
MTB | Rabat

Soultana is Morocco’s first fe-
male rapper and paving the way 
for Arab female hip hop artists 

and women’s rights. Rap is a largely 
male-dominated industry and to rap in 
a country where a woman’s voice is not 
equal to a man’s takes courage.

Soultana, whose birth name is Youss-
ra Oakuf said, “I wasn’t searching for 
fame or money, I was searching for 
respect from people. This is how I got 
started. Hip hop taught me how to be 
strong and how to face men. “

In her song Maghrebia, Soultana in-
cludes powerful lyrics directly speaking 
to Moroccan women, telling them it’s 
ok to raise their voice and not to let 
negative remarks made about them in 

society dampen their spirit. Soultana 
sings, “This is the Moroccan woman. 
This is one of a million women’s voice 
that I’m calling. Girls voice that is lost 
in my country. The voice of those who 
want to say but can’t.”

Her songs speak to cultural taboos 
like prostitution, social and political 
issues, and everyday struggles.

Soultana says she draws her inspi-
ration from meeting local Moroccan 
women during her travels. They tell 
her, “You are singing what I want to 

say.” The female artist did not have 
any formal musical training. She was 
brought into the hip-hop world when 
she studied English and felt inspired by 
the street art scene in Rabat. 

By 2005 she had forged the band 
Tigresse Flow, which won a prize at 
Mawazine, Rabat’s national music fes-
tival. Unfortunately, the group did not 
receive the monetary prize as rap was 
not considered a worthy musical cat-
egory. Regardless of challenges, the 
29-year-old singer persevered. 

Arab News |Jeddah

A Saudi flying trapeze artist 
has found soaring busi-
ness success just months 

after launching the Kingdom’s 
first aerial yoga studio.

Roa’a Al-Sahhaf, the country’s 
first female circus performer, said 
her modern yoga classes have 
proved so popular among Saudis 
she is already looking to expand 
throughout the Kingdom.

The 42-year-old mother of 
three girls, opened Saudi Arabia’s 
first certified aerial arts studio 
in the coastal city of Jeddah in 

March this year offering yoga, 
pole dancing, Pilates, family 
dance classes, and boxing.

Aerial yoga uses a hammock to 
support, either fully or partially, 
the weight of students while they 
work on traditional yoga postures. 
Not only does it enable them to 
perform advanced yoga moves 
that would normally take years 
to learn but hanging upside-down 
can be good for the spine and 
builds confidence.

Al-Sahhaf graduated from The 
Prince’s Foundation School of 
Traditional Arts in London and 
has been practicing aerial silks, 
as they are known, since she was 
a child. However, she only began 
to make a career of it in 2009.

“I was the first Saudi female cir-
cus performer. Actually, it was my 
childhood dream to perform in a 
circus, and thanks to Taif Season 
it came true in Circo Americano,” 
she said.

During the recent Taif festi-
val season of activities Al-Sahhaf 
performed in flying trapeze and 
aerial shows with the famous 

circus.
“I tried to join Circo Americano 

a year ago, but it was not allowed 
for females to participate,” she 
added. “But when things changed, 
I leapt at the opportunity to 
shine.”

Pole dancing
The Pole Spirit Paris studio was 

where Al-Sahhaf learned the dis-
cipline of pole dancing and oth-
er aerial moves in 2012 and she 
is now a certified coach from a 
number of top US and European 
institutes.

Armed with her qualifications, 
she decided to introduce her 
passion for aerial arts to Jeddah. 
“I had times where I could not 
travel, so I wanted to practice it 
here in my city. I decided to open 

a studio room in my house, and 
it worked. It started with family 
and friends of friends, and little 
by little gyms and studios began 
to call and ask me to give classes,” 
she added.

Al-Sahhaf now offers work-
shops and classes in more than six 
gyms and studios across Jeddah, 
in addition to running workshop 
tours throughout the Kingdom 
and other GCC countries.

Raised in Paris, Al-Sahhaf said 
she always had a passion for 
gymnastics. “I saw aerial hoop 
in a show when I was in Paris a 
few years ago, and I was hooked. 
My parents used to live there, so 
whenever there was a chance to 
learn gymnastics or aerial silks 
skills I used to sign up,” she said.

Her studio, located in Al-Kha-

lidiyah district of Jeddah, offers 
workshops and training programs 
for fitness instructors looking to 
teach aerial arts.

Aerial yoga
In the future, Al-Sahhaf wants 

to build a Saudi community of 
aerialists. “I want to engage with 
the Saudi General Entertainment 
Authority for more performances 
and shows done by the studio 
team. I would love to collabo-
rate with gyms and studio owners 
around Saudi Arabia to include 
these types of arts and sports in 
their gym schedules,” she added.

Al-Sahhaf said aerial yoga had 
many mental and physical health 
benefits and most people could 
take part.

M a w a d d a h  M a h b o o b,  a 

23-year-old Saudi lawyer who 
attends classes at Al-Sahhaf’s stu-
dio, told Arab News: “I started 
loving aerial arts as a kid, but we 
did not have gymnastics here so 
the first time I saw this studio, I 
pursued it.

“It helped me a lot to get more 
in tune with my body and made 
me realize that you don’t have 
to be skinny to be fit. It certainly 
brings positivity to your life,” she 
added.

Samia Abushosha, an assistant 
professor of physics at King Ab-
dul Aziz University, said: “I am 44 
years old and it feels like a great 
accomplishment doing this at my 
age. I only started nine months 
ago, and I can feel the positive 
vibes it gives me in every class.”

Afnan Al-Zain is one of Al-Sah-
haf’s coaching assistants and an 
assistant professor at the faculty 
of dentistry at King Abdul Aziz 
University. She started doing 
aerial yoga in 2017 in the US. “To 
me this is like my side job as it 
relaxes my mind, helps me release 
stress and enhances creativity so 
that my mind becomes clearer to 
give more in my career.”
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Modern yoga classes have proved 
so popular among Saudis that 

Roa’a Al-Sahhaf is already looking 
to expand throughout the Kingdom

Soultana 
first rose 
to fame in 
Morocco as 
a member 
of all-female 
rap group 
Tigresse 
Flow, 
winning 
at Ouf du 
Bled and 
Mawazine 
in 2008

Al-Sahhaf now offers work-
shops and classes in more 
than six gyms and studios 
across Jeddah, in addition 
to running workshop tours 

throughout the Kingdom and 
other GCC countries
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Portuguese navigator Vasco da Gama 
rounds Cape of Good Hope on way to 
first voyage from Europe to reach India

US President John F. Kennedy assassinated 
by Lee Harvey Oswald while riding in an 
open-topped motorcade in Dallas, Texas

Imperial Conference ends, 
giving autonomy inside Brit-
ish Commonwealth

Angela Merkel  be-
comes the first female 
Chancellor of Germany
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Saudi trapeze artist 
has soaring success 

with aerial yoga 
business

Rapper Soultana is the 
voice of Moroccan women

I had times where I 
could not travel, so 
I wanted to practice 
it here in my city. I 
decided to open a 
studio room in my 

house, and it worked. 
It started with 

family and friends 
of friends, and little 

by little gyms and 
studios began to call 

and ask me to give 
classes

ROA’A AL-SAHHAF

Soultana, first entered 
the hip-hop scene at age 
13, growing up in the Ain 

Sebaa neighbourhood 
of Casablanca. She is 

now an internationally 
recognized artist best 
known for her single 

“Sawt Nssa” (The Voice 
of Women)

Roa’a Al-Sahhaf demonstrates during a class

Students in Roa’a Al-Sahhaf’s class

Roa’a Al-Sahhaf performs with a ring in her studio Soultana performs at a concert

Soultana 

 
What surprised me the most in 
becoming a rapper is that at first, 
it was so easy in my eyes to be an 
artist, but after my experiences 
on stage in Morocco and outside 
Morocco, I realized that it’s not 
easy to improve yourself and to 
present your art to the world. 
To meet big artists and see how 
they believe in their dreams, 
how they did a lot of things from 
nothing… it has made me change 
my mind and think about what it 
means to be human, with only this 
small amount of intelligence and 
fortitude

SOULTANA


