and ganndya but they complement this image by adding some particularities. Thus, for
example, a Tunisian researcher Amal Talilt writes:

... There is also a large part of rural folk songs that are not accompanied
by musical instruments, and which are limited to singing using only the
throat and vocal cords. ‘They are songs sung with an elongated, high-
pitched voice’. This type of singing is characterized by a strong voice
that imitates rhythm which gives the song a beautiful and distinctive
melody coming from the sweetness and strength of the sound. This type
of singing is called ‘long singing’ or ‘singing by voice’ as the people of
Badia call it. When a woman or man is asked to sing on an occasion, it is
said to him or her ya fulana or ya fulan ‘shake with the voice’. The rural
folk song is called by the people from Badia ‘al-gunnaya’ [al-yunne:je].
It is a poem or just some verses arranged specifically for singing either
according to a familiar melody or a style invented by the singer himself.
Al-Gunnaya is performed by an individual singer or by a whole group
of singing women or men but assistance is necessary in either case.?’

26 See also Zikri 2014, p. 145; Galali 2017, pp. 143—144; Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, p. 217.

27 See internet source (2), Talili 2017, article 1.
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Similar descriptions of gna are provided by other scholars as well, however,
they differ from Talili in some important points namely, that gna is performed only
by women and in some very conservative communities the songs are not performed
in front of men.?® Thus for example Salah Ben Ayyad (sle (3 zSka), who strongly
emphasizes his high admiration for this genre of songs as well as their beauty, writes
the following:

Al-Gannaya in some Tunisian dialects, means the female singer who was
active in all Tunisian villages. She was famous for her beauty, elegance,
fresh voice and light wit.?

And he added:

...a woman’s voice is filled with joy, simplicity and depth, a real joy that
carries along the rites and customs of those villages and cities. Similar
to the ganndyat in North of Tunisia there are hannandt on the country’s
coast. They are women specialized in applying henna to the bride but
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they do not hesitate even for a moment during long nights to sing songs
filled with tales from the sea coast.3”

Moreover, Ben Ayyad cannot hide his love for gannaya and its natural beauty which
spreads around inviting people to rejoice at the songs. And this is confirmed by his words:

Tunisian ganndya in the villages of Al Kaf and Silyana in the North-West,
decorated with some koh!/ in the eyes and two small tattoos on her cheeks
and dressed with brightly colored mldya, shakes her voice in one of the
houses and thereby gatherers people who enjoy listening around her.3!

Such a description of gna finds reflection in other works concerning other communities
in Tunisia. Thus, for example Brahem states that while collecting materials for his work
in the region of Bembla, he encountered two ways that women sang songs, that is:

(1) the song may be sung only by one woman called garrada [3arra:da] or,
(i1) by a group of women of which one is a main singer called garrada
accompaned by another woman repeating after her and called raddada
[radde:de]. Both garrada and raddada may appear as a duet.?

30" See internet source (1).
o8 "Ll et (aaly Al G e il Jan a7 8 cbandly Aabuallyy da il i G5 gt Cipaa
8 eladl o saal g ddasd (03 51y ¥ el W) (a s pall elall pa g 4 clialitig el (58 5 23 dales & cllall o i) Jladll
Aghall 4 paall Jalld) Sy e e | Jlsha JLl L s
...sawt nisawi ya ‘baqu bi-I-farhati wa-bi-l-basatati wa-al- ‘umugqi farah haqiqi yahmilu tuqis wa- ‘adat tilka al-qura
wa-al-mudun Sabihatu al-ganndyat fi as-Samal at-tunisi al-hannanat fi Sahil al-bilad wa-hunna nisa’ muhtasssat
fiwad* al-hinna’ li-I-‘aris illa annahunna la yataraddadna lahza wahida ‘ala al-gind’ fi hadratiha li-layalt tiwal
ugniyat mali’a bi-hikayat as-Sahil al-bahriyya al-muraffiha.
31 See internet source (1).
8l e (3 sham cpadisrg ol 8 S mm A5 3in 5 Gl Oadl) b " 4l PGS (5 3 i B ) 4581
D il () sy Gl Al oy Ly (0 5S1 5al (s0m) 3 71 e S 05l 3 86505
al-gannaya at-tanisiyya fi qura Al kaf aw Silyana fi as-samal al-garbr wa-hiya mutazayyina bi-ba‘d al-kuhl fi
al-‘ayn wa- bi-wasmayn sagirayn ‘ala al-haddayn wa-mula’a zahiyati al-lawn tahuzzu bi-sawtiha fi ihda ad-dir
li-takiina bur ‘aman yatagamma ‘u hawlahu unas yuhsinin al-farah wa-at-tagabbul.
32 See Brahem 2013/2014, p. 20.
Al dikaie: GelainY) slall Lidlan JO8 Wiy g pum e 55 0f L ) Gialll) an s (el Cindl dilens oL 34
0S5 Al 5 45 58 Aimy ) L) £0Y (U yla llin () Lan g a8 el el il sl sl siall ASiaY) ) dilia)
@Y\S 4\.;4\44
LAl ghdldm”“a\);.\\ PR N KPR PE PN O sl ah\jmayu}wd‘ls‘ms\gay;u;caa;u‘m}a
A;ql_:.ads.w.zl.e\ Bale ()5S s Podans® ol 8 Ui e 5 7 basi lisari 5 i pe sl 7 dani® 43 635 433 5a ”(usﬁ“g\;\myJA_\J}A
o il s ol s Gl S ol gas ol sl g Ol snall A0 Mlaie b Hd 3 Jaadl lanslity Lagil 5l ¢ il 530350 5 5305l p
Tl 3 Lald Genins pd ol il JSE 3 Logmas iy 5315 (et 33150 A0L8 5315l im U s Ledla5
AT G e Jamy)
hilala al-qgiyami bi- ‘amaliyyati al-baht al-maydant wa-gam* at-tasagil al-latt aradnaha an takiima mawdii ‘a bahtind
hilal mu'‘ayasatind li-I-hayat al-igtima ‘iyya bi-mintagat Banbla... idafatan ila al-ihtikak al-mutawasil li-mu’addiyat
an-namat al-gina’t as-Sa ‘bt wagadna anna hunaka tarigatan li-ada’ al-agant al-ula bi-sifa fardiyya wa-at-taniya
takiin tund’iyya ka-al-ati:



www.czasopisma.pan.pl P N www.journals.pan.pl

I

THE VALUED BEAUTY OF GNA. A GENRE OF TUNISIAN WOMEN’S SONGS 177

5. On some other characteristic aspects of gna

Since gna, as mentioned above, is traditionally performed by a group of women
singing without instrumental accompaniment, the women’s voices could be considered as
the only musical instrument. The songs are sung with a very strong high-pitched voice.
Often each line is repeated, both in words and music: usually once by the ganndya and
the second time by the radddda. In general, a striking feature of gna is its simple style.
The melodies take precedence over the words. For the sake of preservation of this melody
the singer may adapt the text by adding in various sounds, or meaningless syllables or
repeating some word, or by starting to sing from the second word of the text.3*> While
listening to gna songs, even those who do not understand their contents, are captivated
by the beauty of the rhythm. In order to impress the audience, the ganndya endeavors
to preserve the rhyme which appears at the end of the line, and may also occur at the
end of the hemistich. Alliteration may also be used. The rules of rhythm and rhyme are
reminiscent of characteristic of classical Arabic poetry, although there are significant
differences in metrical structure.

The texts of these songs are mostly understood by the local community, since they
draw upon the everyday language, therefore it is rather easy to replace words or phrases
by others. However, it is remarkable that the way of singing these texts in a high pitched
voice, and the added meaningless syllables may cause difficulties in understanding them,
even for a native speaker of this variety of language.3*

The songs of gna are built on metaphors and similes whereby they are capable
of evoking emotion in the listeners, although some songs are made up of but a few
verses. The contents of these songs are full of descriptions of real life in which sorrows
are interlaced with joys expressing the emotional attitudes of people to life and death,
separation and coming together, love and loneliness.??

Some of these songs crossed the boundaries of small villages becoming popular all
over Tunisia and thereby are part of the national heritage. However, it should be mentioned
that currently some songs have lost their original spirit since some younger singers permit
themselves to aggressively change the older beautiful words and melodies in the direction

» mu’addiya wahida haytu tu’adda ugniya kamila min taraf mu’addiya wahida aw hina ‘adami wugiid ,,raddada”
taqimu ,,al-garrada” bi-‘amaliyyati al-gina al-fardiyya.

o mu’addiya ra’tsiyya ,,tuqgimu” wa-mu’addiya tanawiyya ,,tahuttu”’ aw mu’addiyatan ra’isiyyatan ,,tugiman”
wa- mu’addiyatan tanawiyyatan ,,tahuttan” wa-takiinu ‘adatan imma bi-Sakl tabadult bayna al-garrdada wa-ar-
raddada li-lI-abyat aw annahuma yataqasaman al-gumal ar-ra’isiyya bi-i ‘timad tund’iyyati as-su’al wa-al-gawab
sawd’an kana dalika bayna al-madhab wa-al-abyat aw yuraddidaniha sawiyyan haytu taglisu al-garrada qubalata
ar-raddada wa-taglisu ag-garradatan bi-ganibi ba ‘dihima fi Sakl yusa ‘iduhunna ‘ald fahmi ba ‘dihinna hassatan
T ‘amaliyyati al-intiqgal min bayt ila ahar.

3 See Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, p. 218; Brahem 2013/214; Zikri 2014; Hmahim 2013.

3 See Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, p. 218.

35 See Ritt-Benmimoun 2009, p. 218, pp. 231-232; Galali 2017, pp. 141ff.; Brahem 2013/2014.
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of cheap pop music. In consequences the world image fixed in these traditional songs
functioning as a kind of shelter for women is in danger of irrevocably disappearing.3®

Nevertheless, there is at least some hope of reviving gna by the activity of other groups
of artists who are working hard to preserve the original form of the songs although they
also incorporate some changes concerning the music, the wording, number of singers,
and introducing new musical instruments in addition to the old ones. Their attention is
directed towards bringing these songs closer to a broader audience, especially to younger
generations. One of these groups is ‘Bargou 08’. This band has succeeded in removing
the dust from the old songs in the region of Bargou by maintaining the traditional music
on the one hand, and intelligently employing modern musical features, on the other. Here
a few songs will be presented, chosen on purpose from the internet to make them easy
available to those interested. It is also possible to see, in the comments, how everyday
people react to them. What is interesting is that many comments claim the songs for
particular regions in Tunisia or even Algeria. What is certain is that these songs are still
commonly encountered during weddings and other occasions.

One such recovered song is La min ygind (luay ;e YY) — “Will someone come and visit
us”. This song was sung by the nomads of northwestern Tunisia and it became known all
over the country generating various versions. Since time immemorial, women have sung
this song without the accompaniment of musical instruments. Presented below are two
versions of this song which differ from each other by performance and the words used in
some parts of the lyrics. The two versions will not be translated literally but the general
content of the song and selected differences between the two versions will be given.

La min ygina
Version 1

gannaya

La min ygina w-rayyid dilala

a nas gawlu [-hamma bi-s-silama
raddada

la min ygina w-mrayyid dilala

giilu I-hamma mrayyid wa-lla la la
gannaya

labsit gridi nahhaytu bidi

la katif saydi dagg il-hlala
raddada

la min ygina w-mrayyad dilala

gitlu [-hamma mrayyad wa-lla la la
gannaya

labsat mzalla w-halfat b-walla

uhayyak ‘abd allah fi-ris il-gibala

36 See also internet source (1).
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raddada
la min ygina w-mrayyad dilala
giillu I-hamma rhal bi-s-silama
gannaya
in-naga‘ rassa ‘la swayih gafsa
w-hali wassa b ‘at is-silama
raddada
la min ygina w-mrayyad dilala
giilu I-hamma rhal bi-s-silama.’’

Version 2
La min ygina mrayyid id-dilala
ha giilu [-hali rhal bi-s-silama
barnits dridi “la kitif sidi
nahhitu bidi dagg il-hlala
barnits garbi ‘la kitif salbi
wa-I-hobb ydarbi‘la ris il-gibala
libsit gmagga w-nahhat gmagga
w-ga ‘dit titragga galit holfu la la
libsit ‘orda wa- ‘yun morda
kan hali yarda nbt* il-gimala
la min ygina mrayyid id-dilala
ha giilu [-hali rhal bi-s-silama.®

In the first version, which is exclusively vocal, the gannaya sings and the raddada
chorus repeats after her. The lyrics is very short. In the second version the entire text is
sung by one man accompanied by the tabla and zokra (3 X< j ¢ 4lik), which are traditional
Tunisian musical instruments. The second version contains more lyrics than the first one.
The song is about great love, separation, longing and hope for being together. The song
today may be sung by a man to a woman or by a woman to a man. The word hali
(literally ‘my uncle’) appears as does Hamma (a man’s name in Arabic) referring to the
addressee of the song. This would suggest the original author of the song could only be
a woman using the terms Aali and Hamma as pseudonyms for her beloved. In the song
here is a description of how the man looks wearing a traditional Tunisian woolen winter
garment, which suggests the noble background of the man wearing it and the wealth
of its owner. There is also a description of a beautiful woman in the lyrics. Similarly
to the presentation of the man, her beauty is described only in terms of her wardrobe
(labsit gridi, labsat mzalla, libsit gamga, w-nahhit gamga). Taking the relevant traditions
into account the woman was unusually brave in that she turned down marriage to others

37 See internet source (10).
38 See internet source (11).
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and was ready to wait for the return of her beloved one even if she would have to wait
alone for the rest of her life.

The band ‘Bargou 08’ sings this song with certain changes in the lyrics, an accelerated
tempo and the light use of electronic instruments in the background.

W la min ygina mrayyid id-dilala
aaa w-gitllu I-hamma rhal bi-s-silama
barnits garbi ‘al katif Salbi

il-hobb ydarbi b-riis il-gibala

sab ‘a mtarig fi-l-bir garig

w-hayyik ma yfarig darb is-silama.>

Another of these songs is Hizzi hiramik w hamrik — “Lift your shawl and dress”.
The song concerns a man singing to a woman expressing his desire to see her tattoos
(a marker of beauty and wealth). Despite his poverty she has promised herself to him,
but his attempts to gain permission to marry her have been unsuccessful and he has been
ignored and shunned. He compares himself to an army on perpetual guard duty. He has
nothing left but the weeping sound of the flute symbolizing his unhappiness. Although
the song is sung from a male perspective it was probably also traditionally sung by
women expressing their desires in an indirect way since women were not supposed to
openly give voice to certain feelings.

Two versions are presented here, both of which maintain the general meaning of the
song. In addition, the second version compares great passion of young man to a blaze in
a mountain forest. The great love may lead the singer to kill beloved woman’s father and
uncle who are standing on the way of their marriage. The blaze is an indirect expression
of the intensity of the singer’s feelings.

Hizzi hiramik w hamrik

Version 1
Hizzi hiramik w-hamrik ‘la I-wasmtik habbalatni
w-la mal w-la w-bwas nasrik gir kalmtik hassalatni
hizzi hiramik w-hamrik ‘a il-wasmtik habbalatni
la mal w-la w-bwas nasrik gir kalmtik hassalatni
na ‘yit ma-l-masy wa-gay w-la hadd hdali bi-l-hatir
grali ki-‘askir il-bay w-‘assds taht il-gnatir
hizzi hiramik w-hamrik w-‘a l-wasmtik habbalatni
w-la mal w-la wbwas nasrik gir kalmtik hassalatnt
w-ya gasbit il-‘iid rinni w-ya mhaddaba bi-I-hnayin

39 See internet source (12).
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w-ya darm ‘it il- ‘in hilli
hizzi hiramik w-hamrik

Version 2

gannay

Hizzi hiramik w-hamrik

la mal w-la w-bas nasrik
raddada

hizzi hiramik w-hamrik

la mal w-la w-la bas nasrik
gannay

ya fatma ya ragbit il-bay

‘al galik nogtol obbay
raddada

hizzi hiramik w-hamrik

la mal w-la bas nasrik
gannay

w-hak il-gibal it-tilata

w-hariga ma tatfi hariga
raddada

hizzi hiramik w-hamrik

la mal w-la w-la bas nisrik
gannay

aw hizzi hiramik w-hamrik

la mal w-la la bas nasrik

w-ya m‘addaba ya kul fani
‘a l-wasmtik habbalatni.*0

‘a wasmtak habbalatni
gir kalmtik hassalatni

‘a wasmtak habbalatni
gir kalmtik hassalatni

ragbit gzal I-hmada
w-nkammil ‘ammi hwada

‘a wasmtik habbalatni
gir kalmtik hassalatni

wa-t ‘araku bi-lI-harayig
w-harigat hamma bi-zayid

‘a wasmtik habbalatni
gir kalmtik hassalatni

‘a wasmtak habbalatni
gir kalmtik hassalatni.*!

Another very well known song is Rim il-fayyala — “Oh, distracted gazelle”, which
appears in both simple local versions and more elaborate performances by professionals.
The first version here is a local version while the second is much more developed and
intricate. This illustrates the protean nature of the songs which can be adapted both
textually and musically in a number of different ways. The first version here consists of
the title and a few lines which are presented in nearly every version. The song concerns
a beautiful woman who is compared to a white gazelle but who is distracted and very
sad because the man she loves is marrying someone else. The song warns her to pay
attention to her surroundings lest she injure herself.

40 See internet source (13).
41 See internet source (14).
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Rim il-fayyala
Version 1

rim il-fayyala ‘la hawyit il- ‘abbiin
‘la hawyit [-‘abbin

isti dalldala ‘la hamma ‘ris il-yim
ya r-rakba fi-l-kalis

ya r-rakba fi-l-kalis

sayis rohik la ysiddik il-bawlis
rim il-fayyala ‘la hawyit il- ‘abbiin
‘Ia hawyit il-‘abbiin

i$ti dallala ‘la hamma ‘ris il-yiaim.*

The second version, sung by a professional, modifies and adds many elements to this
basic idea. The physical description of the woman is more detailed by employing words
relating to her outer and inner beauty. This version omits description of women’s sadness
and the warning that she should watch herself. This could mean that she herself is the
bride. The singer also addresses the man getting married, reminding him of the virtues of
his wife to be. She is beautiful like a houri and will be always faithful to him. The song
also stresses the importance of family and gives advice to the bride not to pay attention to
gossips, to be good to her husband and that God will reward her. An alternative reading
is that the song is telling the man to forget about the first woman and to value and pay
attention to the woman he is actually marrying. It seems that many changes have been
made to the original song. This contemporary adaptation, although based on the original
melody, differs from its original folk version performed by the oldest inhabitants of this
region, as far as the language and style are concerned.

Version 2

gannaya

Rim il-fayyala

‘la hawyit il-‘abbiin
raddada

‘la hawyit il-‘abbiin
gannaya

simha bahya miswala

‘la I-galya ‘ris il-yum
raddada

wi-I-galya ‘riis il-yim

42 See internet souurce (15).
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gannaya

‘risik ya hamma migdiyya
raddada

‘risik ya hamma migdiyya
gannaya

gmila kayinni hiriyya
raddada

gmila kayinni hiriyya
gannaya

t‘ammir darik w-tsin id-diriyya

w-totlob rabbi has ‘a ki- tgiim
raddada

w-totlob rabbi has ‘a ki-tgiim
gannaya

la thinik w-ld tfassid niyya

‘fifa horra min-hyar il-gim

mabritka nsa lla w-hniyya

wi-I-hir ‘la gossitha ydiim
raddada

rim il-fayyala

‘la hawyit il-‘abbin
gannaya

‘la hawyit il-‘abbiin
raddada

silsa miswala

wi-I-galya ‘riis [-yim
gannaya

1a lilla ‘rasa l-yam.*

Another song examined here is Za ra mazgilat in-nab — “Za‘ra with beautiful teeth”.
This song also has been recorded in different variants though not as many as the previous
song. The part presented here is found in all versions examined by the author. Again,
this is a song about a beautiful women. Although sung now by both men and women
it is always performed from the male perspective. The man asks Za‘ra to raise her lips
(i.e. to smile) so that he may see her teeth, a symbol of beauty in Tunisian culture. In
another version he asks her to uncover the lower part of her legs. He recognizes that
it is a sin to make such a request but he is willing to undergo God’s punishment. This
basic framework is elaborated in various ways by different performers.

4 See internet source (16).
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Za‘ra mazgiilat in-nab

Za ‘ra mazgiillat in-nab ya llt dak m‘addibni
hizzi is-Siffa ‘la in-nab/hizzi il-hamri ‘la is-sag halli rabbi yhdsibni.

The last song presented here, Lasmar hiya (Ls> »l) — “My brother with dark
skin”, is considered as one of the most famous songs in the region Dir Awlad Yahya.
The band ‘Bargou 08’ performs this song using traditional musical instruments such
as the bindir (,x), gambari (s »3) and gasba (4u<xd) which dominate rhythmically
creating a new character of the song.

The song i1s sung from a woman’s perspective. She addresses the man she loves
expressing her desire to always be with him. Instead of naming him directly, she refers
to him as ‘a brother’. This is a general trait in these songs that women do not address the
men they love by name but rather with pseudonyms, often referring to family members.
At other times names such as Hamma and Muhammad are used. They are so common
that they do not directly identify a particular man. In this version she says, for example,
that her love is so strong that she feels it “in her liver” (related to a common Tunisian
idiom). She imagines life with him in a manner that is much more direct in its expressions
of physical intimacy than it is common in other types of songs (or in Tunisian culture
in general). Talilt has examined the song in an article devoted to wedding songs in the
region of Silyana.** She claims that the song is sung from the point of view of a sister to
her brother, who is far away. She expresses her love for him and how much she misses
him. Taking into consideration the role of the sister in family life where she at times
may be treated like a mother, such openness with regards to physical and emotional
closeness is possible. Since the song comes from the same region as the researcher the
author of this article finds her interpretation to be probable. This song differs from the
first song described here in that she begins with the syllables Ya /a /i la which express
pain and suffering.

Lasmar hiiya

Ya la It la hitya nhibbu

w-hobbu gani fi-l-kibda

ma gatsi il-yiam

valhagni godwa

va lasmar hitya nhibb nazha m‘ak
va la It ya il-barih gani

yvalgani ragda w-mamdiida
w-basni hitya mi-I-in is-siida

va hitli hiili nhib nhib nazha m‘ak

44 See internet source (2), Talilt 2017, article 4.
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va la It ya il-barih gani

yalgani ragda ‘a I-mhadda

ya mhhir ya I-lil t‘adda

ya lasmar hitya nhib nazha m‘ak.®

Conclusion

The linguistic analysis of gna songs may also be helpful for revealing the phonetic,
phonological, morphological and lexical peculiarities of Tunisian dialects. Thus, for
example, the occurrence of phone [g] is one of the characteristic features of gna songs.
It should be emphasized also that these songs are deeply rooted in natural and cultural
environments which are reflected, among other ways in the lexical component. The
problems addressed here only briefly, deserve to be researched in detail.

It is to be hoped that an effective oral transmission of gna songs has begun at last. This
seems to be justified by the activity of groups of both researchers and musicians working
with various aspects of Tunisian heritage. The success of both these groups depends on
people’s memories, upon which not only in the case of gna rests the preservation of
these songs from oblivion.

The revival of the old songs is considerably difficult due to the fact that they exist only
in oral versions, and national archives (radio, television, museums), have only sporadic
recordings at their disposal.

Although the present generation is rather reluctant to sing this genre of songs, since
they reflect a different cultural reality which has vanished, the activity of some Tunisian
musical groups has nonetheless given these songs a new modern touch and has thus
fortified the hope for their survival and revitalization of old traditions.

The author of this article feels a strong obligation to continue her enquiry into gna
songs for the foreseeable future, all the more so since she respects this music and has
succeeded thus far in collecting quite a few gna songs, especially from her native region.
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