
A Tale of 
Two Sitis

A Zanzibari housing project led to the remarkable rediscovery of  
an almost forgotten taarab legend and her ‘golden voiced’ heir. 
Alexandra Petropoulos speaks to those resurrecting the story  

of Siti Binti Saad and her living legacy, Siti Muharam
P H O T O S  P E T E  O N  T H E  C O R N E R

This is a story of two women. One almost lost and the 
other found. One the mother of Zanzibari taarab 
and the other the unsuspecting heiress of that 
legacy. This is the story of Siti Binti Saad, who gave a 

voice to the women of her time, and her great-granddaughter 
Siti Muharam, who is finally discovering her own voice. 

The lush orchestral arrangements of taarab is one of the 
defining sounds of the Swahili coast. Few genres can evoke a 
sense of place as strongly as this form. In its melodies you can 
almost taste the spices for which the island is famous or see 
the cream-coloured sails of the region’s iconic dhow boats. An 
amalgam of Arabic, Swahili, and Indian music, taarab aurally 
reflects Zanzibar’s history; the archipelago just off the coast of 
mainland Tanzania has served as the gateway between Africa 
and the Indian Ocean since the tenth century. Dhows sailed the 
network of trade routes, bringing not only goods from far-flung 
lands, but also people and with them their culture and music. 

Said to be imported from Egypt by Sultan Seyyid Barghash 
bin Said (1870-1888) to Stone Town – the then capital of the 

Sultanate of Oman – taarab started as court music. It was 
formal, grandiose and exclusively for the elite. But by the turn 
of the century, one woman had completely changed all that. 

Siti Binti Saad’s story starts in the village of Fumba, where 
she was born to freed slaves in 1880. Unable to otherwise 
perform in public, she sang as she sold her family’s pottery. 
With a voice that would later change an entire genre of music, 
she hawked her wares and sang her market patter. Eventually, 
a musician overheard her and offered to teach her. With few 
options available to her if she stayed in the village, she left 
rural life behind and moved to Stone Town in 1911.

While it was considered indecent for women to perform 
in public at the time, she managed to convince a member of 
the court’s taarab group, Mhusin Ali, to teach her singing and 
Arabic before, scandalously, joining an all-male group. But 
this was only the beginning. She would go on to break all of 
taarab’s rules, not only as a woman in a man’s world, but by 
introducing Swahili lyrics and therefore bringing the music 
out of the court and into the homes of everyday people. Under 

her guidance, the highly structured 
form loosened up and became more 
accessible. Furthermore, she used her 
growing reputation to sing out about 
social issues, as her lyrics tackled 
topics such as violence against women, 
corruption and issues of class, as well 
as the usual subjects of popular song 
like love and heartbreak. 

Already a rebellious figure, by 
1928 she pushed the dhow out even 
further, literally, by embarking on an 
epic journey across the Indian Ocean 
to then Bombay. There she recorded 
over 250 songs, becoming the first 
East African to make commercial 
recordings, and a successful one at that. 
She allegedly sold over 70,000 records 
and upon her return to Zanzibar a 

local studio was built to handle 
demand for her music back home. 

Despite her unlikely fame, 
her legacy has been in danger of 
fading since her death in 1950. 

Most of her records are impossible to find and the genre 
that she had played such a role in changing has drifted back 
towards the formal, court-ensemble influenced style. “When 
musicians like Siti Binti Saad die, their work and legacy aren’t 
celebrated, invested in, or continued,” Pete Buckenham of 
OnTheCorner Records explains. He discovered just how close 
she was to being lost to history after being called in to work on 
a sustainable housing project in her 
birthplace. Asked to be the cultural 
consultant on the Fumba Town 
Development, he was charged with 
linking the project to local culture. 
“I said, look, the place that you’re 
building this town is actually the 
birthplace of Siti Binti Saad. They 
had no idea. And so I was like, well, that’s your link.” 

Expecting a fairly straightforward project, Buckenham 
brought in producer Sam Jones (of Soundthread) to help. “I 
thought it would be something where we go to Zanzibar, bring 
some musicians together, get Sam to work with them, produce 
the record, and then it’d be taken on by the housing company.” 
But the more they dug into Siti Binti Saad’s story, the more the 
project took on a life of its own. 

“What gripped me and Sam on digging was that Siti Binti 
Saad took this very formulaic court music, with lots of layers, 
lots of oud, lots of violin, and she stripped it down.” She often 
performed in people’s homes, which meant there wasn’t space 
for a whole orchestra, so her music often only featured a single 
qanun and/or oud which resulted in a more pared-down 

acoustic. “The sound would have much more space, which is 
very much what me and Sam look for in music.”

While they were still deciding on how exactly to approach 
the project, they spoke to filmmaker Andy Jones (I Shot 
Bi Kidude), who informed them that Siti Binti Saad had a great-
granddaughter with a ‘golden voice.’ “We were like, ‘amazing, 
where is she?’” Buckenham laughs. But there was a catch: the 
heiress to Siti Binti Saad’s legacy led a very private life. There 
were no recordings of her and, with nothing to go on but Andy 
Jones’ word, they set out to find Siti Muharam.

Siti Muharam’s family didn’t support her music; even 
after artists like Siti Binti Saad and Bi Kidude proved 

that women could be just as 
powerful performers as men, the 
predominately Muslim island is still 
remarkably conservative. As a way 
of compromise, Siti Muharam joined 
the military’s taarab band. It was 
seen as a respectable job, but allowed 
her to continue performing without 

ruffling any feathers. But, as Buckenham explains, she’s kept 
such a low profile that it’s as if “she performs in the shadows.” 

But when they finally heard Siti Muharam, they weren’t 
disappointed. “She’s got an amazing voice,” Jones enthuses 
before Buckenham cuts in, “she sings better than Siti Binti 
Saad! It’s beautiful. It brings tears of joy to a grown man.” They 
had found the voice of the project. 

It was under the direction of Mohamed Issa Matona – a 
founding member of the Dhow Countries Music Academy and 
a respected taarab musician himself – that the project started 
to take shape. Enlisted as the musical director, Matona set 
about curating an album that would help bring Siti Binti Saad’s 
music back to life while shining a light on one of Zanzibar’s 
hidden talents. The album, Siti of Unguja: Romance   

Above: Siti 
Muharam 
couldn’t look 
more pleased 
with her album. 
Left: in the 
recording studio
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“When musicians like 
Siti Binti Saad die, 

their work and legacy 
aren’t celebrated”



Revolution on Zanzibar (Unguja being the name of 
Zanzibar’s main island and the location of Stone Town and 
Fumba), doesn’t just feature the songs of Siti Binti Saad. 
It’s more an exploration of her entire legacy, featuring a 
combination of songs penned by her, songs by artists she 
inspired and even some of the music that inspired her. 
There’s Siti Binti Saad’s radical but heartbreaking ‘Kajiti’ 
about the rape and murder of a pregnant woman; an old 
Arabic trading song she used to sing, ‘Alaminadura’, and 
‘Nyuki’ by Matona’s father, who had been one of her pupils. 

With the project solidified and their star found, they 
needed the perfect studio to reflect the sound they were 
after. “We said we wanted the best studio we could get,” 
Jones explains, “and they took us to this tiny little radio 
room with loads of gadgets in it. When you say you want 
the best recording studio to people in Zanzibar, that’s what 
you get,” he laughs. They had something much grander in 
mind, something that could help them find the acoustic 
space the music required. They asked to work in the large 
studio that was used to make many of the taarab recordings 
in the 90s. “They could not believe that we wanted to use this 
space,” Jones says. The studio looked as if it hadn’t been used 
since those recordings. The once glorious parquet floor had 
been eaten by termites, lights dangled from the ceiling, panels 
hung from the walls and the electricity didn’t work. “It was just 
perfect,” Jones laughs. “It sounded absolutely fantastic.”

They assembled a band of local talent to support Siti 
Muharam – including some of the young hot shots of taarab 
like Gora Mohamed Gora on qanun – but it soon became 
apparent that their star had no concept of her own talent. 
The project would end up being as much about helping Siti 
Muharam take her rightful place as the heir to Siti Binti Saad’s 
legacy as it was about honouring that legacy. She was so 
humble and so used to fading into the background that it took 
some coaxing to get her to step into the limelight. Even so, her 
modesty still shines through as she talks about the process in 
the album’s notes: ‘People used to tell me, if you sing these songs 
then it will make you special, something special will happen in 
your life. It’s love. I can hear my own voice and feel proud.’

Matona oversaw the rehearsal and recording process and 
was dedicated to stripping back the sound and rediscovering 
Siti Binti Saad’s aesthetic. He constantly referenced the few 
remaining recordings, pushing the musicians to capture the 
essence of a style that was in danger of being lost as modern 

ensembles have drifted 
back towards the more 
formal pre-Siti Binti Saad 
style of taarab. 

While they succeeded in 
turning back the clock on 
taarab, they also managed 
to bring it slinking into 
the 21st century. With 
Sam Jones at the helm, 
electronic elements complement the lilting songs, creating a 
sound that is seemingly timeless, heard to particularly great 
effect on ‘Pakistan’. “I didn’t really want to do too much to the 
record,” Jones explains. “I really wanted to keep it as raw as 
possible, but inevitably, there were some elements of trickery 
that were done in the studio,” he smiles. 

In addition, he took some creative licence with the guest 
musicians he added to the mix once the recordings had been 
brought back to his studio in London. While not particularly 
well-known as taarab instruments, the bass clarinet of Collocutor 
(Tamar Osborn) and bass of Stian Andersen create a sultry bed 
of sound, particularly on the album’s opener ‘Mashozi Huba’, a 
low and undulating instrumental that sets the scene. 

Matona sees the album as “a good way to keep our traditional 
music alive and inspire new generations to see how they can 
use traditional music by electronically modernising it without 

depriving it of its original beauty.” In other words: “This music 
has the groove of the original with the mood of today.” 

Siti of Unguja is where the stories of these two women 
collide. It rescues Siti Binti Saad’s music from the brink of 
obscurity and sets Siti Muharam on a journey that one hopes 
will be as epic and successful as her great-grandmother’s 
dhow trip across the Indian Ocean. ‘It’s exciting to carry that 
legacy,’ Siti Muharam says, ‘and this sound is ready for now. 
I like bringing the sound of Siti Binti Saad and her students 
to this time.’ Starting so innocently as a means of connecting 
Fumba’s housing project to its local culture, Siti of Unguja 
manages to do so much more. It is the sound of a voice lost 
and a voice found and, perhaps more importantly, it is a 
snapshot of Zanzibar’s past and a glimpse at its future.  

+  ALBUM Siti of Unguja will be reviewed next issue
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We have three 
copies of Siti 
of Unguja to 
give away. To 
enter, answer: 
Who is Siti 
Muharam’s great-
grandmother?
See p21 for competition 
rules and deadline

WIN


