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Cry Freedom!
I let you out
Your rule is at an end
I let you out
With all that is in me

I

n The Banishment, Nimah Ismail Nawwab
grapples with grief in all its forms with an
intensity that belies her tranquil spirit.
The poem – inspired by the American Indian
writer Joy Harjo’s renunciation of fear in a poem
under the same title – is part of a collection of

“four years of midnight inspiration,” which
culminated in the Saudi poet’s first book of
poems, aptly titled The Unfurling.
With the book has come fame both at home –
she is said to be the first Saudi poet and writer,
male or female, to have held a public bookA successful
book tour was
recently held
across the US,
which garnered
plenty of good
Press.

Nawwab only
composes poems
after midnight,
a time when she
becomes deeply
inspired.
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signing ceremony (at a major Jeddah bookstore)
– and abroad, with critics applauding the way she
portrays the hopes, aspirations, joys and sorrows
of Muslims across the world.
But the Malaysian-born Nawwab shrugs it all
off: “I never expected The Unfurling to garner this
much interest and be so warmly received not only
in the US but also in Saudi Arabia,” she says
matter-of-factly.
Nawwab works as public relations specialist,
editor and photographer for Saudi Aramco, having
joined as a translation specialist in 1988 after
obtaining a degree in English Literature.
She recalls her love for English literature
blooming as early as eight, when her father read
Shakespeare as bedtime stories. But it was when
she read a Dutchman’s account of his stay in
Makkah that she decided to become a writer and
poet, “to document the customs, life and arts of
our people, both past and present”.
Today, she writes in English for numerous
print and online publications on subjects,
including calligraphy, art, poetry, cuisine and
Saudi culture, with many of her articles translated
into French, Japanese, Chinese, Portuguese and
Arabic.
“I have written about women in the past and
continue to be intrigued by the rapid change

we’ve experienced in Saudi Arabia, especially
when it comes to women speaking up about
issues that mean something to them,” says
Nawwab, who believes writing about women is
just as important as writing about the abused,
homeless and downtrodden.
➻
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Some of what have been described as her most
thought-provoking poems are about women
while others are about the future generation,
Palestine, Iraq and tolerance.
“It is quite challenging to be at one with your
subject matter and be able to convey suffering,
even if their experience is something I haven’t
necessarily been through myself,” she says.
The Unfurling takes the reader on a voyage
from women to freedom and Saudi society
to youth, love, loss and joy. Commenting on
her poems, which have been featured in
several Western documentaries on Arabia, a
reviewer states: “Her voice speaks to the
truths in all our lives regardless of nationality. It is
a voice advocating justice, compassion and
a basic respect for the dignity and rights of
people everywhere.”
Nawwab says that The Unfurling is the result
of “four years of midnight inspirations” because
she says she can’t compose before midnight:
indeed, and one of the poems, Nocturnal Visions,
bears testimony to this.
The 80-odd poems in the book are selected
from 130 she has already written, and she has
begun to work on a second poetry volume to be
published in the near future.
Nawwab’s fascination with multimedia is
resulting in the production of a music and poetry
CD, based on poems featured in this poetry
volume.
“I love music and feel it is important to have in
my life. I need to hear it throughout the day – in
the car, office, at home and even at book readings.
Listening to my favourite music enhances
inspiration to a greater degree,” she says.
Nawwab’s encounter with Naomi Shihab Nye,
an award-winning Arab-American poet and
author, spurred her to write poetry that very same
night, and some of her favourite modern poets are
Chilean Nobel Prize winner Pablo Naruda,
Mahmoud Darweesh, Yahuda Amichai, Joy Harjo
and Robert Bly.
She holds regular readings at schools and
universities in Saudi Arabia and last year in the US
– while on a pre-publishing book tour in July that
encompassed several cities – Nawwab held
readings at venues ranging from bookstores to
literary foundations.
“I love school readings, because I enjoy
interacting and connecting with the younger
generation, who are fascinating, have open
➻

The Unfurling
deals with topics
including women,
freedom, Saudi
society, youth,
love, loss and joy.
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minds, are eager to learn, inquisitive and full of
questions, enthusiasm and life,” she says. “I
believe it is important for my poems to be
timeless, ageless and genderless, so they can
appeal to all, including younger audiences.”
And a recent email from an American offers an
insight into her popularity abroad: a woman wrote
to her saying that she never read poetry and that
she, her daughter and her granddaughter have all
read The Unfurling, with her 11 year old
granddaughter reading it “at least three times”.
Freedom, tolerance and education are her
favourite subjects and Nawwab says that women
“need to support each other more and know what
they want... need to share the same goals to make
a change for the better”.
Future plans include a second book of poetry,
where Nawwab plans to work with talented Saudi
artists, a historical cookbook and a nonanthropological book about Saudi youth.
“Being an Arab woman, I also have to balance
my work with the responsibilities of my family.
There are a lot of expectations for me that I have to
fulfil as a wife, mother and daughter and it can be
hard sometimes to juggle all the different roles I
play,” says Nawwab, who lives with her teenaged
children – Aminah and Ibrahim – and husband –
Fawwaz, a chemical engineer – in Dhahran.
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Having just completed a successful book tour
in the US of 23 schools and universities,
concluding with a book signing at a major
bookstore in Washington DC, Nawwab now
yearns for a holiday: “People say I am a bundle of
energy, but even I need to take a break sometime
and relax. I’m used to sleeping for three to four
hours a night, but feel I may be running on empty
soon. So the need to relax and read is a bolster
that helps tremendously.”
She believes people are blessed if they find out
what they’re good at and do it early on in their lives.
“I’ll never forget working on a project when I was
14, which my father encouraged me to work on
over the summer and that involved me researching
and writing about a topic of my choice. I chose
sharks as the theme and ended up compiling a
non-publicised article that I am exceedingly proud
of, because it taught me so much and has helped
me with what I am doing today. I’m as meticulous
as ever with research and don’t find it daunting to
put a book together,” she says.
“It is important to be satisfied with one’s own
life, however, I’d like to make a small difference in
this world, and the feeling I get knowing that my
poems affect and reach a wide spectrum of
people, and bridges cultures, is one I can never
describe.” ■■■
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Below: “Book
readings are
enhanced by
music, which set
the right tone
and mood,”
Nawwab says.
Facing page:
Nawwab feels
she has a lot of
expectations to
fulfil as a wife,
mother and
daughter.
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