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“According to maps, Palestine stopped existing in 1948,” says Reem Kelani. “And there is a narrative that Palestinian culture – its music, its poetry, its art – doesn’t exist either. I suppose my own narrative is my existence—as a human being, as a woman, as a Palestinian, as a musician. I’m here to redraw that map, and show how Palestine continues to exist, musically speaking.”

Born to Palestinian parents in Manchester, England, raised in Kuwait and now resident in west London, Reem Kelani is a singer, composer, archivist and broadcaster who is rediscovering her Palestinian roots in song. She has spent much of the last 20 years visiting refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon, recording and transcribing songs which predate the 1948 diaspora. 

Kelani trained as a marine biologist, and there is an air of the scientist about the way in which she archives songs from around the world. “I am a researcher, whether it’s zoology or ethnomusicology. It’s a process of study and discovery.”

The fruits of these studies can be found on her acclaimed debut album Sprinting Gazelle, a collection of Palestinian and Arabic lullabies, wedding songs, love ballads and Sufi mantras, along with dramatic melodies written to lyrics by the great Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish. Although meticulously researched, there is nothing scholarly or scientific about her music. The songs are passionately delivered: Kelani’s remarkable voice can be boisterous or meditative, despairing or joyous; while the instrumental backing is subtly coloured with jazz, classical chamber music and flamenco.

While she is no musical purist (her band features the award-winning British Bengali jazz pianist Zoe Rahman along with musicians of many musical and cultural backgrounds), Reem is suspicious of how the music industry has started to shape “world music”. 

“There is a certain formulaic style which is often termed ‘world music’ nowadays,” she sighs, “in which people sing vaguely Arabic-sounding vocals over a drum loop. I have no problem with fusing ideas from around the world, it’s the way in which ‘fusion’ has become a governing policy. It’s become a form of neo-colonialism. When it comes to ‘fusion’, I’m not against the salad, it’s the dressing. Music needs a narrative. Not necessarily a story, but a linking device. It’s like rosary beads: if you lose the string, then the beads are scattered everywhere. And often, ‘fusion’ removes that thread.”

Nevertheless, she maintains a determinedly global perspective. She has collected music from other displaced groups around the world, from Armenians and Portuguese to the Pacific islanders of Kiribati, presenting several acclaimed music documentaries called “Distant Chords” for BBC radio. 

Earlier this year, just before an acclaimed series of performances at the WOMAD Festival in England, she led a project called the “Beating Wing Orchestra” at the prestigious Manchester International Festival, which featured 13 musicians from around the world – including a Chinese opera singer, a Congolese rumba musician and artists from Iran, Kurdistan and Guyana. 

“It was an amazing learning experience. I had to try and understand a dozen different types of music from around the world, and compose something that could incorporate all of them. Amazingly, it all worked.” 

While she describes herself as “a proud and politically engaged Palestinian”, she toes no party line – she is as critical of some sections of the Palestinian leadership as she is of the Israeli government.

“I am a Muslim but I am primarily a Palestinian. I am shocked when I hear fundamentalist Muslims speaking on behalf of Palestine – when they say things like ‘Allah gave Palestine to the Muslims’, they are falling into the same trap as the Zionists! We have to be very careful to be a totally secular movement. There are Palestinians who are Muslims, Christians and even Samaritan Jews, and we must not forget that.”

Sprinting Gazelle is available at www.reemkelani.com
